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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Deserted Alleyway, Manhattan, New York City, New York, United States

      All Jackson Zelle ever wanted was to be filthy rich. Not justa millionaire or even a billionaire. He wanted to be the wealthiest man in the world. He wanted to buy companies only to destroy them. He needed to buy people—control them. He desired to be so powerful with his wealth that he ruled the world. Because it was money, after all, that made the world go ‘round.

      The ancient demon, Tomár, wanted the world gone, but he’d never succeed. The demon who wanted to die thought that it was love that fueled the planet. He was wrong.

      However, Jackson Zelle knew that Tomár and he had similar interests. They both wanted to destroy love. The demon thought that love was the way to end things. Jackson Zelle knew the opposite to be true. Love would be his way to unending riches. It would be how he became so wealthy that he bought the richest corporation in the world and then destroyed it.

      Ironically, Jackson Zelle figured out that if he exploited people’s selfish desires related to love, he’d make enough money to purchase FGA. Then he could dismantle the corporation from the inside out. All he had to do was get Tomár to do his bidding, which was another perk of money and power.

      The demon, having sucked all the life out of the homeless man he’d found in the alley, dropped the dead body, letting it crumple to the ground between him and Jackson Zelle. Unaffected by the sight of the dead man or having witnessed his death, Jackson pursed his lips.

      “You know what you are to do?” he asked the demon.

      Wiping his red hand across his mouth, the demon sneered. “Go back in time and change historical love stories. You really believe that will make a difference?”

      “Of course,” Jackson Zelle answered. “Everything is grounded in the foundation of history. If you erase major love stories, it should have a ripple effect and deteriorate the current level of the love meter. Then I can really take control.”

      The demon’s pointy white canines contrasted with his red skin when he grinned. “And that will kill the planet.”

      “Yeah,” Jackson Zelle lied, avoiding eye contact with the disgusting demon. Changing the major love stories from history would decrease love and make people feel less romantic. More indifferent. It would put everyone at his mercy. But it also wasn’t a foolproof plan and possibly not enough to get what Jackson Zelle wanted, which was why he had multiple plans.

      Jackson Zelle, the former director of finance for FGA, slipped his scarred hand into his suit jacket pocket. After the plane crash in Fairyland, Jackson had been burned on over half of his body. It had been a setback but had motivated him to really set his sights on revenge. He didn’t care that he looked like a monster. He cared that it was Paris Beaufont who was responsible for foiling his plans, blowing his cover at FGA and probably behind the plane crash as well.

      “These are time tokens,” Jackson Zelle said, handing the golden coins over to Tomár. These were considered nearly priceless in the underground black market of magic. They gave the user one shot to go back to any moment in time, affecting real events before returning to the present time.

      If Father Time knew these were floating around, he would go on a rampage. The god would find out eventually. That was inevitable, but by the time he did, it would be too late and Jackson Zelle’s plans would already be in motion.

      “You are to use two time tokens to change historical love stories,” he said, dropping one coin and then another into the demon’s outstretched hand.

      “But you have three time tokens,” Tomár growled.

      “And you are to use the third one to do an errand for me,” Jackson Zelle continued.

      “But I have three events I want to change,” Tomár argued. “That will have the biggest impact on love, depleting it from the Earth.”

      “You get two time tokens,” Jackson stated firmly. “Make them count. The third must be used to retrieve something from the past that I need.”

      “Why? What do you need that’s so important that I can’t change three parts of history? I thought you wanted to destroy love, the same as me.”

      “I do, and we will. This is in case you fail,” Jackson Zelle answered. “I need a backup in case changing history doesn’t affect love the way I plan.”

      “What is it you want me to retrieve?” Tomár asked.

      “I’ll send you the specifics. It’s something that was destroyed long ago…”

      “Why? Why was it destroyed?”

      “Because it’s a very powerful poison.”

      Tomár appeared suddenly curious, his red eyes glowing. “Does it kill?”

      Jackson Zelle shook his head. “Worse.”

      “What’s worse than death?” the demon asked.

      Jackson actually laughed at this. “All you desire is death, and you ask what’s worse? I think you already know the answer.”

      Tomár thought for a moment, something sparking in his eyes. “Perpetually existing without purpose. Realizing how trivial our existence actually is. That is it, isn’t it?”

      Jackson Zelle nodded.

      “And there’s a poison that will…what? Make people nihilistic?”

      “There was,” Jackson answered. “I need you to get it for me.”

      “And then what will you do with it? How will you get it out there into the world?”

      Turning for the street, Jackson Zelle strode away from the demon. “You’ll get it for me. And change two crucial love stories. And if you’re caught, we never met.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Little Pleasures Farmhouse, Outskirts of Boulder, Colorado, United States

      For reasons unclear to Paris Beaufont, she’d awoken that morning feeling a strange sense of indifference. Usually, she was a happy person and woke up greeting the day with hope. However, she’d rolled out of bed to see Hemingway working in the field, checking the crops and not feeling the usual warm feelings she did when she saw him in the morning sunshine.

      That shouldn’t be a big deal. People didn’t always have butterflies when they looked at their significant others. According to Faraday, the scientist squirrel, people were just a bunch of hormones that were meant to cement the foundation of love. People started off with high levels of certain chemicals that made them crazy in love that later tapered off as the foundation of long-term, stable love was established. That all sounded very clinical to Paris.

      All she knew was that she had awoken feeling very blah, and she didn’t like it.

      “It’s vacation depression,” Faraday said, curling up in the softball glove sitting in the grass next to Paris.

      “That’s not a real thing,” Paris argued, rolling a large yellow softball back and forth between her outstretched legs. The squirrel and Paris were enjoying some fresh morning sunshine on the front lawn as they stared out at the farmlands where Hemingway was busy, still working hard since dawn.

      “It definitely is. You were exhausted, finally got a break, we had a fantastic vacation, and now it’s over. In an hour, you have to return to FGA, and you’re depressed about it.” Faraday rotated again, seemingly trying to get comfortable in the leather glove.

      “I’m looking forward to getting back to work,” Paris countered. “I’ve left Holly in charge of Casual Romance, which means that she required all the new employees to get spray tans because, as she says, ‘Looking at pale people makes me sad.’”

      Faraday snickered. “But still, it’s a transition. Studies show that January 2nd is a day of low morale because people have been on vacation, enjoying the holidays. Then they have to get back to work and school, and there’s a slight degradation in serotonin levels worldwide.”

      Paris shook her head. “No, there’s something else going on, but I can’t pinpoint it. Maybe there’s a signal being broadcast that is affecting moods. Or maybe there’s something in the water. We know that Tomár is still out there and going to strike at love again. How do you feel?”

      He flicked his tail, curling it around him. “I’m a squirrel and not affected by the social consciousness the same as you. And yes, Tomár will definitely be crafting something, but just because you feel low on the day you have to return to work after a vacation doesn’t provide enough proof of anything.”

      Paris tossed the softball into the air and caught it, but it nearly hit her in the face. “I’m not down because I have to return to work. I actually love my job and was feeling a little restless on vacation.”

      “Which is why you took up sports,” Faraday observed, trying yet again to get comfortable, curled up in the softball mitt.

      “Well, it was Hemingway’s idea because playing sports can decrease stress…” Paris tossed the ball up and had to duck when it again nearly landed on her face.

      The ball hit the ground with a thud and rolled down the lawn. It landed by Sherlock Holmes’ foot, who was standing, basking in the morning sunshine with Baba Yaga’s grimoire in his hands. He had been studying the spell they would use to make his doppelganger, but it was incredibly complex and if done wrong, it could backfire, so they had to get it right. This was part of the plan for tricking Subner so they could trap him and then Sherlock could track down Subfar, the Protector of Wealth.

      Currently, Subner was following the great detective, knowing that he was on the hunt for his brother, who the Protector of Weapons wanted to murder, apparently. Papa Creola had agreed to trap Subner in the basement of the Fantastical Armory, but Paris and Sherlock had to find a way to lure the greasy-haired elf down the stairs and that was proving difficult, since Subner was always pursuing the detective. That’s when she found the doppelganger spell in the grimoire. If they could create a copy of Sherlock, then he could lure Subner into the basement where they could lock him away.

      Then the real detective could finally go after Subfar. And finally, Paris could find a funding source to help her departments, pay off FGA’s debts and most importantly save the corporation which was about to crumble due to too many conflicts with the board. The members were literally tearing the company to pieces, and most were ready to sell it out from underneath Saint Valentine. In the wrong hands, love could be tarnished. Destroyed. Or like when Jackson Zelle in charge of the finance department, it could be exploited for financial gains.

      He was probably hiding in the shadows somewhere at the farm there, watching Sherlock Holmes read an old spell book and thinking of a way to trap him. Life was ironic like that.

      “A black eye might increase stress,” Faraday teased.

      Paris laughed. “I don’t get it. My demon blood makes me stronger and faster and gives me enhanced reflexes, but I can’t catch a ball to save my life.”

      Sherlock Holmes, who had retrieved the softball, strode over and handed it to Paris. “It’s because you’re afraid of the ball. You flinch when it’s coming toward you.”

      “Because I don’t want to get hit in the face, and the ball is coming toward me,” Paris joked.

      “You can’t catch it if you’re eyes are closed,” Sherlock stated. The great detective’s words struck Paris, but she wasn’t sure why. They might have a deeper meaning.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” she agreed, laying the ball down. “Maybe I should try a different sport. Something where the ball isn’t flying. Besides, my softball mitt is someone’s new bed.”

      She grinned at Faraday, who looked cute curled up in her mitt. He lifted his chin and winked. “Try soccer. You look like you’re kicking an imaginary ball around when you’re dancing.”

      Paris scoffed. “I’m an excellent dancer.” She looked up at Sherlock. “Don’t you think so?”

      He shook his head. “I’m staying out of this one.”

      “Fine.” She huffed. “How are you feeling, Sherlock? Do you feel low or indifferent or anything?”

      The timeless detective looked around the farm as he considered his emotional state, then shrugged. “I’m impatient about not being able to go after Subfar. I’m restless, and I can’t seem to understand this spell. I fear if we don’t get it exactly right, we could split me permanently.” He handed her Baba Yaga’s grimoire.

      Faraday whistled and shook his head. “Just imagine, Pare. What if you were responsible for splitting Sherlock Holmes in half and erasing the great detective.”

      “You’re not helping,” Paris grumbled. She returned her attention to Sherlock. “So, is it safe to say you’re depressed about this situation? Maybe ‘blah?’”

      “Those are two different things,” he pointed out. “Being depressed involves sadness. By ‘blah,’ I think you mean the absence of emotions.”

      Paris glanced at the sky. “Why am I discussing emotions with the clinical scientist squirrel and the black and white detective?”

      “Because you’re lucky?” Faraday offered.

      Paris shook her head and pushed to her feet. “Understanding Baba Yaga’s grimoire is like reading a different language. I’ve had some experience with that, though, so when I have a break today, I’ll try to figure out the spell.”

      “On that note, you better get going,” Faraday suggested, stretching and shaking out his tail. “We’re going to be late for work.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” Paris caught sight of Hemingway. She was going to rush over and give him a hug and a kiss goodbye, but he was busy fixing a fence post. Also, she didn’t feel like it, although she always felt like giving that man affection. She shrugged off the strange emotions and figured that maybe all the vacation time just meant that they needed some time apart to miss each other. Instead of a proper goodbye, Paris waved at the guy who was the love of her life.

      Catching sight of her, he waved back. Smile a bit. Appeared a little lost too. But then he blew her a kiss and Paris felt love blossom in her heart. She blew back a kiss and knew that whatever was making her feel this way would pass, because she had a love for the ages. One that would go down in history.
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      Fairy Grounds Coffee Shop, First Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      Paris knew she’d be inundated with requests from her new employees in Casual Romance, Practical Love, and Refinement as soon as she set foot on the third floor. She decided that since she was the boss, she could afford to be late on her first day back. It was a priority that she figure out the doppelganger spell.

      The sooner they did that, the sooner Sherlock could go after Subfar. Then Paris would have funds for FGA. As non-materialistic as she was, she realized that money was important. Without it, her departments and FGA were at a serious disadvantage that was growing larger every day.

      Paris needed a quiet place to study the grimoire, one where she would not be distracted. For that reason, she decided to grab a table at the Fairy Grounds Coffee Shop since all the pixies who worked there despised her. No one would want to talk to her since they were afraid of being insulted, she reasoned.

      Unfortunately, Paris’ seemingly flawless reasoning was absolutely wrong. Not only did the pixies who made coffee so bad it should be classified as toxic waste want to bug her, they went out of their way to distract her. Well, antagonize her.

      “Seriously, the first cup of coffee you spilled on me could have been considered an accident, but three cups being ‘accidentally’ dropped from up high is hard to believe,” Paris grumbled to Ivy, the manager. She picked up the grimoire to keep it out of the sludge on the table that rained down from the ceiling when Ivy, the manager flew overhead and dropped it on Paris’ head. Thankfully, she was pretty certain that the grimoire was protected and couldn’t be damaged by liquids, not that pixie coffee could be considered such a substance.

      The pink pixie buzzed around in the air in front of Paris, holding the now-empty coffee cup. “Oops. I guess I’m so ditzy I don’t know how to keep the coffee cups level when I’m flying.”

      Paris glanced around at the shop. “I’m in the corner, too. There are no tables over here with customers. Why ever do you need to fly over me with your kamikaze hot coffee?”

      Ivy’s wings fluttered to keep her at head height. “Didn’t you order a double espresso?”

      “I didn’t order anything,” Paris replied. Faraday was mopping up the spill, which was close to drenching his work too.

      “Well, you can’t loiter here,” Ivy ordered. “You have to buy something.”

      “Fine,” Paris stated and sat back in her seat. “The squirrel will have a scone. Neither of us will have anything with liquid, so no need to fly overhead with a steaming hot cup of coffee. Actually, just consider this a no-fly zone and toss the scone at him. He’s a great catcher.”

      “That makes one of us,” Faraday teased. He’d witnessed Paris miss many softballs during her attempts to learn the sport.

      “Ha-ha,” she muttered.

      “I realize you think this place is a joke of a business,” Ivy began, “but we don’t throw our food.”

      “Okay, but you do drop it from the ceiling?” Paris pretended to ask.

      The pixie, having had enough of Paris’ brand of humor, stormed off.

      “All you have to do is be nice to them,” Faraday scolded.

      “I got you a scone.”

      “I don’t like scones. I like cheese and bread.”

      “Mmm…” Paris had forgotten to eat breakfast. “Yeah, me too. But I need a place to study this spell and not be annoyed, and I thought they’d leave me alone here. Once I go up to my departments, it’s going to be annoyances and disturbances for days.”

      “See? You’re depressed about your vacation being over and returning to work,” Faraday pointed out.

      Paris shook her head. “Shows what you know. I love being annoyed. That’s why I keep you around.”

      “Ha-ha,” he muttered as she had earlier. “I don’t think you’ll get a chance to concentrate here.”

      As he finished speaking, Ivy dropped a blueberry scone on their table. It broke into pieces, and crumbs rolled in all directions.

      Paris nodded. “It was worth a try, but these pixies are out for blood and can’t take a joke.”

      “Try being nice to them.”

      “Since I can’t do that, any other ideas?”

      “Go ask Dwyer,” Faraday suggested. “The shoe-shiner will know of a quiet place to study.”

      Paris smiled, grabbed her book and her squirrel, and made for the exit. “Good idea.”

      “You didn’t eat your scone,” Ivy shouted from behind her.

      “It’s like your coffee,” Paris called over her shoulder. “I don’t consume things that are dropped on my head.”
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      Dwyer’s Polishes, Second Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      For a moment, Paris thought she could chill in one of Dwyer’s polishing stations and study the grimoire. However, when she got up to the second floor, she realized that wouldn’t work. His place was buzzing with fairy godmothers and agents. Even though most of them weren’t patronizing the shoe-shiner, they were bustling by, chatting, and generally being disturbing.

      “What’s going on?” Paris asked Dwyer as she and Faraday approached. She indicated the crowd. “What’s with all the excitement and business?”

      Dwyer’s brow scrunched in confusion. “Beats me. People seem to be overly excited about the most mundane things today.” He nodded at Curry-Osities. “Maybe the special curry is responsible. Or maybe Jenny is running a promo at Sundry Charms on Overly Excitable Jams again. Last time she did, people went nuts for silly things like reality shows and pickles. It was illogical.”

      Faraday hopped onto the closest station, so he was higher than Paris and Dwyer. “I agree about getting enthusiastic about reality shows. Their scripted programming is cut to overdramatize fake and contrived situations. But pickles? How could one not get excited about those? They are fermented deliciousness that promotes digestion.”

      “You are so strange,” Paris remarked, shaking her head. Glancing around, she asked Dwyer, “What are people excited about this time?”

      “Not the shoeshine special.” Dwyer huffed and indicated the chalkboard that read, Today’s Special: Flirty Frenzy.

      “What does that shoe polish do?” Paris asked, not interested in the special either.

      “It makes them fantastic and suave flirters,” Dwyer answered. “You know, ups people’s game.”

      “Well, I’m not sure our fairy godmothers or agents need that, but our clients definitely do," Paris related.

      “I know some IT nerds who could benefit from that polish,” Faraday added.

      Paris agreed with a nod. She was listening to some high-pitched squealing fairy godmothers as they passed, talking excitedly.

      “I just can’t wait to get back to my sudoku puzzle,” one woman said to her friends as they strolled by. “You can join me over lunch.”

      “No can do,” a lady replied. “I’ve got to go through my junk mail. I’ve been looking forward to it all day.”

      “You have to eat,” the friend argued.

      “Yes, and to add excitement to my day, I plan to eat a plain rice cake while I open the stacks of useless mail.”

      “Fine.” The first woman sighed. “That’s fine. I have to call the bank, and they are sure to put me on hold for an hour like before. It should be a nice way to spend my lunch.”

      Paris grimaced and looked confused. “What. Is. Going. On?”

      The shoe-shiner shrugged. “Beats me. That’s what I’m telling you. It’s been like that all day. Everyone is excited about the silliest things. No one wants a shoeshine, and they have little purpose.”

      Paris narrowed her eyes at Faraday. “Sounds like something is afoot.”

      “Speaking of feet, you want a shoeshine?” Dwyer asked.

      Paris glanced at the board again and shook her head. “I’m not interested in upping my flirting game, but there’s nothing new about that.”

      “Yeah, Paris is about as flirty as a hacksaw,” Faraday teased.

      She ignored him and leaned closer to Dwyer. “Maybe you can help me with something else. I need a quiet place to study.” She tapped the grimoire in her arms. “If I go to my office, my employees will bug me with leave requests or case questions.”

      “Not to mention that you’ll get a backache, sitting in that broken office chair,” Faraday added.

      Paris nodded. “Yeah, not comfortable. Not the basement here. Comfortable, not haunted."

      Dwyer laughed. “I have just the place for you, and it is sure to be deserted. It hasn’t been occupied in a long time.”

      “It’s not the twenty-sixth floor, is it?” Faraday asked. He shivered when he thought of the last few times he investigated that floor and found himself cold, sad, and misplaced in the basement, not knowing how he had gotten there.

      “The what?” Dwyer asked, confused. He shook his head. “No, I’ve got another place in mind, and it will be perfect for your studying.”
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      Reading Room, Second Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      “Why is this place empty?” Paris asked, looking at the quiet and cozy room. It was in a distant corner of the second floor, behind an unmarked door where a sign used to be. The space was filled with comfortable chairs and sofas, totally unused. Also untouched were the many books lining the shelves.

      “I’m not sure you know this, but fairies don’t like to read,” Dwyer supplied.

      Paris nodded. “Yes, I’m aware. It hurts their heads. Some are only a stone’s throw above pixies in their IQs.”

      “Some of them,” Dwyer chirped. “I like to think I’m a smarter fairy, but I get that we’re not known for our intelligence, not compared to magicians. They are obsessed with discoveries and facts. I come from a long line of thinkers, but many fairies prefer music and poetry and romantic art over books.”

      “So, FGA has a reading room that no one uses,” Paris mused. She felt giddy and saw a similar expression on Faraday’s face. “Dwyer, can we keep this between us? I mean, no need to advertise that there is a free quiet space with actual furniture and books, right?”

      He nodded cheerfully. “I knew you’d like it, and it will be our little secret. I’m sure in time you’ll have a big, fancy office and a topnotch secretary to keep all the riffraff out of your hair so you can do important things.”

      Paris grinned and held up the grimoire. “I hope you’re right, but that dream starts with studying the contents of this book. Doris Frederickson, my current assistant, is surprisingly really remarkable if I get over the fact that she sleeps sixteen hours a day…during work. Yeah, I need to read this book and understand a complex spell to level up FGA.”

      Dwyer shook his head and whistled through his teeth. “Better you than me, Agent Beaufont. That doesn’t look like a book I’d understand much of.” He indicated the volumes stacked on the shelves. “Truth be told, none of these books interests me either.”

      Faraday ran over, inspected the bookshelves, and nodded in agreement. “I don’t think I’ve read any of these, and I’ve read a lot of books.”

      Paris squinted at the spines of the first row of books. “Wuthering Heights, Love in the Time of Cholera, A Farewell to Arms, Anna Karenina, The Time Traveler’s Wife, Great Expectations…”

      “They are all romance books,” Dwyer offered. “But honestly, I couldn’t tell you anything about any of them.”

      “Because you don’t read,” Faraday offered.

      “There’s that,” the shoe-shiner agreed. “But I don’t know. They don’t interest me, even as a fairy. I mean, as a genre, I don’t think that romance is very popular.”

      Paris sighed, feeling a tickle in her throat. “That’s weird. I mean, if anyone was going to read romance, you’d think it would be fairies, even if they don’t read that much.”

      “There are also audiobooks,” Faraday reminded her.

      Paris nodded. “I never thought about it. I can’t remember reading any romance books, but I guess that’s not so weird. I was spelled not to want to read for the first part of my life.”

      “So, that wasn’t part of your fairy genes?” Dwyer asked curiously.

      She shook her head. “It was so I wouldn’t discover who I was, draw attention to myself, and alert a big, bad monster to my existence.”

      Dwyer grinned widely. “You’re the coolest, Agent Beaufont. I just don’t like to read because, like you said, it makes my head hurt. I like learning, though. Romance novels aren’t for me. I bet if there were good ones, they might have taken off, but alas, no one likes the stuff, as evidenced by all the dust on those books.”

      “Well, I’m happy for the dust and the quiet.” Paris plopped down on the sofa and immediately regretted it since the impact sent a cloud of dust into the air. Her nose tickled with a sneeze, but she shook it off before it could escape. “Thanks for showing us this place, Dwyer. It will give me the respite I need to study this book.”

      “You’re very welcome. I’m always happy to help.” Dwyer bowed at her and at Faraday. “Well, I’m off to shine some shoes. Or listen to the fairies obsess over silly things and not get a Flirty Frenzy polish. Maybe whatever is making people strange will pass soon, and things will get back to normal.”

      Paris nodded, waving as Dwyer made for the door. “Yeah, maybe.”

      However, she didn’t think a polish that made you flirt better was desirable. She glanced at the shelves full of unread books. She was more likely to read one of those awful books than get that polish, but neither was going to happen. Romance just wasn’t for her.

      What Paris Beaufont didn’t know was that romance, starting that day, wasn’t for anyone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Casual Romance Department, Third Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      When Paris stepped off the elevator with Faraday, carrying Baba Yaga’s grimoire, she felt confident and accomplished. That vanished since the noise from the Team Building Space and the Kitchen Nook and the Wellness Area and the Cozy Corner was echoing through the department.

      The third floor, which had previously been only for the Casual Romance department, was now the community space for their inter-division meetings. She knew she was late, but it wasn’t like her employees couldn’t find something to do. She wasn’t that late, and her tardiness had resulted from studying a crucial spell to help Sherlock Holmes to find the Protector of Wealth so that they could all move forward with various department missions.

      “I like it over there!” a voice Paris recognized as Holly’s yelled.

      “Well, I want it here!” Christine argued.

      “What about what I want?” Isha questioned.

      That was met by protests from several more voices, all of them seeming to be in opposition to where the said thing went.

      Paris glanced at Faraday, who was scurrying beside her. To the squirrel’s credit, he looked ready to bound around the corner. Paris, on the other hand, was thinking that they could sneak back onto the elevator and take another vacation day. Maybe Faraday was right and she wasn’t happy about returning to work, but she didn’t think that was it. Something else was making her feel…less…in a way she didn’t understand and was brand new.

      Deciding the argument was indication that her employees needed her leadership, Paris held her chin high and rounded the corner to find the chaos she was expecting. Holly and Christine were holding the opposite ends of a straight-back chair. Isha was clutching a large pillow like it was her last possession. On either side of the opposing teams, the employees were clearly divided between the redhead Christine, and the platinum blonde, Holly. Sitting casually by with a notebook and a bored expression was Doris Frederickson, Paris’ assistant.

      Seeing her emerge from around the corner, Penny Pullman bounded forward. Alfred, the AI in charge of FGA, dutifully followed her.

      “Agent Beaufont,” Penny greeted her, sounding relieved. “You’re back. Good. We could use your…sanity.”

      “Why, does everyone want to fight over it?” Paris joked.

      “Oh, good!” Holly exclaimed, letting go of the legs of the chair and striding over. “You can tell this diva here that I’m in charge of the design layout for this floor. She can go up to the fifth floor and make things all fu shag!”

      Christine laughed. “You mean, ‘feng shui.’ It’s the ancient Chinese practice that seeks to create harmony with design.”

      It was Holly’s turn to laugh. “That’s the biggest load of boiling spit I’ve ever heard.”

      Christine crossed her arms in front of her chest, leveled her gaze at Paris and looked ready to explode. “Will you please tell me this social experiment you signed us up for is over, and I can go back to working with normal people and not those who should be in medical studies?”

      Paris drew a breath and closed her eyes. And thought of the calm waters at the tropical lagoon she had just returned from. When she opened her eyes and spoke, her voice was a tad bit louder than she had planned. “What for the love of the holy angels, what is wrong with you nut-jobs?”

      Everyone tensed and fell silent, looking at Paris like she’d lost her mind.

      And in truth, she was starting to feel that maybe she had.

      Penny, who was usually the voice of reason, shrugged. “We all woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning.”

      Paris groaned. She wondered what was affecting everyone.

      Christine nodded. “Yeah, none of my usual tunes are working for me. They always put me in a good mood. I can’t watch any of my usual shows, and then I get here, hoping to direct my energy into something worth my attention, and this one is messing up the room with her bad decisions.” She pointed an accusatory finger at Holly.

      The blonde, who was wearing bright pink designer yoga pants and had hair extensions, stepped forward. “We agree on something. I tried to work out this morning, but my playlist was…weird. And then I felt all funky and not like working out at all. So, then I came here to lay on the couch and sleep for most of the day—”

      “Although you get paid to work,” Paris interrupted.

      Holly rolled her eyes. “You’re not even listening. I didn’t feel like working out, so I tried to sleep, but someone had messed up my department space.” She pointed at Christine, who was still pointing at her.

      “Can someone who hasn’t consumed too much helium from party balloons please tell me what’s going on?”

      Isha smiled serenely and stepped up beside the others. “I think the cosmic energy is out of balance.”

      “Because of feng shui,” Christine supplied.

      “Because I haven’t worked out, and I’m crabby!” Holly exclaimed.

      “I think it has to do with something much deeper than our space or one woman’s personal workout regime,” Alfred stated. He joined the line of people in front of Paris.

      “Finally, someone is making sense.” Paris sighed. “Go on, Alfred. What’s happening?”

      The AI actually shrugged. “No clue, Agent Beaufont. I’ve run different quality assurance tests based on historical evidence, and I can’t find an anomaly, but my scans of individuals show that their usual hormonal levels of serotonin and norepinephrine are low.”

      “See!” Faraday exclaimed. “I told you it was hormonal. You’re all depressed!”

      “I’m not depressed,” Paris argued.

      “Well, it seems to me…” Doris, the oldest fairy at FGA and Paris’ assistant, was sitting down, holding a notepad and looking close to sleep, “that all of you are feeling various degrees of unrest due to whatever factors and therefore, you’re fighting over things that don’t matter. Before you were consumed by your obsessions over reality television or hip-hop music or hobbies or relationships, but you’re now all just worried about trivial things.”

      Everyone fell silent. Paris blinked at the old woman, who had a hairy chin, then shook her head. “That’s why you’re probably the smartest person here. I think you, Doris Frederickson, have figured out the beginning of a giant mystery we have to solve.”

      The receptionist nodded confidently, pressed her notebook to her bosom, and lowered her chin. “Well, then I’ll just take a nap while you all figure out what’s going on.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Paris’ Joke-of-an-Office, Casual Romance Department, Third Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      After sending a memo to Matters of the Heart requesting information from Saint Valentine about this new situation with bad moods, Paris sent out more inquiries. This felt like a bigger problem, but there was only one way to find out. And the whole idea that it “felt” like something was even strange. Paris’ emotions were at low levels. She didn’t have her usual enthusiasm, but not to a degree that anything could possibly be really wrong. She just felt…well, blah, as she’d told Sherlock Holmes earlier that morning.

      Paris thought it might be a fairy thing since they were more affected by emotions. It would explain why the fairy godmothers at FGA all seemed to have lost their ever-loving minds. However, at this early stage of the investigation, Paris couldn’t be sure, so she also sent messages to her mother at the House of Fourteen and her aunt at the Dragon Elite. If this was affecting others worldwide, they’d know about it.

      Liv Beaufont, Paris’ mother, responded right away with

      
        
        I’m fine. A bit more ambivalent than usual, but that’s probably because I’m currently wrestling a three-toed sloth.

        

      

      Paris laughed, glancing at her phone and responded right away.

      
        
        Why are you fighting a three-toed sloth? They are adorable and really gentle.

        

      

      
        
        “This one isn’t. He got cursed by an angry tree gnome who didn’t like him hanging out in his branches, and now he’s meaner than Clark when he can’t find the remote for the television.”

        

      

      Paris giggled, impressed that her mother was texting her so much while dealing with a crazed and wild animal.

      
        
        Well, it’s not his fault that he’s cursed. Don’t hurt him.

        

      

      Liv’s response was almost immediate, which again was impressive.

      
        
        He just bit my elbow, but fine, I won’t hurt him. I’m just trying to subdue him until I can reverse the spell. Then I’m going to have words with that territorial tree gnome, but don’t worry. No one will be harmed…well, except my elbow. It’s bleeding.

        

      

      Paris smiled, grateful that she had the coolest, kindest mother in the world. She hoped to be half as awesome as Liv one day.

      
        
        Okay, well, take care, and let me know if you hear anything about emotions being dulled worldwide.

        

      

      The message from her Aunt Sophia was similarly interesting, although not as entertaining.

      
        
        I think you might be on to something. War negotiations are suddenly on the decline. I had three peace talks this morning and they all canceled, the nations saying they were indifferent to their neighbors and didn’t need to settle any scores any longer.

        

      

      
        
        That sounds like good news, Paris responded.

        

      

      
        
        It is, but it doesn’t feel right, Aunt Sophia responded. Something is off, but not enough to let me know what is wrong.

        

      

      “That’s what we’d thought too,” Faraday muttered, having read the text message over Paris’ shoulder…or rather, from her shoulder, where he was perched.

      Paris lowered her phone, sighing. “Maybe I’m reading too much into things. Maybe people are just having bad days.”

      “Not bad days,” Faraday corrected. “Off days. So-so days.”

      “Well, it happens,” Paris remarked. “Not every day can be a holiday or one where we’re all on Cloud Nine. Sometimes you’re passionate and motivated, and then there are Mondays, which is what today is.”

      “I agree that we need more data,” Faraday stated. “I’ll start looking into news reports with Alfred and running correlational studies to see if it is worldwide and if there were any events that preceded this that might be the cause.”

      “Sounds good.” Paris picked up one of the reports Doris had prepared for her using information from the tele-eventor and groaned. “I’ll go manage my departments and find out why in my absence, they haven’t done much to affect the love meter.”

      “When the cat’s away, the mice will play,” Faraday offered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Casual Romance Department, Third Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      When Paris strode out of her office, ready to start the interdepartmental meeting, her employees fell quiet and busied themselves at the conference table.

      Rolling her eyes, she held up the report she’d just read. “So, this is what pretending to work looks like on all y’all. However, the case files and our love meter reports state the truth. You jokers took the week off, the same as me.”

      “I had the Practical Love department do personality assessments,” Penny Pullman stated from the front of the conference table. “When I assigned cases, the results weren’t favorable, so then I tried to think like you, Agent Beaufont. I assigned cases to employees based on their strengths and what they excelled at. However, I didn’t know what that was since I’m relatively new here. Therefore, I figured that doing assessments would help me as a manager to make better assignments going forward.”

      Holly coughed, which sounded like, “Suck up!”

      Paris glanced at the blonde and shook her head, then returned her attention to Penny. “That was smart, and I applaud your efforts. Taking the time to sharpen your axe multiple times will ensure that you cut wood faster.”

      “When did we become a bunch of lumberjacks?” Holly asked. She was leaning back in her chair casually, her sneakers on the conference table.

      “We’re not, and there is no way that I’m being caught dead in flannel,” Christine imparted with a sneer.

      “What was the Refinement department doing last week?” Paris asked the redhead. “The reports show no cases were logged and completed.”

      Christine nodded. “Yes, and that’s because, in order to work the cases effectively, as my friend Penny mentioned, I as the manager of the Refinement Department need this stuff called money.”

      Paris glanced at the report. “There was a gala with many eligible Cinderellas looking for Prince Charmings, but many didn’t attend because they didn’t have anything to wear. Couldn’t you have come up with something?”

      “I realize the term ‘Cinderella’ stuck because we’re fairy godmothers, and everyone loves that Disney tale,” Christine began. “But as a fairy godmother, we can’t magically create gowns out of thin air or use pumpkins as transportation or have mice become coachmen. Even with magic, we have to have resources to create things. If you want a gold ring, I can magic you one, but you’re going to have to give me a gold bar.”

      Paris nodded. None of this surprised her. “Yeah, I know. Having no funds makes your department goals especially difficult. I’m definitely working on that, which is why I have to go and duplicate Sherlock Holmes this afternoon and trap a grumpy elf in a basement.”

      “You always get to have all the fun,” Holly grumbled.

      “According to this report,” Paris began, holding up the case files, “it appears that you and Isha and your new employees had a fair bit of fun. Or you worked on your six-pack abs or did a juice cleanse, but you definitely didn’t move the dial on the love meter with any casual romances.”

      Holly sighed dramatically. “That’s because as a new low-level manager, I was assessing my employees, trying to get to know them. I gave them all Myers-Briggs tests and learned which ones were introverts and I fired those losers.”

      Paris pointed at Penny. “She already used that excuse. Try another one.”

      Holly glanced at Isha, her partner in crime with a conscience.

      Isha bit her lip and glanced down at the table. “Well, we don’t have any departmental funds, which prevented us from setting up casual romance situations.”

      Paris shook her head. “Nope, Christine used that, and it works for her department. You just have to go to a bar and push a Cinderella into a Prince Charming, and bam! They start talking.”

      “With all due respect,” Holly began, removing her sneakers from the table and leaning on it, “it’s not that easy. The modern world of phones and apps makes it so that people don’t know how to talk to each other in person. If you want us to hook people up using technology, that will cost you money. I mean, those losers you want us to find soul mates for are a great example of that.”

      “The IT guys from Sad Lion Gaming Company aren’t losers,” Paris argued. “And I didn’t ask you to find their soul mates. A date would be great. I can’t believe you haven’t done that yet.”

      “Refinement is still giving them makeovers,” Holly stated.

      Paris glanced at Christine.

      The redhead shrugged. “Money. It will be required to fix them. I’m working on it, but one has an acne problem so bad, he needs prescription medicine. All of them need new wardrobes since nothing in theirs is salvageable or ever coming back into style. We can do haircuts and shaves, but they all need personal trainers.”

      Paris pointed at Holly. “She can do it since she has nothing else to do, apparently.”

      Holly grimaced. “They will smell like cheese puffs when they sweat.”

      “That project should have been complete,” Paris complained.

      “Even when those guys are fully made over, there’s a foundational problem,” Holly argued. “They have zero game, even if they are gamers. And it’s not just them. We’ve tried using magic to make Cinderellas ‘bump’ into Prince Charmings, but the two idiots just babble because no one knows how to break the ice anymore. People have lost their game worldwide, and it’s really sad.”

      “There are bigger problems in the world,” Paris muttered, but that got her thinking. This was the result of the modern era. Guys didn’t know how to pick girls up anymore, and the girls were all disinterested because they were too busy taking pictures for Instagram.

      “We need a strategy to give people their game back,” Paris continued, the wheels churning in her head.

      “Like, a class on how to flirt?” Isha asked.

      Paris shook her head. “That would be too involved. We need something simple. A tool we can give them, even if they don’t know they are being given it.”

      “Like, a one-liner to break the ice,” Penny supplied.

      Paris brightened. “Yes, that’s genius.”

      “Oh, look, someone gets another gold star,” Holly muttered dryly.

      “She sure does,” Paris replied proudly and glanced at Holly. “And you get to lead this project.”

      “What project? Inventing one-liners? Then what?” Holly questioned.

      “Then you use magic to subliminally give them to Prince Charmings or even Cinderellas,” Paris answered. “I mean, this is the twenty-first century, so girls can pick up guys, right?”

      Holly smirked disapprovingly. “Not dignified, but yeah, I guess dorks could.”

      “Well, first we need to have a stock of lines,” Paris stated, excited. That felt good since she hadn’t been enthusiastic all day. She hoped that meant the funk she and everyone else were in was wearing off. “We will call this Project Pick-up Lines. You all compile them, then go around and give them to people before making them bump into each other.”

      “Why?” Isha asked seriously.

      Paris blinked at the woman. Isha had short brown hair and kind eyes. “Why what?”

      “What’s the point in getting people together?” Isha questioned. She sounded cynical, which wasn’t her nature.

      “Because that’s our job,” Paris supplied, wondering if this was a joke.

      “But there are so many better things they could be doing with their time,” Isha stated.

      “Like working out,” Holly interjected.

      Christine nodded. “Or getting a facial.”

      “Or getting an education,” Penny added.

      Paris glanced around the table in horror. “Our job is to create love. We bring people together. Why are you all being resistant?”

      They all shrugged, looking disinterested.

      “I don’t know. It just seems irrelevant,” Penny stated, to Paris’ surprise. “I mean, it didn’t before, but today it feels futile. Like, what’s the point?”

      Paris now knew something was wrong. Maybe it mostly affected fairies, and that was how she’d been able to spot it and partially break out of it, but she wasn’t immune since she thought her fairy godmothers were correct.

      However, she wasn’t going to give up. Something was affecting love and hope, and she would get to the bottom of it…at some point. Currently, she had a meeting, and then she needed to work with Sherlock Holmes since they needed money. Right after all that and maybe a lunch break, she’d look into this situation.

      Shaking off the disoriented feelings, Paris lifted her chin. “Look, put aside your pessimistic attitudes or indifference or whatever funk we’re all in. Penny, now that you’ve done your assessments, you get to work assigning cases. I expect Practical Love to be on the rise by the end of the week.”

      The mousy-haired woman nodded.

      Paris glanced at Christine. “As for Refinement, I get that you need money, so in the meantime, I want you to do what you do best and educate people. Hold free workshops at the mall or in parks or wherever you can get a location. Show women how to put on eyeshadow. Tell guys to tuck in their shirts. Give people advice on how to put together outfits. That won’t cost anything, and it should help others.”

      “Do you want me to start with you on the eyeshadow lessons?” Christine asked with a giggle and a wink.

      Paris knew how to laugh at herself, so she did. Then she rolled her eyes and glanced at Holly. “As for Casual Romance, I want you all on Project Pick-up Lines.”

      “It sounds like the place in the Target parking lot where you go to get the items you purchased online.” Holly laughed.

      “Then rename it, but first, you need to create a book of lines,” Paris instructed, pointing at the big bottle of pink goo in the corner she’d filled with her magic before she’d gone on vacation. “Then, using the magic store, I want you all to load up your wands and subliminally plant the lines in potential matches’ heads.”

      “When you say pick-up lines, do you mean cheesy things that make me want to throw a drink in someone’s face at a bar?” Holly asked.

      Paris nodded. “I mean ice-breakers that will make the other person laugh or groan and start up a conversation.”

      “Like, ‘Besides being incredibly attractive, what do you do?’” Christine supplied, which made everyone around the table laugh.

      “Yes, lines like that.” Paris chuckled. “It’s corny, but it is a compliment, and then the two people start talking.”

      “About what a loser one of them is,” Holly imparted.

      “How about, ‘Are you a magician? Because when I look at you, everyone else disappears?’” Penny offered.

      Paris pointed at her. “Great one.”

      “She’s running out of places to put those gold stars,” Holly teased.

      “Are you writing these down?” Paris asked her. “Because this is what I want you recording and then using.”

      “Oh, I’ve got one!” Isha looked excited. “After someone sneezes, the other could say, ‘I’d say ‘God bless you,’ but it looks like he already has.’”

      Everyone around the table groaned, but Paris clapped. “That’s perfect, and it does exactly what we intend. It gives someone a way to start talking to a potential match.”

      “I’m not sure I can come up with lines that bad.” Holly was recording the pick-up lines on her phone.

      “Well, ask around,” Paris advised. “Search the web. I’ll think of some and send them to you when I come up with them.”

      “Oh, you’ll be brilliant at coming up with cheesy lines,” Holly joked.

      Paris laughed. “That’s true. And you know what? If you were words on a page, you’d be fine print.”

      Most people groaned, but many laughed. Paris thought that was the perfect time to make her exit. She had a very important meeting that would be the start of great things for FGA.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Elevator, Third Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      Paris was no dummy, and she was a quick study. She knew as soon as she stepped on the elevator to go up to the management meeting on the twenty-fifth floor that it wouldn’t take her there. Well, not directly.

      “Okay, you possessed metal box,” Paris grumbled like she was talking to herself. “Let’s get this over with. Take me to the haunted, dank basement so I’m only marginally late for my meeting.”

      She tapped the button for her floor. “Or we could try something new, and you could take me to the place I’ve requested. Then I won’t show up late and spouting nonsense to a bunch of suits about how you, an elevator, took me hostage.”

      As soon as the elevator doors closed, the metal box descended instead of going up as she had requested. Paris nodded. “Cool, cool, cool. So, we’re going to the basement. That’s fine. That’s where I totally wanted to go.”

      Having decided to embrace this whole strange thing that the elevator did, Paris actually laughed like a mad woman as the elevator went down floors. She wondered if when others got on the metal box alone, it took them to the basement or some other floor than where they intended to go. When Paris had come to FGA, Alfred had told her that if people got on the elevator alone, it took them where it intended for them to go, rather than where they wanted. It sounded like a sentient know-it-all, and she was tired of fighting it.

      And in truth, Paris was curious about why the elevator thought she should go down to the abandoned and dark basement that no one seemed to know much about. The mysterious twenty-sixth floor also liked to relocate her to the basement, which further complicated the whole puzzle. Instead of resisting this whole thing though, she was going to investigate. Maybe there was something in the basement she was meant to discover or find or understand. Or maybe the elevator and the twenty-sixth floor were trying to get rid of her. They could get in line, she thought with a laugh.

      When the elevator doors opened on the dark and musty basement, Paris pretended to be pleasantly surprised. She clapped her hands to her cheeks and smiled.

      “Well, it’s just so lovely down here!” she exclaimed. “I love the décor, which has that faint smell of mold everyone is going for these days.”

      She tapped the button for the twenty-fifth floor, hoping that humoring the lunatic elevator had worked and she could be on her way to her meeting.

      The elevator stayed put, not closing its doors or following her instructions to go up.

      Rolling her eyes, Paris realized she would have to further indulge the ridiculous metal box. On every occasion it had brought her down there, she’d had to get off the elevator or at least hang out there for a minute or two.

      “Fine, I’ll go take a tour if that’s what you want, you possessed control freak,” Paris muttered, stepping out of the elevator into the dark hallway. She glanced around, unable to see much since there was no light except that of the elevator and several fire exit signs.

      “I can see why you brought me down here, Mr. Crazy Elevator.” Paris nodded as she glanced around. “I mean, this place is something to show off, although I think it could use a coat of paint and maybe a throw pillow or two. Oh, and how about a window?”

      Actually, the more that Paris’ demon vision adjusted to the darkness, the more that she actually saw the potential for improvement in the basement. She hadn’t seen it before. That was probably because before she’d been fearful for her life when dragged down to the haunted basement. Usually, she was assaulted by a freezing wind and/or drenched, followed by hearing howling in a distant corridor. On this occasion, Paris didn’t have the same fear response, probably because she was embracing the whole thing and knew what to expect.

      Nothing bad had ever actually happened to Paris in the basement of FGA. Well, besides waking up there cold and feeling total despair when she entered the twenty-sixth floor. But she had been unharmed physically, so she reasoned that the place only seemed scary.

      “I mean, if we could turn a light on, this place would not be so bad,” Paris reasoned, looking around for a light switch. She found one and clicked it, but nothing happened.

      “Cool, so we need to put light bulbs on the list,” Paris joked. “Throw pillows, paint, and light bulbs. Oh, and an air freshener—”

      “Who are you talking to?” a voice asked from behind Paris.

      She jumped, not expecting to find anyone down there. Then Paris turned and was surprised by who she found staring back at her from down the darkened hallway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      “Headmistress Willow Starr, what are you doing here?” Paris asked, blinking in confusion at the fairy godmother wearing the traditional powder-blue gown and her usual serene smile.

      “What’s more to the point is what are you doing down here?” Willow asked, striding forward and pausing in front of Paris. Starr looked at her like she might be hurt.

      Paris pointed at the elevator, which was still open, and the light spilling into the hallway. “That thing brought me down here. Did it hijack you too?”

      To Paris’ surprise, Willow shook her head. “No, I thought I’d come down here to see what was going on with this area.” She glanced around, a bit of sadness on her face. “As I feared, it is still abandoned and not any closer to recovery.”

      “Say what?” Paris asked. In all her times down there, no one she met in the basement could tell her much about the place. Saint Valentine and Mae Ling had found her there on occasions, but they had been transported without permission like she had. Neither had known much about the basement, or if they did, they hadn’t shared the information.

      “The basement of FGA is very important, but it has suffered. It doesn’t look any better than the last time I was here,” Willow explained.

      “I think it just needs some light bulbs and paint,” Paris remarked, looking around. “How hard can that be, although I get that we’re in a budget crisis after Jackson Zelle’s reign and then a bit of destruction to the Louvre and whatnot.”

      The headmistress of Happily Ever College offered the polite smile she had perfected during her service. “I’m afraid it’s serious. The basement needs more than physical renovations.”

      Paris blinked at the woman quizzically with an expression that said, “Continue. You’ve got my attention.”

      “You see, the basement, much like the rest of FGA is a living, breathing structure. It’s similar to Happily Ever College, the Dragon Elite’s Gullington, and the House of Fourteen’s headquarters.”

      “Which is why the elevator has a mind of its own,” Paris realized.

      Willow nodded and looked at the metal box affectionately. “It carries people up and down the building, but it usually knows where they belong better than they do.”

      “Why does it want me down here with the rats?”

      Willow glanced at her and a serious expression crossed her face. “That I can’t say for certain. Maybe for only a small reason, maybe for something larger.”

      Paris wanted to groan with frustration since that answer gave her zero information, but she managed to hide that reaction. “So, all of FGA Tower is alive, in a way.”

      “In a way,” Willow affirmed. “Many floors take on the characteristics of the departments assigned to that space. When you started on the third floor at Casual Romance, what was it like?”

      Paris almost laughed. “A hodgepodge of disorganization.”

      “What is it like now?”

      “Less so, but we could still use a coffee maker,” Paris joked.

      Willow smiled. “That’s because you’ve made improvements to the department.”

      “What is this place for, and why does the twenty-sixth floor portal me here or the elevator bring me down here without my consent?” Paris asked.

      “Oh, yes, the twenty-sixth floor. It would portal you here, wouldn’t it,” Willow mused, almost talking to herself.

      “Why? What is this place for?” Paris asked, growing more curious and also more frustrated by the mysteries.

      Willow blinked at her in surprise. “I thought that was obvious by now.”

      “I’m a bit slow. Maybe someone told me, but I’ve forgotten. I have a lot on my plate, and I’ve had a few head injuries.”

      “You’re not slow,” Willow corrected. “But if you’ve been told and forgotten, maybe it’s because you’re not ready to know. Or, if you haven’t figured it out yet, you might be in denial.”

      Paris couldn’t control the sigh that fell out of her mouth. “Let’s assume I’m slow, not ready to know, and in denial. Can you please just tell me what this place is?”

      Willow offered her a sympathetic look. “Of course. This is the place that once housed the Advanced Love Branch for FGA.”
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      Basement, Advanced Love Branch, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      “Of course,” Paris whispered. Her heart beat loud and hard for no discernable reason, and she shivered in a gust of cold air. However, she wasn’t afraid. She did feel dumb.

      She had known the Advanced Love Branch had been located in the basement of FGA, but she’d forgotten. Someone had told her, or she’d deduced it. The first twenty-something floors of the tower were for Basic Love, and the next few housed IT and Operations. Finance had the forty-eighth floor, the board met on the forty-ninth, and Matters of the Heart was on the top.  She had to have figured out that the Advanced Love Branch could only be in the basement, but she forgot…and more startling, was why?

      Paris reasoned that strange magic was active both in the basement and all over the tower. She now remembered that the Advanced Love Branch had been abandoned without a reason being given. Saint Valentine had shown the same remorse that Willow displayed. Paris didn’t know why he didn’t appoint a director to lead the branch and recover the departments it oversaw, but there had been many other areas to fix in her short time there, so she reasoned it was a complicated business.

      Paris had been on the hiring committee to replace the director of IT and Operations, and that had been a lengthy process. It would have been even more difficult if Paris hadn’t bullied her director, Agent Barney Jasper, into abandoning the human resource bullshit and moving forward with the interview process.

      Then there had been the snafu with the finance branch when Jackson Zelle betrayed FGA, nearly ruining the corporation and bringing love down with it. Saint Valentine had definitely been badly burned when it came to management, so Paris concluded that he probably wasn’t keen to appoint a director for Advanced Love. However, without leadership, the departments within that branch…well, they were dead.

      “One day,” Willow began, cutting into Paris’ thoughts and bringing her back to the moment, “this place will recover, but it has to be ready. Like the soil has to be ready for new crops, the Advanced Love Branch should be a fertile place. Otherwise, it would be detrimental to love to try to bring it back to life.”

      It was like Willow had read Paris’ thoughts and was answering her speculations.

      “Really? I didn’t realize it would be that serious,” Paris remarked, looking around and somehow seeing the dark hallways differently suddenly.

      “Oh, yes,” Willow replied. “Advanced Love is very complicated. I believe Saint Valentine has been so careful because doing nothing is a better way to preserve that kind of love around the world than tampering with it foolishly.”

      “So, unlike Casual Romance and Practical Love and the various departments in the Basic Love branch, the ones in Advanced Love are complex,” Paris guessed, marveling at the notion.

      Willow nodded. “Not just complex. It’s that kind of love that really affects the love meter, causing huge shifts. So, leaving it alone and not messing with things like lifelong love or unconditional love or soul mates is for the best.”

      The fairy godmother looked around at the hallway too, a fondness in her gaze. “This world will be even more remarkable when the Advanced Love Branch does recover…if it does. However, Saint Valentine knows it can’t until the rest of FGA is strong enough to support it. This place might be housed in the basement, but the other branches are the foundations for this one.”

      That was such a startling and wonderful idea, and it thrilled her for reasons she didn’t understand.

      “Anyway, I believe you and I are wanted somewhere else for an important meeting,” Willow continued with a smile.

      Paris shook off her awe and refocused on the woman before her. “Of course, you’d be here for that. I should have guessed.”

      Willow nodded. “Yes, and what a wonderful change this marks for FGA. One that I think you sparked when you came to the college, and one that I hope to see more growth. Afterall, it is only through evolution that we will strengthen love in this ever-changing modern world.”
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      Basic Love Conference Room, Twenty-Fifth Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      When Paris and Headmistress Willow Starr entered the Basic Love Conference room, they found that almost all of the meeting’s attendees were present except for the guest of honor.

      Paris looked around, worried. She took a seat next to her boss, Agent Barney Jasper. “Where is our new hire for the director of IT and Operations? You didn’t change your mind?”

      He shook his head. “We will start in just a moment. Saint Valentine simply wanted to show his support first since he can’t attend the welcome meeting.”

      Paris nodded. “Because the love meter is low and people are all in unexplainable funks, and he’s trying to nail down the reason.”

      Agent Jasper gave her his usual, trademark “Why do you have to annoy me?” look. “How is it that you know all that?”

      Paris tapped the side of her head. “I think for a living…although I haven’t gotten paid lately. So apparently my thinking is charity work at this point.”

      He sighed. “Sorry about that. Upper and middle management have to go without pay during this budget crisis. Jackson Zelle put this company in a steep downward spiral financially, and it keeps getting worse. Hopefully, we can soon secure enough funds to recover.”

      Paris nodded. “I’ve got a meeting with Sherlock Holmes after this.”

      His forehead creased in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

      “If you’re not careful, your face is going to stick like that, and we all know you coast by on your looks,” she joked. “It’s complicated, but like I told you and Saint Valentine, I’m working on finding a funding source to save FGA. That requires me to do some side missions you don’t want to hear about.”

      “Because they are boring,” he guessed.

      “Because they involve abducting people,” she corrected. “You’re better off not knowing so you can remain innocent in case I’m caught by the authorities…which I’m not sure who that would be since I’m in cahoots with Father Time.”

      He shook his head of blond hair. “You’re so very strange. And I think you’ve figured out what most wouldn’t about our current dilemma with love because you’re a magician and think differently from fairies.”

      Paris chuckled. “You mean, I think—”

      “We think,” he corrected. “But not as critically as magicians.”

      “So, there is a funk going around worldwide, huh? I sent a message to Saint Valentine, but I haven’t heard back from him. I’m glad he is aware of it.”

      Agent Jasper shook his head. “He wasn’t until your message. I was in his office. He’s started looking into it. The effect is so slight that it hadn’t registered on the love meter yet, but it’s a very strange anomaly that started this morning. It’s like people are just…” He trailed away, seemingly at a loss for the right word to finish his sentence.

      “Blah,” Paris supplied.

      Agent Jasper nodded. “Yeah, blah. But not about everything. They are only blah about…”

      “Their romantic relationships,” Paris offered again.

      “How do you keep doing that?” he asked, rather annoyed rather than grateful for the help with words.

      “I’m in the business of words,” she joked.

      “No, you’re not,” he argued.

      “That’s right; I’m running a charity business. I forgot.”

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “Do you enjoy being combative with me?”

      “I don’t love it,” he stated. “But yes. People are not as passionate about their romantic relationships as of today.”

      “That was why Christine’s tunes weren’t enticing, and Holly’s workout didn’t have the same effect, and reality television wasn’t as entertaining.”

      “I’m not sure I followed all that, but yes,” Agent Jasper agreed.

      “So, what are we doing about it?” Paris questioned.

      “Currently, nothing,” he answered. “It’s not a big enough of an effect to do much to the love meter. The reason could be insignificant and pass without incident. It might be a weather pattern or a small global event. We don’t have enough information to take action, so we’re just monitoring.”

      Paris nodded. “That was the conclusion Faraday and I came to.”

      “Good to know we’re on the same page as the talking squirrel,” he replied.

      “Hey, he knows things.” Paris laughed, realizing it would be funny to most people that her sidekick was a scientist squirrel. “Still, if we know about this, we should be looking into it. What if the effect is small today but it builds over time? I mean, love is cumulative, right? It grows over time and decreases the same way. What was it that Emily Dickinson said?”

      “I don’t read,” Agent Jasper stated with dignity, like bragging that he didn’t read was a good thing.

      “It’s poetry,” Paris argued. “I thought you fairies liked the flowery stuff.”

      “Poetry can be complicated to understand,” he countered.

      “My point is that she said…and I’ll butcher this, ‘It’s not that my love left but that it left in little ways.’”

      “Yeah, that’s why I don’t read, and definitely not poetry.” Jasper sneered.

      “She was saying that love fades gradually, which could happen with this slight funk we’re seeing,” Paris explained. “What if by the time we figure it out, it’s too late and the love meter tanks yet again?”

      “Well, we can’t intervene if we don’t understand,” he stated. “So, if you figure it out, tell us. Better yet, do what you do best and go fix it.”

      “Will I get a pay raise if I do?” Paris joked.

      “Probably not.”

      “Reimbursed for expenses?” Paris asked.

      “Absolutely not,” he snapped. “I see the missions you set off on. Do I need to remind you that you destroyed parts of the Louvre?”

      “I believe you just did, so no, thanks. I’ll let you know if I learn anything, and you do the same.”

      “I won’t,” he chirped.

      “Why wouldn’t you share information?” Paris asked, offended.

      “I mean, I won’t learn anything,” he stated. “I have departments to manage. I stay here at FGA. I don’t know how you juggle your three departments and gallivant around, fixing the Wizard of Oz up with Dorothy and putting demigods back into books.”

      “I’m a multitasker.”

      “Well, I’m grateful you are,” he said, showing a rare bit of pride for her. “I have to admit, you bring a uniqueness to FGA as evidence in all that you’ve done, although on the surface, you’ve brought more problems than solutions.”

      “Thank you…” Paris replied, drawing out the word.

      “But I think that’s only because you’re cleaning house,” Agent Jasper went on. “Saint Valentine has known there were problems for a while here at FGA, but he hasn’t been able to get close enough to unearth them, and angels know that’s not in my blood.”

      “You like paperwork, not action and drama,” Paris teased.

      “It’s true,” he stated. “But you’re pushing for the new director of IT and Operations is evidence of the good changes you’re bringing.”

      Paris wanted to say thank you, but the new director entered the room. Paris had never been happier to see the wonderful and wise Mae Ling.
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      Crying Cat Bakery, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      Yes, it was a gorgeous sign of things to come that Saint Valentine had hired Mae Ling, the previous head of faculty at Happily Ever After College, as the new director of IT and Operations at FGA. The whole thing had been Paris’ idea, but she wasn’t taking credit. Knowing that the branch that had been run by the sniveling, money-hungry, self-serving jerk Josh Emerald would now be led by the talented and sweet Mae Ling was enough for Paris.

      It was time for change at FGA and it appeared that Saint Valentine was warming to the idea more and more. Before, no one except fairies had been enrolled at Happily Ever After College, then Paris had come along. She technically qualified as part-fairy, but she was also part-magician and part-demon. That had introduced a new idea that had quickly percolated to a whole steaming hotpot of other notions.

      Then Paris’ expeditions at the college and her final project had landed her a position as the first female agent at FGA. And then after so much treachery from directors at FGA, Saint Valentine had allowed Mae Ling, a fairy godmother when tenured at the college, to be interviewed.

      Without a doubt, Mae Ling was a breath of fresh air in the pile of candidates. She didn’t know the specifics of IT and Operations, but she knew love and management, and that was enough. A manager’s job was to lead people and direct their expertise, not to know the specifics themselves. And Mae Ling was nothing if she wasn’t an excellent leader.

      A precedent had been established: there were women in leadership at FGA. Paris was in middle management.

      Mae Ling was a director. Saint Valentine was making changes, despite the board’s constant pushback. Paris was hoping that the leader of FGA could keep making these kinds of changes, but she also knew he could be reaching the end of his reign, given the budget problems nearing an all-out catastrophe for the corporation.

      That was why Paris was directing so much attention to hunting down Subfar. If she found the Protector of Wealth, hopefully, she’d be closer to finding money to support FGA. That was the notion Mama Jamba and Papa Creola had given her, anyway. Although they often spoke in riddles, they didn’t lead her astray.

      When Paris entered the Crying Cat Bakery, the person she had planned to meet was there. Unfortunately, so were a couple of people she hoped not to run into, who she labeled “Distraction Number One” and “Distraction Number Two.”

      Sitting at a table, drinking a cup of espresso and eating a slice of banana nut bread, was Sherlock Holmes. Although Paris would have preferred to meet with the great detective just about anywhere else to minimize distractions, he’d said the baked goods at Crying Cat’s helped him to think better. Ironically, the detective thought better when he was half asleep than most people did at full steam. Still Paris decided to indulge him since he was obviously trying to help her…well, and you never wanted to anger a fellow roommate, even if he didn’t pay rent.

      Also sitting at a nearby table in the Crying Cat Bakery, was none other than King Rudolfus Sweetwater, who was playing checkers with his shop assistant Ramy Vance.

      Paris paused at the door, thinking that it would be impossible to have a strategic conversation with Sherlock Holmes with those two clowns hanging out beside them. Before she could discreetly wave Sherlock out the door, away from Distraction Ville, her pseudo-uncle spotted her and waved.

      “Oh, look! It’s Paris. Maybe we can deal her into this game of checkers!” King Rudolf exclaimed.

      Ramy shook his head, obviously annoyed. “Checkers is a two-person game, and you don’t deal in this game. It’s your move…like, ten minutes ago.”

      The king of the fae frowned. “Well, maybe Paris can help me with my next move because I’m totally stumped.”

      “That’s cheating,” Ramy complained, sighing. “And you literally only have two moves. Either you go one way and I jump you, or you go the other way and I jump you.”

      “Yes, lots to consider,” Rudolf mused, staring intently at the board. “Let me think this through carefully.”

      Paris shook her head and went over to the table where Sherlock Holmes was enjoying his coffee and banana bread. She laid down Baba Yaga’s grimoire like it was a great weight off her shoulders. She was grateful to be in a place where she didn’t have to manage people. On Roya Lane…well, she was home, and she felt a sense of security she didn’t feel anywhere else.

      “Hey, I have good news,” Paris began, taking a seat across from the great detective at the small corner table. Before she could expand or he could reply, Lee, the assassin-baker, appeared out of seemingly nowhere.

      “You’re not ordering anything?” Lee asked, all seriousness. “Is that the good news?”

      “Actually, I’ll have a cup of coffee,” Paris answered. “Yours is the best. I’ve had a ton dropped on me today by angry pixies.”

      “We don’t have any coffee, and how do you anger pixies?” Lee asked. “They are the sweetest little things. I don’t even get irritated by them, and everyone annoys me.”

      “It’s a special talent,” Paris remarked. She pointed at the cup of espresso in front of Sherlock Holmes. “And he’s got coffee.”

      “He’s Sherlock Holmes. If he wants a soufflé, I’ll make him one, and I don’t make those.”

      “I don’t want one,” Sherlock replied, taking a sip of his coffee. “But thank you.”

      “Anything for you, Sugar,” Lee replied sweetly, then glanced at Paris. “Nothing for you. I washed all the dishes, and don’t feel like doing any more before closing time.”

      Paris grimaced. “It’s lunchtime.”

      “Like I said, I don’t want to do any more work before closing time.” Lee trotted over to the door and turned the sign from Open to Closed.

      Paris sighed and shot Sherlock an annoyed glance. “You just had to meet here.”

      “I get good service.”

      “You’re the only one.”

      He pointed at the grimoire. “You figure out the doppelganger spell?”

      She nodded proudly. “Thankfully, yes, although I’ve got a ton of other unrelated mysteries to work out.”

      “Well, only one at a time for me,” Sherlock stated.

      “Fair enough,” Paris agreed, noticing that Ramy was acting even more impatient. He threw himself back in his chair, still waiting for Rudolf to make that one move on the checkerboard. “Well, eat and drink up, and we’ll head over to the Fantastical Armory to do this. The sooner we do, the sooner…” She looked around, worried that Subner might be watching or listening with a spell. Turning back, she winked at him. “Well, you know.”

      “For the very reason you hesitated, I think we ought to wait to do the spell.” Holmes took another sip of coffee.

      Paris didn’t want to hear that, but she respected his judgment and didn’t question it. She leaned forward. “What do you propose we do?”

      The great detective leaned forward too. “Wait.”

      She leaned closer. “How long?”

      He looked one way, then the other. “Until you-know-who isn’t watching.”

      Paris threw herself back. So, Subner was nearby, spying. They couldn’t create a doppelganger of Sherlock Holmes to fool him if the grumpy elf was watching, so they needed a diversion. Then Sherlock could disappear, they could create the duplicate and send it into the Fantastical Armory, and the other one could go after Subfar. All of that would take planning. Paris knew that without Sherlock having to say it.

      Nodding, she sighed. “Okay, then what do you want to do?”

      “Build legitimacy into our plan,” Sherlock Holmes answered. “Let’s go to the Fantastical Armory so that way when my replica goes there, maybe to finish a part of errand or something, then it doesn’t seem strange. You know who will have expected it.”

      “Smart,” Paris replied. “Then he’ll follow, your fake self will go into the basement, he will follow, and bam, we’ll have trapped a very angry elf.”

      Sherlock Holmes nodded. “Thankfully, Father Time will do the trapping, which will reduce Subner’s rage when he finally gets out.”

      “Yeah, he can’t very well be mad at us when the man he’s obsessed with is behind it.”

      “I think we both know Subner will dislike you to infinity if he wants to,” Sherlock Holmes remarked.

      Paris laughed. “So true.”

      “Have you thought about how you’re going to resolve the feud between him and his brother when the time comes?” he asked.

      Paris shook her head. “I’m hoping for a bright idea, but so far, I just have dull ones.”

      “I’m sure you’ll think of something,” Sherlock Holmes said just as a commotion broke out beside them at the neighboring table, stealing both their attention.
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      Crying Cat Bakery, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      The small man opposite King Rudolf Sweetwater jumped to his feet and knocked the small table between them to the floor with a deliberate thud. Ramy Vance’s face was beet-red, and he looked ready to murder the man before him.

      “For the love of cheese and crackers, how can you take so long to make a decision?” he yelled, his tiny fists balled up by his side.

      King Rudolf had been forced to jumped to his feet. He stood in front of the overturned table, the checkerboard and the black and white pieces scattered all over the floor.

      Glancing at the mess, he thought for a long moment. “Well, I don’t know. I’ll have to consider the question and get back to you.”

      “It’s checkers. It’s a game and a single turn, not life or death,” Ramy complained bitterly.

      “It’s complicated, and I was considering my options,” King Rudolf explained, indicating the mess on the floor.

      Paris and Sherlock Holmes exchanged a set of tense expressions, neither intervening and trying to make themselves as small as possible as the tension in the tiny bakery rose.

      “You had two options!” Ramy yelled. “Two! And both had the same consequences. It’s a silly game of checkers.”

      “You are wrong on both accounts,” Rudolf argued. “If the board was still set, I could show you how one move would have set me on a path to potentially take the lead in the game. The other would have given you a serious advantage.”

      “Then you should have made the first one and won the game!” Ramy fussed, spit flying out of his mouth.

      Rudolf shook his head. “That’s where you are wrong again, my friend. This isn’t just a silly game. In life, there are no such things. Instead, life is a series of interactions where one person takes the advantage, the other makes concessions, and power is won or lost. I knew that by beating you, you’d feel one way for upward of forty-eight hours. If I allowed you to win, you would feel a different way for roughly twenty-four hours.”

      “Why does the amount of time vary for the different outcomes?” Sherlock Holmes asked, daring to enter the interaction.

      King Rudolf glanced sideways at the detective and grinned. “Losses always stay with a person longer than wins.”

      Sherlock nodded and pursed his lips. “Very perceptive, my friend.”

      “Why, thank you. The art of observation and consequence is my forte,” the king of the fae said, bowing slightly and waving his hand in front of him arrogantly.

      Paris actually had to give it to the fae. What he said made sense, but why he’d irritated Ramy Vance so badly did not. The small man seemed overly annoyed by the situation.

      Ramy kicked the checkerboard in front of him, lying on the floor. “You still didn’t have to take so long to make up your mind! Who cares whether you win or lose? Who cares about anything?”

      “Again, that is where you are wrong again,” King Rudolf stated. “Everything, and I do mean everything, is a checkers game and sets the stage for the next interaction. I was trying to decide how I wanted the next day or two to go.”

      “So, it wasn’t a single turn you were trying to figure out,” Sherlock Holmes observed, sitting back in his chair and nodding like he was impressed.

      “No, I was contemplating a much bigger decision,” Rudolf stated proudly.

      Ramy shook his head. “This is nonsense. I’m so tired of you pretending you know things you don’t! You’re stupid! You’re a stupid king who has a stupid job looking after the stupidest population of people known as fae ever!”

      Lee, the assassin-baker, casually came out of the back room of the bakery. She was carrying a gun, and Paris bolted to her feet. Usually, the skilled fighter used knives or axes. It was rare to see her with a gun, which she’d often said was a coward's weapon.

      “I’m just going to leave this here.” Lee slid the gun onto the top of the bakery case next to where Ramy and Rudolf stood.

      “I think we should go to the Fantastical Armory,” Paris told Sherlock Holmes.

      Nodding, the detective took one last sip of his espresso and got to his feet.

      “So, you think I’m stupid, do you?” King Rudolf asked, running his fingers over his chin as he considered the notion. “What makes me stupid? Can you give me examples?”

      “Can I?” Ramy fired back. “You make me alphabetize your yogurts in the work refrigerator.”

      Rudolf nodded, not seeing the issue. “That way, I can find them easily.”

      “They all start with B,” Ramy argued. “Blueberry, banana, berrytastic, blue grape, blackberry, black currant, bourbon. I mean, who has bourbon-flavored yogurt?”

      “You don’t like my yogurt flavor choices, or you don’t know how to alphabetize based on second, third, fourth, fifth, or sixth letter choices?”

      “That’s not the point!” Ramy exclaimed, reaching for the gun on the case. “You drive me so crazy that I want to kill myself!”

      Fairly certain she knew what was going to happen next, Paris grabbed Sherlock Holmes by the arm, who appeared slightly curious about the unfolding events, and tugged him toward the door. “We’re going,” she announced as she pulled him onto Roya Lane.

      Ten seconds later, gunfire echoed up and down the cobbled street—a death had transpired. Paris didn’t glance back, not wanting to see the dead body of Ramy Vance stretched out on the Crying Cat Bakery’s floor.

      In Paris’ mind, she knew very clearly what had transpired back there. King Rudolf Sweetwater had figured out how to irritate Ramy Vance to the point where he’d killed himself, wanting to rid himself of the annoying fae. The king must need Ramy gone for a short stint or was hoping to level some weird playing field and had annoyed him to the point of suicide.

      The shopkeeper for Heals Pills could recover from his gunshot wound. He would be remorseful about his behavior and sulk for a few days. And that was probably all that the very crafty King Rudolf wanted.
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      Grateful for the distraction of the current mission, Paris strolled into the Fantastical Armory, which was full of oddities and weapons, acting casual. To trick Subner, she and Sherlock Holmes would pretend to be searching for an artifact for a bogus mission.

      They’d return at another time, this time with the doppelganger of Sherlock Holmes. He’d enter the basement, which was where the artifact was located for some reason they had yet to invent, and Subner, wanting to keep an eye on the detective and know what object he was after, would follow. That was when Papa Creola would lock the Protector of Weapons in so the real Sherlock could track down Subfar, the Protector of Wealth, and hopefully secure a funding source for FGA.

      However, their entire plan fell apart when Paris and Sherlock entered the Fantastical Armory to find it empty. Like really empty. Subner wasn’t there, and even stranger, Papa Creola and Mama Jamba weren’t there. They were always there, or they had been for as far back as Paris could remember.

      Paris searched the shop, thinking the Father of Time was hiding behind a counter, ready to spring out and yell “surprise,” but he didn’t. She checked the back door that led to the basement, wondering if they were all down there. It was locked.

      Scrunching her face in confusion, she glanced at Sherlock Holmes. “Where do you think they are?”

      “Watching us,” he answered in a hollow voice.

      Paris tensed. “How do you know that?”

      Sherlock pointed at the picture window where Papa Creola and Mama Jamba normally sat in oversized pink armchairs, sipping coffee and playing odd games. “Because I can see them watching us from across Roya Lane.”

      Paris followed his direction, staring through the window and seeing exactly what he was talking about. Standing on the opposite side of the street and waving them over like they had secrets to tell but could only do it from their new secret place were Father Time and Mother Nature.
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      Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      Standing under an awning of a shop that only opened at midnight on the day of a lunar eclipse were Mama Jamba and Papa Creola, looking like an old couple waiting for the bus. There were no buses on Roya Lane, though. There were no vehicles at all, but the pair was acting so casual that one could be convinced they were waiting for a ride.

      “What are you doing over here?” Paris asked, looking at Mother Nature and Father Time. She was wearing a purple tracksuit and very pink lipstick. Papa Creola was wearing his usual tie-dye shirt. This one said, Bury Me Barefoot, and Then You’ll Bury Me With a Smile.

      “We are trying to help you with your mission to lock up Subner,” Papa Creola explained, pushing his long, stringy brown hair behind his ear. “He can’t know things when he’s not in the Fantastical Armory.”

      Sherlock nodded like this made perfect, illogical sense to him. “That’s where he gets his omniscient powers from. The shop.”

      Mama Jamba nodded. “But outside of it, he’s blind. If you’re going to try to fool him, you have to do it from outside his shop.”

      “We were laying the groundwork for fooling him,” Paris whispered, looking around. “And won’t he be somewhere in the shadows, watching us from out here?”

      “Yes, but he can’t hear us since I have a silencing spell around us,” Papa Creola answered. “Your plan to trap Subner won’t work unless you follow our strategy.”

      “Are you going to tell us your strategy?” Paris asked, having spent enough time playing the riddle game with these two gods to know that they never told anyone anything directly.

      Mama Jamba nodded. “Just follow our lead, and everything we need to accomplish on all fronts will happen.”

      “How many fronts are we talking about?” Paris asked with a laugh.

      Papa Creola wasn’t laughing. “There are several, and some are more serious than others.”

      “Is one of them about locking up Subner?” Sherlock asked.

      “The least important one,” Mama Jamba answered, her Southern accent thick.

      “It’s a timing issue,” Papa Creola added.

      Paris sighed, feigning being overly dramatic. “It always is.”

      “In just a minute, you and Sherlock are going to go into this shop behind us, so Subner won’t be able to see you momentarily,” Mama Jamba began.

      Father Time nodded. “Roughly six minutes from now.”

      “You will create the doppelganger, then you and the fake Sherlock will leave the shop the way you came and go into the Fantastical Armory,” Mama Jamba continued. “The real detective can leave the shop through the back.”

      “Then we will trick Subner, and Papa will trap him before he figures out that it’s not the real Sherlock and find him and then goes after his brother,” Paris imparted, grateful that these two were being so helpful and giving real instructions for once. That worried her, though. If they were offering this much information and had set all this up, that must mean that there was a very good reason…

      “Exactly,” Mama Jamba chirped.

      “How do I resolve the feud between the brothers so Subner doesn’t kill Subfar?” Paris asked. “Although I’d love to keep that grumpy man locked up for eternity.”

      “The world would quickly go into a very dark place,” Papa Creola warned. “But you don’t have to worry about settling the dispute just yet.”

      Mama Jamba nodded, her big Texas hair not moving due to all the hairspray. “You’ve got bigger fish to fry.”

      Here it was, Paris thought. There was something much more serious going on, and it would land squarely on her shoulders. That was why they were helping her with this Subner business.

      Drawing in a breath, she glanced between Mama Jamba and Papa Creola. “What kind of fish are we talking about, and where’s the fryer?”
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      In Front of Midnight Lunar Eclipse Candy Store, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      “We’re talking time traveling history-tampering fish,” Papa Creola stated. There was a severe expression on his elfin face. “Someone has done something major, and we need you to fix it.”

      “That sounds major,” Paris agreed, shooting Sherlock Holmes a worried expression. “What’s happened? And why me?”

      Mama Jamba laughed and glanced sideways at Papa Creola. “Why does she always question why she gets picked for these missions?”

      “Because she’s dense,” he answered.

      “So, you picked a big dummy for a major mission involving time travel and history?” Paris asked. “And you’re totally buttering me up for this. What if I say that I’m busy and can’t do it?”

      “You’re not too busy for this,” Papa Creola stated flatly.

      Paris crossed her arms in front of her chest. “I’ve got a full-time job, plus this Subner business and a mystery to solve related to people feeling blah. I’m fairly busy.”

      Mama Jamba smiled sweetly at her companion and partner. “Isn’t she cute when she’s trying to stand up to us?”

      “A-freaking-dorable,” Papa muttered, glancing at Paris. “This time travel mission is the reason people worldwide feel indifferent to their relationships.”

      Paris nodded rolling her eyes. “I really should have seen that one coming.”

      “You really should have,” Papa Creola agreed.

      “You have been picked for this because it has to do with love and you work for FGA,” Mama Jamba went on. “Also, it involves time travel, and you’re related to Papa’s main time expert, meaning that you’ll be able to handle going through the past since you have inherited her ability to withstand moving through time.”

      “My mother?” Paris asked, surprised. “I inherited something related to time from her? That’s genetic?”

      Papa Creola nodded. “It’s in your blood because I gave it to her when I chose her to be my time travel officer or agent or whatever Liv calls herself.”

      “TT Diplomat,” Paris joked, having heard her mom refer to herself that way. “But still, that’s weird. Like, did you know she was going to work for you before she was born?”

      Papa Creola nodded. “Of course, so Mama gave her a genetic anomaly that allows her to handle the cosmic changes that happen when going through time.”

      “It also makes her extra sassy,” Mama Jamba teased with a wink.

      “It’s a part of the brain that develops differently,” Sherlock Holmes stated with confidence.

      “Yes,” Papa Creola stated. “Although anyone can time travel, if they don’t have this genetic adaptation, it fries their brain. It’s a rule I put in to discourage time travelers, but we still get those who care more about going into the past or the future than their brain cells.”

      “So, my mother is, like, a Time Lord?” Paris asked in awe. “That’s so freaking cool.”

      Papa Creola gave her a serious expression. “Don’t tell her about this, or she’ll think she’s the Doctor.”

      “Wait, she doesn’t know?” Paris asked. “How could you not tell her that you made her genetically different so she could be your time travel employee?”

      Mama Jamba shrugged. “We don’t tell y’all most things. It would be too much.”

      Paris nodded. “Probably. But you say someone messed with history by time traveling. Does it mean that this person messed up their brains?”

      “Like I said, some time travel doesn’t affect all people,” Papa Creola answered. “It depends. This person wouldn’t be affected because the rules don’t apply to him.”

      “Oh!” Paris exclaimed in surprise. “Why is that?”

      “It’s the other reason we picked you,” Mama Jamba imparted.

      Papa Creola nodded. “Our villain, the one who you have to undo everything he’s done to history is a demon."
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      Alley Beside the Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      From the shadows, Subner watched as Paris Beaufont and Sherlock Holmes conversed with Papa Creola and Mama Jamba in front of the Midnight Lunar Eclipse Candy Shop.

      Frustratingly, he couldn’t hear what they were talking about. That wasn’t really a concern since both of the gods were often cloaked in a silencing spell.

      The Protector of Weapons knew Paris was being recruited for a mission that dealt with love and time travel. The halfling with demon blood was a complete thorn in his side since she used sarcasm as a means of communication when it should be disregarded altogether. However, even Subner had to admit that the FGA agent was effective at her job.

      She wasn’t the reason for Subner’s constant stalking. The detective had the job of tracking down Subfar, his estranged brother.

      How long had it been? Too long. And by too long, Subner was bitter that his devious brother had been allowed to live on this planet for so long when he deserved to be ended. Wealth, like weapons, had once needed to be protected. That was when the two brothers had been appointed to their roles. One took his job seriously and policed those who abused the powers of weapons. The other exploited his power and allowed wealth to fall into the wrong hands.

      A war had broken out between the two brothers, and Subfar soon became at the disadvantage. As cowards often do, he had gone into hiding before Subner could finish him, and he’d been gone for all this time.

      It had been written in the stars that only one person could find the Protector of Wealth—Sherlock Holmes.

      Subfar could hide, but he wasn’t unfindable. One day, he’d want to be found. The elf loved attention. He craved riches. And both would have been deprived from him since his absence. Worse, with him gone, the balance between wealth and prosperity was off.

      This was Subfar’s fault for his greed. His brother hadn’t forgiven him. He couldn’t. They had been appointed to protect. They had been chosen for important roles. Together they were supposed to govern over two of the most powerful resources on Earth.

      Subfar had, however, gone down the path of corruption. Subner knew that destroying his brother was the only way to ensure that money didn’t become the literal root of all evil. All he had to do was find him.

      Sherlock Holmes would lead him to Subfar. All Subner had to do was follow him around a little longer and soon he’d discover his brother’s whereabouts. The great detective, he firmly believed, already knew how to find the Protector of Wealth, but he was stalling. But soon, very soon, he’d lead him to a clue. When he did, Subner would go after his brother and kill him, once and for all.

      All he had to do was keep an eye on Sherlock Holmes when he could. Actually, he suspected for some odd reason that the clue to finding his brother was right under his nose. It was something that Papa Creola had said in passing. Maybe it was an artifact in his shop, the Fantastical Armory.

      Subner would watch the great detective, and he would study his focus and when Holmes discovered the clue to Subfar’s whereabouts, he would strike, getting to his brother before anyone else—finishing him for good.
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      In Front of the Midnight Lunar Eclipse Candy Store, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      “Tomár,” Paris guessed. “That’s the demon who has time traveled, erasing parts of history, isn’t it?”

      “We think so,” Papa Creola answered. “But really all my efforts have been centered on finding out what he did. When someone goes back in time, it creates all sorts of problems for me. It doesn’t just affect one timeline but has a ripple effect that affects multiple streams.”

      “So, changing one part of history changes many,” Sherlock Holmes mused, pulling out his unlit pipe and chewing on its end.

      “Yes, and the best way to fix this is to go to the source,” Mama Jamba stated. “That is what Papa has been trying to do—determine the exact moment in history that was changed.”

      “If you, Paris,” Papa Creola continued, “can put those historical events back the way they were, it will save me the trouble fixing multiple timelines.”

      “How many are we talking about?” Paris asked.

      “Well, that’s the thing,” Papa Creola continued. “I’ve found that three places in history were accessed using time travel.”

      “So, three times,” Paris stated.

      He shook his head. “That’s just the thing. Events were only changed in two places.”

      “So, two places,” she corrected, wondering why these two couldn’t be more direct.

      “But the fact that three places in the past were entered using time travel, and that is the concern, dear,” Mama Jamba imparted sweetly.

      “In one of the places accessed, events weren’t changed,” Sherlock Holmes guessed.

      Papa Creola nodded. “Yes, but why is the question. What was done at this place? That’s something I must do further investigate.”

      “Okay, well, the other two events where history was changed,” Paris began. “What were they? What do you need me to do? Give me all the fish-frying details, and I’ll get to work.”

      “I would, but I can’t.” Papa Creola glanced at Midnight Lunar Eclipse’s door.

      Paris sighed. She’d expected him to have a sudden bout of unhelpfulness. She reasoned that Mama Jamba and Papa Creola had been so forthcoming that they had to go back to being stingy with information pretty soon. “Yeah, so where do I go to look for more information? Just tell me where the wild goose chase begins, and I’ll set off.”

      “We’ll tell you, dear,” Mama Jamba replied.

      “Just not yet,” Papa Creola added.

      “Why?” Paris asked, drawing out the word.

      Sherlock Holmes pulled out his pocket watch and blinked up at her. “Because it’s been six minutes. It’s time to trap Subner.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Inside Midnight Lunar Eclipse Candy Store, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      Since Paris had never been up at midnight on the night of a lunar eclipse, which only occurs every two and half years, she hadn’t visited Midnight Lunar Eclipse, which apparently sold magical candy that did strange things.

      The smell of sugar was strong in the air when Paris entered the shop with Sherlock Holmes. The odor was no doubt a fairy’s favorite, but Paris didn’t much care for it probably due to her demon and magician blood. It was just too much. Sickly sweet, in her opinion.

      Since the shop was closed and had only been opened by Papa Creola to give Paris a place to create Sherlock Holme’s doppelganger, the lights were off, and the place was cast in shadows. Still Paris could make out the shop full of bins filled with paper-wrapped candies. Chocolate bars sat in stacks on the shelves.

      Paris was certain that in the proper light, the place was a blaze of colors. She glanced at a shelf filled with assorted treats and read one of the signs.

      Buy One Get One Free—Mo-Time Meringues.

      Sherlock Holmes picked up one of the boxes of cookies and read the back. “This says they make each minute last up to two.”

      “That would be helpful since we’re pressed for time,” Paris stated. “Maybe we should eat one of those.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t think it’s worth the side effects. The fine print says that you pay the extension back later at a random time. That might be when you need it and can’t afford to lose time.”

      Paris sighed. “There’s always a price.”

      “Still, there are many fascinating items here,” Sherlock observed, looking around curiously.

      Paris nodded. “Too bad this place only opens for one hour at midnight on the day of a lunar eclipse.”

      “It creates intrigue, I’m guessing,” he stated. “Places that have limited hours and access are seen as more in demand. I bet it sells out in that hour.”

      “Smart. I might like working one hour every two and half years and making a killing.” Paris picked up a piece of candy labeled Quiet Down Gum. She’d actually bought some from Jenny at Sundry Charms in FGA Tower. It made sense that other vendors would line up during the small window this place was open and buy their products to resell during regular hours.

      “I highly doubt you would be content with working so little,” Sherlock Holmes declared. “You derive much of your self-worth from contributing to this world, but more importantly, from protecting it. That is why you are here, trying to deceive Subner so you can save a very important organization financially.”

      Paris grinned at the great detective. “I can’t really get anything past you, can I?”

      He nodded, then looked around and pointed at an open spot. “How about casting the spell there? That has enough space for another person to appear.”

      Sherlock Holmes was right to find an open area because the candy shop was pretty cramped with products with limited space. Paris imagined that on the hour it was open every two and half years, it was full of excited shoppers, probably fighting over the rare products.

      “Okay.” Paris retrieved Baba Yaga’s grimoire from her jacket, where she’d concealed it so Subner didn’t see it and understand what they were doing. The grumpy Protector of Weapons would be wondering what they were doing in the closed shop, and that would build enough intrigue that hopefully he would have no choice but to follow the fake Sherlock Holmes into the basement of the Fantastical Armory.

      Paris now understood why Papa Creola and Mama Jamba had had them do it this way. Subner couldn’t get into Midnight Lunar Eclipse, which would irk him. However, Paris connected whatever they’d been up to in this shop with what Sherlock was going to do in the basement of the Fantastical Armory. Needing to know what he’d missed, Subner would follow, and since it was his shop, he would not need to sneak after the great detective, but simply go along after him.

      Opening the spell book, Paris found the doppelganger spell. It was in fact very complex. If she didn’t get it right, she risked permanently splitting Sherlock Holmes into two people instead of making a copy of him that would last only an hour or so.

      Glancing at his pocket watch, Sherlock Holmes gave her an impatient expression. “We better hurry. Father Time said we only had ten minutes.”

      Paris set the grimoire on top of a bin full of gummies and foil-wrapped chocolate and removed Amantis, her wand, from its holster. “I get it. I just didn’t want to rush this.”

      “This is our only chance to trick Subner and get him off my trail,” Sherlock Holmes argued.

      “Well, excuse me for not wanting to be the one who splits the great Sherlock Holmes in half, which will result in you being two lesser versions of your original self.”

      He actually grinned at her slightly. “But then I would have a reliable partner.”

      “I don’t think you’d be the same or like it very much,” Paris countered. “No, I just need to ensure I make a copy of you. Let me collect myself.”

      Sherlock Holmes nodded. “Okay, collect yourself so you don’t split me in two.”

      Paris actually laughed, grateful and surprised that the detective was joking at a time like this. She lifted her wand, pointing it at the man before her, a timeless figure who had an unexplainable magic to never age and solve every mystery he’d ever set his eyes on. Now she just needed to copy him, not destroy him.

      Drawing in a breath, Paris spoke the words that would hopefully not ruin one of the greatest men to ever live.
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      Midnight Lunar Eclipse Candy Store, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      Paris was fairly certain that something had gone very wrong. Sherlock Holmes had disappeared. Not been copied. There weren’t two Sherlock Holmes as there were supposed to be after she completed the spell. There were none.

      Heart beating fast, Paris jerked her head back and forth, looking all around the cluttered magical candy shop, hoping the great detective had simply been moved.

      “Sherlock?” Paris yelled. She ran over to a corner and searched behind crates of candy like the man was playing hide-and-seek with her. “Where are you, Sherlock?”

      When no answer came, she panicked. She hadn’t split the man in two, putting his analytical side into one person and his accustomed micro gestures into the other. Instead, she had erased him.

      One second he was there and then she spoke the words from Baba Yaga’s grimoire completing the spell and he was gone. Poof. Vanished. Gone.

      Running back over, Paris picked up the ancient book of spells created by Baba Yaga. The witch hadn’t been known for her goodness. She had been known for her power. What if the spell was a trick? What if it was supposed to do something horrible? What if Paris had misunderstood the spell? What if she had killed Sherlock Holmes?

      Scanning the contents of the complex spell had been inscribed in nearly indiscernible handwriting in a different language. Nevertheless, Paris reread it for information. Maybe there was a side effect she hadn’t seen, like with the Mo-Time Meringues. If so, she hoped she could spot her error and fix it. If that failed, she would run across the street to the Fantastical Armory and hope Mama Jamba or Papa Creola could fix this. It was bad to look to one’s parents to solve one’s problems, but when one had Father Time and Mother Nature at their disposal, then why not take advantage—especially when she had just erased Sherlock Holmes from existence.

      “Spell requires wand, check,” Paris muttered, reading Baba Yaga’s instructions for creating a doppelganger.

      “Spell draws considerable energy from caster for the time doppelganger is alive, check,” Paris continued. She’d felt the drain after doing the spell, although it was currently overshadowed by her adrenaline rush. Still, she felt the drain, but even stranger, was she was feeling it continue to decrease, like the spell was still working. Like the doppelganger was still alive.

      “Maybe if I stop the spell, Sherlock will return,” she mumbled, hope flocking to her chest suddenly.

      She consulted the grimoire, wanting to get the spell right before she did anymore magic.  All she had to do was turn off the spell like she was shutting off a faucet. Then in theory, the doppelganger would disappear from wherever they were, and the spell would stop drawing on Paris’ powers, which she could feel being depleted. But most importantly, hopefully, Sherlock Holmes would then reappear, and he would be unchanged.

      If Paris made him disappear, it would be devasting. If she had fried Sherlock’s brain, well, it would be unforgivable.

      Grabbing Amantis, Paris drew a breath, ready to end the spell. First, she said a silent prayer, then she let out the air in her lungs. Finally, she closed her eyes, hoping that after she recited the spell, Sherlock Holmes would be there.

      Before she could do that though, a cough rocked the space around her—making her jump. Her eyes shot open, and Paris was momentarily confused by the sight in front of her, but then she was absolutely relieved.

      Standing before her, wearing an amused expression was Sherlock Holmes and standing right beside him was also Sherlock Holmes. The pair blinked back at her, one appearing confused and the other seeming proud.

      The latter one spoke, his voice just as Paris remembered. “Well, it appears that you have done it. You’ve duplicated me perfectly.”
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      Midnight Lunar Eclipse Candy Store, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      Paris rushed forward, throwing her arms around the first Sherlock Holmes. She wasn’t sure why, but he just seemed like the right one.

      “You’re okay!” Paris exclaimed. “I thought I killed you or something…”

      As she’d expected, Sherlock Holmes wasn’t a hugger. His arms hung loosely by his sides, then he awkwardly patted her back.

      Paris pulled away and looked him over. “You are okay? I didn’t fry your brain, did I? Or put half your personality in one person and the other half in another?”

      “I think I’m fine,” Sherlock assured her. He glanced at his arms, either checking himself or, more likely, seeing how badly Paris’ hug had wrinkled his jacket. “It was quite the ordeal being duplicated, though.”

      “Ordeal?” Paris asked, looking sideways at the doppelganger. Or at least at who she was expecting was him because he wore a blank expression like he was a robot.

      The real Sherlock Holmes nodded. “Yes. I was transported to a strange plane of existence. It was mostly black, but I felt this magic scanning every inch of my body like it was studying me. Then I could see you searching for me, looking through the grimoire for answers and wondering what to do. However, I was like a ghost, and when I spoke, you couldn’t hear or see me. Finally, I felt a spark, followed by intense heat all over my body. It was quite painful, but thankfully, it didn’t last long. Then I appeared here and was joined by a copy of myself. You know the rest.”

      Paris glanced between the two. They were simply identical. “You’re sure I copied you rather than split you in half, right?”

      “I’m certain,” Sherlock answered. “I feel exactly like myself, and I believe that this version of me is mostly just a shell that doesn’t have the usual charm you associate with me.”

      Paris chuckled. “Well, there is one way to find out.” She turned her attention to the doppelganger of Sherlock Holmes. “Hello. Do you know who you are?”

      He scratched his head and seemed surprised to find a hat upon it. “I don’t actually. Do you know who I am and where I came from?”

      Paris smiled in relief. The spell had worked. The man was a copy of Sherlock Holmes, not having stolen any of his actual personality. However, because he didn’t act like the great detective that he couldn’t and wouldn’t fool Subner for long. Otherwise, they’d thought that the doppelganger could simply lead the Protector of Weapons on a wild goose chase while the real one went after Subfar.

      But anyone who spent much time with the duplicate would figure out he wasn’t the real Sherlock Holmes. For instance, he was currently picking his nose like he had realized he just had that too and wanted to explore its contents. This all meant they had to keep things brief and trap Subner before he realized what was happening.

      “You’re going to pretend to be Sherlock Holmes, who is a great detective,” Paris explained. “You’re going to follow my lead and follow all of my instructions as we go on a mission.”

      The man gaped at her. “Will it hurt? Being a detective sounds dangerous. I don’t want to do anything where I could be harmed.”

      Paris smirked at the real Sherlock Holmes. “This is going to be fun.”

      “This will require you to manage the situation,” he corrected.

      “I manage for a living,” Paris reminded him proudly. “I get ditzy fairies to behave and go on complex missions. I can get a cardboard cutout of you to fool Subner for a few minutes.”

      “If anyone can, it’s you,” Sherlock Holmes said, striding for the back exit, then turned and walked backward. “Good luck, Agent Beaufont. I’m off to find the Protector of Wealth.”

      Paris waved. “And I’m off to trap the Protector of Weapons. I’ll catch you on the flip side, Detective.”

      Sherlock Holmes nodded. “I don’t know where the flip side is located, but yes, I look forward to it.”
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      Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      “You didn’t tell me where I came from,” the fake Sherlock Holmes said when he and Paris exited the Midnight Lunar Eclipse Candy Store. It was raining on Roya Lane, which made the cobbled road slick and darker. The moisture made the air smell fresh, which was nice after being in the candy store and having the close call with duplicating Sherlock Holmes. “Are you my mother?”

      Paris sighed. They were crossing the street to the Fantastical Armory. “Oh, angels. This is going to require a new level of patience from me.”

      “Why can’t I remember anything?” the copy asked. “I don’t know who I am, but I want to.”

      Paris paused outside the shop, looking around, knowing Subner had to be watching from the shadows. She didn’t have enough time to run the fake detective through the plan before they had to leave the candy store. “Look, you are a very capable detective. You are on the hunt for a very important entity of sorts. We are going to walk into that place.” She pointed at the Fantastical Armory. “You are not to speak. Instead, you should look around with a very scrutinizing eye. Then I’ll give you a very pointed look and without a word, you are to stride for the door at the back of the store and go through.”

      The doppelganger nodded like a toddler, not at all carrying the great detective’s poise. His manners made him appear very…special. “Then what?”

      “Then you go down into the basement,” Paris answered. “There are a bazillion flights of stairs, so just keep going down.”

      “Until when?” he asked.

      Paris knew better than to tell this clone he wasn’t real and just a copy of Sherlock Holmes. Worse would be to disclose to him that he was going to be deleted after entering the basement. She’d watched enough science fiction movies to know clones thought they were real and wanted to live. They wanted to live the life of the person they were a copy of. Paris couldn’t afford for this fake version of Sherlock Holmes to self-actualize and ruin things—especially with Subner watching from the shadows.

      Smiling sweetly, Paris tilted her head to the side. “I’ll come down and explain everything and answer all your questions. Just keep going down until you get to the bottom.”

      “Okay, I can do that.” He nodded like an obedient dog. “I’ll go to the bottom, and you’ll explain who I am and tell me where I came from. I can’t wait.”

      Paris knew that this doppelganger wasn’t going to reach the bottom of Papa Creola’s basement, which was where his office was located. Paris would delete him after he disappeared through the back door. The energy it was taking to keep him alive was depleting her, and she had a feeling that she was going to need her magical reserves for the time travel mission for Papa Creola and Mama Jamba.

      “Just remember.” She held her finger to her lips in the universal gesture for, “Be quiet.”

      “Don’t say a word. Go to the basement and wait for you,” the clone repeated with determination. “I can do that.”

      Paris tugged on his arm, surprised by how real he felt. She made a silent plea to the angels that this worked. They’d come too far to fail at this stage, and she didn’t have a backup plan.

      However, Paris often thought the key to success was to have no safety net. One had no choice but to make things work.
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      All Paris’ efforts to be discreet seemed futile when she and fake Sherlock Holmes entered the shop full of weapons and special artifacts.

      “Great forgery, my dear,” Mama Jamba stated. She was sitting in her pink armchair by the picture window. Papa Creola was opposite her, sipping tea. He appeared intrigued as he looked the fake Holmes over.

      Paris groaned, and the doppelganger looked confused. “What is she talking about?” he asked, then looked around even though Mama Jamba and Papa Creola were peering at him.

      “Nothing, and remember, no talking,” Paris warned, shooting an annoyed look at the pair drinking tea. “Would you mind showing a bit of decorum? You know what I’m trying to do here.”

      Mama Jamba chuckled and patted Papa Creola on the arm. “She’s so darn cute when she’s standing up to us.”

      He nodded, unimpressed. “Yes, like an ant brandishing its fist at an elephant that is about to trample it.”

      “Dear, ants don’t have fists,” Mama Jamba corrected as if that were the important part of the conversation.

      “And don’t worry,” Papa Creola said to Paris. “Subner won’t come in for twenty-six more seconds.”

      “Okay.” Paris glanced at the detective’s twin. “Just look casual.”

      In a very un-Sherlock Holmes’ manner, the man slumped and started whistling. Paris shook her head rapidly and waved for him to stop.

      “On second thought, look alert.”

      He pointed at the door that led to the basement. “Should I go?”

      She shook her head again. “Wait until I nod. Until then, just look like a detective.”

      Paris worried that the doppelganger would act stupidly again based on those instructions, but she didn’t have a chance to think about that because just then Subner strode into the Fantastical Armory.
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      Paris stiffened when she saw the grumpy elf’s pinched expression. As he looked the fake Sherlock Holmes over, her heart beat hard. She just knew that the Protector of Weapons would see the copy for what he was—fake. However, to her ultimate surprise, the copy of Sherlock Holmes casually placed his hands behind his back and gazed around the large room like a beacon from a lighthouse, searching. That was a very Sherlock Holmes thing to do.

      This might work, Paris thought. But that’s when she was simply standing there, looking between Subner’s scrutinizing gaze and the detective.

      “What are you doing here?” the grump asked her, standing just inside the entrance to his shop.

      “Shopping,” she answered, directing her attention to the case of artifacts and strange relics in front of her.

      “I highly doubt it,” he grumbled, looking the man beside her over, studying him.

      Trying to act casual, Paris pointed to something in the case. “How much for that doohickey?”

      Subner looked at the object, a slender box with symbols carved on the front of the wood. “That’s a rare mezuzah from a very powerful magician’s house.”

      “Me-zoo-what?” Paris asked, trying to keep her eyes off the doppelganger. Subner kept glancing in his direction as he strode unhurried around the shop, getting closer to the door that led to the basement.

      With seemingly great effort, Subner pulled his gaze from Sherlock and glared at Paris. “Do you have to be such an uneducated, ignorant annoyance?”

      Paris smiled wide at him, really exaggerating the gesture to be a total pain in the side. “I don’t have to be but in keeping with your judgement of me, you just used redundant adjectives. So maybe I’m not as ignorant as you think.”

      The greasy haired elf sighed. “A mezuzah is an artifact that is inscribed with texts from the Torah and placed on the outside door frame to a Jewish house as a representation of faith and to offer protection to the family.”

      “Cool, cool, cool.” Paris continued to glance at the many strange oddities in the case. “But since I’m not Jewish, I better keep shopping.”

      “What are you doing here?” Subner asked. He was on the verge of yelling, and his gaze shifting between Paris and Sherlock Holmes. The copy had pressed his hands into his pockets and kept looking over his shoulder like he didn’t want to be watched and was up to something. It was perfect actually and really making Subner very curious. The Protector of Weapons had to be extra curious about what the detective had discovered about his brother’s whereabouts since he could not follow him into the Midnight Lunar Eclipse Candy Store.

      “I’m shopping for that one item I can’t live without,” Paris answered. “You know, the one thing that is a real showstopper to sit on the coffee table. Something with that Restoration Hardware feel and just as hard to find because the manufacturer keeps production down to increase demand.” She nonchalantly nodded in fake Sherlock Holmes’ direction. “He’s not shopping. He’s working a case or hunting for clues or whatever it is that he does.”

      Subner seemed to be torn between laying into Paris for her annoying string of words which she knew would get under his skin or stalking after the detective. Finally with great effort he tore his gaze from Sherlock Holmes, who was almost to the back door, and narrowed his beady eyes at Paris. “Everything in here is a one of a kind and can’t be found anywhere else. I specialize in rare and powerful artifacts.”

      Paris was going to make a flippant remark to further irritate the man, but something in the case in front of her caught her eyes. She jumped forward, putting her nose a few inches from the glass to inspect the object on the crushed velvet. “Hey, where did you get that?”

      His attention back on the man he thought was Sherlock Holmes, Subner didn’t even glance back over. “I acquire things. It’s hard to say how I get each one.”

      “Well, that one is mine!” Paris yelled, which got the shop owner’s attention.

      Actually, everyone, including the two gods at the front of the store, looked over as Paris’ face went red. She was pointing at a heart-shaped silver locket with an inscription on the front that read, you have to keep breaking your heart until it opens.

      She’d had the necklace since she could remember. It had apparently been a gift from her Aunt Sophia and had belonged to her grandmother Guinevere Beaufont. But the most important significance to the locket she thought had been from her Uncle John, was that it, for all her childhood, had contained a chimera. Not just any chimera, but Pickles, who protected Uncle John as a mortal who belonged to the House of Fourteen.

      She’d worn that necklace and unknowingly carried the chimera that had protected her from the Deathly Shadow, the evil entity that had trapped her parents in another dimension for most of her life. When she’d faced the villain, Paris had followed her instincts and broken the locket. That had released the chimera, who had then freed her parents. Pickles had helped her defeat the Deathly Shadow and saved her life. Since then, he’d mostly remained in his terrier form and protected Uncle John as a mortal representative for the House of Fourteen.

      So much had happened after those events that Paris hadn’t thought much about the locket, only to assume it had been destroyed. It did appear to have been damaged as she regarded it through the clean glass. However, it had been mended and without a doubt she knew that the silver heart-shaped necklace was hers.

      Subner sighed, rolling his eyes. “Yes, I have the locket that contained the chimera.”

      “My locket,” Paris corrected. “It contained my Uncle John’s chimera. How did you get it?”

      “As I said before, I acquire things,” Subner answered. “It’s not for me to say how things fall into my hands.”

      Paris narrowed her eyes, her head hot with anger that the sullen elf had a family heirloom and hadn’t thought to give it to her. It was empty, but it was hers, and it meant a lot to her. She realized that her temper exploding was to their advantage because everything was playing together perfectly. Subner was distracted. Sherlock Holmes was beside the basement door. And Paris appeared like she had a legitimate reason to create a ruckus.

      Subner impatiently strode over to her. With his attention off her and Sherlock Holmes momentarily, she minutely nodded at the imposter detective. Thankfully, the ditzy doppelganger remembered his instructions and opened the door to the basement.

      The action created just enough noise, and Subner paused, then turned around, surprised. “Hey, what are you doing?”

      Nevertheless, it was too late. Sherlock Holmes strode through the door and closed it disappearing at once.

      Paris snapped at Subner, still turned around. “I want my necklace back.”

      Deliberately and definitely his attention divided, Subner turned back to her. “I repaired the locket, and where is he going?”

      Paris shrugged. “His business isn’t my concern. And no one asked you to do anything to my jewelry. I want it back.” She snapped again, knowing that would really agitate him, “Now!”

      Glancing over his shoulder, it was obvious Subner wanted to know why Sherlock Holmes was going toward the basement of the Fantastical Armory. It was eating him up. He shook his head as he fumbled for the keys in his pocket. “Yeah, fine. You can have it, but you owe me for the repairs.”

      Paris laughed rudely, watching as he hastily opened the case. “Fat chance on that one.”

      When the case was open, she reached in and grabbed the silver locket. It was cold in her hands, as it had been throughout her life. She knew it was empty, but she thought she could still feel the protective energy of the chimera.

      “Fine. I don’t care,” Subner muttered. He started to shut the case before her hands were free of it, locked it in a rush, and bolted for the basement.

      Paris’ heart was pounding so hard that she thought that the elf could hear it, but if he could, he didn’t care. Subner didn’t turn back or slow. He whipped the door open and strode through it, then slammed it behind him.

      Paris spun and leveled her gaze at Papa Creola, who was sitting casually next to Mama Jamba. He had finished his tea, and he seemed like he didn’t have a care in the world. “Now,” she fired at Father Time. “Lock him away now.”

      Leisurely he slipped his teacup and saucer onto the table and glanced up at her. “It’s already done. You have successfully trapped the Protector of Weapons.”
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      The thunderous banging on the door to the basement started immediately. Paris tensed, not believing the usually low-energy elf was making all that noise.

      “Papa! How dare you! Let me out!” Subner’s voice echoed from the other side of the rattling door. He seemed to be unable to break it down, unlock it, or otherwise get out one way or another.

      Paris shot Papa Creola and Mama Jamba a curious look. “How did he figure out so quickly that you locked him in the basement?”

      “We told you, dear,” Mama Jamba began. “Inside the Fantastical Armory, Subner knows things. He can discern what’s happening outside, but he always knows what happens inside his shop.”

      “But he didn’t know I was tricking him into going in there,” Paris argued.

      The old woman pursed her lips. “Well, he can’t read your mind, not without great effort. And you did that great little show with the necklace, which divided his attention. Good thinking, my dear.”

      Paris clutched the silver locket in her hand, feeling an intense fondness in her heart for her family, who had given it to her to protect her. “It wasn’t a show. I was absolutely shocked to find that scrawny little man had stolen my necklace and was pawning it here.”

      “This isn’t a pawn shop,” Papa Creola muttered, like that was the most important thing to clarify in all of this.

      “You can delete the doppelganger,” Mama Jamba offered.

      Paris nodded at once, having forgotten. She grabbed Amantis from her hip and remembering the spell from Baba Yaga’s grimoire safely stowed in her jacket, she softly spoke the words. At once, she felt the steady stream of energy being drawn out of her by the spell cease. Sighing, Paris felt a rush of joy that she’d been successful. Subner had been trapped and wouldn’t be following the real Sherlock Holmes.

      The great detective could now track Subfar down, and hopefully, he’d help Paris secure funding for FGA.

      “Okay, how am I supposed to fix the rift between the Protector of Wealth and his grumpy brother?” Paris asked, putting the necklace on and slipping the locket under her shirt.

      “You’re not there yet.” Mama Jamba picked up a plate with cream-filled pastries and held it up. “You should have something to eat to replenish your magical reserves.”

      Paris was feeling extra drained after the complex magical spell. She took an Italian custard cream-filled cannoli with a smile. “Thanks. Okay, so when are you all going to tell me how to mend family relations with the two brothers? Sherlock Holmes will find Subfar soon and knowing the detective, now that he doesn’t have to worry about Subner, he’ll be fast.”

      Papa Creola gave Mama Jamba a perturbed look. “Did you have to make her so tenacious?”

      “I did,” Mama Jamba replied delightedly. “And dear, why do you keep asking us for help on that when you have resources lying at your disposal?”

      Papa Creola drew a long breath. “I swear, it’s like when Liv calls me to fix a time-space continuum problem even though she literally has a tool chest for such things. Don’t call upper management to repair low-level problems.”

      Paris blinked at the man before her still holding the uneaten pastry. “I don’t have a tool kit of things to fix sibling rivalry.”

      “But you do know someone who is an expert in arbitration,” Mama Jamba stated. “And that person has many resources at her disposal as well, which will help mend the rift between Subner and Subfar.”

      “It’s more a wide, dark, bottomless chasm,” Papa Creola added.

      “You mean Aunt Sophia?” Paris asked, looking between the two and not feeling really optimistic about resolving the conflict after hearing Papa’s description of it, but she did like the idea of having her Aunt Sophia and the Dragon Elite’s help.

      “Eat your pastry,” Mamba Jamba advised, pointing at her. “You’ll think better afterward.”

      “Thinking at all would be good,” Papa Creola muttered, slouching in his comfortable oversized armchair.

      “You two want my help with this time travel problem, which is huge, but that one keeps insulting my intelligence.” Paris pointed straight at Father Time who didn’t at all appear remorseful.

      “I’m going to need you really alert for this mission,” he stated.

      “He just is being cranky because someone time traveled. That always puts him in a sour mood,” Mama Jamba imparted, patting the old man beside her on the arm.

      “It doesn’t always put me in a bad mood,” he fired back.

      “Do I need to recount all sixty-four times?” Mama Jamba challenged.

      Paris took a bite of the cannoli and thought she’d tasted heaven. She chewed and swallowed before speaking. “Wait, time travel has only happened sixty-four times?”

      “It’s happened a whole sixty-four times,” he countered.

      Subner was still beating on the door and yelling, but Paris was able to ignore him and focus on the conversation with the pair of gods. “You must have kept a pretty good lockdown on it through the centuries.”

      “Yes, but there are still a few time traveling devices floating around out there or being created,” Papa Creola explained. “Although your mother has done a pretty good job of tracking and confiscating them.”

      “Like Papa told you, this time someone, we believe Tomár, traveled to three different places in the past,” Mama Jamba began. “In two of the timelines, he changed events and affected history, thereby affecting current relationships.”

      “In the third instance, we don’t know what was done since there weren’t any tangible results,” Papa Creola grumbled, slouching more and definitely grouchy about this.

      Paris finished the pastry and wiped her hands on her jeans, earning a disapproving glance from Mama Jamba. “This seems like a job for my mother, your time travel agent or whatever we’re calling her.”

      “As we explained, you have her genes,” Papa Creola argued.

      “But she does too,” Paris joked with a laugh.

      “The events that were changed that affected love, which is your domain,” Mama Jamba stated.

      “Most importantly, things done by Tomár need to be dealt with by you,” Papa Creola added.

      “Because we keep indirectly battling, and I have demon blood,” Paris guessed.

      Mama Jamba and Papa Creola both shook their heads in unison.

      Mother Nature sighed, suddenly appearing heavy. “Because your fates are intertwined.”
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      “Cool, cool, cool,” Paris said, not at all meaning it. “My fate is tied to that of the oldest most ancient demon, one my father has tried and failed to kill. I’m not going to lie, guys; that sounds pretty ominous, and not like I’ve got rainbows and puppies in my future.”

      “It’s hard to say what the future looks like.” Mama Jamba said sweetly, offering a tamed smile.

      “Says the people who literally control this place and the time-space continuum,” Paris argued.

      Papa Creola held up a finger, pausing her. “We created it. We manage it. We don’t control it. If we did, some demon wouldn’t have been able to go back in time and tamper with historical events.”

      Paris sighed. “Okay, so tell me; how is my fate tied to Tomár’s? The mega demon.”

      “We can’t,” Mama Jamba said simply.

      Paris nodded, having expected that. “Okay, then tell me what you can. Or start sprinkling in clues, giving me the riddles, and I’ll put them together as best I can.”

      Mama Jamba leaned forward and placed her hands on her knees like she suddenly meant business. The stern expression on her face definitely wasn’t one of her usual looks. “The first historical event that was changed involves the story of Romeo and Juliet, one of the most important tales of love and passion in the world.”

      “R-Ro-Rome-who and Juliet-what?” Paris asked, scratching her head. “I’ve never heard of them.”

      Papa Creola sighed dramatically and slumped further into his chair. It wasn’t a good look on him. “Exactly. Everyone, starting this morning, forgot the love story of Romeo and Juliet that was recorded by William Shakespeare.”

      “Well, I’ve heard of him,” Paris stated, feeling that all hope wasn’t lost. “He wrote Hamlet, Henry V, and Julius Caesar.”

      “Yes, but he also wrote Romeo and Juliet, which, much like the ones you listed, are Shakespeare’s versions of real events,” Mama Jamba explained.

      “So, someone went back and erased what he wrote so it was never published?” Paris asked.

      Papa Creola shook his head. “No, someone went back and changed what would happen to Romeo and Juliet, so the story wasn’t of interest to Shakespeare. He didn’t write the play that would later become the foundation of love, sacrifice, and romance.”

      Paris rubbed her hands together. “That sounds like an important story. Tell me more. I can’t believe I forgot it.”

      “It was erased, so everyone forgot it,” Mama Jamba stated. “It was, in essence, erased from worldwide social consciousness the moment it didn’t happen.”

      Papa Creola propped his head on his hand, his elbow pinned to the arm of the chair. “Although parts of the story and the setting of the play were sparked by the works of other authors, Shakespeare witnessed the plot during his travels through Italy.”

      “Historians will tell you the play was borrowed from poems and prose much earlier than Shakespeare’s time, they are wrong on that,” Mama Jamba interjected. “They’ll also say Shakespeare never went to Italy since he got so many core things fuddled in the plays he set there. But you can take it from us that history is wrong on that.”

      “I’m following you, although it’s not easy.” Paris grabbed another pastry.

      “And it’s not really pertinent to your purposes,” Papa Creola continued. “Just know that the real story was set in Verona when Shakespeare was there, trying to write a play that would hopefully sell big during the pinnacle of his playwright career.”

      He drew a breath as if to prepare for the tale he was about to tell. “The real story went like this, and I’m giving you the briefest of Cliffs Notes. Here you go. In one of the greatest and most important love stories of all time, two young adults from wealthy families, Romeo and Juliet, fall in love. As luck would have it, they are from warring families, and their union leads to a series of deaths between the two groups.”

      Father Time cleared his throat before continuing. “Afraid that Juliet will be married to a rival, the pair secretly get married. Romeo is off getting in trouble when Juliet and the friar concoct a plan for the couple to fake their deaths so they can run away together.

      “Unfortunately, Romeo doesn’t receive the message and finds the drugged Juliet in her family’s tomb. Unable to live without the love of his life, he kills himself. Juliet then wakes up to find Romeo dead beside her and takes a dagger and kills herself. Then the two lovers aren’t together, but their families vow to never fight again.”

      Paris simply blinked for a long moment, not knowing what to say. “I have so many questions, but the first is the most important. Why in the world is that an important love story that needs to be restored?”
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      Winking, Mama Jamba offered her a knowing smile, her pink lipstick perfectly in place. “The story of Romeo and Juliet, although a tragedy, also proves how far lovers will go out of desperation to be together. In this story and in the events that actually occurred in history, they would rather die than not be together. It’s a story of devotion and sacrifice.”

      “It sounds like one of craziness and hormones,” Paris joked.

      “There was that,” Papa Creola agreed.

      Mama Jamba snapped at him, “Would you sit up?” She smiled at Paris. “And the line between love and crazy, well, it simply doesn’t exist. To be in love is to be crazy. I’ve never known two lovers who were sane. It prevents them from reasoning.”

      Papa Creola nodded. “The story also has served to remind generations that being with the person you love is more important than anything else.”

      “Like breathing,” Paris muttered, shaking her head.

      “Like family,” he corrected. “Or riches, which Romeo and Juliet would have given up if they had successfully run away together. Or stability. For centuries, the story has subconsciously reminded lovers that love is unreasonable but worth every sacrifice.”

      It was Mama Jamba’s turn to nod. “You see, it is those archetypal stories that lay the foundation for love. Without them, then people have no basis for doing things considered ridiculous for love. Acts of passion seem unreasonable instead of romantic and like they’re part of a love story that will last for ages.”

      “We set up that love story to happen long ago for a reason,” Papa Creola stated matter-of-factly. “It was meant to inspire love and give lovers a plausible excuse for their acts of desperation.”

      Paris was absolutely stunned. “Wow, you two really have been puppeteering things for a long time.”

      “Well, this wasn’t just an improv show we put together,” Mama Jamba countered. “We put a lot of careful thought into this world and its people.”

      “Unfortunately, it only takes one small action to undo it all,” Papa Creola added.

      That was a lot to digest, but the pastries weren’t. Paris took another bite. “So what? Tomár went back and made it so the two lovers didn’t meet?”

      “Bingo,” Mama Jamba agreed. “And never inspired by their tragic love story, William Shakespeare never wrote the play.”

      Papa Creola slumped again. “The ripple effect throughout history is overwhelming.”

      The ornery woman snapped at him seconds later, making him sit up once more. “But you, Paris, don’t have to worry about all those. If Shakespeare is inspired and writes his original story, everything will go back to the way it was, and we won’t have to worry about the other parts of history being affected.”

      Paris straightened too, afraid of being admonished. “What am I supposed to do? Push Romeo and Juliet together, knowing their families hate each other? And worse yet, knowing that the result will be fighting, secrets, bad communication, and then death? Why were there so many murder weapons sitting around in the crypt for those two young lovers to use, anyway?”

      “I think Shakespeare took some writer’s liberties with the story,” Papa Creola stated. “He undoubtedly exaggerated certain things, but it did happen the way he told it for the most part.”

      Mama Jamba smiled sideways at her companion. “We have an idea for how you can fix things. If you do, then it might have a new and happy ending.”

      “But then the tragic love story won’t be told,” Paris argued, not following them.

      “That’s where you’re going to have to put on your persuasive hat,” Mama Jamba winked. “If you do things right, meaning down to the very letter, you have a chance to get Romeo and Juliet a happy ending and work with the legendary Shakespeare on one of the most influential stories ever told.”

      Paris gulped. Leaned forward. Drew in a breath. “Okay, I’m listening. Tell me what you’d have me do.”

      “We’ll send you the details on what we want you to do, but you’ll have to fill in the creative how,” Papa Creola answered. “But first, we need to get you moving in the right direction and off to meet your point of contact for time travel.”

      Mama Jamba pursed her lips and patted her bluish-gray strands, which were perfectly in place. “And also, I need some hairspray.”
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      Galleria Mall, Dallas, Texas, United States

      “Where are we?” Paris asked as she appeared in a new location. Apparently, Mama Jamba and Papa Creola didn’t rely on portal magic. That made logical sense to Paris. Instead, the pair could simply snap their fingers and appear wherever they intended, taking whoever they chose with them. The mode of transportation was effortless and instantaneous, and they popped up in the middle of a busy multi-level shopping indoor area.

      “I need hairspray,” Mama Jamba repeated like that answered Paris’ question.

      “We’re at the Galleria Mall in Dallas, Texas,” Papa Creola said on the other side of her. The hippie was watching as busy shoppers passed with their purchases in tow.

      It was suddenly so strange to Paris that she was shopping with Mother Nature and Father Time. Well, it was stranger than other weird things in her life. She had to remind herself that she was there with them because she was about to go on a time travel mission…to meet William Shakespeare. The whole thing was more than surreal.

      “The beauty supply store is down this way.” Mama Jamba pointed down a long walkway. On one side was a third-floor balcony that overlooked the atrium that ran the length of the mall. On the other side were bright, shiny shops with big signs and lights and lots of products.

      “You’re Mother Nature,” Paris remarked, accosted by the smell of sweetness from a nearby Cinnabon. She felt like she was back in the Midnight Lunar Eclipse Candy Shop.

      “I’m aware, darling. The creator of all things. The one who breathed life into you. The one responsible for so much life on this planet, which I also created.”

      “Exactly,” Paris replied, overwhelmed by all the sights around them in the busy mall. “So why do you have to come to a mall in Dallas to get hairspray?”

      “Because I’m humble,” Mama Jamba answered simply, pretty much setting off at a power walk speed like one of those typical mall walkers. Paris and Papa Creola had to pick up their pace to keep up with her.

      Paris laughed. “Well, I find it very endearing. Can you two tell me about the second time in the past that changed what’s affecting love?”

      “We can’t,” Mama Jamba replied.

      Paris let out a breath. “Of course.”

      “But we can set it up for someone else to share that information,” Papa Creola stated. “It’s now jumbled, and putting the story back the way it was is important, so you’ll have to understand it fully.”

      “It’s the story of King Alexander and Queen Seraphina,” Mama Jamba added. “The dreamiest of couples.”

      “It will be one of your previous contacts can share the story since they remember it, thankfully,” Papa Creola offered.

      “We have things to do and can’t do all the storytelling.” Mama Jamba looked serious.

      “Yes, like buy hairspray,” Paris teased.

      “Like manage this planet,” Mama corrected.

      “Like keep an eye on time,” Papa added.

      “Okay, so who is this person I know, and please don’t tell me it’s King Rudolf?” Paris asked. “I need some time off from that man.”

      Papa Creola shook his head as the three of them wove around other shoppers. He pointed at a woman who was casually window-shopping, not at all appearing in a hurry. “You’re going to be late.”

      The woman glanced over at them, confused.

      “But that eyeshadow looks great on you, dear,” Mama Jamba added.

      Paris snickered. “Okay, so not King Rudolf. Good news.”

      “He has to be with Sherlock Holmes in order for the detective to find Subfar,” Papa Creola explained.

      “You both realize how strange that is, right?” Paris asked.

      The hippie nodded. “The king of the fae is infuriating, but he’s the most competent of creatures. Being underestimated for his seeming aloofness is one of his greatest superpowers.”

      “Again, weird.” Paris chuckled.

      Mama Jamba did too. “The person who can tell you King Alexander and Queen Seraphina’s love story is Tiffer, the elusive fairy.”

      Paris halted. “Please tell me I don’t have to solve a murder mystery on a train to find her castle in Wales again, right?”

      The other two paused and regarded her like she was a stubborn child.

      “Do you want to?” Mama Jamba asked in a sing-song voice.

      “No, which was why I said please tell me I don’t have to.”

      “Now don’t talk back to your Mama,” Papa Creola admonished.

      “And no, dear,” the old woman stated. “You just have to portal there. We’ve set it all up. But wait until you’ve done this Romeo and Juliet business. We need to repair one love story to start fixing the foundation first.”

      “Okay, so Tiffer will give me the story, and then I can fix it,” Paris clarified, trying not to allow the weight of this new mission to crush her.

      “Yes, but first, you need a way to time travel into the past,” Papa Creola imparted, pointing at a group of boys who had congregated next to the railing. “If you all don’t stop stealing watches, I’ll have gnomes string you up by your sneakers.”

      The teenagers shot him horrified and guilty expressions in response, looking like they were ready to jump over the side of the railing to escape the seemingly unintimidating hippie.

      “And happy birthday, Billy!” Mama Jamba called, waving at one guy.

      Paris shook her head. “This is why you don’t often go out into public, huh?”

      “It’s a bit overwhelming, dear.” Mama Jamba slowed, then came to a halt in front of a lively Mexican restaurant. “We’ll leave you here. My beauty supply place is down that way.” She pointed at some stores at the far end. The mall seemed to go on forever.

      “Inside this place is the person who has your time travel chips and instructions on best practices,” Papa Creola explained. “Remember that you only have two opportunities to time travel and limited time in each location, so you have to be diligent.”

      “It’s my mother, isn’t it?” Paris asked with a grin.

      “If you do a series of things, you will be stuck in that timeline for the rest of your life,” Papa Creola continued, not answering her question. “So, listen to the rules carefully.”

      “It’s my mother, isn’t it?” Paris questioned again. “She’s the one who has my time travel chips, isn’t she?”

      “You can only take what you are wearing right now and one companion with you.” Papa Creola was bent on not answering her questions.

      “Which means Faraday can go,” Mama Jamba told her.

      “Or my mother,” Paris offered.

      Papa Creola shook his head. “She can’t. She’s already on a mission.”

      Paris deflated. “So, my mother isn’t the one in this Mexican restaurant who’s going to advise me on time travel?”

      Papa Creola gave her a serious expression. “Just remember that, as powerful as Mama and I are, we can’t fix this. We set up the timeline, but after it’s tampered with, there’s only one chance to repair it. We’re counting on you.”

      Mama Jamba grabbed his hand and hauled him in the opposite direction, waving at Paris. “And say hi to Shakespeare for me.”

      Paris stood frozen, wishing she was a simple mortal shopping in a mall who was running late for an appointment and with pretty eyeshadow. Instead, she was Agent Beaufont, and she was responsible for fixing history—or else love would be lost.
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      Mi Cocina Restaurant, Galleria Mall, Dallas, Texas, United States

      “I knew it was going to be you,” Paris said. She had entered the Mexican restaurant to find her mother sitting at a back booth, smirking at her. Even though Paris had expected her mother to be the one to give her the time travel tokens and advise her, she had been thrown off when Papa Creola had said she was busy on a mission.

      Here Liv Beaufont was, with her long blonde hair beautiful and her black traveling cloak and wearing a rebellious smile.

      When her mother hugged her, Paris felt like all her problems melted away, although that was absurd. They were there and bigger than before since she realized her mother was about to tell her how to time travel.

      “I ordered a large queso and a guacamole and two margaritas, although don’t tell Papa about the last part,” Liv began after they’d parted and settled into the booth.

      Her words hadn’t come all the way out before Liv’s phone beeped loudly, gaining Paris’ attention.

      Liv waved off her concerned look. “Don’t worry. That’s just my phone, and that’s Papa telling me we can’t drink on missions and I’m disobeying the rules. That man—”

      Liv’s phone beeped again. She grinned. “That man knows what I’m going to say before I say it, so what’s the point? He knows the names I’m going to call him, so he also knows I’m going to drink this margarita and you can too.”

      The waiter approached, carrying two large, sweltering glasses of margaritas. Paris wasn’t going to lie. She was thirsty and still really hungry, and nothing sounded better than a sweet drink and chips, salsa, queso, and guacamole.

      “Can we really disobey Papa Creola, though?” Paris asked. She slid the drink over to her but paused before putting the straw in her mouth.

      “We are grown adults who don’t need permission to drink,” Liv argued and of course her phone beeped.

      Liv grunted and glared at the ceiling. “Do you want me to ask you for a hall pass to use the restroom too, Old Man?”

      Another beep.

      Paris laughed. Putting the phone on silent would do no good. Father Time would get through if he wanted to.

      Liv waved her hand through the air. “Seriously, drink up. This is a little game we like to play. He loves it, and if I behaved all the time, Papa would fire me.”

      Her phone beeped.

      Liv and her daughter laughed.

      Paris, deciding that her mother’s rule strangely trumped Father Time’s, took a sip. The margarita was sweet and salty and refreshingly cold. Right on time, a warm basket of chips and dips arrived, then the server took his leave, getting a rude look from Liv. She had a way of communicating with mortals that required no words. It wasn’t magic but a stare that said, “You’re dismissed.”

      “Dig in and tell me all about this fun new mission.” Liv picked up a triangular chip and dipped it into the thick queso.

      “Well, as you know, it involves Romeo and Juliet. Oh, but you probably don’t know who they are, or that it’s a foundational story of love.”

      “I do.” Liv winked at her daughter. “As a TT Diplomat, I’m not affected by changes to history based on time travel. You probably are less affected than others since you have my genes.”

      “You know you’re a time lord?” Paris asked as she dug into the guacamole.

      “Of course,” Liv stated. “Otherwise, I’d never authorize you to go on this mission. Papa likes to think he has secrets from me. The old man is going senile, so he forgets half the stuff he tells me.”

      Liv’s phone buzzed, and both ladies laughed again.

      “I’m supposed to go back in time and fix things with a new resolution but resulting in the same story.” Paris shrugged. “It’s very confusing. Then there’s the story of King Alexander and Queen Seraphina that I have to do something with, but I know nothing about it and don’t remember a thing.”

      Liv sighed with a sentimental expression on her face. “Oh, that’s my favorite love story. I can’t wait for you to experience it.”

      Paris took a long drink. “This time travel business sounds very complicated. Apparently, there are rules and instructions. What are they?”

      Liv nodded. “The first is that you’re not allowed to do any mind-altering drugs before or during time travel.”

      Paris stiffened. “Are you serious?”

      Her mother smiled. “Of course. I know these rules like the back of my hand.”

      Paris glanced at her half-drunk margarita. “What about drinking alcohol? Specifically, drinking a bunch of mind-altering tequila right before time traveling? Am I supposed to do that?”

      Liv looked serious but shook her head. “No, that’s very detrimental and would be incredibly dangerous.”
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      Mi Cocina Restaurant, Galleria Mall, Dallas, Texas, United States

      “Mom!” Paris exclaimed. “What have you done? I can’t time travel. No wonder Papa Creola was messaging you!”

      Liv’s phone beeped several times, loudly. The Warrior for the House of Fourteen simply giggled and took a sip of her drink. “That man, for all his brilliance, is so easy to fool.”

      Paris just simply continued to blink at her mother, waiting for the punch line to this joke she seemed to think was so funny.

      Liv shook her head, picked up a chip, and scooped up some of the chunky salsa. “Do you think I’d give my daughter tequila just before she was time traveling, knowing the rules?”

      “No…” Paris drew out the answer.

      “Of course not,” Liv stated. “That’s a virgin margarita. I told the waiter to put all your tequila in my drink.”

      Liv’s phone beeped again.

      She grinned. “That’s Papa telling me I’m not supposed to be drinking either because I’m working, but I’m not going through any time vortexes, so he can suck his thumb for all I care.”

      The beep was almost like a laugh track playing at this point. Paris joined in, giggling too.

      “Okay, so no drinking before or during time travel,” Paris stated with determination. “And no drugs. I can stick to that.”

      Liv smiled proudly. “I figured. The other rules are easy, too. You aren’t to eat when time traveling.”

      Paris lowered her chin and blinked at her mother. “That one is a bit more difficult. My magical reserves are tied to my energy which is replenished when I eat. So that means if I have to use a bunch of a magic, I’ll need to restore it. Or if I’m there for, say, more than a day.”

      “You only have a day, and if you don’t return, you’re stuck in that timeline forever,” Liv told her daughter, all the lightness gone from her tone. “Since you can’t eat, you have to be diligent with your reserves. I realize it’s a difficult rule to follow, but it’s important. You can’t take food with you because it would rot when you went through, and you can’t eat the food there because your system would reject it. You might be okay, but you could get very ill. I’m telling you, there’s no way you’re matching up two lovers if you’re vomiting. Nothing spoils romance like someone puking.”

      Paris laughed, but something occurred to her suddenly. “Mama and Papa said I could take someone through with me. They suggested Faraday. But I’m genetically altered to withstand the time travel. Would he be okay?”

      Liv nodded. “That’s probably why they suggested him. Faraday has had…well, let’s say his own genetic alterations with all his scientific experiments. I think if anyone can withstand the effects of time travel, it is your companion.”

      Paris drew a breath, relieved. “Okay, so what else do I need to do besides not eat, not drink, and be back in time?”

      “Just like with food, you can’t wear anything from that time period, or wash in the rivers, or use any of the things there.”

      This didn’t compute, and the look on Paris’ face said as much.

      Liv nodded, understanding her confusion. “You aren’t from that time period. In the past, no pun intended, when people tried to assimilate by dressing the part or taking up residence in a place, well it makes you get stuck. We’re meant for our time period. Even as genetically advanced as we are, our consciousness knows where we belong. Our systems reject the food. Our bodies can’t handle the water. And if we dress like the locals and pretend we live there—”

      “Then our consciousness forgets, and we think we’re from that timeline,” Paris guessed.

      Liv nodded. “Those who have broken that rule, well, they literally forget to leave at the twenty-four-hour mark, and then they can’t. Pare, it’s not a rule worth breaking. You might be able to resist, but too many can’t. Just remember, you’re a ghost moving through the events. You can talk and affect things, and you have to, but you can’t be a part of their environment. Think of yourself as the ultimate tourist.”

      Paris knew that filling up her reserves would be more important than ever, but with the pressure of this mission and all the complex factors, she really didn’t think she could eat a thing. “Okay, no eating, no drinking, no wearing the clothes from the time period. Is there anything else?”

      Liv’s face got serious again. “There’s one more rule, and it’s also very important. More important than the rest. If you break this one, we’re all screwed.”

      Paris tensed. Her stomach turned over. She clenched her jaw and waited for her mother to continue.

      “Pare, no one can know that you’re from the future,” Liv stated. “If someone figures it out, then it instantly kills you.”
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      Mi Cocina Restaurant, Galleria Mall, Dallas, Texas, United States

      Paris hadn’t been hungry before, and she definitely wasn’t now. “Wait, what?”

      Her mother sat back, apparently not hungry either. “It’s a stupid rule Papa put in—”

      Liv’s phone beeped, but this time, neither woman laughed.

      “It’s the ultimate rule,” Liv continued. “It’s to discourage people from time traveling or spreading the idea that it’s a possibility. The other rules cause problems or get you stuck in that timeline, but this one? Well, no one is going to brag that they are from the future if they know they are going to die in the next moment.”

      Paris glanced down at her all-black leather outfit. “I don’t look like I’m from Renaissance-era Verona, Italy. How am I not going to draw attention? Can I get a new outfit made?”

      “You can,” Liv stated. “But I’d suggest wearing that because it’s you. It makes you feel like you. The biggest concern with time travel is forgetting where you came from. Your mind plays tricks on you if you’re not careful. The body and brain want to be from your time period. If you’re dressed in clothes that aren’t you, you might forget and…”

      “I’ll forget to come back and be stuck forever,” Paris finished.

      Liv nodded. “I know it’s a lot, but that old man put these rules into place for a reason. And for as much as he’s a pain in my—”

      The beep from Liv’s phone seemed to fill in the rest so she didn’t elaborate, just smiled.

      “Papa knows what he’s doing,” Liv stated. “He did this to protect us. We are meant to be in our time period. Messing with time and events can have serious repercussions, as you’ve seen. The sixty-four times people have time traveled would have been gigantically worse if these rules weren’t in place. You just have to know them and be willing to work with them.”

      Paris pulled at her jacket. “So, what do I tell people about the leather and the wand and the potions? And won’t they spoil like food?”

      Liv thought for a moment. “No, because they are full of magic. And you can say you’re with a theater troupe. That’s how I get around it most of the time since actors are weird and wild. Or you can stick to the shadows.”

      “Or I can use magic to glamour me,” Paris suggested, feeling victorious.

      Liv shook her head. “You can, but when your magic is depleted, no more until you return. And you only get one chance in each timeline.”

      She reached into her black traveling cloak, retrieved two gold coins, and slid them across the table. “These have been preprogrammed with the right places and times for your two missions. Check the inscriptions to know which one to use, depending on where you’re going. When you’re ready to travel to the past, turn the right coin over and say, ‘Later.’ When you’re ready to return, you turn it to the side it’s on now and say, ‘Now.’”

      “That seems scarily simple,” Paris said, her gaze darting between the coins. She was afraid to touch them.

      Liv nodded. “But simple is good. Just have the coins on you at all times, and only touch them when you plan to use them. And of course, this should go without saying, but don’t lose the coins. If you do, well…”

      Paris’ eyes widened. “I’m stuck!”

      “I’m sorry,” Liv answered with a sympathetic expression.

      “Can’t it be a spell or something, so I have it on me no matter what?” Paris asked, feeling frantic. “I’m going to Renaissance Italy. I look like a Power Ranger, and I can’t eat or drink. I have to pass as a normal person… Oh, and I can’t use magic.”

      “You should use magic sparingly,” Liv stated. “And remember, you have Amantis, and it can store quite a bit. You’ll be fine. I wouldn’t send you if I didn’t think you’d be more than okay. You’re going to fix everything, and then people won’t feel blah about their relationships. Everyone will rekindle the magic the foundational love stories constantly remind us of. You’re going to save love once again, and most importantly, you’re going to stop Tomár’s evil plan, which absolutely has to happen.”

      Paris gulped. Well, she tried to swallow, but it felt like a rock was lodged in her throat. She had signed on for this mission since she hadn’t had a choice. But still, she’d signed on. However, if she had known what time travel would involve and all the risks, she wasn’t sure she would have been so open to helping, even if genetically, she was the right person for this mission. Even if she was an agent for FGA, meant to save love. And especially given what Mama Jamba and Papa Creola had told her about Tomár.

      “Mom, at the Fantastical Armory, Mother Nature and Father Time told me something about Tomár but wouldn’t elaborate. I really need your advice.”

      Liv lifted her hands and partially covered her face. “This is about your fate being tied to that demon’s, isn’t it?”
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      Mi Cocina Restaurant, Galleria Mall, Dallas, Texas, United States

      Liv Beaufont leaned forward, and the expression on her face was all wrong. It was full of remorse and sadness, and even anger. Paris had never seen her mother look like that. Not up close. Maybe when defeating an enemy. Maybe in battle. But not at a Mexican restaurant where things were mostly casual, albeit Paris was about to set off on her most dangerous and complicated set of missions ever, but still.

      “Mom, what is it?” Paris asked. She reached across the table and took her mother’s hand.

      A single tear fell down Liv’s cheek and landed on the table with a splat. “Pare, I have to tell you something.”

      Paris squeezed her mother’s hand and leaned forward.

      “I found Renswick Shoshawnawalla, the demon expert.”

      “That’s good news,” Paris said, but her tone was low because Liv wasn’t acting like this was exceptionally good news.

      Her mother pressed her lips to the side. “I found him when he was dying.”

      “Oh, Mommy, I’m sorry.” Paris tightened her grip.

      Liv nodded. “I am too. He was a good man. He’s the reason your father lived and the reason you could be born. He did a lot to help many over the years, protecting the world from demons.”

      “It’s a shame,” Paris said, not sure what to say.

      “He wanted to die,” Liv stated coldly. “Much like Tomár, Renswick was tired of fighting and running.”

      “I guess I could understand that.”

      Liv shook her head. “Don’t you ever understand that, baby. You always fight.”

      Paris nodded, feeling her mother’s intensity. However, she didn’t think the loss of a friend was causing her seriousness. Unfortunately, Liv Beaufont was used to losing people.

      “Pare, as you know, I was tracking down Renswick to find out how to defeat Tomár. He knew, which was why he ran. The demon went after him to keep him from giving us the information.”

      Hope fluttered in Paris’ chest, but it died when her mother’s face remained cold. “What did he tell you?”

      When her mother looked at her, the blue of her eyes was so intense, but that was probably because they were rimmed in red, tears about to spill from Liv’s eyes. “Pare, he told me that only one person he knew of could defeat Tomár. Your fate is tied to that demon’s because it has to be you. You’re the only one who can kill him, and that evil creature knows it. That’s undoubtedly why he’s targeting love. Not only does he want to die and take the planet down with him, but he knows he has to push you to do it. You’re the only one who can kill the ancient and most powerful demon to live—Tomár.”

      This was a lot. A whole lot. Time travel missions. Rules and regulations. And Paris now knew she was the only one who could kill an ancient demon that her father had been tracking. But that was okay. After everything it made sense. She had fairy, magician, and demon blood. Of course, she had to be the one to kill the ancient demon. And she would.

      Paris forced a brave smile. “I’ll do it. Dad will advise me. If it’s death Tomár wants, then after I fix the timeline, that’s exactly what he’ll get.”

      Fresh tears spilled down Liv’s cheeks. Giant tears. Sobs fell from her mouth. She shook her head. “No, you don’t understand. Killing Tomár will undoubtedly kill you too.”
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      Mi Cocina Restaurant, Galleria Mall, Dallas, Texas, United States

      No, Paris definitely didn’t understand. If her fate was tied to Tomár’s then that should mean that she had to kill him. But like with the time travel, there would be risks. It didn’t mean it had to “undoubtedly” kill her too.

      “What do you mean?” Paris asked her mother who was mopping up tears.

      “Pare, Tomár has been on this planet for a very long time. He’s sucked up a lot of love in the worst ways, leaching it out and leaving people lifeless. He’s full of energy. When he’s killed and ridded from this planet, well, the power he lets loose will obliterate everything in its path. The blast zone will be huge. The best I can figure, you’ll have to be close to kill him and use a spell. That part won’t be hard. But there will be no way to get clear of the blast. Anything within a mile radius will be demolished. Nothing will be spared.”

      Paris sat like a robot and for a minute she pretended this wasn’t her reality. It was someone else’s. It was a show she was watching. It was part of a dream. She was in shock. She was numb. And not until her mother squeezed her hand did she wake up.

      Forcing a smile, Paris remembered something Papa Creola and Mama Jamba said to her in passing. “Hey, at the Fantastical Armory, I was recently told that I was going to be on this planet for a long time, so maybe we don’t have anything to worry about. I can go after Tomár and survive.”

      Liv sucked in a breath, not looking relieved by this information. “Although I want to believe that more than anything else, I also understand how things work. There are no guarantees. The timeline is always shifting, and now, with things changing…”

      Paris nodded, understanding at once. “The timeline, and therefore my fate, could change.”

      “You don’t have to do it,” Liv began. “Your father and I made the decision to tell you. We couldn’t keep the information from you.”

      Paris squeezed her mother’s hand. “Of course, I’ll do it. I have to. Dad has been trying to get rid of Tomár for decades. That demon has caused so much pain and suffering. I mean, look at what he’s done to love, even altering historical events. If I don’t stop him and I'm the only one who can..."

      Her voice trailed away because her mother was sobbing worse than ever. But how could she not. And how could Paris not sign on for this mission. It might be suicide, but Paris knew one thing for certain…

      “Mom, if it were you, and your fate was tied to Tomár’s then—”

      Liv cut her off with an adamant nod. “Without a doubt, my love. I’d give up my life to destroy him. That would be my honor. Your father too. But you’re our daughter, and we… Well, I’ve been looking into options.”

      “Are there ones?” Paris asked, hope fluttering in her chest.

      Liv drew in a breath, not appearing entirely certain. She toggled her head back and forth. “I need to do a lot more research. I don’t want to give you false hope. But I’ve been investigating, and a blue-haired woman told me that there is one way to survive getting rid of Tomár.”

      Paris laughed, feeling relieved by the sensation. “What did Mama Jamba say?”

      “All she told me was that the key for you to survive ridding the world of Tomár had to do with something in the last place he lived.”

      Paris’ brow scrunched with confusion. “That’s random and weird.”

      “It is,” Liv agreed. “The demon was from Spain and lived on an island known as Minorca. There’s not much there, but I’ve been trying to find out where he lived. It’s hard to find much since he’s so old, but when I do, I’ll scour the place. I bet there is an object or a relic or an artifact tied to who he was when he was human. If my logic is right, it will absorb the blast.”

      Paris actually grinned. “So, when I kill him, however I do that, I use this thing to absorb the blast of power and then it doesn’t affect me, and I survive?”

      Liv nodded. “That’s what I’m thinking, but Mama told me very little, just that it could be found in his hometown, so that’s where you’ll find me for the next little bit.”

      “That’s the mission occupying your attention,” Paris guessed, remembering Papa Creola said that Liv was busy currently.

      She nodded. “Yes. While you go fix history, I’m going to find out what this object is.” Liv took both of Paris’ hands. “I’m going to find it. I know you feel you have to rid this world of that demon. I will always support that decision because I know that I would do that if it were me. But I’m not going to allow you to face him until we find this object. I lost you once, my love. I won’t lose you again.”

      Paris squeezed her mother’s hands. “Thank you. When the time comes, I’ll proudly take down that demon, knowing I have amazing parents at my back, supporting me as we fight for justice.”
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      Little Pleasures Farmhouse, Outskirts of Boulder, Colorado, United States

      With a heavy heart, Paris put her phone away. The love meter was plummeting. The removal of the foundational love stories might not have been a big deal at first, but they were increasingly becoming one. People all across the world lacked passion, and they didn’t have the archetypal examples of passion and sacrifice. It amazed and scared Paris how much two seemingly small love stories had impacted generations, but they had, and it was her job to fix them.

      She glanced at the squirrel in the yard and shook her head.

      “You can’t take all that with you.” Paris returned her attention to the pages she was reading on her perch on the farmhouse’s porch stairs. Thankfully, her mother had known enough about the story of Romeo and Juliet to fill in some of the details, and she’d jotted them down to help her to navigate when she got to Renaissance Verona.

      “I need all this to make me feel centered in the past, or I’ll forget my true identity,” the talking squirrel replied. Faraday was wearing a funny helmet and a weird metal jacket fastened around his chest. He also had a belt buckled around his waist and something that looked like jet boots on his pawed feet.

      Paris shook her head. “It’s bad enough that I’ll be sporting a leather outfit and carrying potions and a wand. That’s going to take some creative storytelling to keep people from wondering about me.”

      “It’s your own fault for continuously choosing to dress like a motorcycle cop,” Faraday teased.

      Paris pulled her sunglasses down and regarded him with hooded eyes. “If I was a motorcycle cop, your license would be suspended for driving me crazy.”

      “Wow, wow! That was so bad I can’t even…”

      Laughing, Paris pulled out her phone. “Hey, it was, but it will make a great pick-up line. I’m sending it to Holly to add to the list.”

      Faraday went to work, taking off all his gear. “It might relieve you to know that in your continued absence, your departments aren’t falling apart. I think that kick-butt speech you gave them actually set in and they’ve started to take some initiative.”

      “Well, I can’t be there to babysit them every five minutes,” Paris stated. “And I’m glad to hear that Holly isn’t taking sick days to get Botox.”

      “Oh, she still is taking a lot of department time for such things,” Faraday countered. “It’s just that she’s actually working too. And you know, don’t tell her I said this, but she is very efficient when she wants to be.”

      “It’s all the power naps,” Paris joked.

      Faraday took off the last of the equipment he had been wearing. “Just don’t worry yourself with what’s going on at FGA. You have bigger concerns.”

      “Yes, giant sea bass-sized time travel concerns,” Paris related.

      The scientist squirrel gave her a look of confusion.

      Paris waved him off. “It’s an inside fish-frying joke between Mama Jamba and Papa Creola. By the way, don’t go shopping with those two unless you want to nearly get arrested for harassing the general public.”

      “Noted.” Faraday hopped over, taking the place next to Paris. “So, what have you learned about the original story of Romeo and Juliet? Anything that will help once we get to 1591 Verona?”

      Paris heard the giddiness in the squirrel’s voice. Of all the dreams that could have come true for Faraday, none was cooler or bigger than being able to time travel. It was pretty amazing, although Paris had many concerns. The rules were straightforward but also incredibly hard not to accidentally break.

      She was dressed like a modern-day motorcycle cop, going four hundred years into the past, given twenty-four hours to make two people love each other, resolve a huge family dispute, and make the most influential writer in history write a very specific story. Oh, and no snacks or drinks…

      “Well, things are a bit more complicated than I originally thought,” Paris said, poring over the notes her mother had given her about what she remembered from the original story.

      Faraday scanned the page. “Oh, dear. Juliet was supposed to marry a guy named Paris in two years’ time. This just got awkward.”

      “Yeah, I need a new name… And persona, and pretty much everything.”

      The squirrel nodded. “Yes, because you can’t do this covertly, as nice as that would be. You’re going to have to meddle.”

      Paris drew a breath. “The time travel coin I have sends us to the period right after Tomár changed things. In the original story, Romeo and Juliet apparently met at a party.”

      Faraday continued to read the notes. “Yes, right after the two families were caught fighting in the street. The prince of Verona declared that if they were caught feuding again, death would be the price.”

      Paris nodded. “That all still happened. The Montagues and the Capulets still hate each other in this timeline. The one thing that changed was that Romeo was convinced not to crash the party where he met Juliet.”

      “So, the plan?”

      “Make friends with a rebellious young adult and convince him to go to the party,” Paris answered. “If Romeo and Juliet are meant to be, all they have to do is see each other, and fate will take over.”

      Faraday blinked up at her, feigning a dreamy expression. “You are a romantic, aren’t you?”

      “I’m trying to be,” Paris stated. “The family feud is good because it will speed up the timeline. We only have twenty-four hours, but in the original story, it happened over four days.”

      “You don’t need Romeo and Juliet to get married.”

      Paris nodded. “And I definitely don’t need them to kill themselves. We are avoiding that story. But the compressed timeline is where you come in, squirrel. I need you to help me throw them together and make them fall in love faster. We have to avoid the duels too, which is also where you’ll help. Set off disasters if it looks like the families are about to fight. Romeo can’t kill Tybalt, one of the Capulets. In the original story, which put our lover into exile, and that’s when everything went wrong.”

      “Right,” Faraday chirped. “We need a happy ending.”

      “Yes, so I’ve got to resolve the dispute between the Montagues and the Capulets, but that only happened after the families had lost Romeo and Juliet. We don’t want that.”

      “I can’t bring any gadgets?” Faraday pressed.

      Paris shook her head. “I’m good at making things up, but a squirrel carrying modern technology will be hard to explain. You will have the easiest time blending in, so you can do things behind the scenes. I’m the one who has to blend in.”

      Faraday laughed and pointed at her belt. “How will you do that with a wand and potions fastened to your belt?”

      “I’ll think of something,” Paris muttered dryly. “I will need Amantis most likely, and it’s got a magical store of power which will be good. And the potions are a part of my usual attire, so I have to keep them. They might also come in handy. These are explosive potions, so who knows how we could use those?”

      He rubbed his paws together. “I love blowing stuff up.”

      “I know…”

      “I do have one thing to add to your ensemble,” Faraday stated proudly.

      Paris groaned. “Really, this is hard enough. I’m wearing combat boots. Do you know when combat boots were invented?”

      “1816,” Faraday chirped.

      “How do you know that?”

      He puffed out his chest proudly. “They were originally Jefferson boots, named for President Thomas Jefferson.”

      “You’re so strange,” Paris remarked, shaking her head.

      “Thank you.” Faraday scurried over to his pile of technology and returned with a tiny earpiece. “No worries. No one will spot this. It fits inside your ear and is undetectable to the human eye.”

      Paris glanced sideways at him. “What is it?”

      “It’s both a language interpreter and a voice translator,” Faraday stated. “I figured you wouldn’t understand Italian, and even if you did, you’re not going to easily decipher their local vernacular. When you speak to Shakespeare, he will be talking in early modern English. This will seamlessly translate it to modern English. So, it will come across to you seamlessly. And as a bonus, since you hardly speak your own language correctly, this will automatically translate your words into something those around you will understand.”

      “Oh!” Paris exclaimed. “It’s like what the TARDIS does for the Doctor so he can talk to aliens.”

      “Yes, but it’s real, and I made it. It’s not from a science fiction show that’s not real.”

      Paris pursed her lips. “You want kudos. Great job, squirrel.”

      “Thanks.” He climbed onto her arm and then shoulder to place the earpiece. “If I’m honest, I got the idea from the Dragon Elite. The chi of the dragons allows the dragonriders to understand and speak any language effortlessly. They don’t even know they can do it, but they have to be able to in order to conduct negotiations between countries.”

      “It’s actually really brilliant and something I was probably going to use magic to do.”

      “But now you don’t have to,” Faraday stated. “That reminds me. Have you thought about how you’ll deal with Shakespeare?”

      “I’m going to make friends.” Paris winked after Faraday jumped back down.

      “Okay, then I guess we’re ready to go,” the squirrel told her.

      Paris stood and looked at the farmhouse and grounds. She’d said her farewells to Hemingway, knowing this was one of her biggest missions. His support bolstered her confidence and warmed her heart. However, she couldn’t bear to tell him about her fate and Tomár. She’d shared it with Faraday, and the squirrel hadn’t said much. That was enough of a reaction for Paris to decide not to tell anyone else. She didn’t want pity.

      On the other side of the yard, the real Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf were having what appeared to be an animated conversation. They’d be setting off to find Subfar soon. Everything was coming together, and yet, nothing had been resolved. That was why Paris couldn’t delay.

      She pulled the time travel coin for 1591 Verona out of her pocket and drew in a breath. Faraday climbed back up onto her shoulder. With a silent plea to the angels, Paris spoke the words that would take her through time and space as she flipped the coin over. “Later.”
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      Little Pleasures Farmhouse, Outskirts of Boulder, Colorado, United States

      In all his many years on this planet, Sherlock Holmes didn’t remember living in a more peaceful setting than at the farmhouse outside Boulder, Colorado. At times, he missed the steam rising from the Underground in London or the sounds of cars speeding along the newly rain-drenched roads.

      Sometimes he awoke and thought the moors from the nineteenth century were outside his bedroom window. He’d go to light the lantern beside his bed and find an electric light ready to simply be switched on and instantly flood his room with illumination.

      More than the technology and modern conveniences, he simply liked his current surroundings. They were…full of love. Sherlock Holmes intrinsically understood what Agent Beaufont had set out to do when she’d created the Little Pleasures Farmhouse and Restaurant. The place was supposed to deliver their individual little pleasures to each person.

      The detective enjoyed watching people find their unique pleasures on their visits. For some, it was a hot fudge sundae that reminded them of their childhood. For others, it was the smell of fresh-cut grass.

      For Sherlock Holmes, it was living in a complex world surrounded by simplicity. That might not make much sense to most, but to the timeless detective who was kept alive by a magic most wouldn’t comprehend, it was…elementary.

      “So, we just have to figure out where Subfar is hiding.” King Rudolfus Sweetwater was standing in a field of wildflowers outside the farmhouse. The king of the fae looked out of place, surrounded by rolling green hills and crops in his regal purple velvet suit. In truth, Rudolf looked out of place just about everywhere.

      “I already know where he is,” Sherlock Holmes answered, chewing on the end of the pipe he hadn’t lit in quite some time. He had no plans to light it again.

      The fae bent over and picked up a couple of daisies from the field. “What? Well, then let’s go and get Subfar. Then we can all get drinks and move on to the next mission.”

      Sherlock watched as the wind swept over the fields in the distance, making the long green grasses move like waves on the ocean. The farmland was mesmerizing. Enchanting. So different from his homeland. From the streets of London. From the places he’d come from. And didn’t think he wanted to go back to…more and more that was the conclusion he was coming to. But he didn’t know how to tell Paris that he wanted to be a permanent resident of Little Pleasures. And maybe the harder part was coming to terms with that for Sherlock, himself.

      He pulled his gaze away from the fields and glanced at Rudolf, who was making a daisy chain with the long-stemmed flowers. “We can’t because we don’t have the key to unlock the vault where he’s located.”

      “Oh, well, then let’s figure out how to get this key.”

      “I already have,” Sherlock Holmes said, sliding his hand into his pocket.

      As he reached down to retrieve more flowers, Rudolf shot him an annoyed glare. “You’ll excuse me for feeling like you’ve figured out everything on your own and left me out of this mission a great deal.”

      “You’re excused.”

      “So, how do we find this key to get Subfar out of…did you say a vault? Like, a bank vault?” Rudolf asked.

      “He’s in Fort Knox,” Sherlock Holmes stated, pulling his hand and a single bill out of his pocket.

      “You mean the high-security gold reserve that has the most secure vaults in the world?”

      “Well, where else would the Protector of Wealth be located?” Sherlock countered dryly.

      “And how do you know this?” Rudolf asked, continuing to make a daisy chain by making slits in the stems of the daisies and threading them together. “It makes sense, but how can you be so sure?”

      “Because Subfar, knowing I was the only one who could find him, left me a clue in case he ever needed to be found.”

      “Right,” Rudolf chirped. “And it was agreed if someone brought you out of hiding, which Paris did, you would track down Subfar. What is this clue he left you?”

      “The way to get him out of his vault.” Sherlock Holmes held up a crisp one-dollar bill.

      Rudolf shook his head, rolling his eyes. “Sorry to inform you, but since your time, inflation has happened. That George Washington won’t get you far. You won’t be bribing any guards with that, and you still haven’t explained how you know Subfar is in Fort Knox.”

      “The latter I deduced simply based on what would be the most logical location. Subfar is the Protector of Wealth, which means he needs to be in the most secure of places. Also, he’s been hiding from his brother, and where else could he remain safe?” Sherlock Holmes reasoned. “Then I found this one-dollar bill in my wallet, which I believe was left for me by Subfar. He had promised to leave me one clue to find him if anyone located me and asked that I do so.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t just break a twenty and spend the other nineteen dollars?” Rudolf asked, making real progress on the necklace of flowers.

      “I’m certain,” Sherlock Holmes stated. “But based on that, I studied this dollar bill, and it is the first modern one—the very first.”

      “It’s probably worth something then,” Rudolf stated, his focus on his work with the flowers.

      Sherlock sighed, knowing that he needed the fae to help to flex his thinking skills, as weird as it seemed. “It is. But the significance is more important. The first dollar Federal Reserve Note to replace silver certificates was certified in 1963. I believe that’s the number of the bank vault where we will find Subfar.”

      “Great. Well, I’ve got pretty awesome magic,” Rudolf stated, threading the two ends of the necklace together. “Let’s go to Fort Knox. I haven’t gotten kicked out of there in a while.”

      “I realize we could get in there with magic, but we wouldn’t be able to open the vault,” Sherlock countered. “For that, we’re going to need the key. Subfar will have seen to that.”

      “Where do we get this key, then? Papa is getting thirsty.” Rudolf pointed at himself. “I’m Papa, in case you’re wondering.”

      “I was not,” Sherlock muttered, holding up the bill. “The key is on here.”

      “That’s money, and again, it won’t get you far.”

      Sherlock drew a measured breath. “Although there are many symbols on the one-dollar bill, three deserve attention for this case.”

      “Are you talking about the spider in the corner of the web?” Rudolf asked.

      Sherlock shook his head, holding up the dollar. “No. I’m referring to the portrait of George Washington on the front of the bill, which represents leadership.” He turned it over. “On the other side is the pyramid with the eye and the bald eagle carrying the thirteen arrows and an olive branch.”

      King Rudolf held out the daisy necklace to Sherlock. “I made you this.”

      Having lost his patience and missing Dr. Watson at this point Sherlock lowered the dollar bill. “Are you even paying attention to how we’re going to find the key to unlock the vault to free Subfar for Paris?”

      King Rudolf blinked at him. “Yes. I worked it out eons ago when you said he was at Fort Knox.”

      Sherlock regarded him with annoyance. “No, you didn’t. How could you? I hadn’t even figured it out until just now when I talked through the symbols as I explained it to you.”

      “Oh, good for you. My clues did help you work it out.” Rudolf brandished the necklace. “I made this for you as a reward.”

      “Would you be serious?”

      “I am,” Rudolf insisted. He pulled the necklace back to his cheek and looked hurt. “When you said Subfar was in a vault at Fort Knox, I figured you could only know that if he left you a clue. Then I thought the most likely clue was a dollar bill and not a bar of gold, and then I went through what I knew about the modern buck. It has three main symbols, and there are bound to be keys in those. We assemble those, and we are good to go. We’ll go to Gilbert Stuart’s Lansdowne portrait of George Washington at the National Portrait Gallery, then the top of the Great Pyramid at Giza, and then the statue of the bald eagle on the top of the Federal Reserve to gather up all the keys. Then we can unlock the vault.”

      Sherlock Holmes absolutely couldn’t believe it; King Rudolf was an idiot savant. The saddest part was that he was helping the great detective figure things out like Sherlock was a preschooler.

      Spinning around Sherlock stalked away. “I seriously despise you, King Rudolf.”

      Rudolf chuckled, obviously proud of his brilliance somehow overshadowing Sherlock’s. “Does that mean you don’t want your daisy necklace?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Renaissance Era, Outside Verona Arena, Piazza Bra, Verona, Italy

      Again, time traveling was instantaneous, like when Paris had traveled with Mama Jamba and Papa Creola to the Galleria. Portal magic turned one’s stomach upside-down and inside-out, but flipping the coin was like blinking your eyes and appearing in a new location—and what a weird and wonderful location where Paris and Faraday found themselves.

      Also instantaneous was the feeling that Paris had entered a whole new world. The architecture was starkly different than where they’d been—from anywhere she’d been. She and Faraday stood in a bustling plaza outside a grand Roman amphitheater that reminded her of pictures she’d seen of the Colosseum. However, this place was smaller and hopefully less full of death.

      Centering her attention, Paris took in the people all standing or striding by. They were dressed like they were going to a Renaissance fair. But then she reminded herself that they were the fair. This was what had inspired hippy women to dress in long gowns with crowns of flowers and men to wear chainmail and swords in modern times.

      In the Renaissance, clothing was less glamourous since most in this busy area didn’t get their garments from Amazon. Also, they didn’t have washing machines to launder them, and based on the smell, they didn’t have modern sewer systems or plumbing.

      Paris backed up out of the central thoroughfare, taking a spot with Faraday in the shadows of the Verona Arena. Thankfully there seemed to be so much going on with people buying goods from vendor carts or socializing that no one seemed to notice her and the squirrel appear.

      Everyone seemed to be distracted as they conducted business, but Paris assumed that this wouldn’t be the case when she had one-on-one interactions with people, which would have to happen soon.

      Glancing down, she realized how shiny she appeared in comparison to the local women, who were wearing long, flowing gowns and fluid tops.

      “Sort of wish your everyday clothing was a bit less motorcycle-ish now, don’t you?” Faraday asked, still perched on her shoulder.

      “Honestly, I was more thinking that I wished my sidekick wasn’t a talking squirrel, which I believe earns me more attention than wearing leather.”

      “Partner,” he corrected. “And this squirrel is going to help you orchestrate everything from the shadows. Then you’ll be happy you have a partner who can be incognito. Just imagine if I was a dragon!”

      “Then you could spit fire on all the thatched roofs and intimidate everyone into doing what we need,” Paris teased.

      “I’m certain that wouldn’t correct history.”

      Paris shrugged. “Okay, first things first; we need to locate Romeo Montague. Then I have to make friends and get him to the party.”

      “Which starts in less than an hour,” Faraday stated. “Remember to keep an eye on the time.”

      “You will,” she said, scanning the grounds, not sure how she was going to pinpoint a specific fellow in the huge crowd. She hadn’t considered that with all the other concerns and suddenly Paris’ chest was tightening with tension. What if she couldn’t find Romeo? What if she failed before she started? It was all starting to mount on her shoulders.

      “There.” Faraday pointed at a group of young men who were yelling and jovially pushing each other.

      “How do you know Romeo is one of them?” Paris asked, studying the group.

      “Well, the time travel coin was supposed to land us where we could fix the timeline and right before the party. Further, it was supposed to put you near Romeo, who you need to get to the Capulet party. In this timeline, Romeo doesn’t know about it since someone else invited him to a show in the arena. It stands to reason that it’s one of those guys, based on age and status and that they are filing up to get into line for the show.”

      Paris realized he was right. Romeo couldn’t go to the show. If he did, it would be impossible to encourage him to attend the party with her—which she hadn’t figured out how to do yet.

      “I have to get to him before he goes into the arena.” Paris rushed out of the shadows toward the group.

      “I’ll go crash the party and set things in motion,” Faraday whispered, leaping to the ground, knowing that a talking squirrel would get them caught fast. And if someone figured out they were from the future…it was the end for both him and Paris.
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      Renaissance Era, Outside Verona Arena, Piazza Bra, Verona, Italy

      Paris didn’t worry about Faraday. Firstly, he was smart enough to get himself out of most situations, no matter the time and place. Secondly, no one here seemed to mind vermin running underfoot around the cobbled streets as evident by the pigeons and mice scurrying around underfoot. But most importantly, they’d done their homework and mapped out where Juliet Capulet’s house was from the arena. That’s where he’d go now and start interfering as only a meddling, unsuspecting squirrel could do.

      Although Paris hadn’t gotten get any looks when she’d arrived, as she stepped toward the group of young men, she earned gawking stares. Maybe it was because she was running. Maybe it was because her blonde hair was flying in a crowd of people with dark hair who were wearing head coverings. Maybe it was the wand or the bottles of bright liquid on her belt.

      She ignored the stares as she approached the group, which was moving toward the arena’s entrance.

      No, she thought in a panic. Romeo couldn’t go to the show. Then she’d never get him to the party.

      “O Romeo, Romeo!”

      Paris couldn’t believe the words that had fallen out of her mouth. She was wearing the translator and interpreter device that Faraday had given her. And still, she was speaking in old English. But that had merely been a slip. However, it had worked as evidenced by the fact that the group of wealthily dressed men had paused outside the entrance to the arena and were regarding Paris like she was…well, an alien…

      A guy dressed elegantly in black with a gold-trimmed Elizabethan outfit stepped forward. His long brown hair was combed over one eye, and he had a crooked curious smile on his face as he regarded Paris. It was obvious that he had money compared to the other people around Paris, who had all stopped to stare at the strange interaction.

      “Who are you?” the man asked. Paris knew he was speaking Italian and had said something like, “Who art thou?” so she was grateful for the translator.

      Paris watched as the men behind Romeo all gawked at her outfit, many of them pointing.

      “The lady dares to wear pants,” one said to his friend.

      “What are those strange things she wears on her feet?” another asked.

      “I believe she is a witch,” another stated. “She wields a wand.”

      Romeo backed up, his face covered in sudden fear.

      Paris shook her head furiously. “I’m no witch. I’m an actress with a traveling theater troupe.”

      “But you are a woman,” one of the men protested, and they all laughed.

      Paris bit her lip to stop the retort “beseeching” to fall from her mouth. “I am from a strange and foreign land where women can be in the theater.”

      “It sounds like a very strange place indeed,” Romeo said, but thankfully sounded intrigued.

      “Annnnd,” Paris continued, fumbling for words, “we are performing tonight. Annnnd I was told to fetch the nobleman from the house of Montague for our show.”

      Romeo took a cautious step forward, head tilted. “I don’t understand. Miss…”

      “Miss Pare-Pare…” Paris cringed. She was stuttering and totally unrehearsed. She couldn’t call herself Paris.

      “Miss Pare-pare?” Romeo asked, confused but amused.

      “Miss Pareparie.”

      “I haven’t heard this name,” Romeo said, glancing at his friends. They all shook their heads.

      “Please call me Olivia,” Paris requested, stealing her mother’s name and hopefully her courage. She needed it. And it seemed to come to her instantly because out of nowhere, she curtsied and bowed her head in a very humble manner, totally unlike herself.

      When she glanced up under hooded eyes, she noticed that this seemed to have gotten Romeo’s attention.

      He took another step forward and briefly inclined his head and held out his hand, indicating for hers. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Olivia Pareparie. You say you’re with a traveling theater troupe? Why do they want me at your show?” He held his hand proudly to his breast. “I am Romeo Montague.”

      “Because…because…” Paris had been so overwhelmed with planning so much of the plan that she hadn’t thought this part out, which was sort of crucial. No Romeo at the party and no romance and no changing history back to the way it was supposed to go. “Because we are hoping to secure funding for our cross-country tour, and we have heard that the Montagues were very interested in the arts. If they enjoyed and endorsed our show, the king would consider granting us money.”

      Romeo seemed to be considering this very wordy explanation. He combed his hands over his chin. “And why is it that a woman has come to request my presence?”

      “Because I am…” Paris thought. She wanted to slap him in the face and throw a roundhouse kick to his face and say, “Because I’m a badass woman, you jerk.” But that wouldn’t get her to her goal, so instead, she bowed and said, “Because I am with the theater, and we are very progressive.”

      A man laughed and slapped Romeo. “It’s true, my man. I’ve heard that the actors allow their women to drink late into the night with the men.”

      Paris vaulted away her rebuttal, which had to do with bashing a bottle of whiskey over his head.

      Thankfully, Romeo shrugged off the guy’s hand. “Oh, would you not be so small-minded, Mercutio. A woman can drink with a man. I wouldn’t mind the company of a nice woman when I have a few.”

      Mercutio, Paris thought. In the original story she read from her mother’s notes, he died. Then Romeo in avenging his death killed Tybalt, a Capulet and that’s when he was exiled. If Paris did her job, then no one died. But hopefully two people fell in love and then the story was written, and everyone lived happily ever after. Most importantly, hopefully those in the present day, woke up from their funks and lived happily ever after.

      “Miss Pareparie, I would much like to see this theater performance tonight and offer you the opportunity of an endorsement from the Montague family.” Romeo held out his arm. “Will you please lead us in the direction of this party?”

      Paris smiled but held her hand out at the other men. “I would be happy to, but the invitation is only for you, Romeo.”

      At this there was much protests from the other men.

      Paris waved them off. “I’m sorry, gentlemen, but we have room for only one more, and as the king has asked that only one Montague join us, I’ve decided it will be Romeo.”

      This didn’t seem to make the others appeased, but thankfully, Romeo’s ego had been stroked enough.

      He turned to his friends and ushered them toward the arena. “You all go to the show as planned. I’ll attend this party, and if the theater performance is any good, one day, you’ll see it too.”

      That seemed to fix things and the guys all ambled toward the entrance.

      Feeling victorious and hoping her luck lasted, Paris took Romeo’s still-extended arm and led him toward the house of Capulet.
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      Renaissance Era, House of Capulet, Verona, Italy

      Faraday was in his ultimate heaven. As a scientist loose in the age of the Renaissance, the curiosity rolling around in his brain was simply overwhelming. But he had to remind himself that he wasn’t loose. He was a squirrel on a mission. And his job was to get to the Capulets’ home and take care of some very important tasks.

      Paris was depending on him, and everything had to go just right. Still, as he bounded down the dirt path to the mansion, he kept getting distracted by the architecture of the buildings and his surroundings. Historians thought they knew what the Renaissance looked like, but they were guessing. He was seeing it with his own eyes, and it was not like they thought.

      Although they didn’t know the exact order of events, Faraday and Paris knew that a party was being held at the Capulets’ mansion. That was where Juliet had fallen in love with Romeo in the original story. In the new timeline, she had fallen for the man her father wanted her to marry, ironically named Count Paris. It was Faraday’s job to ensure that didn’t happen.

      When he caught sight of the large Italian manor, Faraday sped up, noticing that the lights were starting to flicker to life around the grounds as the party started for the night. On the other side of the large mansion, music and party guests could be heard.

      The house was as beautiful as Faraday could have imagined, well-appointed for a wealthy family of that time period, with many servants and fine furnishings. A balcony covered in blooming flowers ran the length of the second floor and on it various windows could be made out.

      Faraday didn’t know Shakespeare’s stories well, but he knew enough to know that the playwright loved dramatic settings. Using his superior deductive skills, he leapt onto a trellis and scaled the foliage, his tail aiding him on the journey to the second floor.

      Once there, he looked around, sniffing and searching. To the left, he spied stairs that led down to the entrance hall. To the right, servants were shutting the doors to the bedrooms and readying the house for the lavish affair. Ahead of him was a long corridor that spilled out into the open-air balcony. And on the far side of the house, on the opposite balcony, was a couple—standing dangerously close.

      Faraday had two options. He could take the time to scale the roof and climb over to the opposite side of the mansion where he believed Juliet Capulet and Count Paris to be standing on the balcony next to the orchestra. Or he could risk it and run through the house.

      The man meant to be Juliet’s future husband lifted his hand and brushed the back of it against her cheek. She leaned in closer, a confused expression on her face. Faraday made an impromptu decision and bolted forward, running through the center hallway of the Capulets’ mansion, risking everything to intervene in time.
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      Renaissance Era, House of Capulet, Verona, Italy

      With all her being, Paris hoped Faraday was safe and well and not getting into trouble. She knew that being in the Renaissance was probably needling every part of his curious brain. But she’d told him how important it was that they stay focused and do what they came there for in a timely manner. They only had twenty-four hours and had very specific tasks to accomplish. That was why she wanted to slap herself for forgetting something important.

      “What is that over there?” Paris asked, pointing at a beautiful apple orchard as she and Romeo hurried toward the Capulets’ mansion.

      The young man glanced at it, searching for what she was talking about. When he turned away, Paris waved her hand and conjured a mask.

      “It is an orchard, my fine lady,” Romeo answered. “Do you not have those where you come from? Where is it that you call home?”

      “Far, far away,” Paris answered, handing the mask to Romeo. “Here, put this on.”

      He studied the mask, which had beads and a feather. Paris had created it for this mission but forgotten to bring it. She could pull it through since it was hers, but she had to conserve her magic from now on. “Where did this come from, and why would you have me wear it?” He flashed a toothy grin at her. “Is this a game you want me to play? Are you even in the traveling theater troupe?”

      Paris nodded adamantly. “I’m definitely an actor, and this is no ruse. We’re attending a masquerade party, and you want to be dressed for the occasion.”

      From what Paris had learned reading her mother’s notes, Romeo had crashed the masquerade party disguised by a mask. When he took it down, Juliet immediately fell in love with him. Paris had to recreate that moment, but it would only work if Faraday did his part.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Renaissance Era, House of Capulet, Verona, Italy

      Faraday’s feet were taking him as fast as they ever had, scratching across the floor. He sensed the wait staff all around. Saw them out of the corner of his eyes moving in rooms adjacent to the long hallway. And then he caught a maid coming out of an open room, and she spied him.

      “Pest! Pest!” the woman yelled, dropping the tray she was carrying and running back the way she’d been coming from.

      Faraday jumped into a large vase on the floor just as Juliet turned to see what the commotion was about. His little heart was pounding so hard in his chest, echoing as he sat in the dark vase, which hadn’t been dusted in quite some time. Renaissance dust smelled as bad, if not worse, than modern-day dust, he thought.

      “What do you think that was about?” he heard Juliet ask, since he was wearing one of the translator devices and could understand Italian.

      “Nothing, my love,” Count Paris replied in a sickly sweet and overly trying voice. “Where were we?”

      Faraday had to intervene. He had to. So much was resting on his tiny little squirrel shoulders.

      With his chest still buzzing with adrenaline, he poked his head out of the vase and looked around. The coast was clear. The door to the veranda wasn’t far. But the pair were standing just next to the balcony.

      He reminded himself that he was a squirrel. As stealthily as ever, Faraday climbed out of the vase, which in four hundred years would cost a fortune if it survived, and scurried toward the set of open double doors.

      He halted next to the interior wall and peeked to see what Juliet and Count Paris were doing.

      “The party looks to be commencing,” Juliet stated. Her back was to Faraday as she pointed at the yard, where the festivities were indeed getting started.

      As quietly as he could, Faraday hurried out onto the balcony and down the way a little bit. Then he leapt onto a column, and climbed the lattice covered in vines and juicy purple grapes to a roof covered in slate. It was slippery, but Faraday was very sure-footed.

      “We don’t have to hurry down there, my love,” Count Paris told her. “Instead, why don’t we spend some time getting to know each other better right here? Or better yet, why don’t we retire to a more private spot?”

      Faraday scurried in the direction he’d come and peeked over the side, hoping he was on top of the pair. Thankfully he was.

      “I don’t know,” Juliet said. “I actually would like to dance at the masquerade party.”

      “And you will,” Count Paris said, grabbing her wrist and pulling her in tightly, although she was clearly resisting.

      Faraday sprang into action, reaching down and grabbing the vines that ran the length of the rooftop below him. With all his might, he shook them back and forth as hard as he could. At first, he worried that nothing had happened and so did it again. A moment later and there was a loud raining thud as plump grapes fell from the trellis and eves onto the couple’s heads and all around them, like a small hailstorm.

      Juliet screamed and ran. Count Paris yelled and covered his head, looking up and getting hit squarely in the forehead by a large grape that fell from the rooftop, onto him.

      Faraday dove farther onto the roof, giddy with laughter but also not wanting to be seen. He’d broken the couple up as he was supposed to do. The next step was up to Paris, as he got into place for one of the most important parts of the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Renaissance Era, House of Capulet, Verona, Italy

      “You would have me go to the Capulets’ house?” Romeo asked as they neared the mansion at the end of the lane. “Are you mad, woman? You must not be familiar with Verona or the feud between my family, the Montagues and the Capulets.”

      “I am not,” Paris stated, grabbing the now-reluctant Romeo by the arm and hauling him forward. “I’m familiar with art and love and passion and goodness. I think you have all of those things and should accompany me.”

      The masked man shook his head, although he continued moving forward with Paris. “I don’t think you realize that if there is another fight between my family and theirs, someone will die.”

      Paris wanted to tell him the stakes were higher than that, but she only said, “I think that after tonight, the feud between the Capulets and the Montagues will be a thing of the past.”

      He laughed. “You understand very little about family feuds, I see.”

      “Maybe so, but I promised you a great show, and in order to see that, you must attend the party.”

      They were now in front of the large house dazzling with lights and excited partygoers, all with masks covering half of their faces. The orchestra was playing an intoxicating tune, and many were dancing, laughing and enjoying themselves, definitely swept away by the night air and the beautiful party decorations.

      Paris glanced around and then up and saw Faraday on the balcony almost directly overhead, pointing downward. If anyone saw the squirrel, they might think he had rabies. However, she looked where he was pointing and saw a beautiful woman wearing a pale-blue dress and a mask to match. She knew it was Juliet because she looked innocent and sweet, but also because there were small purple grape stains from on her dress.

      Hiding her laughter, Paris pushed Romeo forward. “Go ask the girl in the blue dress to dance.”

      He turned and gave her an annoyed look. “I don’t want to. I want to drink and watch a show, and then I want to dance with you.”

      Paris again wanted to roundhouse-kick him. However, she reminded herself that she couldn’t do that. Instead, she held up a finger so discreetly that most wouldn’t notice the movement. “I said, go dance with the girl in the blue dress.”

      Bespelled, Romeo nodded and, like a robot, asked Juliet Capulet to dance.

      He’d been made to do that, but when Juliet said yes, Paris believed Romeo Montague wanted to dance with the girl. As the pair took to the dance floor, moving very smoothly together, Paris believed they were enjoying each other’s company without any magic making them do so.
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      Renaissance Era, House of Capulet, Verona, Italy

      What happened over the course of the next hour didn’t involve any magic from Paris. It was simply the purest type of magic in the world that couldn’t be replicated with any spells. It was love—and it was true and pure.

      Paris watched from the shadows as the two lovers fell for each other. It was as she had hoped; true love did draw people together. More importantly, their love was the kind for the storybooks, to inspire the ages. However, although their story would be told, these two young lovers couldn’t suffer the same fate they had in the other timeline. Paris had to fix that.

      Faraday was helping, Paris observed, watching from the balcony. The squirrel kept dropping things on Count Paris’ head below. The young suitor had come down to join the party and had quickly become red-faced at the sight of Juliet dancing with Romeo.

      To Paris’ relief and amusement, every time the crabby count went to protest, something was thrown at him from the balcony by an unseen force. A cup. A saucer. A wine glass. It was starting to appear that wherever Count Paris was, there was a mess of glass. It was becoming evident that the Capulet family were growing increasingly annoyed by the man.

      Paris covered her laughter when Count Paris exclaimed, “It wasn’t me, I tell you! Someone is throwing something at me!” He pointed at the balcony, but no one was present. The vines rustled on the trellis, but that was it.

      “They are curious, the affairs of this party,” someone said from beside Paris.

      She jumped. She’d thought she was alone in the shadows. Here was none other than William Shakespeare, wearing a very amused expression.
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      Renaissance Era, House of Capulet, Verona, Italy

      History had done a good job of recording the way William Shakespeare looked. He in fact had long brown hair in the back and was slightly balding on top with a beard and mustache. In one ear he wore a gold ring and his eyes seemed to be buzzing with a secret.

      “Oh, hello.” Paris was mindful not to say, “Hey, you’re Shakespeare.” That would give her away, and she would die if he guessed she was from the future.

      “You’re not from around here,” he observed, looking her over. “You’re dressed very strangely. May I ask where you’re from?”

      “You’re not from around here either,” Paris countered, looking him over and suspecting that he was talking in an old English accent, although he must understand Italian if he was there in Verona at the Capulets’ party.

      “I’m from everywhere,” Shakespeare said. “Art makes travelers of us all, and being a traveler means we are from wherever we last stayed.”

      “How very poetic of you. Have you considered writing?”

      He chuckled. “I’ll think on it. So, are you a traveler too?”

      “I’m an artist and an actress with a traveling theater troupe from a strange and foreign land, hence the unique costume.”

      “It’s a good one,” he observed. “What are you supposed to be?”

      “A witch,” she said, deciding to lean into it.

      He nodded. “Yes, I like witches and the theater. I write plays, you know?”

      “I didn’t,” she replied as casually as if she were talking to a stranger she didn’t know anything about and not William-Freaking-Shakespeare. The whole thing was so surreal that she was having trouble breathing, so she kept up the nonchalant act.

      Shakespeare redirected his attention to the dancing pair. They were so captivating that many were regarding them. He leaned so close to Paris that she could feel his breath. “Most don’t know, but those two are from forbidden households. They don’t even know it.”

      “Oh?” Paris asked, actually surprised. “How do you know?”

      “It is my job to observe,” Shakespeare answered. “And I’m well-acquainted with both families and was most intrigued when you threw them together. Imagine when they find out. It will be quite the tragedy.”

      Paris now wanted to throw a roundhouse kick at Shakespeare. He wanted this to turn out poorly. That was how it had gone for a reason. Maybe he had put the poison in the crypt for Romeo to drink.

      She shook her head. “Or maybe this turns out beautifully with a happy ending.”

      “I highly doubt it,” Shakespeare countered. “The woman is to marry the count.”

      “You mean the one who just tripped over the hedge?” Paris asked, hopefully the only one who saw that the count had been tripped by a small rodent who ran under his feet.

      “It isn’t going well for the count tonight,” Shakespeare observed. “But it would take masterful negotiation skills for the Capulets and the Montagues to resolve their differences.”

      And that’s when something finally occurred to Paris and she turned to the playwright. “And what exactly are their differences?”

      “Oh, isn’t it obvious? Battles are always about power. The Capulets and the Montagues own different segments of the Adige River that runs through Verona and is its lifeblood. The two families dually ran the city for years, but then the part of the river owned by the Montagues slowed and transporters became frustrated, so the Capulets, being opportunists, found a way to move the shipments by other means or streams they owned, then routed them back onto the Adige River.” Shakespeare shook his head. “Don’t you see? the Capulets took over control from the Montagues.”

      Paris sighed. “Over something they couldn’t control—a water transport system.”

      Shakespeare shrugged. “That’s the way of the world. Much ado about nothing.”

      Paris wanted to laugh at the reference but held it in. She was buzzing with excitement. She knew how to resolve the feud. It would be easy, and it would create a win-win situation for everyone. The lovers could be together. She still had to sort out Shakespeare’s story, but she’d get to that when she could. The risks to her would be great, but she had to try. Her instinct told her she could do it.

      “Well, I think I’ll take my leave. Maybe you should too, and go write the beginning of the lovers’ stories,” Paris offered, pointing at the pair. They were about to take off their masks and see who each other was. “I bet it ends with a kiss.”

      “I hope it ends with something more exciting than that,” Shakespeare stated darkly.

      “Well, even if it doesn’t, maybe we can rewrite the story in our heads for all to read.”

      “Maybe,” Shakespeare said, contemplatively as Paris ran to retrieve her squirrel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Renaissance Era, South End of the Adige River, Verona, Italy

      “I don’t know about this.” Faraday’s voice shook. “This will be a huge expenditure of your magic.”

      The Adige River smelled fresh and made the air taste salty. The night was dark, and Paris had to remind herself of the time and place. There was no technology to provide ambient light. No convenient stores to provide a glow across the rolling hills. There would be no headlights passing by, just the gurgling river, which was low in this part.

      Paris, using the light of Amantis, could see where the stream went further south and transport had been diverted. There was also a worn path which crates were pulled off the river at this junction and sent overland to where the river moved more freely.

      “I get that this is a risk, but if we fix the problem with the river, we’ll repair the feud between the families. Then the Montagues don’t kill the Capulets, and Romeo and Juliet can be together.”

      “I know how your magic works,” Faraday argued. “What you need to make a river flow at a greater strength would knock you out if you’d had a big lunch. Do I need to remind you that you’ve time traveled, conjured things, and used mind control on a man?”

      Paris sighed. “I wish I didn’t tell you what I do.”

      “No, you don’t.” The squirrel was obviously worried about her.

      “I feel like this is the way,” Paris insisted.

      “Then let’s figure out another way to do it,” Faraday countered. “Using magic won’t work.”

      Paris considered, as did Faraday. The silence in Verona was almost deafening. It was crazy to realize they were four hundred years in the past. No technology. No modern conveniences. Just the air and art and love and…magic…

      “Fare!” Paris exclaimed. “I’ve got it!”

      The squirrel glanced up from the ground, wide-eyed. “What is it?”

      She almost fumbled, reaching for one of the bomb potions. “The river is congested. What do you need when something is congested?”

      “An antihistamine,” he answered quite seriously.

      Paris groaned. “Sometimes you don’t have to be so literal.” She held up one of the potions. “A decongestant. You’re the scientist, so you tell me. If we bomb the right part of the river, can we clear the blockage so the Adige River will flow mightily through here again?”

      The squirrel gave her a look of uncertainty, seeming to consider this heavily. “Pare, I won’t lie to you, there’s no guarantee. This, it will be a risk. It could work. It could work immediately. Or it could take time. It’s hard to say without a proper assessment, and in the dark, I can’t do that.” He paused for a long moment and then he actually grinned. “But it’s a fantastic plan and the best one we’ve got. Let’s find the right place to lay that bomb and hope this works by morning.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Renaissance Era, House of Capulet, Verona, Italy

      Paris’ combat boots thundered across the floor outside the study door. She was alone in the hallway, yet she still couldn’t hear what was going on the other side of the door. Faraday was hiding on the veranda—close, but not as near as she’d like him. He peeked out every now and then as if to ask, “What’s going on?”

      It was risky to be in the Capulets’ home, but she’d made her visit seem plausible. When the Adige River started flowing through the former blockage, she ran to the house to alert them, stating that she’d been camped with her theater troupe when there had been a surge.

      Before she did that, she used magic to alert Montague to the event. Paris reasoned that since she didn’t have to use her magic on the river, she could spare some to send the information and an invitation to Montague to meet with Capulet. It had been tense when the two men had met that morning, but Paris had explained what she’d witnessed with the river, and the pair was meeting behind closed doors.

      Every now and then, she heard raised voices like they were arguing, but then they subsided. Paris chewed nervously on her lip, then glanced at her phone. They only had a few hours before she had to leave this timeline whether she’d fixed things or not.

      Paris’ stomach rumbled. The use of magic combined with it  simply being so many long hours was making her ravenously hungry. Her mouth was dry too. She had never so badly wanted a sip of water.

      Longingly, she glanced at the sideboard, where a pitcher of water sparkled in the sunlight, seeming to call to her. As if reading her thoughts, Faraday furiously shook his head.

      She reminded herself that vomiting all over the place would put a damper on things. Or worse, the water would simply kill her. She just couldn’t risk it.

      Since she had her phone out to check the time, she decided to have a look at the love meter. To her surprise, it was very high. Like really high. Like higher than she remembered it being in a long time. Then she remembered it wasn’t the love meter from her time period. It was recording the one from 1591.

      “Olivia Pareparie!” Romeo Montague ran up the stairs, holding the hand of Juliet Capulet. “What are you doing up here?” He pointed at the device in her hand. “And what is that?”

      Paris slid her phone away, wanting to send a roundhouse kick at her own head for being so foolish. She was going to get caught. They’d figure out that she was from the future, and she and Faraday would die. End of story.

      “Is it one of your theater props?” he asked, gripping onto the woman’s hand beside him, pulling her in close. Juliet was simply beautiful and glowing.

      “Yes, that’s exactly what it is.” Paris was grateful for the help.

      “What are you doing up here?” Romeo asked. “I missed your performance last night, but—”

      The door to Capulet’s office opened, cutting off the conversation. The two men, Capulet, a regal man with a mustache and a taste for fine cigars, and Montague, a bigger man with black hair and an easy smile, exited the office one after the other.

      “Father?” Romeo asked, rushing forward. “What are you doing here? Fighting again? Prince Escalus told you what would happen if we were caught feuding.”

      “Romeo?” Montague asked, looking at him and then Juliet. “What are you doing here?”

      Romeo backed up. “Well, I’m on the side of the prince, and so is Juliet, and we’re in love. And we want to be together. And someone told us love was worth fighting for.”

      No one had told them that. Someone might have put that into their dreams to speed up the timeline, but that person was very happy about it as she rocked on her combat boots.

      “Who are you?” Montague asked when he noticed Paris.

      “I’m with the theater troupe,” she told him, humming with excitement.

      “She’s the one who alerted me to the river situation,” Capulet offered.

      “Father,” Romeo continued, taking Juliet’s hand. “We are going to be together, and there’s nothing you or Capulet can do about it.”

      The two men exchanged neutral expressions. There was a long pause.

      Finally, Montague said, “Well, Capulet, there doesn’t seem to be anything we can do about it. What do you say?”

      The other man handed him a cigar and smiled. “I say I will pay for the wedding as long as we keep the agreement on the river.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Renaissance Era, House of Capulet, Verona, Italy

      Paris couldn’t believe it. The men who had been ready to kill each other before the meeting this morning were laughing and drinking together. One was telling the young couple where they should honeymoon. And the other was staring out the window, watching a squirrel that was playing in the vines. Most importantly, everyone was happy.

      “You mean it, Father?” Juliet asked. She ran over and hugged Capulet. “You two and our families are okay?”

      “You still want to be together if we are?” Capulet teased.

      “Of course.” Juliet kissed her father’s cheek.

      “The problems with the Adige River are in the past.” Montague said, smiling. “Strangest thing. It fixed itself overnight, so we’re back in business.”

      “And we’ve set up a new agreement,” Capulet stated. “With the river moving faster on the south end, my business will be even better, not having to set up extra transport. It was a win-win for everyone."

      Juliet grabbed Romeo’s hand. “That means that we can be together. Nothing can stop us.”

      “Except me,” Count Paris boomed as he thundered up the stairs to where everyone was gathered at the landing. The red-faced man pointed an accusatory finger at Capulet. “You promised me your daughter’s hand in marriage, and a deal is a deal.”

      Calmy, Capulet moved Count Paris’ finger out of the way and smiled. “My daughter is not a deal. She is a woman, and she’s made her choice, which I’ll honor. I’m not sure why, but I see things differently this morning. Maybe it’s the sunlight. It seems brighter.”

      “Must be because the river is flowing,” Montague said with a wide, easy smile.

      “You said we’d be married!” Count Paris yelled.

      The light expression dropped from Capulet’s face. “Even if the river wasn’t flowing, and even if Romeo Montague didn’t want to marry my daughter, under no circumstances would I let a man who bumbled around my party and destroyed things last night marry my daughter. Count or no count, you are a disgrace.”

      “And what kind of name is Paris,” Paris asked. When everyone peered at her, she sank back. She realized she should have kept that one to herself, but she couldn’t resist.

      “I-I-I,” Count Paris stuttered, then he charged off, apparently not having a proper rebuttal.

      “Well, it appears we have a wedding to plan,” Capulet said when things had settled back down.

      “And river exports to plan,” Montague added, his face full of joy.

      “And a life to plan.” Juliet looked dreamily at Romeo, with whom she had instantly fallen in love.

      Who knows? Paris thought. Maybe there was love at first sight. There were definitely happy endings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Renaissance Era, Outside of the House of Capulet, Verona, Italy

      In the orchard on the grounds of the Capulet house, there was a special magic. It was like time didn’t pass there, and the sunlight was absolutely perfect. That was where Paris would go if she was crafting a love story for the ages, so she wasn’t surprised to find William Shakespeare sitting with his back against a tree, a notebook and a quill in hand.

      “How’s the story coming along?” she asked, strolling up to the man. She would not see him again, but she’d know his work for the rest of her life.

      “I heard a rumor that the lovers will be married.” Shakespeare sounded sad about the happy ending.

      Paris sat down next to the great playwright, wanting to pinch herself. She reminded herself that she lived with Sherlock Holmes, so she should be getting used to this kind of thing. She hoped never to do so.

      “They will have a love story for the ages,” Paris stated.

      “I don’t see how.” Shakespeare glanced down at his writing. “Star-crossed lovers, not allowed to be together, and then they are. That’s so strange that the river all of a sudden started flowing today.”

      “Sounds like a cool story actually.”

      “Maybe.” He put the tip of his quill to the paper and then pulled it back, hesitating. “I thought that if I came here, I’d witness something great. Something that broke my heart. A story that would stick with people.” He sighed. “I haven’t found it.”

      “You know, I’m in the theater,” Paris began.

      “I’d hope so, wearing that get-up,” Shakespeare cut in.

      She laughed, not surprised by his quick wit. “Well, I have a story I’ve been working on and I could loan it to you. I mean, if you don’t mind using someone else’s work, that is.”

      “I’m not opposed to it,” he stated. “And as a woman, let’s face it, you won’t be published.”

      Paris shrugged, not wanting to send a roundhouse kick at his face. “Yes, I get that. So, you can have my story and write it as your own if you’d like.”

      He nodded, seeming to be all ears.

      She settled against the tree next to Shakespeare. “Let me tale you a gruesome tragedy of love and see if it interests you…for some odd reason, I have a feeling that it will…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Present Day, Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      When Paris, with Faraday in tow, flipped the time travel coin and spoke the word, “Now,” she felt like she’d entered a whole new world. Then she remembered she had.

      The coin dropped them in the Fantastical Armory. Papa Creola and Mama Jamba were waiting with a tray of refreshments, which was the most welcome thing Paris had seen in a long time. The only things better would have been her mother’s arms or Hemingway’s smile. However, the tea and cookies were much appreciated.

      “You did it, my dear.” Mama Jamba had clapped when Paris and Faraday appeared in the Fantastical Armory. The sounds of Subner’s protests could still be heard echoing from the door to the basement. “You saved Romeo and Juliet, and the story now lives on the way it always did before. Their tragedy of sacrifice and passion is an inspiration to so many.”

      “So, William Shakespeare wrote the ending the way I gave it to him, then?” Paris asked, not knowing how things actually ended in 1591.

      Papa Creola nodded from his place in his pink armchair. “Oh, yes. And thanks to you, the ripple based on the change is starting to fix.”

      Paris pulled out her phone and checked the love meter. It was still dangerously low.

      “It takes time for love to recover,” Mama Jamba consoled. “It always has. Some will wake immediately, but some won’t. King Alexander and Queen Seraphina’s story might resonate with them, and that one is more important anyway because it’s one of devotion and commitment.”

      “That’s my next quest.” Paris put Faraday on a counter and strode over to grab a cookie.

      “First, you should sleep,” Mama Jamba offered. “You’ll need the rest before setting off to see Tiffer.”

      “And this time travel. Will it be as complicated?” Faraday asked, hopping over and grabbing a cookie in his paws.

      Mama Jamba winked at him. “More.”

      “That seems about right.” Paris swallowed her cookie whole. She was starving.

      “Good thinking on bombing the Adige River,” Mama Jamba told her. “I had meant to fix that but got busy with something in Africa. Before I knew it, the Montagues and the Capulets were tearing each other in two. You managed to make things better, though.”

      Papa Creola took a sip of tea and shook his head, looking at something but not seeming to really see it. “That rarely ever happens. Usually people just make it worse, mudding everything up with their bad ideas.”

      “I figured if I could fix the family drama, Romeo and Juliet could be together,” Paris remarked.

      “You handled it brilliantly!” Mama Jamba exclaimed.

      “Well, besides the fact that you might see weird things from now on,” Papa Creola said, slumping in his seat.

      Paris tensed. “Weird things?”

      Mama Jamba waved her hand through the air. “Oh, well, William might have had a thing for this woman he met. He commissioned hundreds of paintings of her. He searched the globe for her.”

      “Paintings?” Paris asked.

      “There will be paintings of you dressed as you are now all over the world,” Papa Creola said dryly, taking a sip of tea. “Get ready to be recognized and receive weird stares. The paintings are from 1591.” He threw his hands up in the air suddenly. “Does no one understand why I don’t want time travel?”

      “Oh?” Paris said, at a loss and totally stunned.

      “It’s no matter,” Mama Jamba said dismissively. “You didn’t change history, which is what counts. You had to wear your own clothes, and so what if he became obsessed with you. William wrote everything that he needed to write, except for that one play which was absolute rubbish, so all’s well that ends well…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY

          

        

      

    

    
      National Portrait Gallery, Washington, DC, United States

      Sherlock Holmes had never much cared for museums. He preferred libraries and the quiet that went along with them. Galleries were always full of chattering school groups or shuffling footsteps and a cleanliness that was unnatural.

      It wasn’t that the detective didn’t appreciate artwork. It was fine and the idea of displaying and preserving it was a fine notion. It was also a bit perfunctory in his opinion. Art was everywhere. It was wilted flower petals floating on the surface of the water in a rippling fountain. It was a summer sunset with pollen blowing in the wind. It was people sitting at a coffee shop, conversing about the art they’d seen on their field trip to a museum.

      But most things in a museum weren’t art. They were some human’s interpretation of what art was, but they missed the point. Art was life and what we called portraits, as if the place where he now resided housed impersonations. Art was real. Paintings were not.

      “Do you think that this place has a portrait of you?” King Rudolf asked when they entered the sterile portrait gallery.

      “I doubt it,” he answered. “I’m considered a fictional character by most.”

      Rudolf nodded, seeming to understand. “I’m considered a cartoon character.”

      Sherlock Holmes kept this opinion of museums to himself as he and King Rudolf Sweetwater climbed the steps to the second floor of the National Portrait Gallery in Washington, DC.

      The building, which was a part of the Smithsonian, and its history interested Sherlock not at all. One of the reasons the detective was exemplary at his job was that he didn’t overly concern himself with history. It had its place, but usually understanding the present moment brought much more revelations than understanding history. Ironically, Sherlock Holmes could often figure out what had happened in the past because he was hyperaware of what was happening in the present moment.

      When they reached the shiny, white second floor, Sherlock was unimpressed by the columns flanked by busts of men with serious expressions and oil paintings of people looking self-important. He hoped any paintings of him didn’t portray him as being so arrogant. Speculative, yes. Intrigued, definitely, but not carrying a pompous solemnity like he was personally solving the world’s problems.

      Rudolf waved animatedly at a docent standing in a corner wearing a bland black suit. The man’s expression was similar to those of many of the humorless busts and paintings in the room and just as stoic. “Hey, we’re looking for the painting of the old guy on the dollar bill. Can you point us in the right direction, so we don’t have to be in here any longer than possible? My friend here hates it in this place.”

      The docent’s eyebrows shot up close to his hairline. He opened his mouth to say something but seemed to wrestle with whether to be offended or confused.

      “I believe it’s down this way,” Sherlock Holmes stated, pointing toward where he thought the most famous painting of George Washington would be. Since the thirty-million-dollar painting would be a point of pride for the National Portrait Gallery, it would be displayed in a central location, which was where Sherlock was leading them.

      “Never mind.” Rudolf waved at the docent, then called over his shoulder, “My friend apparently knows this place. He’s, like, a detective.”

      “I am a detective,” Sherlock corrected tersely. “And how did you know I despise museums?”

      “Well, firstly, because you have a brain and can think for yourself,” Rudolf began. “And secondly, because you got a pinched expression on your face when you entered this place.”

      “It smells,” Sherlock stated plainly.

      Rudolf nodded. He was nearly skipping along. “Yes, about like how I expect heaven will smell. Like everything has been cleaned so often that the surfaces have been rubbed off. Not that I plan to get into heaven, nor do I want to.”

      “Yes, I suspect you’d prefer the sinners,” Sherlock said, spotting the painting of George Washington by Gilbert Stuart which took up a whole free-standing wall. It pictured the first president as a life-sized figure on the eight by five feet canvas, showing the man’s full figure. Apparently rife with symbolism and pictured Washington renouncing a third- term in office, which would have been a significant gesture that molded the future of the country. Even though Sherlock Holmes didn’t obsess about history or artwork, it didn’t mean he wasn’t full of facts. His brain simply absorbed information and didn’t release it—vaulting it away forever.

      King Rudolf, ignoring the docent who was following them and the two standing on either side of the painting, shoved some Asian tourists aside. “If you don’t mind, we’re on official business and need to investigate this overpriced supposed national treasure.”

      “Excuse me, who are you?” the first docent with an earpiece asked, stepping forward as the tourists all retreated.

      “Me?” Rudolf asked, pointing at himself. “No one special. King of an entire magical race and pretty much the richest man in the world, depending on what shopping my wife has done today.” He indicated Sherlock Holmes. “This here is—”

      “A simple man, here to study artwork,” Sherlock interrupted, giving the docent a calm expression that exuded confidence. That was how he disarmed most who were about to take action that he’d prefer they didn’t.

      The docents on either side of the painting exchanged uncertain looks. The one who had followed them paused.

      Finally, the one beside the fae held up his hands and took a step back. “Please enjoy the gallery.”

      “Thanks,” Rudolf replied, his voice monotone. “We probably won’t. This place is a bore-fest. I don’t know why you don’t try to kill yourself every day.”

      The docent looked offended. “It’s a place full of art and history devoted to our country.”

      Rudolf yawned loudly, making many look at him. “It’s a great place for a nap.” He shooed the docents away. “Go ahead and clear off. We have investigating to do.”

      “Sir, we can’t leave you alone with the painting,” the docent stated. “It’s—”

      “Expensive,” Rudolf cut in. “I get it. Thirty million dollars isn’t even the monthly mortgage payment for my pet hamsters’ residence. I think I can cover the costs if something happens to Georgie while we search his trousers for a key or whatever.”

      “Sir, we—”

      Sherlock Holmes stepped forward, his face neutral. “Don’t worry. Just move to the side. I need to inspect this area.”

      “Y-yo-you’re Sherlock Holmes,” the man stuttered. “A-a-aren’t you?”

      Sherlock didn’t answer, just continued to gaze at the man impassively. After a few seconds, the first docent backed up, and the others followed, clearing the area so he and Rudolf could do a proper investigation—finding the key to Subfar’s vault at Fort Knox.
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      Tiffer’s Castle, Wales, United Kingdom

      Thankfully, for once, Paris didn’t have to jump through a dozen hoops to get to a location. Mama Jamba had arranged for a portal to be set up right outside Tiffer’s castle. The last time Paris had to find the very powerful fairy, she’d had to take a train, solve a murder mystery, and navigate an obstacle course to get access to the castle.

      It was a relief to see the drawbridge down. The place seemed to welcome her and Faraday. They had rested after the long but fast adventure in Renaissance Verona, and something told Paris that they’d need it.

      The interior of the castle was as extraordinary as Paris remembered from her last visit with King Rudolf. Before that, Paris had thought that castles were dank and dark places built to protect queens and kings. However, Tiffer’s was a luxurious fortress, constructed with all the finer things in mind.

      “What an exceptional design,” Faraday murmured, his eyes wide as he scurried beside Paris.

      She nodded, still overwhelmed by the impressive place that was probably dripping in magical glamour.

      After striding across the drawbridge, Faraday and Paris entered an expansive courtyard filled with flowers and singing birds. Plants dripping with lush flowers filled the curtain walls surrounding them. Ivy covered the flanking and corner towers.

      Paris only got a hint of the fancy and regal furniture in the castle’s interior that winked at them through the neighboring archways. Just like the first and last time that she’d been in the castle, she wasn’t going to get an opportunity to run her hands over the fine furniture because Tiffer was beckoning them into the middle of the courtyard with a pointed look.

      Also like the last time, the fairy with pink wings was standing beside an elegant table set with a fine feast. Tiffer was dressed in a blue silk velvet blouse and a tutu. She looked intrigued as she held out her arms.

      “Welcome back, Paris Beaufont. And welcome for the first time, Faraday, the talking squirrel. Please come and dine and fill your reserves while we talk. You have quite the journey ahead of you.”

      Although they had slept and washed, Mama Jamba had told them it wasn’t necessary to eat before setting off to see Tiffer. Paris could see why when she ran her eyes over the table. It was covered with fine china, embroidered linens, fresh flowers, and dozens of scrumptious-looking dishes. There were large trays of freshly baked macaroni and cheese sprinkled with breadcrumbs, creamy whipped mashed potatoes, green beans with slivered almonds, roasted Brussels sprouts, steamed carrots with fresh dill, and baskets overflowing with buttermilk biscuits and cornbread.

      Tiffer smiled, then winked, and three chairs magically slid out from under the table. “Please, have a seat. We have much to discuss.”

      “Thanks,” Paris replied, sliding into the chair closest to her. “It’s good to see you.”

      Faraday’s was piled high with pillows to bring him to table height. As soon as they were settled, their plates magically filled with everything they’d have chosen in the portions they’d have wanted. That meant that Paris had extra mashed potatoes, and Faraday didn’t have any green beans since he was allergic to the nuts on them.

      “Is it good to see me?” Tiffer asked, taking the spot between Paris and Faraday. “The last time I saw you, it was my misfortunate responsibility to inform you that you couldn’t have children.”

      The spoon Faraday had picked up for his macaroni and cheese clattered back down on the plate. His eyes were wide when he looked up at Paris.

      She managed a smile, then stuck a piece of biscuit into her mouth.

      “Yes, she wouldn’t have shared that information even with her closest friend,” Tiffer stated, looking at the two. “I can’t blame you.”

      “What? What is she talking about?” Faraday asked, frozen.

      “Our beautiful halfling is like a—”

      “I’m a mule,” Paris interrupted the fairy. “The last time I was here, Tiffer told me that as a halfling, I’m like a donkey and a horse offspring and unable to breed.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Faraday asked, still not moving.

      Paris shrugged. “There’s nothing I can do about it, so why should I tell anyone? Well, probably Hemingway at some point.”

      “Your parents should also know not to expect grandchildren,” Tiffer chimed in, humming as she ate.

      Paris sighed and looked grumpy. “Why does it matter? My fate is tied to Tomár’s. I’m going to die killing that demon, and I will kill him.”

      “Your mother will find a way to absorb his blast,” Faraday insisted.

      “She won’t,” Tiffer countered matter-of-factly.

      “You’re not being very nice,” Faraday scolded, offended.

      “I have a knack for that, but I would rather be helpful than polite,” Tiffer stated.

      “Anyway, that isn’t my concern now,” Paris said, trying to shove away what Tiffer had said about her mother not finding a way to save her. Worrying about her impending death would hamper her ability to think, and she needed her wits about her. Since she was part-magician and part-demon, Paris could lock out the worry and focus on the tasks at hand.

      “Yes, you’re here because you need to know the story of King Alexander and Queen Seraphina,” Tiffer said, buttering her bread.

      “You’re presently the only one on Earth who remembers it,” Paris stated, recalling what Mama Jamba had told her. “Even my mother didn’t know anything about it, although she knew the Romeo and Juliet story.”

      “That’s because your mother’s memory wasn’t affected by the changes to the timeline,” Tiffer explained, popping the bread into her mouth. “And everyone knows that Shakespearean tale. But your mother, who isn’t much of a historian or a romantic, never learned the story of the king and queen who shared a love like no other.”

      “Why?” Faraday asked, poking at his food but not eating it.

      Tiffer smiled at him. “You know better than anyone that certain parts of history and science and lore skip people. Romeo and Juliet is shoved down students’ throats at school. Teachers make them rote-learn monologues that will do them no good later in life.”

      “But it creates a foundation of love,” Paris argued.

      “It creates a foundation for irrational lust and sacrifice without cause,” Tiffer countered. “It’s not the love story for me. Yes, it happened, but it wasn’t as real as King Alexander and Queen Seraphina, who almost didn’t make it, but because they did, history teaches a very real love story. Those who were aware of it before time was tampered with understood that it was the greatest tale of romance, devotion, and commitment. And because it could only be found in the history books, they knew it was real.”

      “Whereas,” Faraday began, “Romeo and Juliet was thought to be a work of fiction, so it was an inspiration. But this one about this king and his queen was real and therefore attainable.”

      “You are a scientist for a reason, aren’t you, Dr. Faraday?” Tiffer asked. “Although I won’t tell you the story, this queen didn’t belong to the king. She was a queen in her own land, and he ruled alone.”

      “You’re not going to tell us the story?” Paris asked, confused as to why they’d been sent there. She, like Faraday, didn’t feel like eating, although they should be filling their reserves.

      Tiffer smiled and twirled her finger. Sparks flew from it. “What I’m going to do is give you three pieces of the story, the most important ones. The beginning, the middle, and the end. I don’t want you to read them all at once.”

      “Why?” Paris asked, wondering why things always had to be so complicated.

      “Because the way you understand the story will change the way you fix it,” Tiffer answered.

      Paris groaned. “Sounds like a puzzle.”

      “It is,” Tiffer agreed and held out her hand. Three scrolls appeared in it, tied with red ribbons and labeled One, Two, and Three. “What has been done to the timeline has to be fixed, meaning it can’t be undone. Things have to be repaired and love fostered, but they can’t be put back the way they were. It won’t be as simple as it was with Romeo and Juliet, where you gave them a happy ending and influenced a storyteller to write a different ending.”

      Paris huffed. “It wasn’t that easy.”

      The fairy smiled. “I’m just saying the order is important here.”

      “How will we know when to read each part of the story?” Faraday asked, his eyes on the scrolls as Tiffer handed them to Paris.

      “You will hear three chimes,” the fairy answered.

      Paris and Faraday exchanged looks of confusion. Faraday voiced what Paris was wondering.

      “Where will this chiming come from?” the squirrel asked. “Our heads? Our surroundings? What if we’re in the past?”

      Tiffer gave them both a cunning expression alternately. “You’ll know and no matter where or when you are, the bells will chime so you can hear them.”
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      Outside Tiffer’s Castle, Wales, United Kingdom

      Paris knew she and Faraday should have eaten more when at dinner with Tiffer, the powerful fairy. However, the stress of the upcoming mission and talking about her future, which was shrouded in death, peril, and more, erased their appetites. As they strode over the drawbridge and toward the rolling, dramatic hills of Wales, they knew the next mission was approaching and couldn’t be put off much longer.

      “Maybe we should have grabbed a to-go container of leftovers,” Faraday muttered, his thoughts seemingly distracted by the dinner conversation.

      Paris dipped into the pockets of her jacket and withdrew two large buttermilk biscuits. “Don’t worry. I have you covered.” She kneeled and handed one to Faraday, who looked up gratefully.

      “You stole us food,” he said, surprised.

      Paris chuckled. “Well, I didn’t think of it as stealing as much as taking what we didn’t feel like eating when discussing my death and inability to bear offspring.”

      Faraday gulped. “Yeah, about that.”

      “Hey, you didn’t have children, right?” Paris asked, realizing they’d never discussed his life much before becoming and getting stuck as a squirrel. Later he had been given the opportunity to change back to his original form, but he had remained a squirrel, saying he was happier this way.

      He shook his head. “No, it didn’t suit me.”

      Paris nodded, then found a large boulder and hopped up onto it. “You’re happy, and so am I. Well, I’m mostly happy, but I feel like something is missing. A core for my archetypal vibrations.”

      “Archetypal vibrations?” Faraday asked. He chuckled and joined her on the rock. That made him feel better, and he dug into the biscuit with his teeth.

      “We just have to fix this foundational love story of King Alexander and Queen Seraphina,” Paris stated, then took a bite of her biscuit. “It’s weird that I can’t remember it. Do you?”

      He shook his head, and crumbs flew off his mouth. “No, but if it was of the romantic variety, it might not have been on my radar.”

      “I bet it was on everyone’s radar,” Paris stated. “Even my mother’s, and it was entrenched in all of our subconsciouses. I bet it operates in the background of her mind, giving her a construct of devotion and commitment even if she can’t remember the story.”

      “More and more, you’re sounding like a romantic.”

      Paris grimaced at the squirrel sitting next to her, never having seen herself as a romantic type. “Well, we better finish up our biscuits and get ready to leave for our next adventure. This one is the south of England, but thankfully, only in the 1700s.”

      Faraday laughed. “Oh, think of all the modern conveniences that will spoil us that we went without in Renaissance Italy.”

      “Just think,” Paris agreed as three bells chimed somewhere in the distance. They didn’t come from Tiffer’s Castle, but there was also nowhere else for miles for them to originate from.

      Tensing, Paris glanced at Faraday. “Please tell me you heard that, and it wasn’t just in my head.”

      He nodded, crumbles of biscuit in his paws. “I heard it.”

      “So, I guess that means before we leave, we get to read the first scroll from the story of King Alexander and Queen Seraphina.”

      Popping the rest of the biscuit into his mouth, he chewed. “Well, I can’t think of a better way to start this time travel adventure than with the love story we have to recreate.”

      Paris nodded, wiping off her hands and taking out the first scroll and unraveling it. “I wonder how Tomár stopped the original love story from happening…”

      “I’m thinking it will be a bit more complex than with Romeo and Juliet, where they didn’t meet,” Faraday stated.

      “Yes, and Tiffer said that things couldn’t be put back, so it sounds like we have to repair whatever Tomár did.”

      Faraday laid back on the rock, looking plump and happy. He rested his head in his paws, his belly protruding, and closed his eyes. “I’m ready for my story.”

      Paris laughed and opened the scroll—reading a story she’d heard many times but didn’t at all remember.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Outside Tiffer’s Castle, Wales, United Kingdom

      “Once upon a time, in two very faraway lands, there lived a king and queen—”

      “It doesn’t really start that way, does it?” Faraday interrupted, cracking an eye at her, appearing to be waking from his rest.

      Paris laughed, looking up from the scroll with Tiffer’s handwritten words. “It does. I’m reading it word for word.”

      “Okay, well, I’ll pretend I’m the boy and you’re the grandfather from The Princess Bride and you’re telling me their story. Continue.”

      Shaking her head, Paris returned her attention to the story. “It was the year 1726, and King Alexander lived and ruled in the very southeast corner of England over the rolling hills of Canton. He was handsome by anyone’s standards, with dark hair and bright blue eyes and a smile that could make the sun rise in the middle of the night—”

      “Who is writing this?” Faraday interrupted again. “I thought this was actual history.”

      “It is.” Paris giggled. “And Canton is a real place with castles and all, but I’m guessing Tiffer took some liberties with her writing, as authors are prone to do.”

      “Continue,” he directed, shutting his eyes again.

      “As you wish, sire,” Paris joked, clearing her throat and reading. “The fertile and green lands of Canton were peaceful under the king’s rule. No wars were waged on the quiet green hills that overlooked the calm North Sea. The villagers in Canton made few requests of the king, who lived in a castle high on the hills overlooking the town and the kingdom’s rolling farms. All was fine in the land…too fine.

      “Too often, the king found himself looking out of the top spire of his castle and toward the west for no reason at all, except that he felt something calling him. But then he’d remember there were bills to sign and agreements to make with neighboring lands and stores to check for the winter months, and he’d forget to look west.”

      “Our queen is going to live in the west,” Faraday cut in, his voice lazy and relaxed.

      Paris nodded. She’d scanned ahead but would not admit it. “I’m sure you’re right. This did start by saying they were from distant lands.”

      “Continue,” Faraday urged.

      “On the opposite coast, to the southwest of Freewall, resided the most beautiful queen anyone had ever seen—”

      “Told you,” Faraday interrupted again.

      “Call Shakespeare and get a job,” Paris teased.

      “I would, but he’s totally infatuated with you.” He chortled.

      Paris shook her head, still unwilling to believe that William Shakespeare had commissioned paintings of her or spent time searching for her or that she’d spent time with him. “Okay, where was I? Right…Queen Seraphina had ruled Freewall since she was young, and her people loved her, although that didn’t mean she always gave them what they wanted. She was fair and just, but she knew what was best for the land, and that’s what she loved more than anything. Often the queen could be found in her finest gown, sitting in the pasture and cuddling goats and sheep, with birds tweeting all around her—”

      “Well, that just sounds irresponsible,” Faraday cut in. “I mean, some maid had to launder that silk. The least the queen could do would be to throw on outdoorsy clothing.”

      Paris cleared her throat, cutting her eyes at him. “If you’d let me finish…”

      “Continue,” he said, pawing at her.

      “The queen was practical and thrifty and never irresponsible, but often on her strolls through the town to meet with the villagers, animals would surround her, wanting her love and affection as much as her people.”

      “Well, I like that,” Faraday chimed. “Queen Seraphina sounds nice.”

      Paris nodded in agreement. “Although the queen wanted nothing more than to care for her people and her land that overlooked the emerald and pristine waters of the English Channel to the south and the Celtic Sea to the north and west, her heart longed for something more. Something to make her lands feel even richer. But she buried her head in work, and with it, she buried her desires.”

      “Notice that she’s not looking toward the east,” Faraday offered.

      Paris blinked to clear her vision. “Don’t read too much into this, squirrel.”

      “Continue.”

      Paris snickered. “As luck would have it, King Alexander and Queen Seraphina were both called to Hampshire. The king was there searching…for what he didn’t know, but he felt compelled to travel. The queen was called there on important business—”

      “I bet they fall in love,” Faraday cut in.

      “Of course they do.” Paris sighed. “It’s a love story.”

      “Continue,” he encouraged. “I’m hoping this gets good soon.”

      “The queen was to return home early, but a chance meeting with the king of Canton stalled her. He brushed against her at a banquet, and she felt a rush. A heat. Something calling to her. And the king, well, he glanced up after feeling the energy of the queen, and when their eyes locked, everyone in all the world faded away. The only two people whose hearts beat were those right there—from distant lands. They were unexplainably and unmistakably in love—”

      “I don’t buy it,” Faraday interrupted.

      Paris laughed. “Will you let me finish?”

      “Continue.”

      “The pair spent the night conversing over drinks, then they strolled the hills in the morning, exchanging stories,” Paris went on. “They didn’t have everything in common, but enough that they laughed at the same things. They had enough differences that he marveled at her knowledge, and she reveled in his brilliance. She liked the way he meticulously constructed his thoughts, and he loved the way the animals on the hills ran over to her, sensing her innate peace and gentleness.

      “And they laughed. Oh, how they laughed, doubling over as they strode through the village of Hampshire, knowing their time to part was growing nearer. They had discussed their lands, and he had been intoxicated by the way her eyes lit up when she spoke of Freewall. Her heart broke every time he mentioned how much Canton needed him—it couldn’t survive without him—”

      “Oh, this is going to hurt like hell, isn’t it?” Faraday asked, sitting up suddenly.

      Paris gulped and nodded. “But this is the way the real love story went. We have to travel back to find out how Tomár changed it.”

      “Continue.” This time, he sounded like he needed to hear the story.

      “Never before had two people fallen in love so quickly,” Paris read. “Queen Seraphina fit in King Alexander’s arms like she was made for him and he for her. He knew she was what he’d been searching for, and she believed he had been calling her heart all this time. But the two had responsibilities to their lands, and they’d already delayed their return to spend time with one another. So reluctant and uncertain of when they’d meet again, the lovers parted and went to the places that owned their minds and bodies, although they’d given their hearts to each other.”

      “Continue,” Faraday urged, leaning forward, giving Paris an insistent expression.

      She flipped over the parchment, but it was blank. “That’s it. That’s the first part of the story.”

      He nodded at her pocket. “Read the other two scrolls.”

      Paris gawked at him. “No, you little rulebreaker. Tiffer will have your tail.”

      “But I want to know what happened to them,” he whined.

      “They lived happily ever after,” she told him, rolling up the parchment.

      “I want to know the how.”

      Paris got to her feet. “The best way to find out is to time travel and see with our own eyes.”

      He hopped up, flicking his tail, eyes wide with excitement. “I actually love that idea.”

      Grinning, Paris pulled the time travel coin out of her pocket and winked at the squirrel. “Ready to meet Queen Seraphina and King Alexander?”

      He nodded, climbing up onto her extended arm and onto her shoulder. “Yes, one more than the other. She sounds dreamy. He seems…well, I’d worry about anyone who would disrupt the patterns of the sun.”

      Paris laughed, shaking her head at her squirrel but grateful that he was the one she was time traveling with. No other would she want by her side as she faced…well, she didn’t know what they were about to face.

      “Set your watch, Fare. We’ve got twenty-four hours.” Paris flipped the coin over and said the words that would take them where they would need to be to fix history and the greatest love story ever told. “Later.”
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      Second Floor, National Portrait Gallery, Washington, DC, United States

      With all the people out of the way, the area around the portrait of George Washington looked like something that Sherlock Holmes could work with. Well, it could have been swarming with tourists, but this made it easier.

      “Now we need a sixteen-digit code from this painting,” Sherlock said, mostly to himself, but also so King Rudolf could hear. The man was with him for a reason. He helped him to think. His bad questions and flippant nature strangely set the detective at ease allowing him to see things more clearly. It was strange, but it worked.

      “How do you know that?” the king of the fae asked, strolling back and forth past the painting, getting in close, looking up and down, really inspecting it like he was a fine art critique.

      “Because the code we need to unlock the bank vault where Subfar is located at Fort Knox requires a forty-eight-digit code,” Sherlock answered.

      Rudolf turned and started for the stairs. “Why didn’t you say so. I can crack that.”

      “One wrong guess, and it won’t open, and the code will be reset,” Sherlock muttered, and Rudolf halted.

      The fae threw his chin to the ceiling. “Oh, fine. I guess I couldn’t get it on the first guess, but I might.”

      “Not worth the risks, so no a random number generator wouldn’t work which is what amateur criminals would try,” Sherlock stated. “And the code will involve sixteen-digits from this painting, and then sixteen each from the other locations in the orders of George Washington, the pyramid and then the Federal Reserve. All we have to do is find the numbers here. They will be hidden in the painting.”

      Rudolf strode back and stood so close to the portrait that his nose was nearly pressed to the glass. “Well, I don’t see any numbers on the painting, but…”

      “They’re hidden in the painting and mixed with the symbols, I think,” Sherlock told him, standing squarely in front of the work of art.

      “What makes you think that?” the king asked.

      “Well, because from everything I know about Subfar, he likes riddles and games. I mean, the idea of using sixteen digits came from the first clue.”

      “George Washington?” Rudolf asked.

      Sherlock nodded. “How many letters is that?”

      “Sixteen.”

      “Yes. But also, this is the Protector of Wealth, and he wants me to find him. I was charged with doing so if the time ever arose. He knows I like to crack puzzles, so he put one inside the other with the dollar bill. I just have to figure out where the code is in the painting.”

      Rudolf smiled, rose on his toes, and sank again. He giggled, then glanced down.

      “What?” Sherlock asked, snapping his gaze to Rudolf.

      “Have you figured out the code yet?” the king asked.

      “Have you?”

      “No!” Sherlock yelled. “Have you?”

      Like a guilty child, King Rudolf nodded.

      Sherlock growled and stalked in front of the painting, not believing the imbecile could discover a complex sixteen-digit code so easily. “Okay, well, don’t tell me. Let me figure it out myself.”

      “Go for it.” Rudolf strode over, took a seat on a nearby bench, and casually crossed his legs. “I’ll be here listening.”

      Sherlock continued to pace in front of the painting of the man. Washington stood in an office full of symbols that shouldn’t be there but represented so much, in front of a modest desk and chair with objects on it. There were windows behind him, and he was holding a sword. There were many things to consider, but Sherlock saw them for what they were…numbers.

      He pointed at the area beside the painting and used magic, even though he rarely did. In the air, the words George Washington glowed in sixteen columns.
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      “Okay, we have these letters, but they mean nothing in a numerical sense. Subfar would never be so literal.”

      Rudolf clapped. “Right you are.”

      Sherlock sliced his finger to create a row under the letters.
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      “Okay, I need to figure out the numbers in a logical order as Subfar intended.” Sherlock tilted his head to the side and considered the glowing diagram that hovered next to the painting. “The composition is in two quadrants.”

      King Rudolf cocked his head to the side. “Is it?”

      “Yes,” Sherlock stated. “If you split it the long way and then into fours, you have two quadrants.”

      “Hold on.” Rudolf rummaged in his jacket and withdrew a flask. “This will help me see it better.”

      Sherlock turned his attention back to the painting and the glowing letters and columns. “The first quadrant is a window full of clouds on a stormy day outside George Washington’s office where this painting was commissioned.”

      Rudolf took a drink and simply listened.

      “And I’m guessing here, but I believe with great confidence that the sixteen-digit number would start with the commissioning date for this painting—the first clue—which is 1796.” Sherlock drew his hand in the air and the numbers appeared under the first part of George Washington’s name.
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      “I like your reasoning, Sherlock.”

      Ignoring the insufferable fae who somehow miraculously worked the code out before him, Sherlock turned his attention back to the painting.

      “The next quadrant to the right has something odd,” Sherlock continued.

      “It’s a pretty rainbow,” Rudolf stated, holding up his flask.

      “A rainbow in the opposite window is a symbol.” Sherlock looked at the window adjacent to the one with storm clouds. “We all know how many rays a rainbow has.”

      “Tell me!”

      Sherlock drew his hand in the air, making a seven appear on the grid alongside the other numbers.
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      “Then we have in the other quadrants on one hand, which I think represents the first President, then the President himself. This painting was about turning down a third term, so that means…”

      He waved his hand in the air and the numbers appeared in their respective places.
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      “You’re good at this.” Rudolf took a drink. “You should go on Jeopardy.”

      “The last quadrant is trickier,” Sherlock stated, studying the many objects on the desk next to Washington. “There are two books, one quill, one set of papers, and two eagles on the desk.” He circled his hand, and four more numbers appeared.
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      “So far, your reasoning is far superior to mine, but you’re getting there,” Rudolf told him. “Keep going, little guy.”

      Sherlock shook his head, trying to focus. “The next quadrant is easy because it has the neo-classical chair with the emblem of the American flag with the thirteen stars and stripes, so that’s our number.” He twirled his hand again, and the digits appeared.
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      “Finally, in the next to last quadrant, we have five books under the desk,” Sherlock said, waving his hand and making that number materialize in the air next to the thirteen others.
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      “Now we come to the end,” Rudolf said in a sing-song voice, then took a drink. He was enjoying this.

      Sherlock considered the last quadrant. “Well, there are only three things.”

      “But there are two numbers,” Rudolf countered.

      “Yes, there are Washington’s two legs and feet, which might not seem important, but in the composition of the painting, there are the legs of the chair and the desk and his, and they represent holding up this country and having strength in support of it.”

      “Seems important,” Rudolf agreed, taking a long drink.

      “Then there are Washington’s sword, which isn’t a military one, so I think that is of importance.” Sherlock looked at Rudolf like he would deny or confirm that. When he didn’t, Holmes shook his head and drew his hand in the air. “Fine. My answer is that the last two numbers are two for Washington’s two legs and feet and then one for his sword.”

      The last two numbers appeared in the grid, completing the sixteen-digit code. However, Sherlock didn’t know if it was right, so he looked at King Rudolf for confirmation. He pointed up at it. “Well?”
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      “Well…” King Rudolf rose to his feet, staggering from the strong drink he’d downed. “You’re an absolute genius and worked that out brilliantly. That’s exactly right.”

      “Really,” Sherlock said in a hush, marveling at the code he’d worked out by decoding the painting’s symbolism. Finally, he redirected his gaze to King Rudolf. “You worked that out? How?”

      The fae pointed at the base of the frame on the painting. “It’s printed on the bottom of that gaudy gold frame.”

      Sherlock ran over, bent over to look and sure enough, the exact sixteen-digit code he’d painstakingly come up with using logic was sitting right there. He straightened and gawked at King Rudolf. “And how did you see that?”

      The fae pointed at his shoes. “I have peeping mirrors on my shoes to look up girls’ skirts since I never grew up.”

      “You need to go to jail.” Sherlock shook his head, surprised by the foolishness of the king. Nevertheless, he’d once again proven to bring out Sherlock’s genius.

      “Well, we have our first code.” Rudolf pointed at the exit. “Shall we move on to Egypt? I have a zeppelin that can get us up to the tip-top of the Pyramid of Giza like the dollar bill shows.”

      Sherlock actually felt relieved, and he nodded. “That would be great. Let’s go.”

      Rudolf started for the stairs, then paused. He pointed at a portrait of a woman with blonde hair and blue eyes who looked like Paris Beaufont, but the placard next to the painting said it was commissioned in 1595, which was impossible. The placard also said, “Reported to be William Shakespeare’s muse, a person he spent most of his life searching for.” Rudolf read it and then looked at Sherlock in confusion. “Hey, does that look like anyone you recognize?”

      Sherlock took a closer look, considered the possibilities. Marveled at them. And then shook his head. “No, I think they must just have an uncanny resemblance.”
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      Year 1726, Freewall, England, United Kingdom

      The sight that met Paris’ eyes when she time traveled into the past, into the land ruled by Queen Seraphina was absolutely breathtaking. How could anyone want to leave here? was the first question that sparked to Paris’ mind upon setting her gaze on hills so green they hurt her eyes. The blue of the ocean was unreal, and the castle was a thing of dreams. This seemed like the most idyllic place in the entire world, and Paris never wanted to leave it as she and her squirrel looked out over the bluff at the ocean, the hills at their backs.

      “What are you doing in the middle of the path?” a voice croaked, interrupting Paris’ reverie.

      She straightened and looked down, realizing she’d been leaning on a brick wall as she looked at the ocean. She turned to see an old man in a cart pulled by horses trying to get by.

      “You’re blocking the path. Would you move?” he asked.

      Paris glanced down to find Faraday, but he had hopped into a nearby pasture and was regarding her curiously. Then, remembering that the translator was helping them and not only that they were placed exactly where they needed to be to fix things, Paris strode up to the cart. “Excuse me, sir. Can you tell me where to find the queen?”

      “The queen?” the man asked. “Why would she want to see you?”

      “Well, I was just thinking that since I’m in Freewall, I—”

      “You’re not from Freewall?” The old man, who had a long beard peeled back, looked her over, and nodded. “No, you’re not from Freewall. Where you from?”

      Paris smirked. “Everywhere. I’m an…” She patted her belt of potions, although carefully, knowing they were explosives if thrown. “I’m an alchemist, and I thought I could offer my services to her majesty.”

      The old man, who had a load of milk in the back, considered that. Then he nodded and motioned to the seat beside him. “Jump in, and I’ll take you into the castle. I have a pass to gain entrance, and I’ll get something for bringing an alchemist.”

      Paris smiled and hopped up, grateful for the lift to the castle since she didn’t feel like scaling the walls. The old man encouraged the horses to start forward, and Faraday ran for the cart when it passed. He landed on the back and buried himself in the hay next to the milk.

      Paris had no idea what they’d find inside Queen Seraphina’s castle, but at this point they were on a fact-finding mission. Then at some time they needed to be ready to spring into action and create a love story that lasted through the ages.
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      Year 1726, Queen Seraphina’s Castle, Freewall, England, United Kingdom

      The inside of Queen Seraphina’s Castle was exactly as Paris had envisioned. And it was also so much better. It was rustic, and, as it should be, a fortress for a queen. There were chickens running about with a child chasing them and giggling. A woman yelled at the cart as it came into the courtyard, and the guards stationed there eyed Paris.

      She exited the cart, along with the old milkman and made sure Faraday did too.

      “She’s going to the queen’s court with me,” the man said, pointing at Paris.

      That was enough for the guard. They didn’t mess with Paris. Faraday, she noticed, disappeared in the direction they were heading—the court. He’d be one step ahead of her, she thought with glee.

      “So, you’re taking me to Queen Seraphina’s court?” Paris asked the old man, not having understood what was happening.

      “Naturally,” he answered. “She’ll want to meet any new visitors. Welcome you. Also, she is curious.” He grinned, showing a mouth of black teeth. “She’s always curious. You’ve never met a better queen than ours. She wants to take care of me, but I won’t allow it. I do things my way. I prefer to sell my milk for the rate I always have instead of the higher rate she keeps urging.”

      “But why?” Paris asked. “There is inflation, even now.” She thought better of her statement.

      Thankfully, the old man didn’t seem to pick up on it. “Because I ain’t no charity.”

      Paris nodded and looked around at the doors in the courtyard. All the guards had gone, and Faraday had left through the main one. The old man was headed that way now. Paris followed although many sights were begging for her attention. The sky seemed bluer here, and the air smelled sweeter. She understood why Queen Seraphina loved Freewall so much.

      Still, Paris allowed herself to be led into the room where the court was held, which was crowded with peasants ready to make their requests to the queen. Sitting at the front of the court on the throne was someone Paris didn’t expect to see. Dressed in a regal gown and looking as beautiful as ever was none other than Paris’ mother.

      Paris tensed as the trumpets blew and the guards called, “All stand for the wonderful and brilliant Queen Seraphina.”

      Paris expected another woman to enter the court, but the queen, who looked just like Liv Beaufont, smiled at her people, her expression containing pure love and tenderness. “I shall hear your requests and try to grant them, the very best I can, my loves, my people.”

      The queen known as Seraphina leaned back on her throne, and Paris realized something startling. The woman from history, the one her mother didn’t remember the story of. The one who was full of compassion and love was sitting before her and resembled her mother in every possible way—without being her. So very crazy and wonderful was life.
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      Year 1726, Queen’s Court, Seraphina’s Castle, Freewall, England, United Kingdom

      The throne room felt suddenly claustrophobic when the court was in session. Paris started to panic, looking around for a way out from the crowd that she’d been pushed into. However, there were so many jockeying for the queen’s attention that it was hard to move.

      Paris noticed that although the queen, who was wearing an emerald-green dress with gold trim and looked so much like her mother, was giving her attention to each person making a request, she kept looking at Paris.

      She tried to divert her attention to other things, mostly looking for Faraday, who she hoped was close by.

      The queen remained on her throne as each group came forward and made their requests. It was always something small like more areas for crops or to settle disputes with neighbors, which the queen granted, usually easily.

      Paris kept gazing around, wondering where Faraday was. They didn’t have a plan, and she was worried that things were falling apart.

      “And you!” the queen’s voice, so much like her mother’s, called across the court.

      Paris bent her head, scanning for her squirrel. She hoped to find him while the queen made a show of someone else.

      “You!” the queen called more adamantly.

      Paris thought Faraday might be under their feet and was about to look when the old farmer grabbed the back of her jacket and hauled her upright with surprising strength.

      He looked at her with crazed blue eyes. “Queen Seraphina is talking to you, stranger. Give her your respect.”

      Paris straightened and looked into the eyes of the person who looked just like her mother. “Yes?” she began in a voice unlike her own.

      “Who are you, and why haven’t I seen you in my court before?” the queen asked. She seemed curious, no accusation in her tone.

      “I-I-I’m Olivia Beaufont,” Paris replied, unsure why she again used her mother’s name. She hoped it didn’t come back to bite her in the butt.

      The queen smiled, amused. “And my other question? What are you doing in my court? What do you want?”

      “Oh!” Paris rejoiced. She’d been preoccupied and afraid of being beheaded like she was Alice in Wonderland. “I’m an alchemist and was looking for work. I’m hoping to offer my wares to your citizens if you deem me permissible.”

      That was the best Paris could do as far as false personas, and she hoped it worked.

      Queen Seraphina stood, looking regal and beautiful and so much like her mother that she wanted to rush forward and hug her. However, her mother was scouring the globe for a way to save Paris from death. Instead, she tensed and allowed her attention to be absorbed by the regal woman.

      “You all are dismissed,” Queen Seraphina said to the remaining members of the court. Then she leveled her gaze at Paris. “You will join me in my chambers…alone.”
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      Year 1726, Queen’s Private Chambers, Seraphina’s Castle, Freewall, England, United Kingdom

      Paris was fine with being required to enter Queen Seraphina’s private chambers…if only she knew where her squirrel was… That part was really starting to annoy her. She would have liked to know what Faraday was up to since they didn’t have a plan and were flying by the seat of their pants.

      Alas, she’d been ordered to the chambers of a queen in old England who was kind and all but also had an uncanny resemblance to her mother. Oh, and there was also being ordered there out of the blue with no explanation, alone. So…

      Paris sat in the elegantly appointed chamber as attendants offered her drinks and refreshments that she refused because she didn’t want to puke or die or both in that order.

      However, when Queen Seraphina entered the chamber with the bed and wardrobes and closets full of silk gowns and whatnot, Paris tensed, not sure why she was there. No one was questioning her like in Romeo and Juliet’s timeline, but she was still getting more attention than she wanted.

      “All of you are dismissed,” Queen Seraphina told her attendants when she stormed into the room, still looking beautiful and like Paris’ mother but also something else…something more. Paris stood with the attendants and made her way to the exit, but a hand rose in front of her.

      “Not you,” the queen said.

      Paris tensed, backed up, and took a seat. She didn’t need to be recognized as being from the future, and she didn’t understand why this woman looked like her mother. She also just wanted to hug her and help her.

      The servants left the room, shutting the multiple doors. Finally, the two were alone in the queen’s chamber. Paris looked around, wondering what to say. She watched as the queen pulled open a jewelry box and closed it, then stormed toward a closet full of clothes, then went in another direction.

      “You’re an alchemist, huh?” the queen asked, distracted.

      “Well, yeah.” Paris cleared her throat. Then she noticed something in the distant corner of the queen’s chamber of strewn fabrics start to move on the ground. It was still ancient times, so she reasoned it could be rats. That made her pick up her feet. She was happy when she saw Faraday pop up his head, although she wouldn’t tell him later that she’d thought at first he was a rat.

      “Then you can make potions.” The queen dug into another jewelry box.

      “Well, of course,” Paris stated. The squirrel dove into the ocean of fabrics on the floor and swam to the other side of the room. She had no idea what he was up to, but he had to have a purpose.

      “Well, then I want you to concoct one,” the queen stated.

      Paris sat up straight, pretending not to notice Faraday in the area behind the beautiful queen. “I can do that. What do you need?”

      “I need someone to create a very important potion in total confidence.” The queen looked out the window, which faced east.

      “I can do that,” Paris chirped, watching for the squirrel. “What do you need?” She was repeating herself, but she didn’t care.

      Paris was working hard to keep her attention focused on the queen and not be distracted by whatever Faraday was doing. She bit the inside of her cheek to try to cover her expression and was relieved when it worked. She was glad that it did when the squirrel popped up holding up a diamond engagement ring, to her surprise. He looked triumphant and wide eyed. Paris wasn’t sure what it meant, but she knew it was important.

      And then, with her back to the sneaky squirrel, the queen gave her a look of grave importance and true heartbreak. Paris knew then that the story of King Alexander and Queen Seraphina had diverted greatly from where it had gone before. Something very important had changed. The queen was broken in new ways. The look on her face was so different from the strength she’d exuded in the throne room. Queen Seraphina, behind closed doors with a foreign alchemist, appeared as if she’d given up.

      “Olivia, I met a man, a king from another land, and we fell in love. He proposed to me. We were to be married. However, something has happened, and the wedding is off. It will never happen. Of that, I am sure.”

      Paris opened her mouth, but her words would be small in relation to the secrets this noble queen was sharing with her. Instead, she adopted a sympathetic look rather than showing her urgent need to help.

      “I need you to give me a potion to heal my heartbreak,” Queen Seraphina continued. "Otherwise, I can’t serve my people properly because of the pain. I can’t forget the man I love so dearly but who has hurt me so deeply, but I need to do both. Please make me something that heals my heart so that I forget that the king ever existed.”

      Paris’ own heart broke even as Faraday hurried toward the door to make sure he could get out since they would leave soon. Whatever had happened to Queen Seraphina and King Alexander in the new timeline was horrible. It had scarred this sweet queen, and probably the king, too. Paris needed more information. She needed to know how to mend things. Paris had no intention of helping the queen to forget King Alexander. She had to help them get back together.

      But more than anything, Paris really wanted to help heal the queen’s heart because seeing her in pain hurt her too. She had to remember herself though. She sucked in a breath. Remembered this wasn’t her mother.

      Paris knowing that time was limited, backed for the door. She nodded. “I’ll have an antidote for heartbreak in a day or so,” Paris lied, feigning a smile and look of determination.

      “Thank you,” the queen said, tying her hands together.

      Paris gave the woman who looked so much like her mother one last look before she took her leave with her squirrel and the engagement ring in tow.

      What Paris needed to do was get to the land where King Alexander resided and find out what had happened. She glanced down at Faraday when they were outside Queen Seraphina’s chambers. She was about to set off across the castle’s grounds when bells in the courtyard chimed three times…signaling that it was story time.
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      Year 1726, Queen Seraphina’s Castle, Freewall, England, United Kingdom

      Paris halted in the courtyard and threw her hands to her ears, covering them from the loud clanging of the bells. It felt like the ringing was in her head. She clenched her eyes shut and her jaw, reasoning that the loudness was because they were directly under the bell tower. Also, it was probably due to her enhanced hearing that she hadn’t turned down.

      There was no one around thankfully to witness Paris’ overly sensitive reaction to the bells chiming. Faraday tugged at her pant leg when the final bell had clanged. She peeled her eyes open and found him looking up at her. “Hey, it’s time for the next part of the story.”

      His words were muffled since she had her hands pressed tightly over her ears. To her surprise, tears were streaming from her eyes. Glancing down at the squirrel, her best friend, she let it all loose. She slid onto the edge of a well, the tears falling, although she wasn’t sure why. “Fare, she looked…”

      “Just like your mother,” he agreed, crawling into her arms when she was completely seated in the deserted courtyard. “I don’t understand it, Pare, but don’t overthink it. History is weird, and that’s why we’re not supposed to be time traveling. You can ask Papa about it later. Or don’t, and let it be a mystery.”

      “Maybe I will forget it since Queen Seraphina obviously isn’t my mother,” Paris stated, noticing the engagement ring in Faraday’s grasp. She took it from him and inspected the large stone. “How did you know to look for this?”

      “When we were all gathered in the queen’s court,” he began, “I heard someone mention that the queen wasn’t wearing her engagement ring anymore and the wedding must be off. I reasoned that if we found it, it might prove useful.”

      “It might,” Paris said, wiping the tears off her cheeks with the back of her hand and regaining her composure. “I don’t know how to fix things yet. We have to find out what happened with the king in this timeline that made the queen want to forget him.”

      “We also have to find out what happened in the other timeline, so we know how to fix things.” He pointed at the scroll in her jacket pocket.

      Nervously, Paris pulled out the second scroll, ready to read what had happened in the original timeline to the greatest lovers of all time.
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      Year 1726, Queen Seraphina’s Castle, Freewall, England, United Kingdom

      “After falling madly in love, Queen Seraphina and King Alexander went back to their respective lands,” Paris read. “They returned to lead Canton and Freewall but found it difficult to be apart. They were so distracted by their affection for each other that it was painful to be away from one another, but traveling wasn’t ideal with kingdoms to manage on opposite shores. Nonetheless, aside from the duties to their people, they had their own desires and wants. Those kept leading them back to where they wanted to be instead of where they needed to be…”

      “Oh, this sounds romantic,” Faraday said from beside Paris.

      She groaned. “We don’t have time for commentary.”

      “Fair enough. Last one. Continue.”

      Paris returned her attention to the parchment. “King Alexander was so in love with his queen and asked for her hand in marriage. She quickly said yes, and they planned to be married. However, things became complicated when the pair couldn’t decide which land to make their home. Queen Seraphina ruled the very prosperous Freewall. King Alexander felt an obligation to his own Canton. To make things even more problematic, the king’s family had insisted that he not desert the place he had called home all his life. Unable to agree, the pair fought. In the end, although they wanted to be together, distance prevented it. Life prevented it. And so—”

      “Oh, this sounds like how this current timeline went,” Faraday stated sadly.

      “So, the couple put off the wedding,” Paris continued.

      “Oh, that’s not what happened here,” Faraday remarked, surprised.

      Paris nodded. “King Alexander only wanted his queen, but his family was adamant that he couldn’t move to Freewall, abandoning his crown. Torn between the woman he loved and the family he felt obligated to, he refused to make a decision. Although heartbroken, Queen Seraphina refused to give up on him and offered to be the one to move.”

      “I was wondering about that,” Faraday interrupted.

      Paris cut her eyes at him before continuing. “But that would have been a foolish decision for the queen to make, and both knew that. Freewall was the more prosperous land, much larger and richer than Canton. Separated, desperate to be together, but torn by family ties, the two lovers remained estranged, having to care for their own kingdoms. The king’s family finally came to him and insisted he call off the wedding and that the whole thing wouldn’t work. They told him the pair wasn’t destined to be together. His heart was torn between the two, his family and his queen, so the king fell into a depression. Still, the queen refused to give up on him and said that she would wait for him to make a decision, hoping it would be her.”

      Paris glanced up, feeling as though she were in a daze.

      “What happened next?” Faraday asked in a rush.

      Paris held up the parchment. “That’s it. That’s all of the second part of the story.”

      “That makes no sense at all,” Faraday said, sitting beside her. “Queen Seraphina is heartbroken in this timeline and has given up on the king, saying she wants to forget him. But things get fixed in the original history, it sounds like. I mean, the story must have a happy ending, or otherwise it wouldn’t be the greatest love story of all time. We have to find out what Tomár did to break the story.”

      Paris shrugged. “The only way we’re going to get answers is to visit King Alexander’s court. That’s how we’ll understand the full picture, I believe.”

      “You’re the boss,” the squirrel squeaked. “Let’s go save the world from the past, like only a Beaufont would…”
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      Present Day, Zeppelin over the Great Pyramid of Giza, Cairo, Egypt

      The roar of the Zeppelin was loud as Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf Sweetwater soared over the desert south of Cairo, looking out at the Great Pyramid of Giza. The detective had been in a hot air balloon with the fae beside him before and it hadn’t been the most comfortable experience, but they’d found what they were looking for. Still, Sherlock hadn’t been keen to climb into another aircraft with Rudolf.

      Nevertheless, when considering options for exploring the top of the Great Pyramid of Giza, the zeppelin owned by King Rudolf seemed like the best option. The pyramids were protected by strong magic and didn’t allow portaling, or Sherlock would have done that to get to the top of the ancient structure. A plane or a helicopter would have worked, but Rudolf had made a good argument for having three-hundred-and-sixty-degree visibility to find the sixteen-digit code hidden in this spot.

      Taking the clues from the back of the one-dollar bill, Sherlock Holmes had concluded that the next part of the code to unlock Subfar’s vault could be found at the top of the Great Pyramid. On the back of the bill the Protector of Wealth had left as a clue for Sherlock was a pyramid on the left side with an eye floating at the top of the point. Above that were the words, Annuit Cœptis, which meant, “Providence has favored our undertakings.” Below that were the words, Novus Ordo Seclorum, which meant, “A new order of the ages.”

      The words might be a reference to the United States of America and its new beginning in 1776, for which number the Roman numerals could be found at the base of the pyramid on the one-dollar bill. However, for finding the sixteen-digit code left by Subfar, Sherlock Holmes believed that Annuit referred to “Nuit” or “Nut,” the Egyptian sky goddess. This notion was plausible because those words were in the sky over the pyramid on the bill.

      In addition, the second phrase had a solar connotation, which would make sense because pyramids were often used as sundials. All this was speculative, but Sherlock’s instincts told him the sixteen-digit code could be found over the Great Pyramid of Giza. It might be like the painting of George Washington, only decipherable by dissecting clues in the area around it. It could also be like code printed on the bottom of the painting’s frame.

      It wasn’t that Sherlock Holmes had lost his morale after the last task with Rudolf. He was just trying to learn something from the experience. The seemingly dimwitted fae had easily found the code Sherlock had painstakingly deciphered by breaking down every element of the large oil painting. Maybe he was trying too hard. Maybe he should do as the king did and “think less.”

      “When you said you had a zeppelin, I didn’t picture this,” Sherlock Holmes said, the rush of the wind and the engines making it so that he had to yell, which he didn’t really care for, being usually soft spoken. The detective had found that people listened more intently when they had to really try. And since Sherlock preferred not to repeat himself, he spoke low enough that people could hear him, but at a volume that required them to try.

      “You didn’t expect it to be an open-air zeppelin?” King Rudolf asked, his blond hair blowing back from his face as he held onto the rails of the aircraft and leaned over the side.

      “I didn’t expect it to be a steampunk pirate ship hanging from a helium balloon,” Sherlock Holmes stated dryly.

      Rudolf pointed up to the patchwork structure floating over their head and carrying them along as they stood on the deck of a bona fide ship that was flying through the air. “This is no ordinary helium balloon or zeppelin. This puppy has three engines and can fly at an elevation of eight thousand feet for twice as long as a commercial aircraft at up to seventy miles an hour. In that way, it’s like a regular zeppelin, but if we happened to find ourselves over water, the cables would release this ship.” He pointed at the deck. “And this three-masted vessel is seaworthy, and I could have the sails up and send it cutting through rough seas in no time.”

      Sherlock glanced over the starboard side of the ship, where they were stationed and the endless desert. “I don’t think we’ll need to go into boat mode anytime soon.”

      Rudolf shrugged. “You never know. The Nile is just east, there.”

      They were approaching from the west. The three pyramids at Giza came into view, although pollution and sand in the air made visibility low. “Where did you get such a strange aircraft?” Sherlock asked, glancing at where the girders and rudders and propellers were being controlled by pilots in a compartment under the zeppelin gondola.

      “Off a bunch of cyborg pirates,” Rudolf answered, pulling out an old-time nautical spyglass telescope and extending it. “Their captain is now the housekeeper at the castle where the Dragon Elite lives. I had to clear the ship of explosives and guns since I don’t approve of such things, but now it’s quite the ride and perfect for our purposes. From up here, we can see all around from the top of the Great Pyramid, which is better than my first idea of paragliding.”

      “Much better than that,” Sherlock Holmes agreed. He studied the sights around Cairo, trying to work out how to find the sixteen-digit code.

      Rudolf snapped the spyglass closed and handed it to Sherlock with a sneaky grin. However, this time, the detective wouldn’t waste his time in favor of saving his ego. “So, have you worked out the code?”

      “Will you be mad at me if I have?” Rudolf asked.

      Sherlock took the spyglass, lengthened it, and pressed it to one eye, closing the other. “How do you do that?”

      “I have worked out where the code is, but not what it is,” Rudolf consoled as their ship approached the Great Pyramid. They were nearly on top of the ancient structure built by Egyptians or aliens or whatever one chose to believe.

      “So should I go through a complex deduction process, starting in the north, until I find all sixteen digits hidden all over Cairo?” Sherlock began, scanning the city through the telescope. He didn’t find anything that represented numbers. “Then after I’ve arrived at the right answer through an exhausting ordeal, you guess the number based on a set of lottery numbers you always play even though you have more money than God and don’t need to win?”

      “You could,” Rudolf chirped.

      Sherlock, annoyed and also impressed by the king of the fae, lowered the spyglass. “Okay, give me a hint. Where do we find the sixteen-digit code from up here?”

      The fae smiled, a twinkle in his eyes. “Well, I was thinking that based on the eye looking out from the pyramid of the one-dollar bill, we were supposed to scan the city with the spyglass.” He glanced over the side of the ship at the flat top of the Great Pyramid. It was not pointed but level. “Then I realized, what if the clue was literal? What if instead of looking out from the top of the pyramid, we were supposed to put our eyes on the top of it?”

      In a rush, Sherlock snapped the telescope back up to his eye and swiveled it down and pointed it at the top of the Great Pyramid. They were approaching the structure, but they were far enough away for him to spy something written on the top of it. He could tell it was numbers, and they’d been etched into the stone, but making them out from here would be difficult.

      Sherlock whipped his head up, adrenaline coursing through him. He was once again shocked and annoyed by the fae’s brilliance. “We have to get down there. We have to get onto the top of the Great Pyramid of Giza.”
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      Zeppelin over the Great Pyramid of Giza, Cairo, Egypt

      “I was really hoping that we got to do something cool today,” King Rudolf said, as the zeppelin slowed after he gave orders to the pilots. “It was going to be a lame day if we just rode the pirate ship via an aircraft over Cairo.”

      Sherlock peered through the spyglass, but he still couldn’t make out the exact numbers etched into the stones on the top of the Great Pyramid. He could make out a few, but some required guesswork, and when it came to putting the numbers into the vault, they only had one chance to get it right.

      “Well, you got your wish.” He lowered the spyglass telescope as they inched into place. The pilots had been told to put the starboard side even with the top of the pyramid. Unfortunately, there was no magical way to get the two men to the top of the four-hundred-and-eighty-foot structure. All magic was being used to glamour the zeppelin and ship so the authorities didn’t see it. The men were glamoured too, since climbing the pyramids was punishable by a prison sentence.

      Grabbing a rope ladder, King Rudolf threw it over the side of the ship as a strong wind rocked into the side of the vessel. Sherlock Holmes fell toward the rails but caught himself. He jerked his head up as the violent wind continued to knock the large pirate ship back and forth.

      “Talk about timing. Now we can have some fun!” Rudolf exclaimed, not missing a beat and grabbing the first rung of the rope ladder and slinging himself over the side.

      Sherlock was nearly thrown to the deck, not yet having sea legs. Or air legs. Or standing on a pirate ship as it was tossed around in the sky by sudden violent winds.

      “Wait, where are you going?” Sherlock yelled. He pulled his handkerchief out of his breast pocket and covered his mouth and nose with it as he peered over the side of the ship. The fae was quickly descending the rope ladder even though it was waving in the wind. Even more surprising was that he was whistling while he did, as if gliding down a moving ladder in a brewing sandstorm to the top of the Great Pyramid from a pirate ship dangling beneath a zeppelin was a normal and fun activity.

      “Are you coming?” King Rudolf asked, looking up at Sherlock Holmes with a wide smile.

      “I’m not sure this is safe,” the detective answered, his knuckles white as he clung to the rail. The winds sent the ship from side to side like it was sailing through a thunderous storm on the ocean.

      “It absolutely isn’t!” Rudolf yelled up to him. “That’s what makes it fun. I could fall to my death, but I’d have died on the top of the Great Pyramid. How cool is that?”

      Sherlock shook his head as he peered down to determine how far it was down the rope ladder to the apex. Then they would be perched on the top of the structure during a wind and dust storm.

      “Come on, get down here and help me figure this out,” Rudolf encouraged. “Otherwise, I’ll have to do it by myself, and I’ll get the order of the numbers all wrong and probably anger an Egyptian god in the process. Then we’ll be cursed for all of eternity, and it will be your fault.”

      There was zero logic in any of that, and Sherlock was pretty certain that the fae could find the code order just fine on his own. However, he didn’t want to desert his friend. And he was probably safer on the top of the pyramid than on the deck of an old ship suspended from a zeppelin, so he took his chances and slung himself over the railing and started to descend the rope ladder.
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      The Great Pyramid of Giza, Cairo, Egypt

      This was the worst idea Sherlock Holmes had ever had, which wasn’t saying a lot because the man rarely had a bad one. As the rope ladder swung beneath him, unstable for a multitude of reasons, he felt reckless.

      The fae was dancing his way down near the bottom of the rope ladder, making it vibrate violently. The wind was twisting it from side to side, making each movement treacherous. Twice Sherlock tried to take a step down, only to lose his footing and find himself holding on only by his arms.

      The third time this happened, Sherlock yelled and got a mouthful of sand. He kicked his feet desperately to regain his footing, but the motion further tangled the rope ladder. It twisted around, the knots of the ropes where his hands were pinching him as it crossed itself.

      Thankfully, King Rudolf had reached the top of the Great Pyramid. And thankfully, Sherlock had descended far enough that he wasn’t alongside the pirate ship, where he could be slammed into its bottom.

      “I’ve got you,” Rudolf called up to him.

      A cursory glance told Sherlock the fae was working to right the twisted ladder, which was a relief. The detective was still kicking, trying to find a place for his loafers but only swinging in the air and sand. His hands slipped on the rungs, but he willed them to stay in place as the wind howled past him.

      The visibility had dropped almost to zero, and Sherlock could barely manage to open his eyes without getting blinded by sand. It was the worst experience of his life; all he wanted was to curl up in his study with a good book and a warm fire. The stark reality was, he was as far from comfort or the possibility of it as he’d ever been.

      “I’ve got the ladder steady,” King Rudolf called up to him. “You don’t have far to go. Just lower your foot and take the next step down.”

      Sherlock shook his head. “No, I’m going back up,” he yelled. He couldn’t believe it, but he was giving up. It just wasn’t safe, and it was getting worse.

      “I need your help down here to find the code,” Rudolf called.

      “No, you don’t,” Sherlock argued. The wind hit him in the throat when he talked. “You can do this on your own.”

      “But I can’t,” Rudolf stated. “It’s just a bunch of numbers, and I don’t even know where they start and stop. I can find things by accident, but I can’t put them together on purpose. That’s what you’re good at. Please, Sherlock. I need your help.”

      And there it was. That was all it ever took for the man in the tweed hat and with an unsmoked pipe to spring into action. He only ever desired to feel that he was needed for a mystery that no one else could solve.

      With a steadiness he hadn’t felt seconds prior, Sherlock lowered his foot until he found the rung below him. His foot magnetized to it. Then he found the next one and his hands matched the action, lowering as he descended. A moment later, he jumped down, supported by King Rudolf’s help.

      And although it had been the hardest climb of his life, as Sherlock Holmes stood on the top of the Great Pyramid of Giza, he was grateful that he’d mustered the courage. Because the storm he’d weathered was mostly high above him and the sights all around him as he stared off the slopes of the pyramid were unlike anything he’d seen in all the centuries of his life. Few had seen what it looked like from the apex of this marvel. And few knew that it felt like you were sitting on the top of the world with the gods of time.
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      The Great Pyramid of Giza, Cairo, Egypt

      The winds might have calmed, but they were by no means dissipated. And after the initial excitement of getting to the top of the Great Pyramid had faded, Sherlock Holmes didn’t want to be up almost five hundred feet off the ground on a precarious top longer than he had to be. The stones were steady under his feet, and the base was much wider than he’d thought. However, this venture felt like it could quickly lead to something dangerous like them waking an angry god or getting caught or falling off the top or the zeppelin crashing down on top of them.

      Of course, King Rudolf Sweetwater didn’t seem to have any of these same concerns. He was sitting on the side of the top of the Great Pyramid and kicking his legs while drinking from a flask and singing Walk Like An Egyptian.

      After a strong gust of wind, Sherlock lowered his center of gravity by kneeling on the stones. He touched the ancient materials under his fingertips, reveling in the fact that they were so old and mysterious, and he was running his hands over them. Also, he was destroying them little by little with the oil from his skin. That was why it was illegal to climb the pyramids or be up there in general. However, he told himself he had a noble mission and special privileges.

      In the distance, and all around him, he spied the city of Cairo when the sandstorm allowed it. The winds were a funny thing and one moment seeking to throw him over the side of the Great Pyramid making him really have to brace himself. Then a moment later and it was like the Egyptian gods had deemed that it be peaceful momentarily and there was a break and visibility from the storm.

      “Do you ever think about taking a break from the mysteries and deaths and settling down, Sherlock?” Rudolf asked, kicking his legs over the side and taking a drink like they were having a casual Sunday conversation.

      “We’re on top of the Great Pyramid of Giza,” Sherlock answered, running his fingers over the engraved stones as he searched for the numbers scattered around. Rudolf was right; they were not in any particular order. It might take a while to figure out how to arrange them.

      “Well, not right now,” Rudolf said with a laugh. “I mean, I don’t think there are any eligible bachelorettes up here right now.”

      The fae turned around with a questioning look. “Not that I’m assuming you’re into girls. You were with that Watson guy for a while.”

      “Watson and I weren’t together,” Sherlock mumbled, annoyed and also, as he often was with Rudolf, amused. “Not like that, anyway. He was my partner like you are. He helped me think because he was…well, like you.”

      “Charming?” Rudolf supplied.

      Sherlock shook his head. “That’s not the word I was thinking of.”

      “You’re just such a loner, but I see you with a nice girl, having a slew of children, and teaching them about how to dissect the world like only you can do.” Rudolf leaned back and looked at the sky.

      Sherlock glanced over his shoulder, studying the numbers there and the ones beside him and in front of him. There were exactly sixteen, so these were the ones Subfar meant for him to find, but what was the order? He couldn’t figure it out because they were like a web and they were spread out in no discernable order.

      “I wasn’t meant to settle down,” Sherlock muttered, repulsed that he was having this conversation, of all topics, on top of the Great Pyramid. He should be talking about ancient Egypt or their gods and goddesses, or even more fascinating, the science behind the hieroglyphics.

      Something hit Sherlock like a startling wind, and he shot to a standing position, staring down at the carvings around his feet. And then he saw it and he couldn’t see how he hadn’t seen it. How he hadn’t put it together from the beginning. And yet, it made sense that only someone as intelligent as him would understand how Subfar organized the numbers on top of the pyramid. And then he smiled at King Rudolf, realizing only the fae would get him to see what he couldn’t see on his own. Strange enough, Rudolf was his new Watson. He got him to think, even if it was by hurting his head with dumb notions.

      King Rudolf Sweetwater glanced back at Sherlock, a smile on his face. “You figured it out, didn’t you? What is it?”

      “Hieroglyphics,” Sherlock answered.

      “That funny writing with pictures?”

      The detective nodded.

      “I don’t see how that will help,” Rudolf stated.

      “The numbers aren’t written in lines like we are used to reading,” Sherlock explained hurriedly. He pulled out a piece of paper and a pencil and wrote down the order.

      “No, it’s written haphazardly, like Subfar was drunk.” Rudolf took another drink. “Lucky man. I haven’t been drunk since…well, I can’t remember.”

      Sherlock shook his head. “They seem haphazard, but look.” He twirled his pencil and magically created vertical lines on the stone that organized the numbers into columns.

      “Well, that tidies them up, but I don’t get the logical order yet, Shirley.”

      The detective shook his head. “In ancient hieroglyphs, they could be read horizontally from left to right like we do in modern times. But often, they were read vertically from top to bottom, like this. Now look at the columns again.”

      Rudolf got to his feet, turning around, although dangerously close to the edge of the stone that would have him tumble down the Great Pyramid. “My Set, you’ve figured it out. If you take the numbers on the far right and run down the top to bottom, it…” He ran his eyes up and down again and again, following the magical lines Sherlock had created to separate them. “It’s exactly sixteen numbers, and I bet they’re organized exactly as Subfar intended.”

      Sherlock nodded, continuing to jot down the numbers. “Call your zeppelin back. We’re getting out of here.”

      “That way?” Rudolf complained, pointing at the rope ladder flying around in the wind. “That’s boring. I was hoping we’d go down the side of the pyramid Tomb-Raider style."

      Sherlock Holmes sighed, then smiled at his friend. "If climbing a rope ladder to a pirate ship carried by a zeppelin makes me boring, sign me up and plaster that on my tombstone.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Year 1726, Canton, England, United Kingdom

      Although Paris and Faraday both knew that she needed to be diligent and careful with her magic, they had limited time to fix things. That meant that Paris couldn’t spend half a day crossing England to reach King Alexander’s land. Thankfully, opening a portal to Canton wouldn’t cost her too much magic, but she still had to be careful because it probably wouldn’t be the last portal she’d have to open in this timeline before the story was fixed, which was a long way off.

      “This is nice.” Paris drew out the word as she and Faraday stepped out of the portal into Canton. It was different than Freewall in that it was…less.

      “Probably easier to look after,” Faraday glanced around. They were perched on the highest hill and could see the castle in the distance.

      “Because it’s so small,” Paris remarked, noting that the castle was a fraction of the size of the one in which Queen Seraphina resided. The surrounding village was a quarter the size, and the houses were crude in comparison. The farms on the outskirts were patched and didn’t have the “thriving” feel the ones in Freewall did.

      “I think it’s quaint, and I like that it has a lot of room for improvement." Faraday injected optimism into his voice as he puffed his chest out.

      Paris nodded, pursing her lips. “Nowhere to go but up.”

      “Is that roof smoking?” Faraday asked, pointing at a thatched rooftop next to a cave. The house was on an island surrounded by a lake. Canton was much more diverse than Freewall, which had rolling fertile fields, ample crops, and sapphire-blue ocean water rich with fish and other treasures.

      “I’m sure we just can’t see the chimney,” Paris said dismissively.

      “Maybe,” Faraday muttered, not sounding convinced. “And I’m sure the villagers screaming and crying over there is totally normal."

      Paris noticed what he meant as a group seemed to be taking refuge in a graveyard of all places, huddled together. “Yeah, I’m sure it’s a part of the rich culture of Canton.”

      “That smell is part of the healthy ecosystem,” Faraday stated, pinching his nose and breathing through his mouth.

      When he mentioned it, Paris noticed it too. The air smelled like rot. It sadly reminded her of Renaissance Italy, with its lack of sewer systems and busy city areas. Nothing in Canton was like Freewall, which was idyllic and beautiful and safe. This place felt riddled with fear and tragedy and lack. The question was, why?

      “I think we have some investigating to do,” Paris said, giving her squirrel a sturdy expression.

      “It starts with the king,” he countered. “Do you think you can get into the castle the same way you did with Queen Seraphina? The king’s fortress looks to have alert guards.”

      Paris looked at the modest castle, which was surrounded by guards at the ready. Its defenses were in place. It was a whole different feel than Queen Seraphina’s in Freewall.

      Pulling in a breath, Paris winked, trudging forward, down the hill and toward the fortress in the distance. “Yes, because a castle on guard needs one thing more than anything.”

      “Food and clean water?” Faraday offered.

      Paris shook her head, chuckling, and patted her belt of potions. “A talented alchemist.”

      “Those are just explosives that would surely only add to their problems.”

      “They don’t know that,” Paris argued, then pointed at her wand. “If all else fails, I’ll use mind control to get into the castle and to the king.”

      “Well, be careful,” Faraday warned. “We need magic to complete this mission and possibly get home.”

      “Yes, but if we don’t figure out what’s going on here, and there is definitely something going on here, then we can’t complete the mission, nor is there a reason to go home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Year 1726, King Alexander’s Castle, Canton, England, United Kingdom

      As Paris and Faraday made their way toward the castle of Canton, one thing was clear: this was a place laying in waste. The villagers were struggling, but it wasn’t plastered across their faces. Instead, it was in the disparaged looks they gave her when she passed them. It was in the way the houses looked, unkempt and sad… Then Paris remembered the story from before, before the change. Canton wasn’t even flourishing then. So now, it seemed…close to being a wasteland.

      It saddened Paris’ heart to see a place like this with its people so poorly off. However, she thought that when they reached the castle, she could use that to her advantage. She had the queen’s ring, and Faraday had agreed to stay close but out of sight so he could pay attention. If all else failed, Paris would use Amantis to get to the king, but she hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

      When Paris got to the guards at the front of the castle, they lowered their weapons at her and gave their best act of intimidation.

      “None shall pass,” the first guard stated. “This castle is under the protection of King Alexander.”

      Paris nodded, bored and wishing they could speed past this part. “Cool, cool, cool. I’m here to see the king.”

      “None shall see the king,” the guard answered, his armored friends flanking him with serious expressions.

      “Cool, cool, cool,” Paris repeated. Faraday had scaled the wall and was at the top. Damn squirrel and his climbing skills. “Please tell the king a foreigner is here to see him who wants to help him with his problem.”

      “The king does not want any help from foreigners, and Canton has no problems,” the guard yelled, his spit flecking Paris’ face.

      She backed up, trying to figure out if she should use magic now or waste more of her precious time and energy on these low-life guards. They were just doing their jobs, but they were preventing her from doing her job—which…oh, that’s right, would save all of history and time and love—so she reasoned that punching them into submission instead of using magic would be okay. She was about to do just that when Faraday caught her attention from his place perched on the high wall.

      Like a mad squirrel, he was waving his tiny arms in the air and trying to get her attention. When he had it, he pointed to his hip and then pointed to her. She didn’t understand what that meant and turned her head to the side. Holding her arms up, she said, “What, squirrel?”

      “Don’t call me a squirrel,” the front guard snarled, offended, like she was really talking to him.

      She ignored him, narrowing her eyes at the rodent on the castle wall. “What?” Paris mouthed.

      Again, he pointed at his hip, then mimed drinking and pointed at her and his hip again. Paris glanced at the potion bottles on her hip and thought she’d figured out what he meant.

      Stepping forward and copying the squirrel’s movement, Paris smiled. “Hey, I’m an alchemist from another land. I’m here to offer my help, expertise, and anything else the king of Canton might need. Do you, by chance—”

      “Did you say alchemist?” the guard interrupted.

      “I did,” Paris replied slyly. “Is that of interest?”

      “The king is on the hunt for an alchemist,” the guard said as the others behind him sprang into action and opened the castle gates. “Let’s hope you’re good. Let’s all hope for our own wellbeing that you’re good.”

      Then the guards opened the castle doors, leading Paris into a courtyard much different than the one she entered in Freewall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Year 1726, King Alexander’s Castle, Canton, England, United Kingdom

      Where the inner walls of Queen Seraphina’s castle had been full of life and love, with children running and playing and women cheerfully working and men laughing, things couldn’t have been more different in King Alexander’s castle. It was dark where it shouldn’t have been in the courtyard. Paris instantly didn’t feel safe, looking around for her squirrel. Thankfully, Faraday was following her on top of the wall.

      Paris spotted scared eyes peeping at her from the shadows as she passed. There were no squawking chickens but rather the smell of rotting animals in the corners. Paris soon found why Faraday told her to mention that she was an alchemist. All over the courtyard were signs that read, Alchemist wanted. See the King’s court.

      Paris went that way with the armed guards. She was grateful for the chaperones since many toothless, senile men broke free from the shadows at the sight of her. Thankfully the king’s guards threw up their swords, and the men moved away. It was weird to see that many sketchy characters inside the walls of the castle. She’d thought those were reserved for those deemed worthy and safe, but inside King Alexander’s castle there were so many strange things.

      The main guard knocked three times on the door to the throne room and announced, “We have an alchemist. Alert the king.”

      A moment later, someone knocked and yelled, “All clear?”

      “All clear,” the guard yelled back.

      “Send him through,” the other voice said, and someone opened the thick wooden door.

      It creaked, and a scruffy dirty-faced guard appeared on the other side. Paris was shoved through by the first guard.

      “You’re not a man!” The guard grabbed her by the arm and narrowed his eyes.

      Paris looked for Faraday and caught sight of him hopping through a window. “And you’re not acting like one. Does the king want the best alchemist or not?”

      The guard lifted his chin. “You don’t sound like you’re from these parts.”

      Paris laughed. “You think that the best alchemist in the world would come from these parts?”

      “Send him through,” a familiar voice said at Paris’ back.

      The guard glanced up and straightened. “Sir, he is not a he. This alchemist is a she.”

      “Then send her through,” the man said. He sounded like someone Paris knew well.

      “Don’t offend the king with your womanly ways,” the guard warned, then spun Paris to face a man that wasn’t her father, but looked just like him. Sitting on the throne, appearing dejected and heartbroken and confused, was a man who looked just like Stefan Ludwig. However, he was King Alexander of Canton.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Year 1726, King Alexander’s Castle, Canton, England, United Kingdom

      Paris was given no chance to reply to the guard. She was shoved to the front of the throne room, which wasn’t bustling with excited villagers eager to put their requests in front of the king like in Freewall. Instead, the room was deserted. It only held a few councilmen and guards, and then there was the king.

      Paris kept her eyes low, afraid she’d stare at the man who looked just like her father. It was just like with Queen Seraphina, who looked like her mother. She didn’t understand. How could her mother and father be in eighteenth-century England when they were warriors in twenty-first-century America? This was a mystery she had to get to the bottom of once she got back to her own timeline, which she needed to do.

      “You’re an alchemist,” King Alexander began, standing. He was wearing robes that had once had been of the finest quality but were now worn and threadbare.

      “I am,” Paris replied. She nonchalantly scanned for her squirrel, hoping for his direction, if she might need it.

      “And you say you’re the best,” the king continued. His jet-black hair was just like her father’s. His blue eyes were just as piercing, and his warmth was buried under the tough exterior. As in Freewall, Paris felt the urge to hug this man, like she had wanted with Queen Seraphina, but that would get her tossed into the dungeon, so she decided against it.

      “I am the best,” Paris stated. “What do you require?”

      She believed he would ask for a remedy for a heartbreak like Queen Seraphina, but he lowered his chin with a haunted expression. “I need you to rid my land of horrid monsters that plague the night and further destroy my kingdom with each passing day.”

      “W-wh-what?” Paris asked, surprised.

      The king nodded. “It’s true. Most, even the villagers, don’t know what’s happened because of how it happens. They attack at night. They are fast and dark and…gruesome. But I think I’ve figured out where they came from. It’s the island in the center of the lake. It’s the water. It’s poisoned. And I need an alchemist to fix it.”

      “The lake,” Paris began, looking around for Faraday. She caught sight of him on a high wall by a window, flicking his tail and listening. “I saw it when I entered the village. Do your people not use this lake?”

      The king shook his head. “No, not for quite some time. They drink from the wells. The crops are irrigated from another source. I believe the monsters come from the lake. From the island in the middle of it. I don’t know that this would work, but well…” He seemed to lose his voice. “I’ve got nothing else to lose. I think the lake is poisoned and it’s created monsters. I’ve had other alchemists look into it, but…”

      “What happened to them?” Paris asked in a rush.

      “They didn’t make it,” the king told her gravely. “But if you’re the best? I need someone to save my kingdom.”

      “Have you considered moving to a new kingdom?” Paris carefully asked in a low voice. “One where you don’t have monsters and could be safe and be with someone…”

      The king raised his eyebrows, his gaze stern. She didn’t know that it was safe to take this line of questioning with the king, but this was the change. This was what Tomár had done; he’d put monsters in King Alexander’s land. There was still the problem of getting the king to choose the queen and move. Maybe this would be easy. All she had to do was get the king to abandon this monster-infested land.

      “Why would you say such a thing?” he whispered harshly, leaning close to her.

      Paris worried that she’d gone too far. She flicked her eyes to Faraday, but to her astonishment, he nodded, then he pointed at his paw… Not his paw. He was holding up a finger, indicating the ring.

      Paris took a step backwards, gaining a few inches from the king and then gave him a sincere look. “I am a great alchemist. And I will help you, but let me tell you a different story that brought me here. It’s different from what you’ve told me. One I recently learned about a heart broken woman, but it doesn’t add up because your land is broken and hers is prospering and all she wants is you, and you two could be together...”

      From her pocket, Paris pulled the engagement ring Faraday had taken from Queen Seraphina’s chambers. At the sight of it, the king tensed. He backed up. Then he threw his hands toward the guards and Paris thought she was about to be thrown into the dungeon.

      “Get out!” King Alexander yelled. To her surprise, he turned his back on her and pointed at the guards. “Leave me alone with the alchemist. At once!”
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      Year 1726, King Alexander’s Castle, Canton, England, United Kingdom

      Paris was close to figuring out the story and how Tomár had changed it, but she needed a lot more information and it would require pushing through and that might prove dangerous.

      But as she stared into the sobering gaze of her father…not her father, she was prepared to do what it took. She needed to learn the truth. She needed to fix the story. And more than anything, she knew that she needed to bring these lovers together.

      With a shaking hand, when the guards were gone, King Alexander pointed to the engagement ring in her hand. “Where did you get that?”

      “From Queen Seraphina,” Paris answered, speaking from her heart, letting it direct her. “She asked for an alchemist, but for a different reason than you. She wanted a cure for a heartbreak. She wanted to forget you. Why? What happened?”

      “What is your name?” the king asked, starting to pace.

      “Olivia Beaufont,” Paris stated without hesitation.

      “Olivia, you wouldn’t understand,” the king stated. “Things are complicated. I wanted Queen Seraphina. I wanted her more than anything, but it wasn’t going to work…”

      Paris thought about what she knew about the story she’d read. Queen Seraphina wasn’t giving up on the king in that history. But now…she was…It didn’t make any sense.

      “Is this about your family?” Paris asked, trying to get to the bottom of things.

      He blinked at her, confused and then shook his head. Then he nodded, then shook his head again. “Yes, but no. This is about the monsters. Look, I broke off our engagement, but I had to.”

      “Had to…”

      “I knew that if Queen Seraphina knew about the monsters that she’d…well, I can’t have her here. I can’t have her even know. She’d try and help. She’d get hurt. She’d lose like I have. So, I told her things were off, and I never wanted her to come here…ever again. I banished her, and I broke her heart.” The look on his face was pure pain, and the fact that it was Paris’ father’s face made it all the worse. She just wanted to comfort the person in front of her, but that wasn’t her job. Her job was to fix things, but that’s why she needed information.

      It was starting to make sense though… In this timeline, there were monsters. The king was protecting his queen from them, even if that meant not being with her. Who knew how they mended things in the end with his family and his land, but Paris would get there. Firstly, though, she had to get rid of Tomár’s stupid monsters.

      “Okay, so you have monsters,” Paris began, regaining her composure.

      The king glanced at her, surprised she was back to that. “Yes, and they showed up, and they’ve taken things little by little and I don’t know what to do about them.”

      Paris glanced at the squirrel, perched by a high window and Faraday nodded with determination. “Leave the monsters to me. I’ll get rid of them.”

      “Y-yo-you will?” the king asked in disbelief and surprise and relief. “Are you sure?”

      She nodded confidently, then stepped forward. “But be prepared to give this back to the woman you love when I do.”

      “I’m not sure I can. I mean, I want to, but it’s more complicated than that,” he argued. He was wrestling with something internally, not just monsters from the lake.

      “Well, we’ll get to that when we have to,” Paris stated. “Hopefully, if almost losing everything teaches you anything, it teaches you what’s worth fighting for.”

      With that, Paris swung around and stalked toward the exit, prepared to fight the mysterious monsters even though she had no idea how.
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      Year 1726, Canton, England, United Kingdom

      The sun was not long from setting when Paris and Faraday made their way outside the castle and across the dilapidated village. With new understanding, Paris studied the destitute villagers as they peered out their open doors or windows as she passed before shutting and locking them in for the night. She realized the monsters had attacked and killed many of the people of Canton or destroyed their homes, and the new procedure would be to lock themselves in before dusk. Who knew what all they’d done to this poor place that didn’t appear that well off to begin with?

      It wasn’t that the town of Canton was a wasteland. It was more that Paris had a standard to compare it to. Freewall was magical in its appearance. The grass was so green it hurt her eyes. The water so blue it filled her heart with inspiration. The kingdom smelled of flowers, and the people appeared happy and at peace.

      In comparison, Canton was haunted at night and broken. But even before the monsters, Paris could see glimpses of what the place looked like, and it compared little to Freewall. In her mind, there was only one home for the lovers, who she wanted to be together more than ever. How could she not when they resembled her parents so very much?

      “So, monsters,” Faraday began when they were leaving the village and the lake was visible in the distance. “Do you have a plan?”

      “You’re the scientist,” Paris muttered. She scanned for sudden activity, then pulled Amantis from its holster and willed her eyes to adjust in the fading light.

      “Well, if you remember, someone made me leave all my lab equipment and gadgets in the twenty-first century.”

      “Do you want me to be hung for being a witch?” Paris questioned. The placid lake lay ahead. If she hadn’t known it was possibly poisoned, she’d think it would be a lovely place for a picnic. Apparently, the only picnics held around the deserted waters were monsters feasting on villagers from Canton.

      “Well, you’re passing yourself off as an alchemist,” Faraday argued.

      “That means I specialize in chemistry and mixing liquids and pharmacology using herbs and whatnot.”

      “You know using ‘whatnot’ does not replace actual words, right?” Faraday teased. “And alchemists also use magic.”

      “Well, no one here has to know that. Honestly, I don’t think the king will care if I rid Canton of monsters using magic or voodoo or satanic rituals,” Paris stated, spotting the wooded island in the middle of the still-smooth lake.

      “Let’s try science.” Faraday scurried to the water’s edge, then backed away immediately.

      Paris froze. “What is it?” However, she didn’t need him to answer. The water had a sharp chemical odor that burned her nose. She could only imagine what would happen if it touched her skin. The surface of the lake was an iridescent green that looked like soap bubbles in bright light.

      “It’s, like, nuclear pollution or something,” Paris remarked, studying the island in the distance. The trees started moving as the sun set.

      “Which is weird since nuclear power wasn’t invented for another two hundred years,” Faraday mused, using his “thinking” voice.

      “So, the lake was poisoned, I’m guessing by Tomár,” Paris stated, looking around. She wondered if he was still here, but her demon radar wasn’t picking up anything. Well, it was sensing danger on the island, but that was where the monsters were waking for the night before they went off to pillage.

      “Not tonight, monsters,” Paris seethed, pulling the last potion bomb off her belt.

      “What are you doing?” Faraday asked in a rush.

      “I’m going to bomb the island,” she answered. The trees moved more vigorously as the monsters awoke.

      “You’ll throw that water all over the place. All over us!” Faraday argued urgently. “And what if the water turns people into monsters? We have to clean the lake. That’s the only way to ensure the problem fully goes away.”

      “Okay, well, how are we going to do that?” Paris asked, watching the island. “You don’t have any chemicals, and you need to fix a chemistry-based problem.”

      Faraday paused to think, to Paris’ great annoyance.

      “Fare!” she exclaimed when he didn’t say anything. A series of grunts echoed across the water from the island. Something…no, some things were emerging from the dark trees.

      “I’ve got it!” he yelled. “Give me the explosive potion.”

      Paris brought her gaze down. “So, I can’t blow up the island, but you can?”

      “No. I know exactly what’s in that potion. I can carefully take it apart and construct an antidote. I mean, I can try to construct one.”

      “How about quickly instead of carefully?” Paris asked. She handed him the potion but directed her wand at the island when the first monster appeared.

      “You don’t want me to do this hastily,” Faraday said, hurrying toward the line of trees and away from the lake. “I’m dealing with explosive ingredients.”

      “What am I supposed to do in the meantime?” Paris asked over her shoulder.

      “Stall,” he called back and disappeared into the woods as the monsters emerged. They looked angry and ready to pillage and feast on the villagers.
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      Year 1726, Canton, England, United Kingdom

      “Stall?” Paris called after the squirrel as he disappeared into the woods and creatures she could only classify as orcs materialized out of the trees on the small island. The beasts with dark, withered skin, bald heads, pointed ears, and really bad orthodontics, had all awoken. And by the looks in their furrowed brows, it was on the wrong side of the bed…or cot…or, more likely, pit of mud.

      “Cool, cool, cool,” Paris murmured, tightening her grip on her wand. “The squirrel took my last explosive potion, and I shouldn’t touch the water, but I’ve got to keep five angry orcs at bay.”

      She laughed at her own joke as the orcs caught sight of her on the shore, which was roughly twenty-five yards away. “Bay! And it’s a lake! Get it?”

      One of the orcs grunted. Apparently, he didn’t get it, she reasoned.

      “Fine, you want lake jokes?”

      The large topless creatures all took turns roaring with hostility. There were now eight of them. Paris was relieved to see that they stopped at the water’s edge. Maybe they couldn’t swim? Then she wondered how they crossed the lake every night. She considered that maybe they took a boat, and it hadn’t arrived. Or maybe they’d forgotten how. Or maybe many died in the crossing. All of these were hope-riddled thoughts, and they were all wrong, she realized as the first of the orcs plunged his giant hairy foot into the water.

      The orc screamed like the nuclear waste-filled water was burning him. His eyes bulged, and he beat his chest like he was offended by the water. He wasn’t put off since he trudged in, submerging his body and heading in her direction, screaming as he moved.

      “Cool, cool, cool,” Paris said in a rush to herself, checking over her shoulder for the absent squirrel. “If you’re wondering, the orcs can survive being in the water.”

      “The water was probably responsible for mutating them,” Faraday called from the woods.

      Paris glanced back to see that two more monsters were now in the water. The first was now treading water and doing a very honest attempt at a dogpaddling in her direction, making impressive speed. “Oh, and they can swim too.”

      “I’m working on a solution for the water,” Faraday replied, seemingly off in thought.

      “I’m just going to fight a bunch of mutants while you play potions expert.”

      “As you would say, ‘cool, cool, cool,’” the squirrel replied.

      Paris turned back around, annoyed that Faraday was using her crutch phrases against her. The first orc was only fifteen feet away, and his friends had joined the swim party.

      “Okay, so no exploding attacks since I don’t want to get wet, but I have to keep orcs busy,” Paris muttered, pointing Amantis at the closest beast. He was sputtering water but not seeming to mind enough to drown. “That’s it. I’ll try sinking them.”

      She wracked her brain for the right spell. The words were on the tip of her tongue, so Paris did what she always did when she needed to ease tension in a stressful situation and think clearly. “Hey, orc, why did the hipster fall into the lake?”

      The monster, ten feet away now, and gurgling up slimy green water, roared. He clearly did not know the punchline.

      Paris grinned. “He went ice skating before it was cool!”

      Just like that, the spell to sink objects rose to the surface of her brain. She hastily whispered it as she pointed her wand at the orc. The spell hit him in the forehead, and he backed up a few inches, but nothing else happened. Paris worried that it hadn’t worked, then, like he was taking an elevator, the orc sank to the bottom of the lake.

      “Did you just tell an orc a joke?” Faraday called from the woods.

      “I told myself a joke,” Paris stated confidently as she pointed Amantis at the next closest orc. “Are you planning on fixing the water of the poisoned lake anytime soon?”

      “I’m working on it, but someone’s bad jokes are making me ill.”

      “Well, then plug your ears, because they keep me calm,” Paris fired back before shooting another sinking spell from her wand. “Hey, orc, are you a large concrete structure forming an artificial lake? Because dam…”

      Like the one before, the orc froze and then sank. The water rose up over his open eyes, and bubbles popped on the surface after he disappeared.

      “Oh, wow, you’ve graduated to dam jokes,” Faraday squeaked. “Or rather, you’ve regressed toward them.”

      “I happen to like dam jokes.” Paris laughed. “Maybe I could become a dam comedian telling jokes about lakes and whatnot. You can be a dam engineer and fix dam problems. I’ll tell your dam stories to audiences that may not care about dam things but find the whole dam situation endearing and damn funny.”

      “That last one didn’t work,” Faraday muttered, sounding distracted.

      “Well, I can’t always nail the dam punchline.” Paris pointed her wand at another orc, who was stuck in the mud. “The jokes help me to concentrate and use my magic efficiently.”

      “Just remember, you can’t exhaust your magic. We’re not sure how much more we have to do here,” Faraday warned from his hiding place in the forest.

      “Well, we have less than twelve hours until we have to return, and I have at least six more orcs to sink.” The rest entered the water and swam in her direction, their clawed hands reaching in her direction.

      “Try killing them with your jokes,” Faraday offered. “They make me want to die.”

      “Ha-ha,” Paris muttered with no inflection, scanning her brain for a different option that wouldn’t expend as much magic and wouldn’t splash nuclear waste on her from the lake. Nothing came to mind, so she resorted to what she knew. “Hey, Hemingway said I’m unaware that at night, I go on about Hobbits, rings, and orcs.”

      “Oh, no,” Faraday begged. “Please don’t!”

      “Yeah, I think I’m Tolkien in my sleep.”

      Faraday groaned, but the bad joke did the trick. Paris had an idea. It would still involve magic, but it would take out more orcs at once and use a lot less power than a sinking spell.

      Aiming her wand to the right of the orc on that side, Paris brought Amantis across the surface of the water as she sent the spell out. It hit all the orcs and they froze, rocked back, closed their eyes, and began snoring. They drowned in the toxic green water.

      Faraday ran out a second later, holding up the potion bottle that Paris had given him, but instead of green it was now purple. He had a victorious expression in his gaze but paused, looking at the water absent of attacking orcs only seconds prior. There were only ripples on the surface of the water where they’d disappeared.

      Cutting his eyes at her, he said, “Did you put the orcs to sleep?”

      She nodded proudly. “Yes, and note to self. Don’t sleepwalk when entrenched in water.”

      “Noted.” Faraday handed her the potion bottle. “Well, then it appears with no orcs left to fight, we can repair the water and hopefully that means no more monsters tomorrow.”
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      Year 1726, Canton, England, United Kingdom

      Holding up the potion bottle, Paris gave it a look of uncertainty. “Are you sure this is going to work?”

      “Um, let’s see,” Faraday began in an irritated voice. “I just rushed to create an antidote for a body of water I didn’t have time to properly evaluate, using zero tools because we’re in 1726 and the only things at my disposal were the local vegetation and an exploding potion. So, no. I’m not sure this is going to work.”

      Slowly, Paris peeled back, her chin to the side. “Wow, turn of the eighteenth century doesn’t look good on you, squirrel.”

      He crossed his tiny arms in front of his chest. “I miss technology. And bug spray. And food.”

      Paris nodded. “I’m hungry and tired too. I get it. Let’s try this, and if it doesn’t work—”

      “We blow up the lake and put poisoned lake water all over ourselves and turn into orcs,” he interrupted grumpily.

      Paris waved him away. “Okay, back up. I’ll use my softball arm to throw it as far as I can.”

      “It’s not going anywhere, then,” he muttered.

      “Wow, you’re in a super-bad mood,” Paris observed.

      “My tum-tum is growling, and I need a nap, and we have to fix the lake and get the lovers back together before we can leave.”

      Paris picked up the squirrel, realizing he could use a hug. “Hey, I get it, buddy. I do. And this is going to work because you’re Dr. Faraday and the smartest squirrel…no, the smartest being I know. And I know a lot of intelligent beings. Then we’ll go slap my father look-alike in the face and tell him to pack his bags and return the engagement ring, and the love story will have been rewritten, and we can go home.”

      “Okay, you’re going to throw the potion, right?” Faraday asked.

      Paris put the bottle to her mouth, pulled out the cork with her teeth, and spat it out. "Don’t worry. My throwing arm is great. I’ll get it into the center of the lake, so we’ll be safe even if it makes the water explode.”

      Faraday, who looked about to argue, didn’t have a chance because Paris threw the potion bottle at lightning speed, finally using her demon strength to launch an object properly. The problem was that she launch it too properly and it landed on the shores of the island, some twenty-five feet away.

      Faraday gave her an annoyed expression. “Great job, Babe Ruth.”
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      Year 1726, Canton, England, United Kingdom

      “Whoopsie,” Paris squeaked as the potion bottle came to rest inches from the lake water on the island, well out of their reach.

      “’Whoopsie?’” Faraday repeated angrily. “You just threw our one and only chance for fixing the lake and ridding Canton of monsters onto an island on the other side of some poisoned water, and you say, ‘whoopsie?’”

      Paris scrunched her face. “Big old whoopsie.”

      Faraday was hungry and tired, and the squirrel had forgotten that wind magic came to Paris easier than any other kind since magicians controlled that element. She decided not to rub his forgetfulness in his face. Instead, she lifted her finger in the direction of the bottle on the opposite shore and combed it through the air. The movement was followed by the slightest of winds, then a bigger one. The bottle moved an inch down the shore before it tumbled into the slimy green liquid, its contents running out.

      Paris stepped forward and looked at the glowing water. “How will we know if it works?”

      “Don’t try drinking it,” he offered.

      Paris pursed her lips. “I got it.”

      “Well, like I said, I’m not sure it will work,” he began. “I had to isolate the stable elements from the explosive potion, and—”

      Paris held up her hand to pause him. “I won’t tell more jokes, and you won’t tell me the how of what you did. Let’s just see if it works.”

      “I don’t think we’ll have to wait much longer,” Faraday got excited when the water touched by the potion bubbled. Then, like a pot of water boiling, the surface of the lake began to simmer and then really fizz, the whole thing looking like it might erupt immediately like a volcano.

      Paris backed up, thinking if needed they could take refuge in the shelter of the woods behind them. However, just before she was about to, the water settled just as fast as it had started to bubble. It went as placid as it was when she first found it. But instead of smelling rancid and looking green, it had cleared and had a fresh scent. And she could see all the way to the bottom, so clearly that she distinctly saw the bodies of the orcs floating in the lake.

      “Does that mean that it’s clean?” Paris asked.

      “I’d think so,” Faraday answered. “But if you lower me down, I’ll take a sample and check it.”

      Paris bent down, putting Faraday on the shore. He hopped over to the edge of the water, inspecting it. “It looks fine, but I’ll need something to get a deposit with.”

      Paris was about to find him something when three bells chimed from the village of Canton. She tensed and gave Faraday a look. “I think it’s story time…”
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      Present Day, Marriner S. Eccles Federal Reserve Board Building, Washington DC, United States

      “We don’t have to go into this giant boring-looking building, do we?” King Rudolf asked when he and Sherlock Holmes stepped out of the portal in Washington, DC.

      The detective looked at the large white stone building, which housed the main offices of the Board of Governors of the United States Federal Reserve System. That was where Sherlock believed they’d find the last string of sixteen digits, which would give them the rest of the code for Subfar’s vault.

      On the right side of the back of the one-dollar bill was a bald eagle, the national bird of the United States. It symbolized strength, independence, and peace. On the bill, the eagle held an olive branch with thirteen olives in one claw and thirteen arrows in the other. One was meant to represent peace and the other war.

      Whereas with the other two clues, Sherlock had been very careful, thinking of the most important painting of George Washington and taking a risk by going to the Egyptian pyramid based on the language on the bill. Here he’d just gone with his gut.

      Sherlock Holmes wasn’t one to trust his gut. He generally came to conclusions based on evidence and used clues to make decisions. But maybe King Rudolf’s whimsical “go with the flow and it will lead you to brilliance” strategy had rubbed off on him.

      Also, after considering the options, the bald eagle perched at the top of the Federal Reserve made the most sense for where Subfar would hide the last sixteen-digit number.

      “So now we just have to get up there and find out if this is the right place,” Sherlock stated. He placed his hands on his hips and peered at the large eagle statue at the entrance of the Eccles building.

      “If you stand on my shoulders, you might be able to scale it if you get finger- and footholds,” Rudolf offered.

      Sherlock shook his head. “We tried portaling up there and it didn’t work, which is what makes me think the code is hidden on the eagle statue.”

      “So, we have to climb.” Rudolf snapped his fingers and ropes and an automatic grappling hook appeared.

      “We?” Sherlock asked.

      “Well, when I get up there, do you think I’m going to be able to figure out the crossword puzzle Subfar has left for us?” Rudolf asked. He aimed the grappling hook, which was like a gun. “Or am I the muscle and you’re the brains in this scenario?”

      Sherlock wanted to believe he could remain on the ground, have Rudolf snap a picture with his phone and send it to him, but he knew it would be more complicated than that. It always was.

      Taking a step forward, Sherlock lowered his chin, resigning. “Fine. I’ll go with you. Just tell me what to do.”

      Rudolf turned around, offering his shoulders. “Hold on tight. I got this grappling hook from the Protector of Weapons, and it works great but fast. Well, as long as I hit the target in the right spot.”

      “What’s the right spot?” Sherlock asked as he put his arms around the king of the fae’s shoulders and held on.

      “The bald eagle on the top of the Federal Reserve.”

      “Of course,” Sherlock Holmes said just as the automatic grappling hook shot and instantly yanked them in the direction it landed.
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      Marriner S. Eccles Federal Reserve Board Building, Washington, DC, United States

      The ride to the top of the Federal Reserve Board Building, although not something that Sherlock Holmes ever wanted to do again, wasn’t so bad. It was fast and swift and King Rudolf seemed to know what he was doing and was sure-footed, catching the top of the building with his feet when they neared the statue, slowing the automatic grappling device.

      As soon as Sherlock deemed it safe, he pushed away from the fae and found his own feet on the roof of the building. The ride had been so fast, and everything had happened so quickly, that it was hard to believe that he was standing on the top of the marble building. Sherlock found himself chuckling as he stared out at Washington D.C. from the rooftop of the building.

      It seemed small in comparison to standing on the top of the Great Pyramid of Giza. He instantly wondered if this was what life with King Rudolf was like. One adventure after another where the next sort of paled in comparison to the last. It was mind-boggling and intriguing at the same time.

      “There are numbers, Detective!” King Rudolf declared. He’d run over to the statue to untangle the grappling hook, and he pointed at the base of the bird. “I’m afraid there is no puzzle to needle your brain. It seems Subfar laid them out plainly.”

      Sherlock’s eyes widened in alarm. “No, that sounds awful.”

      “Why?” Rudolf asked. He waved his hand dismissively. “I knew you’d want a challenge, but maybe an afternoon off will do you good.”

      Sherlock shook his head. “Subfar would never make it easy. If there’s no puzzle, then there’s another obstacle.”

      Rudolf scoffed. “It doesn’t always have to be difficult, Negative Nancy.” He pointed at the base of the statue. “Look, the sixteen numbers start at the front and snake around the four sides. We just record them or take a picture, and we’re golden. Then we have time to grab drinks and appies at Chili’s Bar and Grill. I say we get the southwest eggrolls unless you have a corn allergy. Then we’re not friends.”

      Sherlock stiffened, watching as Rudolf pulled out his phone to take a picture of the sixteen-digit number, but he knew in his gut that something was wrong. It wasn’t this easy. There was no way they could simply come up here and get the numbers to the complex code. But then again, this was coming from that gut feeling that he didn’t trust…

      And then the screech from the sky made them both look up and as the large bird dove straight for them, her talons extended and beak open and ferocious, Sherlock knew his instinct was right. There was no way this was going to be easy.
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      The Rooftop of the Marriner S. Eccles Federal Reserve Board Building, Washington DC, United States

      “The bald eagle has come alive!” Rudolf yelled, working quick to unfasten his grappling hook from the stone statue and fearfully looking over his shoulder.

      “It’s not an eagle,” Sherlock argued, darting behind the large statue and pulling the king with him to protect him from the attack. They both took momentary refuge back there as the large creature swooped over, having to take time to turn around due to its large wingspan before it could make another pass.

      “What is it?” Rudolf asked, looking up at the clear blue sky, waiting for the creature to fly by again.

      “It’s a harpy,” Sherlock Holmes stated, pretty sure he got an accurate reading on the Greek mythological creature.

      Rudolf grimaced in disgust. “You mean the gross half-human, half-birds who have horrid faces and a call that makes you want to scratch out your eyes? Have I mentioned that they’re ugly?”

      Sherlock shoved Rudolf down as the harpy soared overhead, screeching. Its claws clanged as it reached for them. “It’s worth mentioning that much like women, they get offended when they’re called names.”

      “Well, just calling her like I see her.” Rudolf hunched under Sherlock Holmes, which was very uncomfortable for both of them.

      The detective chanced a glance up at the large bird, which was the size of a full-grown woman and had a fifteen-foot wingspan. She also had jagged teeth and crazed eyes, and she looked like a woman scorned as she glared over her shoulder at them. She arced around and took another pass at the men.

      “She’s figuring out how to get to us,” Sherlock stated. “We have to get out of here or fight her.”

      Rudolf shook his head and pulled out his phone. “You never fight those ‘snatchers,’ as we called them back in the day. They always win because they’re cruel, vicious creatures meant to tear the insides out of good men, which we happen to be. Get out there and distract her while I get pictures of the numbers. Then we’ll jump and get appies at Chili’s Bar and Grill.”

      Sherlock’s eyes widened. “You want me to distract the harpy?”

      The king of the fae laughed as the harpy turned around, swift but not quick to change positions. He then held up his phone. “Or you, the old-fashioned detective, can take pictures with a modern camera. You tell me what you’re better suited to do.”

      Sherlock groaned as he stepped out away from the bald eagle statue into the open and dangerous territory, but also giving Rudolf the opportunity to get pictures of the numbers so they could complete the code.

      Out in the open area of the rooftop, the harpy spotted Sherlock. She homed in on him. Squawked like an excited and angry bird. And then she dove like a bullet.
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      The Rooftop of the Marriner S. Eccles Federal Reserve Board Building, Washington, DC, United States

      Sherlock Holmes was born alone, as we all are, even if born to well-meaning parents. He had never known companionship, not in the romantic sense. And for all his life, he’d only had the fleeting notion of a friendship with someone like Dr. Watson. But right then, staring into the eyes of the harpy about to tear him in two, Sherlock realized he had so much more to offer this world.

      He didn’t want to die. Not like this and not at all. He was promised few things in this world, but one was to last as long as he could, if and only if, he avoided danger.  That’s what Mama Jamba had given him. An eternal sentence on this planet if he didn’t meet an ill fate and continued to solve the world’s mysteries.

      Staring into the beady eyes of the eagle-like woman, Sherlock felt like his time was up. He couldn’t avoid this danger. Which meant his clock was about to run out.

      And yet, he wanted to remain on Earth. Stay solving mysteries. Stay on Mama Jamba’s planet. Stay helping the fairy godmothers. Remain helping Paris Beaufont. Remain at Little Pleasures Farmhouse in Colorado. And strangely enough, remain working with King Rudolf Sweetwater. But as the beaked woman squawked and flew straight for him, Sherlock didn’t know how to get out of this one.

      He always knew how to dart out of danger. But his job that day had been to be a distraction and he’d done that, so what now, he thought? Just like how he hadn’t known how to find the mysteries to solve over and over again, he didn’t know what came next.

      As the harpy zoomed for him, he thought of running, but that wouldn’t amount to anything. There was nowhere to go. He thought about jumping, but that would end more painfully than running. It was like when he’d entered this world. He was about to exit it and very much…alone.

      Sherlock sucked in a breath and resigned to his fate. He’d had a good run. The best. He’d enjoyed his time on Earth. Although he wished it could have been longer. Still, he gave a prayer of gratitude and closed his eyes as the harpy neared. She was so close now…

      Something hit him hard, but the flying bird woman wasn’t there yet, so it couldn’t be her. Whatever it was had assaulted him from the side. He’d clenched his eyes on impact but opened them to find he was in King Rudolf’s arms; the fae had used the automatic grappling hook to save them. They landed by a tree, and his feet touched the ground.

      Sherlock stumbled, then fell on the soft grass. He turned over and looked up at Rudolf, confused. The other man held up his phone and smiled. “I got the photos. You did an expert job of distracting that ugly bird so I could.”

      Sherlock continued to blink, confused.

      The king of the fae shook his head, also seeming perplexed by the detective’s expression. “You didn’t think I’d abandon you, right? I just needed you to momentarily distract that hawk woman. I hope you know you were never alone.”

      Sherlock gulped. Glanced around for the harpy, but the skies were clear. He nodded. “Yeah, not alone…”
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      Year 1726, Canton, England, United Kingdom

      Faraday sat on a nearby rock and put his chin on his fist, looking up at Paris expectantly. “I’m ready for the next part of the story.”

      She looked out to the lake that had been brewing with poison, ensuring that orcs weren’t about to charge out of it. Letting out a breath, she shrugged. “Yeah, I guess we’re safe to read the next part of the story.”

      Settling down on a neighboring rock, she pulled out the third and final scroll. “Isn’t it weird that we had to read the story in three parts instead of all at once? Why do you think that is?”

      “Tiffer is weird,” he stated.

      Paris smirked. “She is, but there has to a be a good reason. Remember, she said something about how if we knew the full story from the beginning, it would change how we fixed things. I wonder what we’ll learn about the ending that would affect what we did?”

      “We won’t learn anything with all that chatter.”

      Paris laughed. “You are hungry, aren’t you?”

      “And sleepy,” the squirrel added.

      Smiling understandingly, Paris turned her focus to the words on the scroll. “For a long time, the king and the queen stayed separated, distance preventing their union. It hurt them, but there was no remedy in sight. The queen’s busy kingdom soon became an empire that required her full attention, and the king’s family required his full attention. They insisted he not leave, even when he fell into a depression.”

      Faraday slumped lower, looking depressed himself. “This story is killing me.”

      “Bear with me, rodent,” Paris encouraged, smiling at him before returning her attention to the parchment. “The story has no happy ending. The queen couldn’t desert her kingdom, and the king refused to desert his family and land. He believed that without him, Canton would perish, although there was no proof of that.”

      “Oh, this isn’t sounding like the happy ending I want.” Faraday groaned.

      Paris’ eyes skipped ahead. Her heartbeat faster as she read the words. They were not something she could have ever comprehended. And yet, there they were, telling a story she would never have believed.

      Straightening, Paris snapped at the slumping squirrel. “Pay attention, Fare. This is about to get good, and we’re about to do something that’s off-script but has been written before.”

      He looked confused. “What are you talking about?”

      “Listen,” Paris insisted and started to read the last part of the story. “The king was paralyzed, unable to make a decision. With each day that he didn’t, he lost the queen a little more. He would have his family and his land, but the future he wanted would never happen. Then a visitor arrived and intervened, as they do in the world of fairy godmothers when love must be saved at all costs…”
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      Year 1726, King Alexander’s Castle, Canton, England, United Kingdom

      “Are you certain about this?” Faraday asked as he and Paris sat outside the king’s office in a private chamber, waiting to be greeted. He had just received the news that there would be no monsters that night. King Alexander would be very grateful to Paris, or rather Olivia Beaufont, for ridding his land of monsters, but that was not what she needed to talk to him about. That just set the stage for what would happen next.

      “I’m certain,” Paris insisted in a whisper, listening for the king’s approaching footsteps.

      “But in the original story, there were no monsters,” Faraday whispered back. He was under the table next to her, which was covered with drinks and food she couldn’t touch.

      “The king had to have listened to the fairy godmother who intervened, like the story says,” she urged. “So, we have an even better chance.”

      “But what if a fairy godmother is supposed to visit to help?” Faraday argued. “I don’t understand. All this wibbly-wobbly, timey-wimey stuff is getting to me.”

      Paris laughed, surprised it was the scientist squirrel who was confused. “It’s us, Faraday. We can ask Papa Creola about it—we have so much to ask him about—but I think we were the ones who got these two together originally, so we can do it again. I don’t understand how, but it could have only been us. And it’s us now.”

      “But how?” Faraday asked, flicking his tail.

      “The script said a fairy godmother dressed in black who brought a companion got the couple together,” Paris related, repeating what she’d read to him. “That’s me. That’s us. I’m supposed to say that one phrase, and it will spark something in the king. It will get him to see what he’s been too afraid to believe. Sometimes we just need a stranger to tell us to see good sense.”

      “Do you think it will work?” Faraday asked nervously.

      “It did before.”

      “But it might not now,” he argued. “The monsters might make him think he belongs here in Canton. His family might have said something to him that makes him not change his mind this time.”

      “Then he isn’t the man for our queen, and he doesn’t deserve her. She’ll find a better man,” Paris stated. “As a fairy godmother, I’ll see to it.”

      “But she’s your mother, and he’s your father.”

      “They look like them,” she countered. “Besides, that’s exactly why I think it will work. There’s no reality where my mother won’t end up with my father. I just know that.”

      Paris had no sooner finished speaking than King Alexander entered the room, looking around curiously and also full of gratitude.
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      Year 1726, King Alexander’s Castle, Canton, England, United Kingdom

      “Were you talking to someone?” King Alexander asked when he entered the chamber, looking around speculatively.

      "I was just…recounting the day’s events to myself,” Paris lied.

      “Well, I have much to thank you for on that account. You got rid of the monsters, which I was fearful would never happen. I owe you all the kingdom’s gold. I owe you everything!” He gave her a look of pure affection. “I don’t even know you, and I feel that you’ve saved my life.’’

      Paris felt close to her father right then and had to remind herself that this man wasn’t him. She had a job to do and couldn’t distract herself with sentiment, so she shook it off. “You owe me nothing.”

      “But there should be a price for your services,” the king stated, pouring himself a glass of wine. He checked hers and found it full, to his surprise. “Don’t you want something?”

      Paris nodded. Smiled. Lifted her chin and regarded the strong man before her. “I want you to hear my words and be open to them.”

      “Of course,” he stated, taking a drink. “If that’s your price for ridding a kingdom of monsters, I’ll pay it.”

      “I want you to be open to my words,” she repeated.

      He finished his wine and gazed at her. “What do you want to tell me?”

      “You were in love with Queen Seraphina—” she began, and he shook his head.

      “I am in love with her,” he corrected.

      “But you aren’t with her,” she stated.

      “It’s complicated,” he argued, looking away.

      “I rid your land of the monsters you were worried would harm her.”

      “But my land… My family… I don’t know how to give them up!”

      “No one said you had to.”

      “It’s harder than that,” he argued, then grabbed the decanter and poured another glass of wine. “That is what you wanted to tell me? That’s your price for ridding my land of monsters? Who do you work for? Is it the queen?”

      Paris shook her head. “Oh, no. I’m an alchemist. I just specialize in matters of the heart.”

      “But you got rid of monsters that killed my people.”

      “They were after your heart,” Paris stated firmly. “They were after your kingdom, which is where you’ve buried your heart so no one can have it.”

      “What do you want me to hear, Alchemist?” the king bellowed.

      Paris stood and looked into the eyes of the man who resembled her father. She adopted the boldest expression she had in her arsenal. “I just want you to hear my words. You can do what you will with them.”

      He faced her, unblinking. “Say them then, Alchemist.”

      She repeated words she’d recently learned, feeling they were perfect for this moment. Chosen for it. “To find your own sun, you have to leave the shade of the family tree.”

      Paris stepped back from the king. She saw the sober look in his eyes but knew it would take time for the words to settle in his heart. She and Faraday couldn’t wait. They had to return to their timeline. They had to hope the king made the right decision and went to his queen, creating the most inspiring love story of all time. They wouldn’t know if it had worked until they returned to their time.

      Paris strode out of the room without a word. Faraday scampered soundlessly beside her feet. When they were to the other side of the door and alone, Paris pulled the gold coin out of her pocket, turned it over, and spoke the word that would return them to where they belonged.

      She hoped the king found where he belonged.
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      Present Day, Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      Slowly, like waking from the strangest dream, Paris and Faraday found themselves in the Fantastical Armory, staring into the faces of Father Time and Mother Nature—who were regarding them with pure amusement.

      Shaking off the cobwebs of the past, Paris blinked. “Did we do it?”

      Before Mama Jamba or Papa Creola could answer, Paris knew they had. She remembered the story of King Alexander and Queen Seraphina like it was printed on her consciousness. The archetypal story was imprinted into history and created the foundation of love, commitment, and dedication.

      “He gave his kingdom to his sister,” Paris said in a hush, remembering what happened to King Alexander after they left him, although she wasn’t entirely sure how she knew. It seemed like she was recalling something she’d always known but had just remembered.

      “That’s right, my dear,” Mama Jamba agreed. Then she pointed at a tray of cheese, crackers, vegetables, and fruit on the table between the two large pink armchairs. “Here you are, Faraday. Help yourself since I know you’re starving.”

      “He’s hungry,” Papa Creola argued, leaning against the glass case of artifacts and relics in which Paris had recently found her silver locket.

      “He had a big job.” Mama Jamba watched the squirrel fondly as he jumped up on the chair and fixed himself a cracker with Havarti cheese and fresh dill and carrot slices.

      “Thanks, Mama.” Faraday looked as excited as if he had gotten a new gadget or scientific measuring device.

      “You fixed the timeline.” Papa Creola sounded relieved and very tired.

      “Yes, and you got rid of the monsters,” Mama Jamba added, smiling at Paris.

      “Which were how Tomár messed up history when he time traveled.” Paris had so many questions buzzing around in her brain, she didn’t know where to start. “He must have brought a chemical from the present to poison the lake.”

      Papa Creola didn’t appear convinced and chewed his lip. “Honestly, I’m not sure. I would have to see it.”

      “It wasn’t natural; I can tell you that,” Mama Jamba stated.

      “He time traveled three times, and I still don’t know what the third occasion was for,” Papa Creola imparted. “That’s worrisome because if we don’t know, something could be in the works, and we won’t see it until it hits us.”

      Mama Jamba grimaced. “Do you have to use such physically aggressive terms?”

      Paris giggled at the pair, who were always squabbling over little things even though they were the biggest entities. “Well, now that I’ve fixed history, I need to stop Tomár.”

      “Not quite yet, my dear,” Mama Jamba countered, leaning against the opposite glass case as Papa Creola and crossing her ultra-white Keds one over the other casually.

      “When?” Paris asked dryly.

      Papa Creola glanced at the ancient grandfather clock on the far wall at the front of the shop. “In six minutes.”

      Paris chuckled. “That was the amount of time before I was supposed to enter the Midnight Lunar Eclipse Candy Store with Sherlock Holmes.”

      “We like symmetry,” Mama Jamba told her in her sweet Southern accent.

      “So, Paris is supposed to go after Tomár in six minutes?” Faraday asked through a mouthful of crumbs.

      “I realize that it doesn’t give you much of a chance to rest up, dear.” Mama Jamba gave Paris a sympathetic look. “But when duty calls, we must rise to the occasion.”

      “Maybe you should grab something to eat,” Faraday offered, layering sharp cheddar cheese on a pepper cracker.

      “Strange as it seems, I’m not hungry. Must be the idea of my impending death after I kill Tomár,” Paris muttered. “Which I haven’t figured out how to do.”

      She gave Mama Jamba and Papa Creola a pleading look. “Can you tell me how to kill the ancient demon bent on taking love down with him?”

      “We can,” Mama Jamba chirped.

      “Will you?” Paris asked in an excited rush.

      “We can offer you two options,” Papa Creola began in a serious tone. “Either we can refill your reserves before your next mission, which will be daunting—”

      “And starts in six minutes,” Paris interrupted darkly.

      “Five,” Papa Creola corrected. “Your other option is that we give you a hint about how to stop Tomár.”

      “A hint?” Paris questioned. “That sounds like a bad deal for me.”

      “It is, dear,” Mama Jamba agreed. “If I may suggest, energy is paramount when it comes to battles. It’s much better than having a tiny tidbit of information that may or may not come in handy.”

      “Fine.” Paris sighed. “Power me up.”

      Papa Creola shook his head. “Not quite yet.”

      “Paris is getting a recharge from Mother Nature herself.” Faraday sawed through a piece of cucumber like he was a woodchipper. “What do I get?”

      “Cheese and crackers, my dear,” the old woman stated. “You’ll stay behind, Faraday.”

      “So, I have to die alone?” Paris asked.

      “You’ve never been alone for a second of your life,” Mama Jamba corrected.

      That didn’t make Paris feel better about her coming death. She was trying to make light of all this, as she often did, but in the pit of her stomach, she felt a raw ache.

      “You have four more minutes and a lot more questions,” Papa Creola said, looking at the clock again. “I suggest you make the most of it.”

      “Okay,” Paris began, drawing out the word. “So, the king did give up his land, based on what I said to him in the 1700s?”

      Mama Jamba pointed at Paris’ chest. “Just like your heart-shaped locket on your necklace says, ‘You have to keep breaking your heart until it opens.’”

      Paris’ hand instinctively went to where the necklace was hidden under her shirt and cold against her skin. “He’d broken his heart by not being with the queen, and that’s when he realized how much she meant to him.”

      “You got him to see that,” Mama Jamba offered. “When you told him that he wouldn’t find his own sunshine hiding under the family tree, he realized he would never have it all unless he unburied his heart and planted it somewhere it could grow.”

      “Such poetry,” Papa muttered dryly and definitely not impressed.

      “So, it was me, then? I was the one who encouraged King Alexander to leave his land in the original history and in this one? The story Tiffer gave me said something to that effect.”

      “Time is strange in the way it works,” Papa Creola stated. “Things in the future affect the past and vice versa. It’s an organic construct, always shifting and growing. It’s hard to answer that question without—”

      “The answer is yes, my dear,” Mama Jamba interrupted, cutting her eyes at Papa Creola before returning her gaze to Paris. “You were always destined to go into the past and get those two together. It just so happens that it wasn’t on your mission radar for quite some time, but Tomár sped up the timeline when he changed history.”

      “So, in the future, during my time working for FGA, I would have gotten a case where I needed to get those two together?” Paris asked, her head hurting from the complexity of it all.

      “Yes,” Mama Jamba answered simply.

      “And you allowed that?” Paris asked Papa Creola.

      “It’s complicated,” he grumbled.

      “Then Tomár split them up with the monsters,” Paris said mostly to herself, working it out. “So, I’m still the one who got them together…”

      “It’s complicated,” Papa Creola repeated.

      “Fascinating,” Faraday remarked, sitting back, appearing happily full.

      “Well, this is hopeful,” Paris said with a smile. “If in the future I get a special case where I’m supposed to get the king and queen together, that means I don’t die taking Tomár down.”

      “But everything shifted when Tomár changed history,” Papa Creola argued. “And you’ve already matched those two, creating a foundational story of love, so we don’t need you to stick around to do it again.”

      The grin on her face fell away. “Oh, well…”

      “We, of course want you to, my dear,” Mama Jamba added thoughtfully. “But there’s much at stake and many factors we can’t account for.”

      “So, you don’t know if I’ll live or die trying to take Tomár down, then?”

      The gods exchanged knowing looks, then shrugged.

      Papa Creola glanced at the clock again. “You have two minutes.”

      “Okay,” Paris said in a rush. “Why did King Alexander and Queen Seraphina look like my parents?”

      Mama Jamba giggled. “Well, that was just a fun thing I did, but we knew it would help with your motivation.”

      “Then there’s the whole parallel worlds thing,” Papa Creola added.

      Faraday sat up. “Parallel worlds?”

      “It’s complicated,” Father Time repeated again.

      “Which is why I want to know more,” Faraday urged.

      “It’s this thing we did to have repeats in the timeline,” Papa Creola muttered dryly. “It makes it easier to keep up with certain things and also makes it so all people throughout history are even more connected.”

      “Think of it like past lives, but not really,” Mama Jamba offered.

      “So, the king and the queen were my mother and father?” Paris asked, confused.

      “I told you it was complicated,” Papa Creola stated. “It’s best if you don’t overly concern yourself with all of this just now.”

      “Because I’m about to die taking down a suicidal demon?” Paris asked.

      The sounds of running footsteps outside the shop interrupted them. The doors to the Fantastical Armory burst open. Standing there in the doorway were Liv Beaufont and Stefan Ludwig, appearing elated and slightly breathless, which hardly ever happened.

      Papa Creola studied the pair before glancing at Paris. “Because it’s time for you to go.”
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      Before Paris could say anything, her mother and father rushed into the shop. The halfling wasn’t sure she could say anything since her throat had closed up at the sight of the beautiful blonde warrior and the rugged demon hunter. Paris instantly felt sucked back to the kingdoms of Freewall and Canton, where the star-crossed lovers had been pulled apart by distance.

      Paris was suddenly grateful her parents were together and with her and rushing toward her with protective expressions.

      Then Liv was in front of Paris with an urgency in her eyes that made her pause. Stefan was also on edge as he looked his daughter over.

      “You made it back,” Liv said, eyeing her daughter. It was more a statement than a question as she looked her over. “And you have all of your body parts.”

      “All of them,” Papa Creola chimed in, crossing his arms in front of his chest.

      “And you fixed history!” Her father sounded impressed.

      “Of course, she did,” Mama Jamba cut in.

      Liv looked at Papa Creola, a challenging expression on her face. “You knew she had to be the one to fix those events in history, didn’t you?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “When do the Beaufonts get a day off, old man?” Liv asked him.

      “When do you want one?” he countered.

      She scoffed. “That’s beside the point. You send me to get time traveling tokens and Paris to fix history and Stefan to fight demons and Sophia to do your bidding. When are you getting off your saggy old butt?”

      Mama Jamba snickered.

      Papa Creola didn’t appear offended. He shrugged. “Old butts can’t do much except supervise, so I send you all out there. Deal with it, or don’t, and let the world go to hell. Your call.”

      Liv narrowed her eyes at Father Time. “You know I have to fight for justice.”

      “I know,” he agreed complacently.

      “It’s amazing that you were able to mend history.” Stefan hugged Paris, but when he pulled away, there was a grave expression on his face. “You know Tomár will be madder than hell.”

      “Can a demon really be madder than hell?” Faraday questioned. “I mean, he’s already by definition that mad and burning up with—” The looks from everyone in the room cut off his speculation. He held up his paws and shrugged. “Just wondering…”

      Stefan glanced at his daughter. “I have a feeling Tomár will come after you. Three times, you’ve thwarted his efforts to bring love down and kill the planet. Demons hate being stopped and love revenge.”

      “Also, we’ve been informed that he knows it is you who must kill him,” Liv added, her voice tense. “A seer told him that only a halfling who shared his demon blood would be able to take him down. He’ll know it’s you.”

      Paris shook her head, her insides vibrating with fear and worries. “I still don’t know how to do it. What if this seer is wrong?”

      “She isn’t,” Mama Jamba imparted.

      Liv nodded, her brow furrowed as she stared at her daughter. “We learned about this from a spying brownie, but the good news is that the seer also told Tomár how you could survive bringing him down.”

      “She did?” Paris asked, hope flooding her chest.

      Her mother wasn’t as elated. “Apparently, what I learned was correct. There’s something in Tomár’s old home from when he was human.”

      All eyes turned to Mama Jamba, looking for her confirmation. The old woman shrugged noncommittally. “It’s true.”

      “So, we need to get to that home in Minorca,” Stefan urged.

      “You do, but you only have until Subner wakes up.” Papa Creola pointed at the door at the back, leading to the basement. “Then you’ll need to get out of here fast.”

      Stefan nodded. “Yes, we’ll be racing against Tomár, but hopefully, he’ll be slowed down because you fixed history. He’ll be enraged when he learns about that, which is about now since you’ve just returned from the past. When consumed by anger, a demon has to let out his hostility before he can portal to take the edge off. Otherwise, his travel can be thrown off.”

      Paris was fascinated by her father’s knowledge of demons. It made sense because her portal magic wasn’t as accurate if she was angry when traveling.

      “Aren’t demons angry all the time by nature?” Faraday asked. He was still perched on the pink armchair.

      Everyone gave him annoyed stares, no one in the mood for his speculations. He threw up his paws. “Oh, fine. I’ll quit with the intelligent observations.”

      Liv shot her daughter an amused yet stressed expression. “Your squirrel is very strange.”

      “Tell me about it.” Paris winked at Faraday, grateful that he was keeping her morale up. She wished he could accompany her on this next mission, but he was exhausted, and this seemed like something she needed to do on her own. She was heartened that there was something that could take the brunt of the energy when she killed Tomár, but she was also worried because she still didn’t know how to end the demon’s long life.

      “Okay, well, we don’t have much time,” Stefan said, backing toward the door.

      “Can you tell us what we’re looking for in Minorca?” Liv asked Mama Jamba.

      The old woman gave Paris a twinkling smile. “I would have given you a hint, but your daughter chose something else. She wants me to make her rested and fueled for the adventure instead of giving her information.”

      Liv widened her eyes at Paris. “You chose the equivalent of a nap and a snack instead of answers?”

      Paris lifted her chin and puffed out her chest. “It was a hint, and it might not do us any good. I need my strength to do whatever it is I have to do. I need my wits about me.”

      Stefan nodded. “I agree. You’re no good if you’re exhausted, even if you have what you need to survive.”

      “I will offer you something, dear Liv,” Mama Jamba said, giving the warrior for the House of Fourteen a meaningful expression. “When Paris soon demands something of you and Stefan, you will do it. You may question it once, as I know you will have to. I understand, but when your daughter makes an adamant request, I require that you do as she says.”

      Liv narrowed her eyes. “It doesn’t sound like I can argue with you, Mother Nature. You are the creator of all.”

      “You can try,” the woman said, then turned her attention to Paris. “As for you, I’ll make good on my promise.” Mama Jamba kissed her hand and blew it at Paris.

      Instantly, she felt like she’d slept for a full day, but not in the groggy sense. Her belly felt full, but not in the sluggish sense. Her mind was sharp, and her body ready. Paris felt absolutely ready for the adventure to come suddenly. She didn’t know what she was looking for to survive killing Tomár. She didn’t know how to end the demon. But she felt confident that she had what it took to do it, if all else aligned.

      A banging started on the back door leading to the basement. Papa Creola glanced in that direction and smirked. “Subner is awake, which means it’s time for you to go, Paris. I hope this isn’t the last time I’ll be seeing you, but only time will tell.”
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      Outside Perimeter of Fort Knox, Kentucky, United States

      “But I want to break into Fort Knox,” King Rudolf Sweetwater complained, dragging his feet as they strode up to the first guard station outside the steel fence that surrounded the high-level security building.

      Sherlock Holmes shook his head at the man who was acting like a child. “It’s simply not necessary and definitely not worth the risk.”

      The detective, upon doing research and making some inquiries, was informed that he had access to the forbidden place known as Fort Knox. Apparently, there was only one person allowed close to vault 1963 inside of the building made of concrete and lined with granite and reinforced by steel—Sherlock Holmes.

      “But the risk is what makes it worth it,” Rudolf argued.

      Sighing, Sherlock paused before the guard station. The armed soldiers were not unnerved by his approach since he had called ahead to let them know he was coming to open what was apparently “his vault.” He blinked impassively at Rudolf. “Between here and the front door to Fort Knox, there are land mines.”

      “Sounds like a fun guessing game and fancy footwork,” Rudolf replied excitedly.

      Sherlock pointed at the electric fence in front of them. “That has enough voltage to power a small city.”

      “I’ve been struck by lightning three times. Best experiences of my life,” the fae countered.

      Sherlock growled with annoyance. “There are snipers all around this property, machine guns on the roof, and portaling doesn’t work. You can’t break into Fort Knox.”

      “Is that a challenge?” Rudolf questioned.

      “Fine. You can, but you shouldn’t.”

      “But it will be our last big adventure together since after this, you’ll go back to being a solo sleuth and solving small-town mysteries, and I’ll have to go back to leading a race of gorgeous people who don’t really need me because they are mostly too dumb to do anything but get drunk and make daisy chains.”

      Sherlock tilted his head to the side. “You get drunk and make daisy chains, and you’re not dumb. However, that’s a new observation, tested over several experiences.”

      “Can’t you see? I’m a rare exception, the only fae with a brain?”

      The detective offered him sympathy, which was rare. “Don’t worry. This won’t be our last case together. I’m not going back to working on small-town mysteries alone.”

      Rudolf looked up, his face bright with hope. “You’re not?”

      Sherlock shook his head. “I don’t know what the next case will be, but I’d like to keep working them with you if you’ll have me.”

      “Are you serious?” Rudolf asked. “Of course! I mean, your slow, methodical ways and taking hours to figure things out is sometimes boring, but it also reminds me to pace myself. Not everyone has my genius, so I can’t take it for granted. Watching you painstakingly exhaust yourself to figure out simple things humbles me.”

      “And here I am, asking to work with this man,” Sherlock muttered, looking into the cloud-filled sky.

      “I’m honored, and I’ll definitely think about the request.” Rudolf winked. “Okay, I’ve decided, and the answer is one thousand percent yes.”

      Sherlock just nodded, offering a light expression in return. He wasn’t going to admit it, but he had grown fond of the fae. He was strangely brilliant one minute and as brainless as a scarecrow the next. But he did for Sherlock what Watson had, and that was help unlock his genius. The detective felt more adept at mystery challenges when working with Rudolf. He didn’t know what case they’d find themselves on next, but mysteries had a way of finding Sherlock Holmes.

      Extending a gloved hand, Sherlock said, “Well, then I look forward to working the next case with you. For now, I’ll leave you here since I’m the only one granted access to the vault area inside Fort Knox.”

      “Fine.” Rudolf grinned, appearing relieved that they hadn’t worked their last case. He took the detective’s hand and wrung it eagerly. “Enjoy your time inside the coolest place ever and having just strode in there like a loser.”

      Sherlock nodded, not at all offended. “I shall, and it will be nice not to be riddled with bullet holes.”
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      Outside Vault 1963, Fort Knox, Kentucky, United States

      Being cleared through the high-level security of Fort Knox was quite the ordeal and took much longer than Sherlock would have envisioned. He had to go to several lengths to prove his true identity, including being fingerprinted, having a full-body scan and three proofs of identification.

      It was strange that he was the only person who could access vault 1963, but no stranger than the fact that a man he’d never met had elected him as the only one to find him. Sherlock had heard about the arrangement years ago when it had been made. He’d been sent a small handwritten note from Subfar that said:

      If any shall ever desire to find me, first they must find you. My whereabouts will be your mystery to solve, but only for someone deserving. –Subfar, Protector of Wealth.

      Paris Beaufont was definitely deserving. Sherlock was more than sure of that. Hers was a noble cause. She wanted to find the Protector of Wealth to secure funding for a dying corporation dedicated to protecting and creating love. A corporation that had gone through much turmoil and been nearly spoiled by the greed and hatred of bad leadership. Sherlock hoped Paris saved FGA, but he knew she couldn’t do that without help. Unfortunately, that meant money.

      Four guards showed Sherlock to the vault, then took their leave, explaining that he’d exit via the secure hallway. Alone and feeling like a great case was about to be over, Sherlock took a moment to reflect. He always went into one of these contemplative states when a case was about to end. It was like he was mourning a loss, although it should have been a celebration of a victory.

      But Sherlock Holmes truly didn’t know who he was when he wasn’t solving mysteries. The worst times were the moments between cases before he felt he was of no use to the world. He knew that after he released Subfar and before he found the next big mystery to solve, he’d feel that emptiness.

      Staring at the large round steel door to the vault, Sherlock prepared himself to put in the forty-eight-digit code to release Subfar. He only had one chance to get the code right, but he knew it was correct. Sherlock Holmes didn’t make mistakes. He’d found the numbers, double-checked them, and knew the right order to put them into the keypad.

      Standing back, he took in the huge door full of intricate mechanisms and marveled at its ingenuity. It would have been nice to appreciate this alongside someone. He had a particular person in mind, but it felt weird to think about it. To know that in a short period of time, the fae had become dear to him.

      “Are you going to put in the code, or shall I?” King Rudolf asked, appearing suddenly beside Sherlock.
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      Outside Vault 1963, Fort Knox, Kentucky, United States

      The detective nearly jumped out of his skin with surprise. He spun, wondering if he was truly losing his mind. However, standing beside him, as solid as ever, was none other than the king of the fae.

      Spinning in a full circle, Sherlock Holmes took in the hallway. They were alone, but security cameras and various technologies meant to trap trespassers ran the length of the corridor.

      Making a full rotation, Sherlock took in the delighted look on Rudolf’s face. “How did you get in here? Someone will see you. You’re going to get shot.”

      “I used magic, and no, they won’t because I’m still using magic to fool the security systems. And I’d like to see them try,” Rudolf said, lengthening his arm and looking proud. “I’m invincible. And you didn’t think I could do it, but I snuck in here and no one but you can see or hear me. Oh, and I am actually bulletproof, but only until my deodorant wears off.” He sniffed under his armpit. “That shouldn’t be for a while. I smell like roses.”

      Sherlock shook his head, shocked and utterly impressed by the man next to him. Magic was amazing, but to use it to do what Rudolf had, well that took a whole new level. Maybe the detective did have a lot to learn from the man before him.

      “Well, are we ready to unlock the vault and welcome the Protector of Wealth back into the world?” Rudolf asked, indicating the keypad.

      Sherlock nodded, stepping forward and preparing to put in the forty-eight-digit code. He only had one chance, so he had to get all the numbers right the first time and not misdial.

      Lifting his hand up to the keypad, he sucked in a breath.

      Rudolf began to hum a song as Sherlock put in the first few numbers, having memorized the code—his eidetic memory always aiding him. At first, the rhythm of the song was nice and relaxed Sherlock as he began putting in the long string of numbers.

      1, 7, 9, 6…

      Rudolf began to sing, and that was okay too, keeping Sherlock calm as he completed the important tasks. It was a song that the detective didn’t know, but that wasn’t saying much.

      “Jenny, I’ve got your number,” the king sang in a low voice, swaying slightly. “I need to make you mine…”

      Sherlock continued to input the code. 7, 3, 1, 2…

      “Jenny, don’t change your number,” Rudolf also continued to sing. “867-5309, 867-5309…”

      Halting, Sherlock glared at King Rudolf. “What are you doing?”

      “Singing,” he answered.

      “Why are you singing that song?”

      “Because it’s my favorite, and it helps me keep up the magical force field that protects me from being shot for trespassing in Fort Knox.”

      “Fine,” Sherlock replied, turning his attention back to putting in the code. 1, 1, 2, 3…

      “Jenny, I’ve got your number,” Rudolf continued to sing.

      Sherlock chuckled despite his annoyance. Rudolf was simply the biggest mystery he’d ever have to solve. The detective put in the last of the numbers as the king sang about some girl’s number. 1, 5, 2, 1…

      When the last digit had been entered, there was a hiss from the vault. A click. And then the door creaked open as Sherlock and Rudolf took a step back, making way for it to open and let out Subfar, the Protector of Wealth.
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      Vault 1963, Fort Knox, Kentucky, United States

      A shimmering brightness made Sherlock Holmes squint when the thick steel door to the vault opened. The detective knew Fort Knox held and protected the United States’ gold reserves. He just didn’t expect to find all the gold right there.

      At first, with his eyes adjusting to the golden light, he thought gold bars were stacked inside the huge vault. It wasn’t until Sherlock stepped in that he realized that spun gold was piled up and stacked to the ceiling. The millions of shimmering gold threads gave off a brightness unlike anything else.

      Standing in front of the gold was Subfar, wearing all black. He had a calculating look on his face. The man was the spitting image of Subner, with his stringy black hair and hooked nose. When the Protector of Weapons regenerated and changed into his current form as an elf, so had his brother, the Protector of Wealth. However, whereas Subner always appeared sour, the Subfar brandished a wicked grin. He looked like he was hiding a delicious secret.

      The strange man who had left clues for Sherlock to find him in the locked vault he had lived in for who knows how long was standing next to a large spinning wheel. That was apparently what Subfar had used to spin all the gold in the vault into thread. It was a strange sight to see, like something right out of Rumpelstiltskin and the character before him seemed very much like one from a fairytale as he hopped forward, holding out one arm and putting the other on his chest.

      “I am Subfar, the Protector of Wealth,” he announced proudly, then bowed. “You are the man who was given permission to find me if anyone was ever in need of my help and deemed worthy.”

      “A bit theatrical, isn’t he?” King Rudolf observed, seeming a bit reserved about the man they’d just met.

      “Indeed,” Sherlock replied.

      “Indeed what?” Subfar asked, standing and looking at him, confused.

      Sherlock realized Rudolf was telling the full truth and that the strong magic he was using prevented anyone but him from seeing or hearing him. He was the most powerful fae and his magic was simply astonishing. To cast a spell of that sort would take considerable power and focus.

      Sherlock stepped forward. “Indeed, I am Sherlock Holmes. I was sent to find you by a woman who is worthy of your help and needs to create wealth for an important cause.”

      “Yes, it would need to be a woman,” Subfar stated. “That is important, given what I require in payment for my services.”

      “Hey, now, buddy!” Rudolf yelled. “That’s my niece! You will not be requiring anything indecent from her.”

      Sherlock shot Rudolf a look that said, “Calm down,” then returned his attention to Subfar. “She is a fierce and honorable woman. I’m sure you two can figure out an arrangement.”

      Subfar tilted his head to the side, his jaw angular from that viewpoint. “And my brother, Subner? He will want to kill me. What shall this person do about that?”

      “She locked him up, so you’re safe for now,” Sherlock stated. “I’ll be taking you to her farm, where you’ll be protected until she can resolve the dispute between you and the Protector of Weapons.”

      “Very good,” Subfar stated, then held up a single finger. “One final question before I go with you, leaving my home of many years.”

      “Home?” Rudolf asked beside Sherlock. “Where did he, you know, sleep?”

      That was not the question in the detective’s mind, but he ignored the fae, glad Subfar didn’t know he was there. “What is your question?”

      “This woman who I’ve been liberated to help,” the Protector of Wealth began, tapping his fingertips together with a greedy look in his eyes. “Is she…of childbearing years?”

      That was such an odd question that it took Sherlock aback. Finally, he nodded. “Why, yes. Paris is young and healthy.”

      “Very good.” Subfar seemed giddy. “Then I shall help.”

      The elf strode out of the place in which he’d imprisoned himself for so long. Sherlock gave Rudolf a sideways look that said, “Let’s keep an eye on that guy.”

      Rudolf didn’t appear to be put off and shook his head. “Well, if this Rumpelstiltskin-like guy is looking to get Paris’ first born in exchange for her help, the joke will be on him because she can’t have children.”
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      Spanish Island of Minorca, Mediterranean Sea

      “One day, when you have your own children, then you’ll understand,” Liv said as they hiked through the forest and spotted the house belonging to Tomár when he was a human. One couldn’t miss it if they knew what they were looking for since it sat on the top of the highest part of the small island in the Mediterranean Sea known as El Toro. Of course, the house that belonged to the demon when he was a human and a magician went unnoticed by most because it was glamoured to blend into the mountain top, so it wasn’t disturbed.

      Paris bit her lip, thinking then wasn’t the right time to tell her parents, who were hiking beside her, that she was a mule and couldn’t have children. It was hard enough, watching the stress on her mother’s and father’s faces as they made their way up the hill to the house, which looked elegant and rustic and not like the home of the worst and oldest demon in the world.

      “I just don’t think you both should accompany me,” Paris argued. She had not gotten winded as they climbed. Her parents moved as quickly as she did, apparently fueled by motivation, although they both had enhanced strength like Paris. “You’re too important, and this is too dangerous. What if Tomár wipes us all out?”

      “If he kills you, I don’t want to live.” Liv’s voice cracked as she spoke.

      Stefan kept scanning the trees around them, on high alert. “Your mother’s right. More importantly, we stand a better chance of finding this artifact if we work together, and finding it is a must since we need that to absorb the blast Tomár will let off when he’s killed. That’s our only chance of saving you and defeating him.”

      “We need to do both,” Liv stated with conviction. She was also scanning the woods.

      “Don’t worry; he’s not here,” Stefan consoled his wife. “I would feel it if Tomár was here, and so would Paris.”

      “He has to show up soon,” Liv snapped, still searching the trees and the sandy beaches in the distance.

      “Unfortunately, I’m certain you’re right.” Stefan’s hand was on the hilt of the sword at his side, as was Liv’s. “He will come for the artifact too.”

      “Or he’ll show up because Paris is here, and she is the one who can kill him,” Liv stated.

      Stefan nodded. “I think he’s known for quite some time that she had the power to kill him. Reflecting back, I think he knew when I spoke to him in the forest.”

      “I still don’t get why it has to be me,” Paris pressed. Her hand was on Amantis.

      “I do,” her father stated. “My weapons couldn’t kill him because he’s too powerful. I kept looking for another way, a stronger spell or a different weapon. It makes sense now that it has to be someone who is the same yet the opposite of Tomár. Your demon blood gives you the power to attack him, as I’ve been able to do numerous times. Your fairy side can end him. Maybe it doesn’t make sense.”

      Liv offered her husband a reassuring smile. “It does. Only the opposite of something as evil as Tomár could take him down. Paris is good through and through but has the demon blood to give her the advantage and the strength a fairy doesn’t possess.”

      At the gate to the house, all three paused to check that the villa was abandoned. Liv went to work breaking the protective wards as Stefan scanned for traps.

      Paris consoled herself by looking at the tourists on the beach below, frolicking in the clear water. They seemed carefree and happy, not a fear in the world or a worry about their impending death.

      Still, Paris didn’t pity herself. She had been selected for an important task, ridding the world of a horrible monster. Some might bask in self-loathing, but Paris was honored, as she’d been since she learned she was the only halfling with demon blood. Her unique position might lead to her death, but she had never feared that in all her dangerous missions. Paris’ only fear was the destruction of love and therefore the beautiful planet under her feet.
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      El Toro Manor Grounds, Spanish Island of Minorca, Mediterranean Sea

      The small island of Minorca meant just that in Latin. It was located in the pristine waters of the Mediterranean Sea, where each year it welcomed visitors who wanted to bask in the Spanish sun.

      According to Paris’ parents, who had extensively researched the demon’s life, Tomár had moved to the island in the 1600s to get away from people. That was why the wealthy magician had created the white stucco and adobe brick house on the highest point on the sparsely inhabited island. The home was charming with its tile roof and large openings in the walls in place of windows.

      Having made a small fortune as a shady financier, the man who would soon become a demon had retired to the happy island of Minorca. He didn’t pick it because of the climate or positive vibes but rather because those who he’d cheated out of great sums of money couldn’t find him there. The recluse lived alone in the house, but one day, he ventured to the larger Balearic Island in the region, Mallorca, for supplies.

      On that trip, the man known as Tomár Vivar was bitten by a demon prowling the harbor. Knowing what he'd become and that he’d need to feast on emotions, he’d fled his home and the small island. A demon would suck a place the size of Minorca dry fast and could easily be tracked and killed by a demon hunter.

      Thanks to brave warriors for the House of Fourteen, demonism, a treacherous mutation of dark magic, never swept the Earth. It was also the reason most demons didn’t live long. However, Tomár, as when he was human, was able to avoid being caught and killed. He was now the oldest living demon. Ironically, that was what his surname meant, “alive.”

      “How long do you think it’s been since Tomár was here?” Liv asked Stefan as they studied the place for protective wards.

      “Maybe since he turned, which was three hundred and fifty years ago,” the demon hunter answered.

      “Wow, he’s that old?” Paris asked. “I feel kind of bad killing him, then. I mean, that’s like taking out a legend.”

      Her mother shot her a repressive look. “Demons aren’t legends. They are soul-sucking creatures who spread hatred as they leach love from the planet.”

      Paris gave a sickly laugh. “Making jokes in times of stress is how I cope.”

      “Whatever works for you, darling,” her father said sensitively. “And although it’s impressive that Tomár is so old, by demon standards, that also makes him very dangerous. The longer a demon survives, the greater its powers. To make things worse, he was cynical as a human, so he is even worse as a demon. When I talked to him in the woods, I learned he despises that Mama Jamba made humans flawed and thinks that there is no good here. He believes there are other worlds out there that are better, so he wants to destroy Earth so he can reincarnate on a better planet.”

      “Wow. That’s an advanced strategy to define one’s afterlife,” Paris remarked with a real laugh.

      He nodded. "Who knows what made him so cold to this world? I’m guessing it started well before he was turned into a demon. As a human, he was a crook who legitimized his crimes by saying the people deserved it.”

      “I got it,” Liv announced, pushing the front door of Tomár’s residence open. She looked over her shoulder at the pair. “I guess we are about to learn what made that demon so horrible even before he became true evil incarnate.”
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      El Toro Manor, Spanish Island of Minorca, Mediterranean Sea

      Paris thought that it was unlikely that all Tomár’s secrets for why he was so corrupt would be plastered across his old home or on display like at a museum exhibit. Although when she entered the place the demon once called home, she was surprised to find many personal effects that could tell the story of his life.

      It was like time traveling into the past as Paris stepped into the large, open house. She was amused by that notion since it was because of the demon that she’d recently time traveled.

      The terracotta tile floor showed the home’s age. It hadn’t seen visitors in a long time, so it was covered in a thick layer of dust and sand. The exposed wooden beams gave the old house character and contrasted with the white walls. The arched openings along one side of the house provided views of the Mediterranean Sea and the other island.

      A chandelier full of half-burned wax candles had provided light before there was electricity. A fireplace on the far side of the open living area had provided warmth, and the openings in the walls had provided air to cool the house in the summer months.

      “Okay, let’s spread out and search for the artifact,” Liv ordered. She started at a bookshelf next to the fireplace.

      “What are we looking for?” Paris asked. She didn’t move but rather tried to get a feel for the space. It didn’t seem like a place where a bad man who had become a demon would live.

      “I’m not sure,” Liv replied as she sorted through books. “No one could tell me when I was doing the research. I was only told that the way for you to survive ridding the world of Tomár is in this house."

      "In those exact words?” Paris questioned as her father searched the kitchen.

      Liv glanced up, then nodded. “Yes. Why?”

      Paris shrugged. “Just curious.”

      “I think it has to be something that was intensely important to Tomár when he was human,” Stefan offered, opening cabinets and checking their contents. “Liv, you think it’s a relic of some sort, right?”

      “Yes. From my research, a personal item can absorb someone’s energy,” Liv answered. “So, it stands to reason that if we find this object, it will absorb the brunt of Tomár’s powers when Paris kills him and keep her alive.”

      “And I should kill him by…doing what?” Paris asked. She hadn’t moved. She felt like she was still getting acquainted with the space, and it was better to study it from one place before moving off and searching.

      “Similar to how you took down the Deathly Shadow,” her father offered.

      Paris laughed. “I didn’t. It was Pickles who was in this locket who did that.” She pulled up the necklace that was hidden under her shirt, grateful to have the talisman, thinking it could be her good luck charm since she didn’t have Faraday there. She wished she did, or Pickles would also be nice, but he was meant to protect Uncle John as a mortal seven.

      “Well, actually that wonderful chimera helped,” Liv corrected. “But in the end, you were the one who contained the Deathly Shadow, and you did that by overpowering it and pulling on your demonism as well as your magician and fairy parts.”

      Paris nodded, remembering that battle when she had freed her parents from the other dimension, where they had been trapped for most of her life. “Yes, and I spoke a spell in a language I’d never heard, but I don’t know how I did it or knew it. It was similar to how I sealed the demigods back into the book Magical Creatures.”

      Stefan looked up from the cabinets he was searching. “You spoke the forbidden language of the demons in both instances. It’s very dangerous because it can burn a person alive. The words of the demon can corrupt someone. But your two different sides as a magician and fairy keep you balanced, although you should never use the language except on rare occasions, as you have.”

      “Yes, that’s what Paul the Great Librarian told me,” Paris related, remembering when she had to seal the demigods back away into the underworld where they belonged. “He said that demons are out of balance.”

      “They are totally evil,” Liv agreed.

      “They are,” Stefan added. “But what he means is that you have to do magic from your head and your heart. Otherwise, the spells either corrupt you or don’t work.”

      “So, do you think I’ll have to use the language of the demons to kill Tomár?” Paris asked. She still hadn’t moved, but she felt like she was doing something of great importance.

      “I’m not sure,” her father answered. “I think, like with the Deathly Shadow, you’ll know at the time. Your instincts will kick in. If you don’t know now, you will then, so try not to worry. Mama Jamba wouldn’t have helped this much if there wasn’t a way to kill him and keep you alive.”

      She sighed. “It’s hard to have faith that a way will present itself to me.”

      “That’s the way life works though, my love.” Her mother had checked the contents of the bookshelf and moved on to the knickknacks on the mantle over the fireplace. “We sometimes don’t know how we are going to do something, only that we will.”

      “With a language I speak but don’t understand.” Paris laughed.

      “It’s like the Founder’s language in the House of Fourteen,” Stefan related. “We don’t understand it as Warriors unless there’s something we need to understand. Language is powerful and can be overwhelming, so it stays hidden until certain messages need to be relayed.”

      When Paris had been in the House of Fourteen, she’d seen the symbols in the Founder’s language on the hallway walls. She hadn’t understood them but had been amazed, nonetheless. Only Warriors and councilors for the House of Fourteen could read the language, but they couldn’t always understand it. The hieroglyphs changed meaning or were dependent on context.

      “Have you found anything?” Liv called over her shoulder, not irritated that Paris hadn’t searched yet.

      Stefan opened a small cupboard and shook his head. “No, no skeletons in the closets.”

      Liv scoffed. “See where you get joking in stressful situations, Pare?”

      She laughed. “It calms my nerves.”

      “Mine too,” her father agreed.

      “Finding solutions calms mine,” her mother stated.

      The house had three connected living areas: a kitchen, a den, and a bedroom. Paris finally made her way to the bedroom. Something there had piqued her interest. When she entered the space, she felt like she’d been there before. She also felt like she wasn’t alone. She tensed, and a sharp prickle went down her spine. Her heart raced.

      Paris whipped her head to the side in the direction of the door. Her father bolted to a standing position. Her mother spun around, looking at the pair who had both tensed.

      “What is it?” Liv asked.

      “He’s here,” Stefan hissed. “Tomár is on the island.”
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      Tomár’s Bedroom, El Toro Manor, Spanish Island of Minorca, Mediterranean Sea

      Paris halted in the bedroom, feeling paralyzed even as her parents rushed in her direction. There was a modest bed in the corner. Opposite it was a small desk, and on the wall with the door was a dresser.

      “Tomár is on the island?” Liv questioned in an urgent rush. She drew her sword and ran over to the entrance to the bedroom where Paris was stationed. “Like where?”

      “He’s close,” Stefan stated, also drawing his sword. He sniffed the air. “A mile or so away.”

      Paris’ initial reaction to Tomár being nearby faded as quickly as it had hit her. A beautiful calm fell over her. She was moments from death, and she’d never felt more at peace for some very odd reason that wasn’t evident to her. Unsure why, she pulled out the chair at Tomár’s desk and took a seat. It felt like her desk, and the papers scattered across the top felt like documents she’d written. She suddenly seemed to be someone who had lived a very long time ago and had many regrets.

      “Paris, we have to go!” her mother exclaimed. She gawked at her daughter in disbelief as she fell into a meditative stance behind the old desk. “What are you doing?”

      As if she were in a trance, Paris placed her hands on the surface of the desk, which held scattered papers and books and an inkwell. “I’m figuring this out.”

      “We don’t have time,” Liv stated, looking between Stefan and her daughter. “We will have to figure out what the relic or artifact is another time.”

      “It’s here. I can find it,” Paris told her as she sifted through the content of the desk. She got flashes of memories that weren’t her own as she touched the papers. She closed her eyes and read the pages without seeing the words.

      Paris didn’t know how this was possible, but she knew deep down inside that Tomár and she were connected somehow and now she was using that connection to access his memories.

      In her hand was a letter addressed to his father. In it, he forgave the man, even after telling him he made Tomár into a monster. Made him into the criminal he had become because he was a bad man and all Tomár had ever known.

      Tomár had said he was going to try to make a new life by being good, even though he was so flawed at his core, born and raised by a corrupt man. The letter had been written the day before Tomár was turned into a demon and never sent.

      Paris understood. Tomár had had a horrible father who had made him into a copy of him, and when he had tried to change, the world had turned him into what he had been all the time—a demon.

      Of course, Tomár despised Mama Jamba for making humans flawed. He thought the flaws she had instilled had stolen his life, both as a human and as a demon. He’d been cursed to live a long life as what he’d tried to stop being, a monster.

      When Paris opened her eyes, and she realized something. It was another secret that she couldn’t tell her parents. One that was so very important and that she was bizarrely okay with—she’d die killing Tomár. There was simply no way around it at this point…

      “Stefan, we have to get her out of here,” Liv argued in a mad rush.

      “If she thinks she can find it, we have to let her try,” he countered, his tone calm. He trusted his daughter and believed in her.

      “But the object is untested,” Liv stated. “We need more time. This is too soon.”

      Paris knew she seemed crazy, sitting as she was at Tomár’s desk and brushing her hands over letters and pages of notes while her mother panicked. Nevertheless, Paris was calm. She was exactly where she needed to be.

      And what was stranger was that she was serenely calm, knowing what had just occurred to her. Paris suddenly knew that she was on the brink of her own death. She felt it. Felt it like she could the pages under her fingertips.

      She’d die taking Tomár down. They hadn’t found the relic because they weren’t supposed to. It wasn’t there. But coming to this place was how he’d find her. And she absolutely knew how she had to kill him now. The power in ending the demon was in this home where he’d locked himself away, hiding from his own demons.

      Suddenly being connected to Tomár, Paris knew who he was. It was as if he was her shadow self and that’s why she was the one elected to kill him. They were polar opposites. And because that was true, Paris knew his demons from his past. And she knew that he would be weak when he entered this house. It would return him to what he used to be and riddle him with regrets.

      The key to ending Tomár Vivar was to make him feel human again. After all this time, the only thing that could do that were the letters where he forgave his father and decided to be good. After he wrote those pages, he left his mortal dwelling and never returned since he became an immortal monster.
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      Tomár’s Bedroom, El Toro Manor, Spanish Island of Minorca, Mediterranean Sea

      Dying from the blast of energy the demon would release at the time of his own death seemed easy. What Paris had to do next was the hard part.

      Paris stood from the desk she now knew as if she’d spent hours there instead of minutes. She faced her parents and brought her eyes up to meet theirs.

      Her mother read the regret on her face and choked on a sob. “Pare? Did you find it? Do you know how to survive fighting Tomár?”

      She couldn’t tell them the truth, not if she needed them to leave, and they had to. Only one Beaufont could die that day, but if her mother and father stuck around, they would too. There would be no absorbing the blast. It would take Paris down; she knew that. It would also harm the island, but only for a few miles’ radius. Her parents were too important to this world to go down too.

      Paris shook her head.

      “Then we’ll leave before Tomár arrives.” Liv checked over her shoulder.

      Stefan was looking around like the door to the house was about to be broken down by the demon. He was still a little way off, but they didn’t have long, and Paris knew that. “We’ll keep searching, and when we have the relic, we’ll—”

      “I’m staying,” Paris interrupted her father.

      Both her parent’s mouths fell open in shock.

      “Pare, you’ll die if you face him without what we need,” Stefan argued.

      “It’s in here.” Paris indicated the room. “I don’t have to find it for it to save me.”

      “That’s too big a risk,” Liv stated through the tears ready to spill out of her eyes. She knew what was coming next.

      “I know things about Tomár that I didn’t moments ago.” Paris nodded at the papers. “I was chosen to fight him because we’re connected as opposites. He ran from his demons, but to stop him, I can’t run from mine. The only place to end him is here.” She pointed at the tile floor, meaning the house. “I have to do it in this place, and I need to do it now. If I run, I’ll lose the opportunity and the power since I’ll be just like him. I’m only strong enough to do this if I do everything the opposite of how he would. I’ve fought for love when he’s destroyed it. I’ve protected when he's harmed. I found my parents when he ran from his.”

      She choked on her tears. Liv’s spilled over and streamed down her cheeks. Her father pressed the back of his arm to his mouth, holding in his sobs.

      “If you’re staying, I am too,” Stefan gripped his sword with his other hand. “I am the demon hunter in this family.”

      Paris shook her head. “No, because I’m the one who is supposed to fight him and if there is a blast, then it can’t take us both.”

      “Then I’ll stay,” Liv stated. “Maybe I can absorb the blast.”

      Everyone was crying now. But Paris remained as calm as she could, shaking her head once more. “No, we don’t know that. And I won’t risk the world losing you two. We all don’t have to risk our lives here.”

      “But baby, we can’t risk you,” Liv cried, her face red, her eyes urgent. “Y-Y-You can’t do this.”

      Paris gulped and pushed down the pain. She willed her courage to the sticking point. “Mama Jamba said I would make a demand of you—”

      “No!” Liv yelled, her face covered with tears. “Not this! Not like this!”

      “Mommy, I have to do this…”

      “Not alone,” her father argued, his hand pressed to the side of his face and his eyes searching like he was hoping to find a new solution.

      “Daddy, you know there isn’t another way. Tomár must be stopped. I’m the one, and you both know that. Maybe there’s something in here that will save me, but I can’t run from this.”

      “Pare,” Liv cried, dropping her sword and rushing to grab her daughter’s hands. “Please don’t demand this of us.”

      Paris let out a breath, lifted her chin, and looked her parents in the eyes. “You have to leave right now. I want to see you portal away and know you’re safe. You must leave me to do this alone. I demand it of you.”

      Liv threw her arms around her daughter, her body heaving with tears. Her hands pressed so tightly into her that Paris thought she would crumble in her mother’s embrace, but she knew she couldn’t. Now more than ever, she had to be strong. She had to preserve the energy Mama Jamba had given her.

      Did the woman know today would be Paris’ last? Had that been why she wouldn’t let Faraday accompany her? She knew he wouldn’t leave her otherwise, and he’d die here if he came, but that squirrel was destined to do great things.

      When Paris felt stronger arms tighten around her, she knew that her father was hugging her and her mother. She sucked in their love the way a demon would, but she didn’t steal it. Rather, she multiplied it. Paris memorized her parents’ touch. Their love. Their strength.

      Then she disengaged from them. Time was crucial. Her parents had to get away, and they couldn’t know this was goodbye forever. They had to think it was only goodbye for now, although there was an element of uncertainty, but that was the life of a Beaufont. They took risks every day. It just so happened that Paris knew that she probably wouldn’t survive this one.

      “Are you sure about this?” Stefan asked. “We can all leave together now.”

      “I’m sure.” Her voice was clear and determined. “I can’t run. I have to face what’s coming.”

      Stefan nodded in resignation.

      Liv wiped the never-ending tears from her eyes. “I’m not listening to Mama—”

      “You have to,” Paris interrupted. “And you have to listen to me. I know you want to stay, or you want me to leave, but I need you to go. I have to do this. Trust me.”

      “But…”

      Stefan took his wife’s hand. “She has your instincts and your fire. You sacrificed yourself to save Papa Creola and this world and magic at one point. You can’t stop her from being you, Liv.”

      “But she’s my child!”

      “Which is why I’m going to fight to save this world by taking down that demon. I know this is hard, Mommy and Daddy, but believe me when I tell you this is the only way. I know it to be true.”

      Liv shut her eyes for a half-beat and let out a breath. When she opened her blue eyes, she nodded. “Okay. I believe you, and I believe in you. We’ll leave.”

      Paris opened a portal in the living room. The only way she’d know her parents were gone was if she created the portal. “Tomár is close. You need to go.”

      Liv nodded. Stefan too. They both reached out and took Paris’ separate hands and squeezed them individually, offering her one last look of affection.

      “We love you,” her father said.

      “I love you both,” Paris stated, holding in her tears.

      “Do what needs to be done and return to us,” her mother ordered, love overflowing in her eyes.

      Paris nodded. “Of course. Familia Est Sempiternum.”

      Liv mouthed the family motto as Stefan tugged her back and the two exited through the portal, leaving Paris alone to face what she believed to be her death.
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      Tomár’s Bedroom, El Toro Manor, Spanish Island of Minorca, Mediterranean Sea

      Paris still didn’t know the spell that would end the ancient demon, but she wasn’t afraid. Like her parents had advised, she had faith that the world would supply what she needed when she needed it. Still in the quiet of a seemingly stranger’s bedroom, Paris glanced around. She wasn’t searching for the relic or the artifact. At her core, she didn’t believe that there was one. Her mother had been told that there was something. Tomár had been told that. But it felt wrong to Paris, and she wasn’t sure why.

      The papers sitting on the desk felt like they’d been written recently instead of hundreds of years ago. Paris guessed that a strange magic had preserved them. Actually, something seemed to preserve the house and maybe because it was a part of what would be Tomár’s ending.

      Another thing that Paris knew instinctively was that the house was part of disabling the demon. Everyone had their weak spots, and this one would be his. He’d fled from this place, the one he’d created as a refuge from his old life. Returning would remind him that he was once human, and in that moment, Paris could then speak the spell that rid the world of the ancient demon.

      Rid the world… That phrase sparked something, but Paris wasn’t sure what. Liv had heard from Mama Jamba that the way to survive ridding the world of Tomár was n the place he lived. That meant there had to be something in here, but Paris was definitely missing something. Maybe it wasn’t a relic or an artifact. Maybe it was something much simpler…like something she needed to know.

      Paris darted back over to the desk, searching through the notes, but uncertain what she was looking for. She didn’t have much time, but she would use every second that she did to search, although it was hard when she didn’t know what she was looking for.

      The pages were filled with words to Tomár’s father. Words about forgiveness. Confessions. Regrets. Things that Paris didn’t know what to do with. She pulled out the desk drawer, frantically scanning her eyes over the contents—supplies and more loose pages, plus a few keepsakes: a ring, a brooch, and a stone. Tied around it was a note.

      With shaking hands, Paris pulled it free and read Tomár’s handwriting. He’d addressed it to himself.

      Kill your enemies, and it will destroy you. Forgive them, and it will free you. Stop their abuse, and it will save the future.”

      Paris brought her gaze up and she finally knew how to survive ridding the world of Tomár. It didn’t involve killing him at all.
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      Tomár’s Bedroom, El Toro Manor, Spanish Island of Minorca, Mediterranean Sea

      The idea of how to survive conquering the ancient demon had no sooner come to Paris than the demon stormed into the house he once called home. She felt him and the cold chill he brought with him first. Then she smelled him. And last, she caught sight of the giant red figure standing squarely in the middle of the living room.

      Thankfully, as she assumed, being in his old home had disoriented the demon. Although he’d thundered into the space, three-hundred and fifty years of reckoning was hitting him pretty hard, and the confusion of emotions was playing across Tomár’s face. That was good because it gave Paris the opportunity to assemble what she’d just realized.

      All along, her mother was looking for something to absorb the blast when Tomár was killed. That was based on what Mama Jamba had said about there being something to help Paris survive ridding the world of the demon. But she’d never said that he had to be killed.

      Glancing down at the written words in her hand, Paris actually smiled. How ironic that the demon’s words and advice to himself would be a part of his very own imprisonment. They had been looking for how to survive killing Tomár, but the key was to contain him.

      Paris felt for the heart-shaped locket around her neck and yanked hard, breaking the chain. Her mind played through the events that led her there. Mama Jamba had probably meant for her to find her old locket then. It was never supposed to remain in Paris’ possession, though. And if it hadn’t at one point contained a chimera for fifteen years, then Paris would doubt that it could hold a powerful demon, but she didn’t now. Much like the Deathly Shadow, Tomár had to be contained, not killed. And thankfully, she knew the spell to do it since she had used it once before.

      Stepping out of the bedroom, Paris commanded the demon’s attention, not an ounce of fear in her. Although the red-faced Tomár with large horns and glowing eyes appeared as afraid as a small child facing the monster of his past.
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      Main Room, El Toro Manor, Spanish Island of Minorca, Mediterranean Sea

      When Tomár stared at her, Paris didn’t see a soulless creature. She saw a bad man who had done horrible things because that’s how he’d been taught. And then he became a demon and did what monsters do.

      Just as Paris expected, being in this house was weakening Tomár. It wouldn’t last long. He’d recover. What fueled him was evilness, and there was no changing that. But destroying didn’t have to be Paris’ job. And she even began to feel the gratitude that she might survive this. But it wasn’t done yet.

      “Are you ready to kill me, knowing what it will do to you?” the demon asked, his voice deep and gravelly. And it was strange because there was no violence in his tone. There was no combativeness, although this man was her true enemy. But just as his words said, if you kill your enemies, you’ll destroy yourself. She had to forgive him. She had to protect the world from him.

      Clicking the latch on the locket, Paris opened it with one hand and pulled Amantis out with the other. This would require much more strength than what she’d done with the Deathly Shadow. That entity hadn’t been whole, but Tomár was. He was flesh and bone and full of power. But he could be contained, and Paris wouldn’t stop until he was imprisoned for all of eternity.

      The demon’s red glowing eyes shot to the open locket in her hand, confusion covering his face.

      “I’m ready to end your suffering,” Paris said, and before Tomár could figure out what she was doing, before he could stop her, before he could run, she spoke the forbidden language of the demons—reciting a spell she seemed to know by heart, but also using the prowess of her mind.

      The spell hit Tomár squarely in the chest, making him stagger back. He gripped his chest and looked at her with pained eyes, like she’d betrayed him.

      “W-W-What are you doing?”

      “I’m sentencing you to a lifetime of imprisonment.”

      “You’re supposed to kill me,” he growled and screamed, shoving back several more feet and slamming into the walls, making the house shake.

      Paris was suddenly rocketed off her feet, like the force hitting Tomár was also assaulting her. She sucked in a breath though, and continued the spell.

      Feeling unsteady on her feet but mustering strength from a place she didn’t know she had, Paris gripped the small heart-shaped silver locket in her hand.

      She held it out to the demon as he started to flicker like he was a digital image about to disappear. Paris didn’t know what happened next but was purely operating on instinct.

      She pulled on her demonism. On the part of her that was a magician. On her fairy half. Paris allowed them all to combine, and words she’d said a long time ago fell from her mouth, weaving a spell that she knew was breaking the demon in front of her. The forbidden language of the demons made her throat ache, her heart palpitate, and yet she continued to speak it.

      A scream shot from the demon as he crashed to his knees. His cries touched her ears, but they didn’t hurt, although she knew it was supposed to harm her. His pleas were meant to make her stop, but she wasn’t going to.

      The demon fell forward and banged his fist on the tiles of his home, cracking them. The floor shook, but Paris stayed standing, although she knew she was supposed to fall from the assault. These were Tomár’s last attempts, but she didn’t stop speaking the ancient spell she knew by heart.

      Hot winds shot through the open archways in the house. Outside, the sky turned a strange orange. The house rumbled like an earthquake was rocking the island.

      No matter what happened, Paris continued to recite the words that flowed from her consciousness, believing that she could do this. Believing in her mind, in her heart, in her soul.

      Little by little, the demon turned to vapors, like he was suddenly becoming a ghost. Paris didn’t lose her concentration, though. She poured her power into the spell as the creature full of evil seeped into the heart-shaped locket.

      The demon gathered like a red ghost in the necklace, accumulating with sounds of continued protest. Paris’ words were louder and drowned out Tomár’s screams. She wouldn’t allow him to win. She wouldn’t permit this creature to destroy the world she loved. Or to take her down with him. All she had to do was contain him.

      The skies outside the house were an extraterrestrial orange. It glowed so brightly that it began to hurt Paris’ eyes, but she didn’t blink. She didn’t stop. Her body ached everywhere. Her strength was quickly evaporating. But Paris continued speaking the forbidden language of the demons until Tomár was in the locket that had saved her life before and was once again her savior.

      She wasn’t sure how much time had passed. A day. Days. A year. Years. It could have been a century, given how parched and drained she felt, as if so much time had passed in an instant.

      Paris staggered when the locket snapped shut and locked. She’d contained the ancient demon. She’d done it.

      As the sun set over the ocean, turning the orange sky to a dark blue, Paris felt her first ray of hope in what seemed like a lifetime.

      She held the necklace to her heart, not fearing the demon who had wanted her to kill him. Paris understood Tomár better than anyone. As his opposite, she had to do the one thing he’d never do. She had to forgive her enemy, stop him, and keep him from hurting anyone else, but she didn’t have to kill him.

      Tomár knew that. His handwritten words had taught her, but the demon hadn’t followed his own advice. He hadn’t forgiven his father. He wasn’t going back to his old life. Knowing the demon as well as she now did and seeing his memories, she knew the truth.

      The day Tomár Vivar had written that letter to his father, he had set out to find a demon, wanting to become the evil he believed the world to be. He hadn’t gone for supplies. He wasn’t planning on changing. He had decided to take the path of evil, believing it was who he truly was. He believed the world to be a horrible place with no good in it.

      The day Tomár wrote that letter to his father, he had sought out a demon and begged it to turn him. It did, making the corrupt human a thing of nightmare. Ironically, now the demon who only wanted to die would forever be imprisoned in the fate he had sentenced himself to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      Paris’ mother had not released her since she’d showed up at the Fantastical Armory, carrying the vibrating locket containing the demon. Upon entering the shop, Liv had run to her daughter, nearly mowing her down like a linebacker. Paris’ father had cried happy tears at the sight of her. The pair had hugged their daughter over and over.

      As Paris explained what had happened, Liv kept her in close, her arm around her shoulders like she was afraid she would disappear if she let go.

      “I knew you’d figure it out,” Mama Jamba sang from her pink armchair.

      “Well, you could have just told us,” Liv muttered dryly.

      “Where’s the fun in that?” the old woman snapped.

      “Nowhere, I guess,” Liv replied. “But you had said that what Paris needed to survive ridding the world of the demon was in the house. So of course, most would think rid meant kill, and that was because of the blast of power discharged from him. Therefore, we were looking for a container.”

      “Paris already had a container,” Papa Creola pointed out, carefully laying the heart-shaped locket containing the demon into a case and shutting and locking it. That’s where the necklace would remain, safely kept locked away with the imprisoned demon for all the rest of time.

      “Again, all this confusion and problems related to semantics could be avoided if we improved communication a bit,” Liv muttered, but the relief she felt that Paris was safe was palpable.

      Stefan was also grinning widely, truly happy and relieved. “It was brilliant that you figured out that you were supposed to contain Tomár and not kill him.”

      “And brave that you were willing to sacrifice yourself to kill the demon, believing that’s what was going to happen,” Mama Jamba added casually.

      “You what?” Liv exclaimed. “You thought you were going to die?”

      “Well, I’d seen so much when I touched Tomár’s desk,” Paris explained. “I knew there wasn’t an artifact or anything like that.”

      “So, you sent us away and signed on for a death sentence?” Stefan asked, his smile gone.

      “Isn’t it cute when our children act exactly as we would have in the same situation, and we get mad at them?” Mama Jamba asked. “I’m always getting angry at you people for being bullheaded.”

      “Then I tell her, where do you think they get it from?” Papa Creola chimed in.

      Stefan shook his head. “It was very brave, Pare.”

      “I didn’t have a choice,” Paris stated. “But then I saw the note from Tomár, and it made me realize we’d gotten it wrong. The way to survive was in the demon’s house. His words sparked the idea, and being there weakened him enough that I could contain him. It’s amazing that it all happened the way it did.”

      “Life doesn’t have to be complicated,” Mama Jamba sat back in her pink armchair and put her feet up. “It’s we who make things difficult. Solutions are usually quite simple.”

      The banging on the basement door interrupted the conversation. Paris glanced at it and groaned. “I’ve got to deal with that whole Subfar and Subner situation.”

      “Yes, but it can wait a little while still,” Papa Creola answered. “And first, you’ve got to meet with the Protector of Wealth, and he won’t be ready to talk for a day or two.”

      “But you promise him whatever he wants for his help,” Mama Jamba advised. “Otherwise, I fear FGA will go bankrupt or worse.”

      “What’s worse?” Paris asked.

      Mama Jamba leveled her gaze at the agent. “It could be in the wrong hands.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Fiftieth Floor, Saint Valentine’s Office, Matters of the Heart, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      Although Paris had rested and refilled her reserves after containing Tomár, she still felt something akin to jetlag. She reasoned that understandably her time zones were off after everything. Honestly, she didn’t know what year it was.

      After reviewing the reports on a tablet, Saint Valentine set it down and stared across his desk at her. She was tired, but the leader of FGA appeared exhausted. The financial problems of the corporation had to be weighing on him. However, much more than that seemed to be making him appear sickly and more fragile than she’d ever seen him.

      “I have good and bad news,” he told her, folding his hands in front of his chest.

      “If I get a choice, I’ll take the good news first,” she teased. Usually, she met with Saint Valentine alongside her boss Barney Jasper, but for this meeting, it was just her.

      “Well, I like sandwiches, so how about since I have so much good news, I put it on either side of the bad news?”

      Paris chuckled. “I like it. Good news bread and bad news salami.”

      He laughed too. “I don’t much care for salami.”

      “As a vegetarian, me either,” she agreed with a wink.

      “The first set of good news is that the foundational love stories, thanks to you, have been restored. I really lucked out with you, Agent Beaufont. You have demon blood and the ability to time travel. In the past, it would have been hard to find the right person for a job like fixing history.”

      Paris blushed. “Well, I’m apparently an anomaly in good ways.”

      “The best ones.” He adjusted his ruby cufflinks, looking as sharp as ever, although he was tired and pale. “With the foundational love stories restored, the love meter is on the uptick, which is a relief. I think you’re getting a feel for how it fluctuates. We’re only concerned with big swings.”

      “I’m learning. If I obsessed over the changes with that meter, I would go mad.”

      He chuckled, nodding. “The bad news is that we’re never done fighting those who want to destroy love. As soon as we take down a demon like Tomár, there is another contender. No one has more enemies than love because at our core, humans both need it, and it threatens us. It makes us vulnerable. It makes us strong. It can make people powerful, and it can corrupt. Love is a drug. It is a currency. It is the most powerful source of magic on this planet and therefore always under attack.”

      Paris sighed. “So, we have a new enemy.”

      “An old one,” Saint Valentine corrected. “I became aware of him when I got news about history being fixed. I think he was behind Tomár’s adventures, using the demon to do his bidding. With Tomár gone, he has taken the reins, and I think he’s positioned himself to be powerful when he does show his face.”

      Paris leaned toward Saint Valentine. “Who are you talking about?”

      “We knew Jackson Zelle wasn’t gone,” Saint Valentine replied heavily. “I’ve learned that he’s the founder and CEO of a brand-new corporation called Zelle Corp.”

      “What does it do?” Paris asked. This new information was challenging her already taxed brain.

      Saint Valentine shook his head. “I don’t know yet, which scares me. Like I said, it’s just popped up and is very secretive. I don’t trust Jackson. I once loved him like a son, but he was apparently always plotting to destroy FGA or at least financially take advantage of it using love, which is the same as destroying it. I know we are in a financial crisis, but for me, the bottom line in this company has little to do with money. If we aren’t promoting and fostering love, we might as well not exist.”

      “I’ve found the Protector of Wealth,” Paris stated with enthusiasm. “I think he’ll help us. I’ll get us out of debt, and I’ll get the board off your back. Things will recover.”

      Saint Valentine made to smile, but the worry was evident in his old eyes. “Thank you. If I have faith in anyone, it is you, my most trusted agent. However, I fear Jackson Zelle is up to something. Revenge seems in line with what I’ve learned about him since finding out his true identity, so be careful. He will blame you for his problems, although they were his own doing. He disappeared, so who knows what he’s like now?”

      “Thank you, sir. I’ll be careful, but I’m sure that he’s got bigger fish to fry if he’s running a brand-new corporation.”

      “Possibly,” Saint Valentine offered. “But in your new position, he might take an interest. You’ll be managing projects at high levels that will definitely get attention.”

      “My new position?” Paris asked, leaning forward even more and nearly falling off her chair.

      “Well, I’ve thought about this for a long time,” Saint Valentine steepled his fingers and pressed them to his lips. “And I’ve decided to promote you to a position we haven’t been able to fill for years.”

      “W-Wh-What?”

      He smiled. “I knew it was better to keep the position open rather than fill it with the wrong person. That would create more problems.”

      Paris knew what Saint Valentine was going to say, but she couldn’t believe it. “I’m promoting you to Director of the Advanced Love Branch. It’s quite possibly the most important part of FGA, but as you know from your time in the basement, it’s been abandoned. Fostered with the right management, it could make global changes that create everlasting and deep levels of love. But also, Advanced Love is responsible for the most important and meaningful relationships in the world. So small decisions can lead to devasting effects of the love meter.”

      Paris sat back. Gulped. Brought her gaze up to meet Saint Valentine’s. “Hence why the position has remained open for so long.”

      “Yes, but I believe you’re the right person for the job,” he said with a confident smile. “Just take time to ease into it.”

      Paris nodded, giddy with excitement and overwhelmed with responsibility. “Small decisions—big effects. I’ll ease…”

      “And you’ll do great,” Saint Valentine stated, looking out the bank of windows at New York City. “Many changes are on the horizon for FGA, and how we fare will depend on what we do next. I’m hopeful that together you and I and Mae Ling and Jasper can make the right moves to weather the storm that is no doubt coming.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Little Pleasures Farmhouse, Outskirts of Boulder, Colorado, United States

      “That’s so cool that you’re a director at FGA!” Faraday sang, sitting on the steps of the front porch of the farmhouse.

      Paris grinned, snapping a green pea and dropping it into the clean bowl. “Thanks. I mean, I have a lot of work to do with the department space and then there’s the whole not having any employees…”

      “You can start fresh, which is always good,” Sherlock Holmes said, rocking in the chair next to the pair stationed on the steps.

      “Yeah, I’m not going to think about it too much just yet,” Paris said, snapping another pea. It was a very calming task and satisfying. Uncle Clark would sauté the green peas for dinner that night.

      “And it’s pretty amazing that you and King Rudolf were able to crack the code and find Subfar,” Faraday said, flicking his tail.

      “It actually was much more of an experience than I bargained for,” Sherlock agreed, continuing to rock.

      “Oh, that’s funny. Bargained for when you were finding the Protector of Wealth,” Faraday chuckled.

      Paris glared at the squirrel. “That’s funny, but you never like my jokes.”

      “They aren’t really jokes,” he argued.

      Paris shook her head. “Fine. Well, speaking of Subfar, go and find him and tell him that dinner will be in an hour. All he does is wander around the farm…”

      Sherlock nodded. “He was locked up for a long time. I think he needs time to stretch his legs, and I’m sure he’s incubating on how to build wealth for you, or that’s the impression I get anyway.”

      Paris smiled, feeling hopeful about the situation. She glanced at Faraday. “Seriously though, go make yourself useful, squirrel. Go tell the strange elfish man that his dinner will be ready in a bit.”

      “Fine,” Faraday muttered, scurrying off and to the fields where Subfar had last been seen. He hadn’t said much to Paris since she’d returned, but like Sherlock said, he seemed to need some time to acclimate to the modern world. She had gotten him out of imprisonment at the same time that she’d locked Tomár away. Life had strange symmetry, she thought.

      “Subfar is going to want something from you for his services,” Sherlock Holmes said when Faraday had left.

      Paris nodded. “Yes, and Mama Jamba said I should promise him whatever he wants.”

      “About that,” Sherlock began, an edge to his voice. “I’m not sure you can give him what he wants…”

      “Oh?” Paris questioned, suddenly worrying, but catching sight of Hemingway, she smiled, waving him over from the fields where he appeared to be finishing his work for the day.

      “Well, I don’t know, actually,” Sherlock said, changing his tone. “But while we’re discussing fresh starts…”

      “Were we discussing fresh starts?” Paris asked, continuing to snap green beans.

      “With your new position at FGA,” Sherlock reminded.

      “Oh, right,” Paris said, watching as Hemingway made his way to her.

      “I was wondering…I mean, I was hoping…” Sherlock seemed to be having a hard time finding the right words, which was strange. However, she was pretty sure she knew what he was trying to say and could save him the awkwardness.

      “You’re done with the case I asked for your help with,” Paris said, pushing up to her feet and turning to the detective. “But I’m hoping that you stay for as long as you want. I’m not sure what mysteries you’ll find here, but I’ve always got missions and cases to solve. And now with the new position, well, I suspect that there will be work.”

      Sherlock wagered a small smile rocking back and forth. “I do believe the biggest mysteries have always been of the heart."

      "Then you'll stay?" Paris asked, making her way down the porch, but still talking to the great detective.

      “For as long as you’ll have me, Agent Beaufont.”

      Paris smiled at Sherlock. “Then go ahead and unpack fully because you’re always welcome here.” She winked at him before turning and striding for the man who looked to have worked all day and enjoyed every minute of it.

      Easily, Paris slid her arms around his shoulders and hugged him into her, enjoying his strong arms and smells and affection.

      “I hear we have something to celebrate,” Hemingway said, peeling back slightly and peering down at her.

      Paris chuckled. “I swear that squirrel has the biggest mouth on this farm.”

      He chuckled too. “And ironically the smallest.”

      “But yes,” she said, her arms still around the man she loved so much and enjoyed returning home to. “I’m the new Director of Advanced Love for FGA, which means I have bigger fish to fry than coming up with a collection of pickup lines.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you were excellent at that,” he said with a brilliant smile that made his blue eyes sparkle. “Give me one of these pickup lines.”

      Paris grinned, looking at him sideways. “Are you a time traveler?”

      He didn’t answer, simply waited for her reply.

      “Because I see you in my future,” she said with a laugh.

      Thankfully he chuckled. “Oh, that’s about as good as your jokes.”

      “Which are really good?” she asked, her chin low.

      Taking her by the hand, he tugged her toward the house. “They are part of what makes me love you.”

      “So does that mean they are good?” she asked again.

      He put his arm around her shoulder and pulled her in, kissing her cheek. “Paris Beaufont, every part of you is good.”

      Wrapping her arm around his back, she strode for the house that was full—and getting fuller. Sherlock Holmes would be staying permanently. Subfar, the Protector of Wealth, was now a new resident. And there was still so much more room for others. Little Pleasures farmhouse was like the heart—it could always expand for more love.

      Paris Beaufont planned to do that for the globe, creating places for love, spreading it all over the planet.
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JUNE 20, 2022

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for taking a chance on this new series. Thanks for buying and reviewing the books. Thanks for supporting LMBPN and for being awesome! If you’re reading this, you are definitely awesome!

      Let me tell you about how I time traveled recently, in real life. Like for reals, reals. I went into the past and then into the future. And then back into the past, wrote a book I’d seen in the future, and then I arrived to the present time to write this.

      But first… let me derail a bit… You all love when I do that, right?

      Dear reader, you know by now that I’m a Doctor Who fan. I’ve put so many references to that show in my books that they can’t go unnoticed. My boyfriend was a direct manifestation of David Tennant’s 10th Doctor. Seriously. He looks like a younger version of the actor, is also Scottish and they share the same maiden surname. So there!

      When we were in lockdown, Lydia and I took a large refrigerator box and made a TARDIS. I made her start watching the show with me when she was five years old. A bit too early for her fragile mind so then we took a year off and I was like, “Can you handle it now?!” She could and we love watching the show together.

      My first book universe was about a race of people who travel through space and time in their dreams. The main love interests was again modeled after David Tennant’s 10th Doctor. He was even a scientist and wore Converse shoes and used a sonic screwdriver type device. It’s called borrowing, people!

      I once was at a park and saw a car with the weeping angels bumper sticker and marched onto the playground and demanded to know who the vehicle belonged to. That person then became my best friend when she told me she was naming the child she was pregnant with Amelia Rose.

      You get the point. I’m obsessed with the show. When I was a kid, I used to lay on my mom’s bed at night and watch the original Doctor Who. Like Lydia, I was started young.

      So when it came to writing this book, which is all about time travel and rewriting history, I was excited. One might say I’d been preparing for it all my life. But the universe wanted to help me.

      Let me take you back a bit. Roughly 30 books ago, I was writing about Sophia and Lunis. That series is set in Scotland, before I met the Scotsman. It was writing that series that connected us and took me to that land and the rest, well is history.

      Things are about to get a whole lot more wibbly-wobbly, timey-wimey. Anyway, about two years ago, I’m doing some research and I “randomly” find this remote cave on an island off the coast of Scotland. The cave is called Fingals. The island is called Staffa. It became the setting for the dragonriders to meditate and become “one” with the Earth. It’s a real cave that is uninhabited with hexagonal basalt columns formed from the Ice Age. Totally looks manmade by weird Romans or something. So that became Falconer Cave in the book, sharing the name of the guy who I’d meet in Scotland one day.

      Fast forward to a month ago and the boyfriend, the Falconer, takes me on a trip to none other than the Isle of Staffa, the place with the meditative cave setting in the Sophia’s series.

      We had to take a ferry, a bus and another boat to get there, but when I stepped foot onto the Isle of Staffa, I felt like I’d been there before. I was speechless. If you know me, you know that’s rare. I entered Fingal’s cave and felt everything that I’d put into the books about how the dragonriders learned to be silent. But I wrote that two years ago... About a cave I'd only ever seen on the internet. And I nailed it! The emotions that I describe of what the cave does to you were spot on, but I didn’t experience them until last month. Are you following how weird that is?

      Oh! And there were puffins! Hundreds and hundreds of puffins. I just sat down on the top of this island in the middle of the ocean and the little birds came and sat all around me and chilled. I was like, “Hey puffins.” And because I’d found a bit of soul there on Staffa and like the dragonriders had become “one” with the Earth, the birds just looked at me and were like, “Hey…”

      It was one of the most spiritual experiences I’ve ever had. And right after that, I went to an abbey built in the 1300s! But that’s where I got the idea for a king and queen from different lands who would have to make a choice—and that was the idea for the book, a time travel adventure.

      So there you go! I time traveled. Sarah from two years ago felt like she’d been in that cave. And when I strolled through the tiny village of Iona, I really felt that I’d stepped back into the past. I could see people moving through the streets from the 1700’s, like in the book. I saw the castle with its queen and king, so much in love. I felt the way that back then, things were simpler and harder and it was a strange world with so much yet to evolve. It was magical. And I hope that I brought that magic to the book.

      I also stayed on the Island of Oban and there I got the idea for book 7. So the inspiration abounds. Imagination is a beautiful thing. But I didn’t imagine time traveling. That totally happened in a dream traveling kind of way. I’m not crazy! Mike! Tell the people I’m not crazy. Tell them! I time traveled!

      Ohhhh holy puffins! If I’m turning to Anderle to vouch for my sanity, I’ve lost it, haven’t I…
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            MICHAEL’S AUTHOR NOTES

          

          

      

    

    






JULY 7, 2022

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading this book and these author notes as well!

      I was speechless. If you know me, you know that’s rare.

      So, I should be the better man and say that Sarah is not mental.

      I should be…

      So, I’ve decided to talk (at first) about how Sarah was (no video proof, so think on that) speechless.

      Now, I have a good imagination. I’ve got the physical proof that I have a VERY good imagination. (You see where I’m going with this, right?)

      Yet I can’t imagine Sarah speechless.

      (And YEA! To the Scotsman for accomplishing that Olympic-level feat.)

      Sarah is like her daughter, just older. Her daughter is very inquisitive and full of energy.  Especially after my wife Judith and I plied her with sugar up to her ears and gave her back to her mom… Who probably was just as full of energy.

      Notice I didn’t say Sarah was TALLER than her daughter… just older.

      After the confusing author notes from Sarah…

      I decided there was no way I would top Sarah’s awesome author notes and timey-wimey shenanigans, so I can admit I didn’t try. I just pointed out that Sarah asked us to believe a lot of blarney within those author notes. Future Sarah? Past Sarah and a future Scotsman? Birds communing? Life-affirming cave experiences?

      I’m good with all of that. But she really stretched it with the speechless comment. She had me until that moment.

      Good try Noffke…good try.

      Talk to you in the next book!

      

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael

      

      

      If you want, I have a couple of short stories you can read that I am sharing from my STORIES with Michael Anderle newsletter here: (No requirement to sign up.)

       

      
        
        https://michael.beehiiv.com/
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      Sarah Noffke is a prolific USA Today Best-Selling Author, who writes YA and NA science fiction, fantasy, paranormal and urban fantasy. Most of her stories draw on her experiences living on the West Coast, growing up in Texas or traveling the world.

      Her passion for art, culture and literature drives her to create stories that are full of whimsey, humor and philosophy. Her books appeal to readers who enjoy an escape, a bit of magic mixed with science and the unexpected--like a dragon who tells bad jokes and has a video game addiction, but fights for justice.

      Noffke's books are top rated and best-sellers on Amazon. Her books are available in paperback, audio and in Spanish, Portuguese, German, Dutch and Italian.

      To stay up to date with Sarah, please visit her website and subscribe to her newsletter: www.sarahnoffke.com

      For a complete list of books by Sarah and a suggested reading order, please see: www.sarahnoffke.com/reading-guide/
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