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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Kang’s Market, Queens, New York City, New York, United States

      The smell of strange herbs and the putrid odor of dead creatures hanging from the ceiling of the old shop was enough to make Jackson Zelle turn around when he entered the exotic Chinese market. He swallowed down his disgust and reservations and thundered into the crowded shop full of strange medicinal concoctions and foods that no one should eat—yet they did.

      Dead skewered serpents lay on trays like perfectly good kabobs and sat on a table with other strange culinary ingredients. Alive animals rattled and barked and squawked in locked cages that lined the back wall of the shop which was full of magical ingredients and only appeared to those who knew about it on the crowded streets in Queens, New York.

      The worst part of the place was the smells. They weren’t natural, but that’s why Jackson Zelle was there—he needed to create something that was unusual. Something artificial. Something that destroyed nature.

      “I’m looking for Kang,” Jackson Zelle said to the woman with short black hair who was grinding a bright green paste with a pestle in a mortar.

      She didn’t look up from her work, but the bird sitting on her shoulder, which was the same color as the paste she was smashing, did. It squawked at him and then nodded to a door behind them. “In the back,” the bird yelled. “You go!”

      Jackson Zelle sighed deeply, shaking his head at the absurdity of the place.

      He might have sunk to his lowest place ever, but that only meant he was close to rising to his greatest heights. And he felt it in his bones. In his blood. In every part of his fairy being. Jackson Zelle now owned his own corporation, and they were making great strides.

      Recruitment for the technology company had been easy. All he had to do was steal the best candidates who applied for the IT and Operations Director position at FGA. They were now all working with him, with strict orders to never speak to anyone about how they were recruited or where they worked. No one knew what happened at Zelle Corp, and the longer that was the case, the better.

      Jackson Zelle needed time to get things into place. He needed time to take over the market slowly. And then by the time anyone at FGA or around the world or any magical governing organization noticed—it would be way too late. Zelle Corp would be too strong. They’d be unstoppable. They’d be running the world. And Jackson Zelle would be the most powerful and wealthiest man alive. But first, he needed to take care of an old debt. He needed to pay back the hometown where he came from. And make them all wish he’d never been born…there.

      The back of Kang’s Market was just as gross as the front—possibly worse. In the back of the crowded and musty shop, the worst the Chinese medicine and market had to offer could be found. Jackson Zelle got that some ingredients could turn regular mortals into magical beings, or at least give them magic. This was a place for dark magic that made mortals magical and made those with magic even more powerful.

      Although, Jackson Zelle got that there were a lot of medicinal benefits to eating the brains of an animal, why someone would stoop to that level, he didn’t understand.

      For the new CEO, it was simple: Get smarter than your competition. One did not have to resort to gross means to corner the market. Instead, they strategically took them down from the ankles, then the shins, then the knees, then the rest… There was more to it than that, of course. Like planning and research, and Jackson Zelle had done that.

      He threw down a pouch of powder and hardly looked at the man with all white hair that went down to his lower waist and receded at the hairline and had a long thin mustache. “I hear you can make that into something that will turn a water and food supply into something that invokes nihilism. Is that true?”

      The Chinese man didn’t look up from his work, creating some sort of chemical concoction, but the monkey stationed beside him did. The creature was apparently known as Pippen, according to what Jackson Zelle had learned about the shop and the potion expert was Kang. The monkey was a capuchin with white fur at the front and black covering most of its body. Its long tail flickered around its body as it gave Jackson a skeptical look.

      The monkey opened the pouch and sniffed the contents before barking once at his master.

      The man, unhurried and staying focused, nodded. “I can.”

      “Will you?” Jackson Zelle asked simply.

      “What else will you require?” the man asked. “There is always more than just creating potions of this magnitude. I’ve dealt with your type before.”

      Jackson Zelle resented the phrase “your type,” but he’d excuse it in this instance. He needed this man’s help. He’d recovered this ingredient from Tomár. The demon of all demons, now dead, had gotten it when time traveling into the past. It had been irradicated in the past since it was so powerful that when mixed with simple ingredients, it made a person nihilistic. Jackson Zelle needed it to make an entire town that way, which would require more creative planning.

      “I need you to spread it in the lakes and crops of a small town,” Jackson answered. “Infect the population and ensure they stay that way…”

      “Until?” Kang asked after seeming to consult with his monkey, who flickered her tail and made strange cooing noises. She was a small thing but very agile and smart.

      “Until the population is so destitute, there’s no way they can survive.”

      The old man glanced up at Jackson Zelle, arching a curious eyebrow. He then seemed even curiouser about the scars on his face from the plane crash he’d survived, but he shook this off.  “You must really hate this place if you want to destroy it so badly. On top of my price, which you’ll know by now, I’ll also require to know why you want this place destroyed.”

      Jackson Zelle nodded, unafraid to tell the man before him his reasons. He deserved so much and he wouldn’t be the type to talk. “It’s where I grew up. It’s the place that raised me up and then shut me and my mother down when we needed help the most. It’s a place known as Piney Woods Hills, and I want you to destroy it through the fish and crops. Make it so the town’s residents never know love again.”

      The old man smiled now, showing a mouthful of blackened and crooked teeth, the gesture not reaching his eyes. “That’s a motivation I can get behind. And for Pippen and me, that is a mission we can complete rather easily.”

      “Then do it,” Jackson Zelle ordered, turning and heading out of the back room, disgusted by it. “And don’t stop until every sad soul in that god-forbidden town is so low that they’ll never recover. I never want them to know happiness ever again.”
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      Little Pleasures Farmhouse, Outskirts of Boulder, Colorado, United States

      “I just want to see you happy,” Paris implored. She was picking up dirty dishes and bustling behind her Uncle Clark as he made to clear the Little Pleasures Restaurant dining room.

      He paused, holding his own pile of dirty dishes, and sighed. “Then stop helping. Stop with doing dishes. Stop with trying to manage the restaurant. Stop with trying to make me happy. You’ve already got a full-time job. Actually, as of recently, you’ve got a high-level position at FGA and shouldn’t be worrying about anything to do with me.”

      Paris sighed too and didn’t put down the dishes in her hands but instead added more to the mix. “But you’ve got a full-time job as a Councilor for the House of Fourteen. And then you’re the chef here at Little Pleasures Restaurant. And why are you busing tables? Don’t we have someone for that?”

      “Because people don’t want to work,” he answered, shaking his head. “And I like to work. I’d rather stay busy.”

      “That’s fine,” Paris said, bustling to the back with her uncle whose light-colored hair was pushed back impeccably as it always was and he wore a suit below his apron as if he had an important business meeting after prepping the kitchen for that night’s dinner service. Ironically, he did have both. "But you could be busy with someone who made you happy. All you do is work.”

      “All you do is work,” he countered.

      “I work hard and play hard,” she argued. “I have Hemmingway. And you have…well, I hear you and Sherlock, Faraday, and Subfar play a mean game of bridge at night.”

      “I like bridge,” her uncle stated, sounding slightly offended.

      “I’m sure you do, but don’t you want something more? Like a companion or a friend or someone who you can share intimate moments with?”

      He set down a load of dishes and shook his head. “I hate to say this, but it’s none of your business.”

      “I hate to say this, but as a high-level agent for FGA and as the Director of the Advanced Love Branch, it’s totally my business. I have access to your entire romantic file.”

      He lowered his chin and gave her a stern look. “Don’t look at that.”

      “It’s tiny, and I haven’t,” she said.

      He gave a sigh of relief. “Pare, I don’t care about romance. It’s always more work than it’s worth. I have tried, and it never goes anywhere. I love my job as a Councilor. I love my family. I love magic. I love what you’ve done here. I love culinary expressions. I don’t really love romance.”

      “You said ‘really,’” Paris pointed out with a sly grin.

      He leaned against the counter in the kitchen seeming to acquiesce. “Fine, there’s been this woman at the House of Fourteen who I’ve had my eye on.”

      “Oh, for how long?” Paris asked, leaning forward and feeling like a girl at a slumber party trying to get her friend to relinquish all her secrets. “Do tell.”

      Clark sighed and cut his blue eyes at her—that trademark Beaufont blue that Paris shared. “Well, for roughly four or five years….”

      “Four or five years?” Paris exclaimed, getting the attention of the staff around them.

      Clark nodded shamefully. “I’ve tried talking to her, and she never cares to respond much. Always seems unresponsive to my small talk. Anyway, she’s pretty and smart and refined, and I like her, but I don’t know…”

      “Maybe small talk isn’t your thing,” Paris offered. “I mean, you’re not good at talking about the weather. Have you tried deep conversations? That seems more your style, Uncle Clark.”

      He chuckled. “I’m actually awful at small talk and always despise it, but I just don’t know what to say to her, so I always end up asking about the weather or something.” He seemed to have had a sudden realization. “You know, you’re actually really good at this match-making thing.”

      She laughed too. “Yeah, who would have thought?”

      “Maybe I could try finding out what she’s interested in and asking her about it,” he said, seeming to think. “She just seems so reluctant to accept the world of magic since being brought into it. She was raised by her aunt, who is a Mortal Seven for the House of Fourteen who she still lives with there. I’m sure entering our world has been strange.”

      Paris nodded. “I can relate.”

      He grinned. “I’m sure you can. Any advice?”

      She nodded again. “You were raised inside the House of Fourteen, but for one of us outsiders, it’s like entering Disney World and told it’s how things really are. It challenges everything. Try seeing things from her perspective. Try talking to her about normal things like Netflix or cooking or motor cross.”

      “Motor cross?” he questioned.

      Paris laughed. “Just don’t make it all big magical cases and strange spells. I’m sure as a mortal that only makes her feel even more like an outsider.”

      He seemed to consider this and then said, “You don’t think it’s weird that I fancy a mortal?”

      Paris shook her head at once. “Who your heart draws you to is not governed by the magical races. Love who you want without abandonment, and then you’ll find true freedom.”

      Clark pulled in a breath, seeming to really take in her words. Then he nodded. “Good advice. And on the topic of freedom, you might should go and talk to Subfar. He’s getting antsy and wants to leave the farmhouse but as you’ve dictated, he shouldn’t.”

      Paris glanced out the kitchen door with its window to the patio where the elf could be found sitting and contemplating, as he often did—not talking to her. “Yeah, Papa Creola had to let Subner out of the basement finally. He put protective wards on the farm so that Subner can’t get in here and murder his brother. I have that family drama to sort out first before Subfar can leave. Then that man can have the freedom he desires, and hopefully, we can have funding at FGA.”

      “Best of luck, niece,” Uncle Clark said, giving her a meaningful smile. “And thanks for the advice. I’ll take it to heart and let you know how it goes with Stacy Harkness, the mortal.”
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      Little Pleasures Farmhouse, Outskirts of Boulder, Colorado, United States

      Paris found Subfar sitting with Sherlock Holmes on the porch. The pair were staring at the corn field and mountains in the distance. She was amused by the notion that the great detective and the Protector of Wealth were in rocking chairs like a couple of old farmers.

      “You have a nice house and farm here,” Subfar offered her as she approached. “The restaurant brings in a fair amount of money, according to my records.”

      “What records?” Paris asked.

      He raised an eyebrow, looking exactly like his twin brother Subner with his long black hair and narrow elfish face. He tapped the side of his head. “I have access to all financial records.”

      Paris chuckled. “Of course you do. I should have guessed.”

      “So why do you need my help creating wealth if Little Pleasures does so well?” the elf asked.

      “Because I need a lot of it and a sustainable model that continues to generate income. That’s how I plan to save the FGA,” Paris explained, not having had much of an opportunity to talk to the man since he got there.

      Subfar lifted a newspaper. “I think I can help with that. I’ve been doing market research and have a few ideas.”

      “Great! I’m all ears.” Paris smiled.

      He shook his head. “I need to go out into the world to really do proper planning.”

      Her grin faded, but she should have seen that one coming. It couldn’t be that easy. It never was. “Okay, well, I’m working on that but I’ve got to resolve things with your brother first, so that he doesn’t hunt you down and kill you.”

      “That would be ideal,” Sherlock Holmes cut in.

      “Anything that you can offer to help me on that one?” Paris asked Subfar.

      He shrugged. “My time in solitude has helped, and I don’t plan to abuse my powers this time. The problem is that Subner holds grudges and probably won’t forgive the past. He seems to forget where we started and how much we were once bonded. It’s all work and no play with him, which was why I went off the deep end and started living so lavishly. The magic that bonds us together made me go to an extreme. Confinement has evened me out.”

      Paris combed her hands over her chin, thinking. “Okay, so we have to figure out how to get that grumpy old elf to forgive the past.”

      “Yes, but that won’t be easy,” Subfar imparted.

      “That’s fine. I plan on enlisting an expert on arbitration.”

      “Your Aunt Sophia and her dragon,” Sherlock Holmes guessed.

      Paris winked at him. “That’s exactly right.”

      “Okay well once you have Subner calmed down, then I’ll leave here and do research on a funding source for you.” Subfar tilted his head to the side, giving a cunning expression. “But there will be a price for my services.”

      Paris gawked at the man. “I’m resolving a long dispute between your brother and you so that he doesn’t murder you, and there’s still a price for your service? I’m giving you your freedom back.”

      “Which I’m much obliged for,” Subfar said. He was much more animated than his brother and definitely more pleasant to be around. “However, you are doing that to enable me to create a rich income stream that is ever flowing for your corporation. My price for that will be above and beyond your job of mediating my family affairs.”

      Paris sighed. “Fine, what’s your price?”

      The grin that spread on Subfar’s face was a bit unsettling. “When the time comes, I’ll disclose it.”

      Sherlock Holmes gave the other man a strange expression that looked halfway between suspicious and irritated.

      Paris had been told by Mama Jamba that whatever Subfar’s price, she had to give it to him. Therefore she simply nodded. “Okay, well that’s fine. You’ll get what you want. I mean, as long as it’s not my farm. I’m not sure that feels right.”

      “It won’t be this place,” Subfar replied. “It won’t be a place at all.”

      Paris glanced out at the cornfield, appreciating the way the stalks swayed in the wind. She sighed and turned back to the men just as Faraday hopped across the porch, ready for work.

      “Well, I’ll leave you two to it,” Paris said, waving the squirrel over. “We have to get to work.”

      “It’s your first day as Director of the Advanced Love Branch,” Sherlock Holmes stated.

      She nodded, hoping that her nervousness didn’t show. “Yes, indeed. Which means that it’s my first day on a job where I have no idea what I’m doing or with whom in a dark, haunted basement."

      "Well, if you have any mysteries, then you know who to call,” Sherlock Holmes offered, pulling out his old pipe and chewing on its end.

      “Ghost Busters?” Paris joked.

      No one laughed.

      “Sherlock Holmes,” Faraday offered, pointing up at the detective. “That’s who he means.”

      Paris nodded. “Yeah, I guessed as much. And I’ll let you know. I’m sure you’re antsy for a new mystery.”

      “I am,” he answered. “I don’t enjoy the idle time. Not when there are mysteries to solve.”

      “Don’t you have a radar that clues you into cases though?” Paris asked, thinking of how Sherlock Holmes knew to show up when there was a murder mystery.

      “I do,” he replied. “But I’ve decided that I want to work for you. I’ve deduced that the most interesting case opportunities will be connected to you in your role and with all that I’ve witnessed thus far in your presence.”

      “He’s saying that drama surrounds you,” Faraday teased her, flicking his tail.

      She nodded. “Accurate observation.” Paris strode back out toward the yard, walking backward as she waved at the two men. “Well, I’ll let you know when I need your help with a mystery, Sherlock. And stay put and out of trouble, Subfar. I’m off to direct the course of advanced love where any move I make could have huge ramifications.”

      “So no pressure, then, right? You don’t think you’re about to get yourself into trouble, do you?” Faraday asked, scurrying on the ground beside Paris as she created a portal to FGA.

      “As Sherlock mentioned, complex cases surround me,” Paris said as the bright blue portal shimmered in front of them. “I know exactly what I’m getting myself into with this new position. A whole lot of trouble.”
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      Fairy Grounds Coffee Shop, First Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      “What do you mean it’s cursed?” Paris asked, leaning across the table at the coffee shop, her eyes cutting back and forth between her two friends, Penny Pullman and Christine Welsh. She wished that Faraday was there to tell her that such superstitions as curses were bogus, but he was working a job for Dwyer first thing and would meet her there at the shoe shining station later.

      The fairy godmothers exchanged hesitant expressions. “I thought you knew,” Christine said in a hush. Around them, employees for FGA were bustling by, pretending not to be interested in Paris Beaufont sitting at Fairy Grounds Coffee Shop. The pixies who ran the establishment weren’t hiding their looks of disapproval as they flew by delivering bad cups of coffee. Paris would have preferred to meet with her friends anywhere else, but they had both begged to have breakfast there, craving the pistachio chocolate chip scones, which were this week’s special and wouldn’t be on the menu again for a while.

      The pixies, who apparently liked everyone and were loved by all, simply despised Paris. She told herself it was because of her demon blood, which she couldn’t control. However, she thought it was more likely because of her bad attitude, which she could control. It wasn’t her fault that the pixies couldn’t make a good cup of coffee to save their lives and weren’t open to input on how to improve.

      Penny nodded. “Yeah, it’s common knowledge that no one has lasted in the Director of Advanced Love position because it’s haunted. Something awful always happens to the person in the role. The last person apparently jumped off a skyscraper here in Manhattan. Another died of a sudden brain aneurysm. Then there was the one who—”

      “I’m good,” Paris said. “You don’t need to fill me in on the death history of my predecessors in this position. And I remember Dwyer telling me something similar about this when I first started at FGA, but I’m sure it’s a coincidence.”

      Christine didn’t at all look convinced. “I hear that the basement where Advanced Love is located is haunted by the previous directors.”

      Paris nodded to this. “As someone who has been dumped in the basement here at FGA several times, I can attest to that. It’s not a warm and welcoming place.”

      “But the elevator kept taking you there,” Penny argued. “I think that means that you’re the right person for this job.”

      “She’s perfect for it,” Christine argued. “I mean, who better for the role that influences the relationships that dictate a majority of the love meter than Paris?”

      Suddenly the halfling’s stomach ached with tension. She wanted to crawl into her bed at Little Pleasures farmhouse and pull the covers over her head. However, there was no getting out of what she had to face next—upper level management.

      “And don’t worry,” Penny said, patting Paris’ hand on the table. “You can trust us to handle the Practical Love and Refinement department.”

      Paris breathed out a sigh. “That is a relief. I’m hoping that Holly actually does work as the new manager for the Casual Romance department. I know how she’d rather do crunches and get eyelash extensions than do the job that she is paid for.”

      “You know that woman works smart rather than hard,” Christine offered.

      Penny nodded. “She seems like an airhead, but I secretly think she’s smarter than the rest of us.”

      The three women laughed.

      “And you’ll be great in your new role,” Christine offered. “Even if it is cursed, you’ll change that with your demon ways and kitten eating. No ghosts or whatever creature terrorizing the basement will want to mess with you. I heard you get a nose bleed if you’re down there for too long.”

      “That’s just nonsense,” Mae Ling interjected, appearing out of nowhere just behind the fairy godmothers. She looked as inconspicuous as ever in her usual all-black clothes, and short hair swept over one eye.

      All the women tensed, unused to seeing the previous head instructor at FGA and remembering her from their days at Happily Ever College.

      “Hey, Agent Ling,” Penny said, nearly stuttering.

      The small woman leaned in close to Paris. “The director position isn’t cursed. It’s hard. So often, difficult things with a track record of failures are seen as cursed. Talk to people who have been here for a long time. Maybe they’ll tell you the truth. Those who failed at your position didn’t have what it took. That’s why Saint Valentine was so wary of filling it before finding the right person. That’s you. But you’re going to have to believe it for that to be true.”

      Paris saw a seriousness in the wise woman’s eyes that couldn’t be ignored. And the way she held herself, so strong and self-assured made it so Paris didn’t know how to respond. Therefore she simply nodded. Gulped. And smiled slightly.

      There were a few people she could ask about the previous directors for the Advanced Love Branch who might be able to shine a light on her situation. Some might have valuable information. Some would know rumors. But if anyone could help build her confidence, it would be worth it.
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      Curry-Osities, Second Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      “What’s the special?” Holly asked the waitress who was serving them at Curry-Osities.

      "We have two today,” the woman began. “Slick-Me Chick-Pea, which makes you more polished in your appearance for up to twenty-four hours. It’s simmered in a tomato cream sauce with jasmine and garlic and finished with fresh coriander.”

      “Yum,” Isha said, rubbing her hands together and looking delighted on the other side of Paris.

      “And then we have Boast-A-Most Roast-A-Chicken,” the waitress continued. “That dish makes you brag incessantly for a day, but you will also get many accolades for spouting your own praises and possibly rewards. It’s chicken pieces simmered in a curry sauce with saffron and chili, served over rice.”

      “What’s the drawback to the vegetarian dish?” Paris asked, knowing that all the dishes at Curry-Osities had positives and negatives.

      “The next day, you’ll be boring and clumsy,” the waitress answered.

      Paris sighed. “I think I’ll just have water.”

      Holly scoffed. “You have to take a chance. I’ll just not go anywhere tomorrow.”

      “But you have a job,” Paris argued.

      “But I don’t have a boss because you quit…”

      Paris laughed. “I got promoted, and so did you. As manager over Casual Romance, you are supposed to show up every day and do your job. It’s more important now than ever that you make yourself accountable. You have employees.”

      “I thought the benefit to being a manager was that I didn’t have to show up everyday and got to farm out my responsibilities to my employees,” Holly stated, glancing at the waitress. “I’ll take the chicken special.”

      “I’ll take the chick-pea one,” Isha stated, then shrugged at Paris. “I have a lot more to gain having one good slick day than my normal ones, and the drawback won’t affect me too much since my karmic debt to good deed ratio is so high. That always offsets the negatives to spells.”

      “That’s not a thing,” Holly argued.

      “It is if I believe it,” Isha countered.

      Sensing the waitress’ eyes on her, Paris smiled politely. “I was just at Fairy Grounds. I’m good.”

      Not at all seeming happy about this notion that Paris was patronizing another local establishment, the waitress charged off.

      Paris huffed. “I didn’t eat anything there,” she called after the waitress.

      “Then why aren’t you eating anything here?” Holly challenged.

      “I think staying away from poisoned and magical food is for the best,” Paris said. “Anything they would serve me at Fairy Grounds would be the first and the latter here, of course.”

      “You’re ridiculous,” Holly said, shaking her head. “And eating is important. You should do it.”

      “Eating is for people who have the time,” Paris joked. “And I’m more in the mode of eat to live rather than live to eat.”

      “That’s an interesting idea,” Isha began in her airy voice. “Food is a powerful thing in all cultures and serves to bring people together or satisfy or create happiness. But at its essence, food is meant to serve our functionality to have energy and power.”

      “And then also it can give us muffin tops and demand I workout nonstop,” Holly countered.

      Paris reflected on these notions. “Food is important,” she finally stated, thinking of Little Pleasures Restaurant and her initial idea to create something that nurtured love. She reasoned that the opposite could happen if she got too much into a work mode and forgot about the luxuries of good food. “On second thought, I should probably at least order a plain curry with no magical properties when the waitress returns.”

      “Until then,” Holly began, leaning forward, “you have questions about the new position?”

      “Actually, I have questions about those who served in the position in the old days,” Paris stated. “What can you tell me about the previous directors? Why did they fail? How can I do better? Give me all you’ve got.”

      Holly and Isha exchanged confused expressions.

      “I don’t remember much, do you?” Isha asked her best friend.

      Holly shook her head regarding her pink nails that matched her workout top. “Honestly, they never lasted long.”

      “Because the position is cursed,” Paris muttered with a sigh.

      “Probably because they were dim-witted agents who knew all about spreadsheets, how to shave and trim their mustaches and wear a starched suit, and nothing about love. Definitely nothing about deep-affectionate love that lasts,” Holly remarked. “I mean, Saint Valentine wasn’t allowed to appoint the director positions in the past. That’s only been recently when he’s been pushing back on the board of directors. They always wanted those in high-up positions to have fancy degrees and the look and the bravado but none of the heart, if you know what I mean.”

      Paris nodded, having a clear picture in her head.

      “I think you’re right,” Isha agreed. “Those guys were never right for the position. Everyone knew it too, but we had to watch them fail.”

      “So horrible things didn’t really happen to all the previous directors of the Advanced Love Branch?” Paris asked, starting to feel hopeful.

      “Oh, the worst things happened to all of them,” Holly answered. “One went missing and still hasn’t been found. No one ever saw him come up from the basement. A body that couldn’t be identified in the Hudson River washed up that same week that some thought was him."

      Isha nodded. "Then there was the one guy I heard about who went insane. He went to the Statue of Liberty and held everyone there hostage.”

      Paris gawked at her friend. “What did the guy want?”

      “Apparently, he demanded the city remove the statue, or he wouldn’t release the hostages he was holding using magic,” Isha answered.

      A cold chill ran down Paris’ back. She felt like she was riding a bizarre roller coaster of highs and lows with the prospects of the new position. One moment she was worried, then the next she felt promise. Quickly it turned into terrified, then hopeful, then back again.

      “This doesn’t sound like simply the wrong people were in this position.” Paris pushed her hand through her tangled hair, realizing she forgot to brush it, too nervous for her first day. She really wished that Faraday was there right then to balance out things with his reason and logic.

      “Well, they were the wrong agents to be director,” Holly countered. “But also, I can’t sugar coat this for you, even if it’s in calorie-free, artificial sweeteners. This position is dangerous. The departments you oversee are incredibly important. Before, they had big enemies. The challenges are paramount. The stakes are high. The risk of failure is huge. The chance to—”

      “Enough with the cheerleading,” Paris interrupted. “Can you just give it to me straight?”

      Holly laughed. “My point is the director position is a dangerous position. The level of magic in departments like True Love, Long Distance Romances, Heart Break Recovery, Second Chance Love, and Soul Mates is staggering. The impact those departments have on the love meter counter so many things negatively that affect the overall percentage. Without them, the love meter would definitely be in the negative. Then it’s up to the other two branches to keep it up.”

      Paris was glad she hadn’t eaten because her stomach was in knots.

      “It’s true,” Isha said. “That’s why it’s been better for the Advanced Love Branch to remain empty rather than have a lousy director who steered it into the ground.”

      “We’ve missed a lot of opportunities, I suspect,” Holly continued. “Now that you’ve come along, you can change things for the better. I fully suspect that you’ll get down there to the basement and make your employees actually work like you did us.”

      “Employees…” Paris fisted her hands on the table, thinking of her new employees, or rather old ones. Saint Valentine had apparently laid off all the fairy godmothers and agents who had been in the various Advanced Love Branch departments when they didn’t have a director. The employees who hadn’t moved on or could be convinced to return were waiting for Paris in the basement.

      Holly nodded. “And they’ll hate you for making them work instead of letting them coast by with their unemployment checks.”

      Isha offered a polite smile. “You’ll probably be even harder on them since you’re more experienced in your role as manager.”

      “Yeah, I bet you won’t even allow them to take toilet paper from the bathrooms for our home or expense our weekend spa treatments,” Holly imparted.

      Paris’ face went slack. “I don’t allow you to do that…”

      “Oh.” Holly waved her off. “You’re so cute.”

      “You do realize that FGA is broke, right?” Paris asked.

      “But you’re going to fix that, and then we’re going to be rolling in dough like the good old days,” Holly said calmly.

      Paris sighed. She saw the squirrel in the hallway, making his way to the shoe shine station to meet up with her. “Yeah, I wish I was so sure of that.”

      “You will,” Isha encouraged. “Because you’re Agent Paris Beaufont. You’re exactly what FGA needed to get the bad guys out, and now you’re going to fix the most important branch.”

      Holly nodded confidently. “Then love will flourish, the company will soar, and I can sue for worker’s comp over emotional damages for requiring me to work tirelessly with limited pay due to past budgetary restrictions. I’ll retire to a five-star resort in the Bahamas.”

      Paris stood, glancing at Isha and pointing at the blonde beside her. “Your association with this one is undoing all your good karma.”

      Isha shook her head. “Actually being her friend is part of my charity work that earns me karmic points.”

      Paris winked. “Smart thinking. Well, I’ll catch you two later. Wish me luck.”

      “Luck isn’t real, instead it is fate that directs our course,” Isha called as Paris retreated for the exit.

      “But still, don’t die,” Holly sang.
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      Dwyer’s Polishes, Second Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      Faraday, as one might expect from a rodent, was wearing high-grade safety glasses and shaking a beaker of bright orange liquid when Paris approached the shoe shine station.

      “Hey, Squirrel,” Paris said, trying to figure out what he was doing from the first chair, Dwyer seated in front of him on his stool, looking up with interest. “Are you doing usual stuff like burying food in the ground for winter, jumping around in the trees, or gnawing on nuts to keep your teeth down?”

      Dwyer chuckled.

      Faraday shook the beaker of strange chemicals slightly. “You know that I’m allergic to nuts, trees agitate my allergies, and I’d never eat things that were buried in the dirt. Isn’t what I’m doing obvious?”

      Paris tilted her head to the side and pretended to think. “Fighting with birds?”

      He shook his head, handing the beaker to Dwyer, who laughed again.

      “Are you darting away from the wheels of a car?” Paris asked.

      “No,” Faraday pointed to the beaker. “Don’t allow that to get too cold, or it will lose its potency. The chemical compounds should be most effective for the next hour. If you want to try creating the polish soon, that would be ideal.”

      “Are you stealing food from bird feeders?” Paris questioned, enjoying this game way too much. “Taking a bite of unripened fruit and tossing it down on old lady’s patios, mostly uneaten? Or are you cackling at neighborhood cats?”

      “No, no and no,” Faraday answered, taking off the tiny goggles. “I just created the first half of an elixir that can be the base for Dwyer’s anti-gravity polish. However, it’s highly unstable due to the neutron displacement that I had to use to make it so that it would be reactive to the other part of the formula.”

      Paris slapped her hand on her forehead. “That was going to be my very next guess.”

      “No, it wasn’t,” Faraday muttered dryly, refocusing on the cheerful shoe shiner. “Just remember that this is the heavy portion of the polish, and you’ll have to create the light version and quickly.”

      “Create a light as a feather polish,” Dwyer stated with confidence. “I can do that, and it won’t take long. Thanks for your help with this, little buddy.”

      “More like a mad scientist,” Paris teased. “Tell me what strangeness you’re up to?”

      Faraday flicked his tail. “Well, Dwyer expressed interest in having a shoe shine polish that provides anti-gravity—”

      “Because we all know that fairy godmothers floating around this place would really spice things up,” Paris joked.

      “It’s just for fun,” Dwyer chuckled. “So the way that most of my polishes works are there are two parts, both being the opposite of the intended effect.”

      Paris nodded understandingly. “So for an anti-gravity polish, you’d need one that creates lead feet and then one that makes them light as a feather.”

      “Exactly,” the shoe shiner affirmed. “And the result should be that people won’t float or be weighed down. Instead, they’ll be able to rotate and fly and move like they could in the anti-gravity chamber in the old finance department.”

      “Can we get rid of that?” Paris questioned. “We’re totally broke, but we still have that lavish luxury.”

      “I agree, but middle management still demands it be in use,” Dwyer told her. “Which was what gave me the idea for this polish. If this works, it will cost less, earn me money, and we can sell the chamber.”

      “When it works,” Faraday corrected. “It will. Remember that you need two equal parts of both formulas.”

      “That’s interesting the way the polishes are created with two opposite parts,” Paris said.

      “It works the same for most elixirs and antidotes and such,” Faraday explained.

      “Yeah, like for instance,” Dwyer began. “My dancing feet polish, one of my most popular when it’s on special, requires one part standing still potion and one part running.”

      Paris nodded, unsure why this information seemed helpful. Still, she vaulted it away, thinking it might come in handy in the future. “Good luck with the anti-gravity polish. I hope you get that stupid indulgent chamber closed down.”

      Dwyer nodded. “Me too. What brings the pleasure of your visit?”

      The mild-natured guy before her was always good at picking up on clues and must have sensed that Paris was antsy.

      “I was wondering if you could fill me in on the history of Directors for the Advanced Love Branch and anything you know about the previous ones.”

      Dwyer thought, combing his hand over his scruffy chin of brown stubble. “To be honest, I never saw much of any of those guys. They never seemed to have the extra time for shoe shines. They had so many demands and competing magical sources to deal with that I’m not sure they ever wanted to risk mixing anything with polishes. The different departments all have loads of strange magic that are all different, have you heard?”

      Paris nodded. “I’m learning…”

      “Well, it’s nothing for you to worry about,” Dwyer consoled. “I think you just have to remember that although the Advanced Love Branch is full of complexity, love itself is very simple. People have to constantly be reminded of what’s at risk. Those who survive stumble and fall, but they don’t give up. And usually they have reminders in place that tell them that the rewards for loving someone are better than the relief of loss.”

      Paris smiled at her friend’s wise words, realizing that things could be quite simple. This was all about love, and that didn’t have to be like a chemistry project that Faraday was conducting. It literally was about fostering relationships that fed the love meter. It just so happened that her departments oversaw the most complicated and longest relationships. Those created the biggest amounts of love and were worth saving.
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      Elevator on Second Floor, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      “You’re quite the legend, even before having a long track record at FGA,” a familiar voice said at Paris’ back as she and Faraday made their way down the hallway to the elevator.

      She paused, not sure if the person was talking to her.

      “Yeah, you, Agent Beaufont,” Barney Jasper said, striding up beside them and smiling down at the pair. “I think a congratulations is in order. Not only have you been promoted to Director faster than any agent before, but you’re leading the Advanced Love Branch which is quite the responsibility.”

      Paris blushed at her old boss, thinking it was weird to think of him as her equal now. He was dressed in his usual black suit, the same as all of the other stuffy male agents. His light colored hair was slicked back, harkening to his polished sort of personality.

      “And then there’s the fact that she’s a woman,” Faraday added loudly, flicking his tail on the floor as a group of fairy godmothers wearing the blue gown and grayish grandmother hair passed, giving Paris smug looks. She had been used to getting stares, but now she was receiving more disapproving looks.

      “Yes, but now we have two directors who are females,” Agent Jasper stated matter-of-factly, cutting his gaze to the women as they disappeared around the corner and pursing his lips. “Mae Ling being the first in history.”

      The previous head professor at Happily Ever College was now the Director of the IT and Operations department, thanks to some stubborn nudging from Paris to the hiring committee. No, the unassuming fairy godmother with odd powers and a sense of all-knowingness didn’t know much about IT or operations, but she knew about people. Since Paris had known the small woman with short black hair and wise eyes, she’d proven to be a formidable and altruistic force. With FGA having been deceived by so many in upper management, it only made sense to put someone dependable and true in the director position, even if she didn’t have experience and was a woman.

      In the past, women were fairy godmothers, and men were agents supervising the various departments. But in the past, FGA had many problems and they had created huge cracks in the foundation. Much like how Sophia Beaufont had brought the Dragon Elite into the twenty-first century and rocked the outdated organization’s foundation, Paris was doing that for FGA. It was about balance. About utilizing the strengths of both genders. About putting people in the right roles based on their talents and abilities and not about which category they fell into. No one should be expected to stay in their lane in an institution that was about embracing and nourishing love.

      “I’m not going to lie,” Barney continued, glancing at his shiny phone. Its case, a yellow jasper, was also his magical instrument meant to help direct and amplify his powers. “There are many here at FGA who don’t like all these changes.”

      “Agents,” Paris supplied.

      He shook his head. “No, not just the managers. There are fairy godmothers who also doubt a female leader's competencies.”

      Faraday huffed. “Well, that’s just absurd.”

      “I agree,” Jaspers said. “But you have to understand that change will always be met with opposition from some. It doesn’t matter if it’s for the best. Some would rather things stay the same and struggle than for them to change and prosper.”

      “Now that’s just absurd,” Paris remarked.

      Faraday nodded. “He’s right, though. Change challenges people. Quite literally, it rewires synapses in our brains, but that’s similar to doing a physical electrical rewiring in a house. It can take time. Floorboards might need to be torn up and walls gutted. You can’t simply cut the old wires and replace them. Ones that have developed over time and been reinforced with emotions will be incredibly hard to sever.”

      Paris blinked down at the rodent. “I didn’t realize I was about to get a whole metaphor just then.”

      “You should have,” he said with a snicker. “My point is that FGA’s model was based around females being fairy godmothers because they are nurturing and males being leaders because they are strong. The shift to this model is challenging the neurochemical impulses. Neuroplasticity doesn’t happen overnight. But experience is also a powerful way to reprogram the brain. So over time, if those at FGA see you and Mae Ling being successful leaders and this is further reinforced with an emotional component, then voila, you’ll have rewired people’s brains.”

      Paris cracked a smile at Barney. “Some people have companion dogs. I have a nerdy squirrel who gives me information I don’t need.”

      “I think this is somewhat helpful actually,” Agent Jasper stated, even toned. “Don’t worry about those who might be giving you disapproving looks in the hallway. You have a brand new and very challenging role, and if you want to change people, however slowly, you will have to succeed in that position. No one will be able to ignore a big win for FGA, and the Advanced Love Branch has the biggest opportunity for success. Also for failure, but I’m sure Saint Valentine has already made you aware of that.”

      Paris nodded, chewing on her lip. “I’ve been warned to be careful. My departments have the potential to match up soul mates or tear them apart. It would be better to fail at the first one than accidentally make the second one happen.”

      “Exactly,” Barney agreed. “I don’t envy the amount of responsibility you have now, but I also can’t deny that you earned it and might be the best person for this job.”

      “The very best!” Faraday chimed, his gaze narrowed with irritation at the agent.

      “I hope you prove that to be true,” Barney said. “FGA can’t stay afloat much longer without some big wins after all these changes. We are barely hanging on as it is, and I fear the board is close to selling the company, hoping to cut losses.”

      “Sell FGA?” Paris exclaimed. “That’s also absurd. Isn’t it owned by Mama Jamba?”

      “It was created by her,” Barney answered. “It’s a privately traded company that’s currently going bankrupt. Saint Valentine makes many decisions, but at the end of the day, he has to bend to the will of the board.”

      Paris nodded. “Yeah, the structure of this place is very strange.”

      “It was created for checks and balances,” Barney offered. “Unfortunately, the board doesn’t share Saint Valentine’s same vision for FGA about evolving into the modern era. They are old thinkers who fear the company will crash and would rather sell out before the worst happens. I can’t say they are completely wrong in their concerns.”

      “But I thought you believed in this place?” Paris asked, surprised. She hadn’t much cared for Barney in the beginning, thinking he was too stiff and out to get her. However, they’d found a mutual respect for each other, and she learned the senior agent was mostly a coward when it came to risks. He preferred sitting behind his desk and reviewing reports.

      Paris craved adventure and jumping in front of bad guys before they could harm love. They both got the job done, but she made more waves doing it. She challenged the status quo, something Barney wasn’t totally against, but also wasn’t about to be the rebel leading that crusade.

      Still, Paris had learned that Agent Jasper wasn’t a bad guy. Jackson Zelle, the former Director of Finance, and Josh Emerald, the previous Director of IT and Operations, they’d been bad guys. The latter was dead. The former was still at large.

      “I do,” Agent Jasper stated confidently, looking around at the halls of FGA Tower fondly. “I always will, but I also think the board could be correct on this matter. If there is no way to save this company, then we have to cut our losses.”

      “You’re forgetting that this isn’t about profit,” Paris argued, feeling her face flush hot. “This is about love.”

      He chuckled at this. “You sound like Saint Valentine.”

      “The man is right, and I’m glad someone sees our mission for what it is.”

      “Yes, and I see it and agree, but,” Barney continued, “this is a company after all. You are a person meant to do wonderful things, but if you don’t have money, then you can’t survive. That’s the way of the world. We are an amazing organization charged to do wonderful things, but we can’t without money.”

      “Call me naive, but I think that if we follow our hearts and pursue the mission we set out to do, then the money will come.”

      He sighed. “I’m sorry, but that’s never been the case. Love doesn’t make money. I mean, it can, but only in nefarious ways, as how Josh and Jackson profited off of FGA’s efforts. Really, for the most part, creating and protecting love costs money.”

      “That’s why I’m working on securing a revenue stream,” Paris said, thinking of Subfar and the feud she had to settle between him and Subnar to progress to the next step of her plan.

      “All that aside,” Barney went on casually, “I do support Saint Valentine, so I will do whatever he asks of me until, until the bitter end.”

      “There won’t be a bitter end.” It was Faraday arguing for FGA now and quite passionately, his tail puffed up.

      Agent Jasper nodded. “I hope you’re right. I’m trying to help, inspired by your eagerness to protect the company.”

      “Oh?” Paris asked, surprised.

      He nodded. “As Saint Valentine made you aware, Jackson Zelle is out there still and has created a new company.”

      “Zelle Corp,” Paris supplied.

      “I have to believe this is probably in an effort to harm FGA,” Barney explained. “You have enough on your plate with the new role, so I volunteered to look into Jackson Zelle’s activities. It’s not my usual line of work and out of my comfort zone, but if that man is trying to harm us, I want to be a part of stopping him.”

      “He will definitely come after FGA,” Paris said with confidence.

      “I think so too,” Barney replied. “Anyway, don’t worry about it, if you can. Focus on steering your new ship and getting your crew in order.”

      Paris bit her lip nervously, although she did appreciate the metaphor that Barney made. “Yeah, I’ve got employees waiting for me.”

      “Not many have returned,” Barney told her. “Most would have moved on or won’t want to return or work for an untested agent.”

      Paris gulped. “The ones who did will be—”

      “Losers,” Barney cut in, finishing her sentence. “I glanced over the files. I'm sorry to say they are the bottom of the barrel.”

      Paris had been given the files too but hadn’t had a chance to review them. Now she wished she had. She wished she’d called in sick that day, but she hadn’t, and now she had to go and meet her employees.

      She consoled herself that she didn’t have to do anything immediately. Just observe. Learn. Little by little, she’d start steering her ship, the Advanced Love Branch.
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      Advanced Love Departments, Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      It had been weird for Paris to get into the FGA elevator and press the button for B1—the first level in the basement. She was willingly going to the dark, dank place where she was usually taken reluctantly by the possessed elevator. The transportation compartment between floors at FGA took employees to where it thought they needed to go rather than where they may want to.

      Apparently, Paris was supposed to be in the basement for some reason. Maybe that had been because she was to lead the Advanced Love Branch. Or, she reasoned, it was because she was supposed to fail there—delivering FGA a different and less hopeful fate. Paris reminded herself that happy endings were never guaranteed.

      “Are you ready for this?” Faraday asked as the elevator settled on B1, just before the doors bounced open.

      Paris opened her mouth to say, “yes,” but all that came out of her mouth was a weird croak. She immediately worried her voice would be all squeaky when she met her new employees, like a frog’s.

      Gulping, Paris nodded. “I’m sure that Barney is wrong.”

      “If you turned Holly and Isha into decent employees, then think what you can do with these ones.”

      Paris smiled as the doors opened, enlivened by this notion. Then she saw the three strangest figures standing before the elevator and lost all hope. Not only did she not want to manage the people she saw before her. She wouldn’t want to be caught in a dark alleyway with them, let alone in a haunted basement.
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      Advanced Love Departments, Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      Faraday’s sudden trepidation seemed to be shared by Paris as his tail shot straight into the air, losing all movement. She heard him gasp and hoped the three individuals waiting for them outside the elevator didn’t.

      A few yards away in the darkened hallway were the strangest group Paris had ever seen at FGA or anywhere. They didn’t look like they belonged together. They didn’t look like they belonged in this world. They looked like what aliens might dress up as if they were trying to impersonate Earthlings and had heard through a badly interpreted text this was how they were supposed to look.

      “Ummm…hey,” Paris said, finding her voice and trying to make it sound normal. She consoled herself with the fact that these strangers didn’t know what her normal sounded like. Actually, she reasoned that they didn’t know what any normal sounded like.

      “Peace, love, and harmony,” a man said from the far end of the group, holding up two fingers for a peace sign.

      “Oh, shitake. The boss!” a fairy in the middle said, waving her hand which was covered in tattoos…actually all of her was covered in tattoos, including her face.

      The woman on the end simply covered her mouth and giggled.

      Stepping all the way off the elevator, Paris noted that nothing had changed on the first level of the basement. The lights still appeared to be not working. Thankfully the elevator doors remained open, casting a bright light from the compartment. There was also an ambient glow from what Paris guessed were Exit signs to the stairwells, down the hallway.

      Also, the smell of mold and dust greeted her nose in a very unwelcoming fashion. It made her think there would be a lot more to renovate than just getting the lights in the place turned on. Paris was nervous to see what the basement level looked like with light. Maybe it was better not to see the rats’ nests and monsters. Ignorance was bliss, right?

      Shaking off this notion, Paris turned to Faraday. “Can you see about finding a breaker box or something? I really think we need lights for introductions.”

      “You got it,” Faraday squeaked, scurrying off down the soggy carpeted hallway.

      “We don’t need electricity,” the man said, his thick cowboy mustache hiding what appeared to be a sincere smile. “We can meet by the light of our hearts.”

      Paris hid the groan aching to escape her mouth. That sounded like something a hippy would say. The man with a full head of short shaggy gray hair and a mustache to match didn’t appear like a hippy. He was dressed in Wrangler jeans, cowboy boots, and a soft denim shirt. Cowboys couldn’t be hippies, right?

      “I prefer it dark,” the woman that had to be nicknamed Tattoo Face added in a monotone voice. “It reminds me of my soul.”

      “The dark scares me,” the tiny woman on the end said in a squeaky voice and then quickly diverted her eyes away from Paris —very much like how a nervous child would.

      Paris heard Faraday scratching around in the distance but decided that she better not wait around for him. It could take a while to get the lights on and she needed names and information and probably termination paperwork.

      Paris shook off the last notion. These were the employees who had returned now that the Advanced Love Branch was coming back. These were the ones who wanted to be here and work for her, a bunch of “untested” agents. They knew the ropes, and at this point, they were her best resource.

      Holding out her hand, she created a light orb—a large round source of soft but bright light. It floated to the side between her and the three standing in the hallway, providing a bit more illumination to their faces, which did them little favors. These were the kind of people whose looks depended on lighting, and the less, the better.

      “Oh, cool, you can do magic without a wand,” Tattoo Face said, in awe of the bright white orb. The fairy had curly black hair like that of a deranged clown, and her face, neck, and arms were covered in tattoos. She wore a baggy black T-shirt that read: “If You Can Read This You’re Too Close.” She definitely didn’t look like any fairy godmothers up on the higher floors, especially in her ripped baggy jeans and black boots.

      “She’s a magician,” the man said gruffly, his eyes twinkling with a smile. “A halfling, I’ve heard. With demon blood. I’m half Texan and half Oregonian with a bit of Indonesian blood in me. That’s thanks to a nomad who saved my life once in the desert.”

      The small older woman covered her ears. “I don’t like it when you talk about blood. It scares me.” She was such a strange sight because as best as Paris could describe it, she was young and old at the same time. It was like a weird illusion. If she tilted her head one way the woman was almost elderly, and in the other way she was like a small child.

      Like Tattoo Face, the woman wasn’t wearing the usual blue gown of the fairy godmothers. Instead, she wore clothes that looked like they could fit a large toddler and had the style to match. She wore a bright tie-dye onesie that covered her legs and arms, and her hair was in pigtails. However, to make things more complicated, the fairy appeared to be roughly fifty years old with several deep wrinkles and aged eyes and gray hair.

      “Faraday will get the lights on,” Paris said, indicating where she could hear the rodent working in the darkened recesses of the hallway.

      “You have a squirrel?” the woman asked. “Can I hold him? Does he bite? Will he let me play with his tail??”

      “Yes, I have a squirrel. And no, probably, and definitely not,” Paris answered in quick succession replying to each of the questions in order. “And we should probably exchange names, and then when the lights come on we can get better acquainted.”

      “I’m Agent Ron Opal,” the man said, putting his hands on his large belt, his shiny opal belt buckle catching the light from the orb. “I used to be in charge of Long Distance and Fifty Plus Years departments as a manager before Advanced Love Branch was temporarily shut down due to no director. I’m glad to be back and happy to have someone I hear is full of spunk. I like spunk. It’s a beautiful thing.”

      “It sounds like the word punk, which isn’t such a good thing,” Tattoo Face noted, seeming to be amused by the notion.

      “Isn’t that the beauty of words, though?” Ron questioned. “They can be so similar and yet so different in meaning. That’s a beautiful thing, too.”

      Paris nodded, sort of liking Ron and hoping that maybe he wasn’t the hippy she’d first taken him to be. “What have you been doing since the branch has been shut down?”

      “Oh, a little bit of this and a little bit of that,” Ron answered. “I run a dude ranch on the west coast in Southern Califor-knee-a.” He sang the last word like it was a part of a song.

      “That’s pretty cool,” Paris said, thinking that a cowboy would be a whole new type of agent for FGA to have, or re-have, as it were. She was glad that at least one of the agents had returned. This man would be a wealth of information.

      “And I day trade with my firm in Dallas,” he continued.

      “Very cool,” she replied, liking the idea that he was also a businessman. Very well rounded. He wasn’t at all like the usual agents in their black suits and serious expressions.

      “But my happy place is my hemp farm in Oregon,” he stated proudly. “I might be a capitalist and a cowboy, but at heart, I’m a down-to-earth hippy.”

      Paris silently groaned. Her worst fears had come to pass. She was managing a hippy…
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      Advanced Love Departments, Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      “Cool, cool, cool,” Paris said, turning her attention to the dark-haired fairy in the middle of the group. "And you are?"

      “I’m Misfit,” the woman began in a deep voice, her hands in her jean pockets. “Some call me Missy, but they get clocked. I don’t go by nicknames.”

      “Isn’t Misfit your nickname?” Agent Opal asked, amused.

      “It’s the name I elected for myself when I became an adult,” Misfit answered. “My parents called me Cassandra, but that’s a loser’s name.”

      And you’re definitely not that, Paris thought, remembering what Agent Barney Jasper had said about her new employees.

      “I’m glad you don’t go by Missy because that would get confusing,” the old slash young woman said, tugging on her pigtail and looking around nervously at the dark shadows.

      “Yeah, and I avoid confusion at all costs,” Misfit replied. “Anyway, I was a fairy godmother for the Heartbreak Recovery department years and years ago when Advanced Love Branch was a thing. Then one day we came in, and our director was dead or lost or whatever. I can’t remember. So I went to the only place that would have me and worked there for a few years.”

      “No,” Paris said in a hush, thinking she knew where that would be. There was only one place for fairy godmothers who got rejected from FGA.

      Misfit nodded. “Yeah, I’ve been a tooth fairy for the last several years. It’s not good work, but it pays the bills.”

      “And that’s where you collected all that skin art, is it?” Agent Opal asked, appraising the many tattoos on the woman’s arms and face.

      “Well, I had some before, under my gown,” Misfit explained. “But once I was a tooth fairy, well, I really embraced the rebel in me. You might be surprised, but I’ve always been a bit odd inside.”

      “No,” Paris said, feigning disbelief.

      “It’s true,” Misfit continued. “That’s why I did so well in Heartbreak Recovery. I get pain. I understand that sometimes things are hard, and you have to struggle. I was good at working my cases and helping lovers to repair rifts that seemed impossible to fix.”

      “It was good work you did,” Ron said proudly.

      “Dangerous too,” Misfit added. “Like a homicide detective, I have the job of finding and solving murders, but of the heart. Just so happens that no one is more hazardous than two lovers scorned by each other. My job happens on a battlefield, which is my happy place.”

      “I can see how unpredictable and dangerous that type of work would be,” Paris offered, turning her attention to the small woman. “And you? Who are you, and which department did you work for?”

      “My name is Sissy, and I worked as a fairy godmother for the Soul Mates department,” the woman said in a squeaky voice. “It was really rewarding work but very challenging.”

      “It seems like it,” Paris offered.

      “Yeah, finding soul mates, like real ones who are supposed to be together is complex,” Sissy continued. “Sometimes people are twin flames or kindred spirits or soul ties. Those aren’t the same thing as soul mates, which is the one true person for another. The others have connections and are a part of one’s growth, but they aren’t the other piece of them in the same way.”

      “Yes,” Agent Opal said with a smile. “When you match a soul mate, that makes the love meter swing so high it’s like a kite in the wind.”

      “Locating one’s soul mate is complicated and involves many factors that all have to be in alignment,” Sissy continued. “The timing has to be right as well as the astrological charts in alignment. Then finding them, that’s detective work in itself.”

      “Wow,” Paris mused in awe. She had no idea that this would involve such strange and intricate things. To shock her even further, it was mind-boggling that this woman, who appeared like an elderly toddler, worked in this department.

      Sissy shrugged, kicking at the floor. “Since we’ve been laid off, I’ve been working as a preschool teacher at the fairy academy for the talented and gifted. That’s been a lot of fun, but definitely not with the same degree of challenge, although having to wrangle babies who can levitate or make their juice boxes explode makes for an interesting day.”

      Ron nodded. “Yeah, I’ve liked my time taking city slickers on cattle drives, but I’m looking forward to helping lovers cross distances and ensuring that marriages over fifty years continue to prosper. I just need a fairy godmother or two to manage.”

      “And in time, you’ll have employees,” Paris said just as the lights flickered to life, illuminating the three individuals and the basement space. Glancing around, Paris realized how much work renovating the department area would take. It was in shambles. She gulped. Let out a breath. Lifted her chin, forcing confidence. “But first, we have work to do putting this place back together. It’s the literal and figurative foundation of FGA, so we need to rebuild it, then hopefully the organization and everything above us can prosper.”
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      Advanced Love Departments, Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      “That’s a mighty smart squirrel you’ve got there,” Agent Ron Opal observed as Faraday came back to join them, scurrying through the hallway, his tail in the air.

      The carpet in the basement was worn and scorched in places as if there had been a fire. Now that the lights were on, Paris could see areas of the basement that she hadn’t been able to make out fully before. One side of B1 had cubicles with half walls, filled with broken furniture and busted computers. Around the perimeter of the space were doors that led to offices that were more of the same, left in total disrepair.

      The other section of the space where Faraday was returning from was a hallway that appeared to house other rooms, probably more of utilitarian nature like a kitchen, bathrooms, and equipment closets.

      Paris knew that, like the other department spaces in FGA, the basement took on the traits of the branch it housed. Advanced Love had been dormant and therefore, so had the space. Now the lights were on, and Paris was there with three employees. That had to mean that things were looking up, she believed.

      A howl shot through the air, coming from behind where Faraday was returning. The squirrel sped up, not slowing until he was right beside Paris. With his eyes wide, he stared up at her.

      “This place is haunted,” he said, his voice shivering with fear.

      Paris sighed. “That’s crazy, and besides you don’t believe in ghosts. You say there is always a scientific explanation for any strange phenomenon.”

      He nodded adamantly. “Yes, and this time the explanation is that it's haunted. I saw a ghost.”

      “That’s probably Agent Tourmaline,” Ron imparted. “He went missing back in the day, and this was a the last place he was seen.”

      Sissy slid in closer to Misfit, reaching for her hand as she looked around in fear. The other fairy godmother drew away immediately, giving the woman a repulsed look.

      “I heard that his body was found in the Hudson River,” Misfit said, sounding excited about the idea.

      Sissy shook her head, her gray pigtails hitting her in the face. “I don’t want to hear anymore. I don’t like dead bodies.”

      “No one likes dead bodies,” Paris muttered, noticing the fear in Faraday’s eyes as he peered down the hallway.

      Misfit shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t mind them so much.”

      “That’s disgusting!” Sissy exclaimed, jumping away from the woman.

      “Pick up enough teeth, and you stop really caring about such things,” Misfit said flippantly.

      Having spent time at Loose Teeth College and battling some deranged tooth fairies, Paris knew they were on the darker side. “I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation for what you saw, Faraday.”

      The squirrel nodded, the epitome of the statement, “looking like he’d seen a ghost.” “Yes, the explanation is that I saw a ghost. He was wearing a suit and had an angry expression and slicked back hair.”

      Ron nodded. “Oh yeah, that’s Agent Tourmaline, all right.”

      “That’s every agent who has ever worked at FGA,” Paris argued.

      “Not me,” Ron said, his thumbs through his belt loops. “I never much cared for the suit most of the agents wear, but I’ve always been a bit of an odd ball by FGA standards. I do the job because I love it and not for the prestige or anything else.”

      “You’ve returned, which I’m grateful for,” Paris told him.

      “I never wore the fairy godmother gown,” Misfit added. “Not since graduating from Happily Ever After College.”

      “I used to wear it,” Sissy imparted. “It made me feel old, so I quit.”

      Paris almost laughed at this ridiculous notion since the fairy godmother was like a senior citizen desperately trying to hold onto her childhood.

      “You definitely don’t subscribe to the dress code of the agents,” Ron chimed in, giving Paris a fond look. “Nice jacket.”

      “Any tatts under that?” Misfit asked.

      Paris shook her head, returning her attention to Faraday. “You’ve dealt with poltergeists and possessed spirits before. Can’t you do something about our ghost?”

      Faraday scrunched up his nose. “A poltergeist is the electrical energy of an angry spirit that refuses to leave a place. In this instance, from my best estimates, this ghost is chained to the basement and stuck here.”

      “Maybe he’ll want to give me some pointers on what not to do,” Paris joked.

      “I don’t know that he’ll want to talk,” Faraday said. “He howled, shot through me, made me colder than I’ve ever been, and then disappeared through a wall.”

      “Cool, cool, cool,” Paris said, looking around the department space. “So we need to renovate this place, clean it up and get rid of our neighborhood ghost. All in a day’s work.”

      “When do I get to fix broken hearts?” Misfit asked.

      “Or match soul mates?” Sissy questioned.

      “Or hire fairy godmothers for my departments?” Ron wiggled his mustache.

      “Not yet,” Paris answered. “I’ve been given strict orders to operate slowly. We start by cleaning up the basement, so the Advanced Love Branch has a nurturing place to call home. Then we start by doing research and learning as much as we can about the various areas. I’ve got to study the reports from the tele-eventor and get a handle on how to proceed.”

      “But we’re back,” Misfit argued. “Shouldn’t we be doing more to help love?”

      Paris glanced at Faraday, exchanging a knowing look before returning her attention to the group. “I know we just met, and you don’t know a lot about me, but problems with love have a way of finding me. Something will arise that demands my attention. When it does, I plan to enlist your help and expertise to overcome whatever challenge threatens love. And as I’ve recently learned, no part of FGA has more enemies than Advanced Love, which is full of power and magic, so I think it’s a matter of time before we have a case to work.”

      “Wow, and you’re really going to employ our help for such things?” Sissy questioned.

      Paris nodded. “Of course. You’re the senior experts…” She sort of wished she would have chosen her words better.

      Thankfully, the young slash old woman didn’t seem to take offense. “You really are different from all the other directors. They ran from the challenges that threatened the Advanced Love Branch. They shielded us or told us to take shelter when they battled.”

      “That’s why they all died,” Misfit said dryly.

      “Or suffered a horrible fate,” Ron added. “You’re right. We don’t know a lot about you. Technically, we haven’t met. I know you’re our new director for Advanced Love Branch and a halfling, but that’s it. Truly, who are you?”
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      Advanced Love Departments, Basement, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      “Oh, right.” Paris grinned, realizing that she’d forgotten the very important task of introducing herself after everything. “I’m Agent Paris Beaufont and your new director of Advanced Love Branch. I was recently the managing agent over Casual Romance, Practical Love, and the Refinement departments.”

      “The first female agent here at FGA,” Ron said proudly to the other women, like, informing them in case they didn’t know this.

      Paris nodded. “That’s true. When I graduated from Happily Ever After College, I asked Saint Valentine to give me an agent role because I thought that would suit my strengths better. I’m able to see things more holistically and love big challenges.”

      “That’s because of her magician blood,” Faraday offered, looking like he’d relaxed after his big scare.

      Shrugging, Paris went on. “But I am part fairy, and so at my core, I understand complex emotions connected to love.”

      “But you are a demon too, right?” Misfit asked, sounding intrigued.

      “I have demon blood,” Paris amended.

      Sissy stuck her hands over her ears and squeezed her eyes shut. “I said I don’t like to talk about blood. It scares me.”

      “Everything scares you,” Misfit said.

      “You scare me,” Sissy cried, opening her eyes.

      Paris was pretty certain she was moments away from having an elementary school-type fight on her hands. Trying to avoid such things, she indicated Faraday. “This is my sidekick—”

      “Partner,” the squirrel corrected.

      Paris grinned at him. “His name is Faraday, and he’s our resident scientist. He’s great with projects related to chemistry, gadgets and technology and just about anything that requires someone to put on their thinking cap. This squirrel is always innovating things for me.”

      Faraday nodded proudly. “It’s true. Like currently, I’m working on an app for the love meter that identifies levels based on locations. The idea is to have the love meter ratings by area on a global map. Places in red have a lot of love, whereas places with blue are low. And then there will be all the shades in between.”

      “So Disney World would be blackish blue?” Misfit asked darkly.

      “It would definitely be bright red,” Sissy fired back defensively.

      “Neat experiment, little guy,” Ron began. “What’s the point of such an innovation?”

      Faraday flicked his puffy tail. “If my hypothesis is correct, then love spreads in certain places and dissipates in others. If I can identify which areas are high and low on maps, we can isolate the factors that could correlate to them. I’m not sure exactly what we’ll find. Maybe better climates contribute to higher levels of love. Or maybe that vacation spots are really high. Conversely, stark landscapes or impoverished cities might be on the low side. The only way to tell is to get a geographical reading from the love meter.”

      “Dude, your rodent is hella smart,” Misfit said.

      Paris nodded at him proudly. “He is.”

      “Seems like a worthwhile quest,” Ron said with a smile. “So what do you want us to do while you get a lay of the land and your partner creates this fandangle and overdue technology.”

      Paris glanced around at the dilapidated space, taking in the many areas needing attention. “I know it doesn’t sound very glamourous, but I promise we’ll get to helping love. Before that though, we need to show some love to our workspace to give us a good start. I’d like you to clean up this level and make the area usable. I’ve found when we have a home base, we are in a good place to create success.”

      Used to Holly and Isha, who would rather not work if given a choice, Paris was surprised when all three of her new employees nodded.

      Ron saluted. “You got it, boss.”

      “Although I like the rundown look of this place, I’ll clean it up,” Misfit offered.

      “Leave the floors to me,” Sissy sang. “I’m low to the ground, so it makes the most sense that I tackle them.”

      Paris watched as the threesome sprang into action. She smiled, thinking that maybe being the director of Advanced Love Branch wasn’t going to be so hard after all.
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      “Quit while you can because you will fail.” Paris glanced up from the handwritten note left for her by Subner and shook her head. “He is a bitter little elf, isn’t he?”

      “You tricked him and locked him in a basement,” Mama Jamba offered. She was sitting in her usual pink armchair at the front of the Fantastical Armory, but a strange new globe was sitting on the table in front of her. It was rotating on its own, and although it somewhat appeared to resemble the Earth, the land masses were shaped a bit differently.

      “Technically, Papa Creola trapped him in the basement,” Paris countered, holding up the note. “I don’t see that threats are necessary. He got out once we had Subfar safe at Little Pleasures.”

      “He was making threats to you before all this,” Papa Creola said, sitting in the opposite armchair from Mother Nature. “It’s just that he didn’t write them down, but his imprisonment gave him time to journal.”

      Paris laughed. “I bet he was madder than hell when you let him out of the basement.”

      Father Time was wearing a bright tie-dye shirt that read, “Kiss Me in the Moonlight. Stay For the Sunrise.” His attention was mostly on whatever Mama Jamba was doing with the strange globe, poring over it like a crystal ball, tapping it every now and again. He shrugged in reply.

      “We wouldn’t know, dear,” Mama Jamba said, not looking up from her globe. “We quietly unlocked the door and went for pancakes. Subner obviously hasn’t been back since he realized he was freed.”

      Sophia, who stood next to Paris in the strange shop, nodded. “He’s no doubt trying to find out where you’ve put his brother so he can kill him.”

      “He’s going to figure it out,” Paris began. “Thankfully, he can’t step foot onto my farm. However, Subfar can’t help me generate money unless he leaves the property, so that’s why I’ve got to figure out how to make Subner simmer down and forgive his brother. You think I can give him a chill pill?”

      Sophia laughed. “I wish it were that easy. If so, I’d go into business making those drugs to make people chill out.”

      “Drugs won’t work on the Protector of Weapons,” Papa Creola imparted quite seriously as though Paris meant it as a real solution. “The only way to get him not to kill his brother for past grievances is to get him to forgive him. No shortcuts here.”

      Paris thought for a moment, then cut her eyes to the two gods sitting in the corner. Before she could ask her question, Mama Jamba said, “This is your problem to work out. We gave you as much as we’re giving you.”

      Paris sighed, glancing at Sophia. “It was you. You’re the key to helping me fix things between Subner and Subfar.”

      Her aunt smiled proudly. “I am the world adjudicator as the leader of the Dragon Elite, so I think I can help out. Resolving conflicts is my bread and butter.”

      Paris smiled at the dragonrider. “If you can help me, then I’ll have bread and butter for FGA. The corporation won’t go bankrupt or sell out or whatever else it’s liable to do if we can’t save its financial butt.”

      “Mama, what are you doing?” Sophia asked, her attention back to the old woman with big hair and a mischievous smile on her face. She was perched over the rotating globe and tracing her finger around the various bodies of water making up the planet.

      “Playing house,” the old wise woman sang, not taking her attention off the orb.

      “How so?” Sophia asked.

      “How do children play house?” she asked.

      “They pretend,” Sophia replied.

      “Exactly,” Mama Jamba agreed. “I’m pretending this globe is our Earth and that I’m looking over all the real continents and areas, but because it’s all real because it’s my world, it’s not really pretending, now is it?”

      “Is what you’re seeing or doing really happening?” Paris questioned.

      “What I’m seeing is,” Mama Jamba replied. “What I’m doing, it’s not making a lick of difference in a certain area.”

      “Why is that?” Sophia asked.

      “Because,” Mama Jamba answered as if that was a sufficient reply.

      Paris chewed on her lip, pulling her attention away from the strange goddess and her usually strange activity. “This whole feud thing seems really fresh for some reason as if I’ve dreamed the answer recently or something cosmically strange like that.”

      “Or maybe you’ve had a recent experience that could lend to part of the solution,” Papa Creola said casually, focusing on the rotating globe.

      Paris cut her eyes to the old man and studied him. If he was saying this, then it meant something.

      She thought. Hard. Really hard. Trying with all her might, as if pressing the rest of the juice from a stubborn lemon, Paris tried to think of any recent experience that would lend to this situation.

      Then like a lemon bursting with a large, last bit of juice, it came to her, overflowing and quenching her thirst for a solution.
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      “Tomár!” Paris exclaimed, all of the ideas spilling to the surface.

      “The oldest living demon in history,” Mama Jamba added casually, studying her strange globe and poking it every few seconds in various places.

      “Originally born as Tomár Vivar in the 1500s but later dropping his surname and disowning his family,” Papa Creola replied causally.

      “The demon that you put in that locket,” Sophia stated, pointing to the silver heart-shaped locket sitting in a nearby case under glass and locked away safely.

      “I like this game,” Mama Jamba said. “Give me another one, and let’s see if we all know something different about the person.”

      Paris shook her head. “No, how I defeated Tomár. That gave me the idea of how to resolve things with Subner and Subfar.”

      “Put them in a heart-shaped locket?” Mama Jamba asked coyly.

      “Face them with the expectation they will kill you?” Papa Creola pretended to ask.

      Both the gods looked to Sophia as if expecting her to have something to add.

      The dragonrider shrugged, seeming to resign to the peer pressure. “Be brave and smart and relentless?’

      Paris shook her head again. “No, in order to overpower Tomár, I reminded him of who he used to be when he was human. Being back in his old home and thinking of his past weakened him. Although I don’t want to weaken the brothers, I do think that reminding Subner of something from their childhood might soften him to Subfar. Then maybe he’ll forgive him.”

      Mama Jamba smiled sideways at Papa Creola. “You owe me breakfast. I want pancakes.”

      The old man nodded. “You won. You always want pancakes.”

      “They are the best thing ever,” she agreed.

      Paris looked between the pair. “Am I right? Is that how I resolve things between the brothers?”

      Mama Jamba glanced up and winked. “Yes, and I bet Papa you’d guess it within the first ten minutes.”

      “You bet against me?” Paris asked, glaring at Papa Creola.

      He shrugged indifferently. “I bet it would take you more like twenty minutes.”

      “Shouldn’t you both already know the outcome?” Sophia questioned.

      Mama Jamba shook her head. “Timing is a tricky thing. Knowing when someone is going to know something, well that’s nearly impossible to pinpoint. I swear, I can’t tell you how many of my children have the answer to their problems staring them straight in the face, and they die before they learn it.”

      “That’s sad,” Sophia said.

      “It is,” Mama Jamba agreed and sighed. “Such is life. I put you all here with a few promises—to love you, give you what you need to prosper, and provide the means to solve your problems. I did not promise to solve those problems for you or even tell you how to. You’re on your own there.”

      “Any chance one of you can tell me anything about Subner and Subfar’s childhood?” Paris dared to ask. “They are sort of ancient and not really in history books. I’m not sure where the first place to start looking for ways to make that grumpy elf nostalgic.”

      They both glanced at her indifferently and then broke into laughter.

      Paris slumped and groaned.

      “I actually think I can help you there,” Sophia offered. “My partner and fellow dragonrider Wilder is Subner’s assistant as the Protector of Weapons.”

      “I’m sorry for him,” Paris offered but brightened. “I bet he’s an awful boss.”

      Sophia giggled. “Probably, but Wilder knows more about Subner than most, and he can probably offer me some insights.”

      Clapping her hands, Paris felt sudden relief for having a breakthrough. “That’s great. And then you can give those to me, and I’ll track down a slingshot or a money bag or whatever will be of use from their childhood.”

      “Actually, I’m in between cases right now,” Sophia began. “Much like you recently, I was told I need a vacation.”

      “But Beaufonts don’t take vacations,” Mama Jamba cut in.

      “If they did, this world would suffer greatly,” Papa Creola imparted.

      “Well, a vacation is probably overdue,” Paris said to her aunt. “It really helped me to clear my head and get perspective. You should definitely take some time to get some rest.”

      Sophia grimaced like the idea was painful to her. “Yeah, no thanks. That sounds stressful, but my team insisted. Both the Rogue Riders and the Dragon Elite. Therefore, I’m not allowed to work for them, but….”

      Paris arched an eyebrow at her. “If you aren’t working with the dragonriders but rather hunting down something for me, then it won’t count as work.”

      “It won’t be dangerous work either,” Sophia added. “I mean, how hard can it be for Lunis and I to do some detective work and hunt down something from the brother’s pasts that reminds Subner of his love for family?”

      “Very hard,” Mama Jamba chimed.

      “Extremely,” Papa Creola added.

      “You both are adorable,” Sophia said over her shoulder to them but didn’t look deterred. “It will be a good opportunity to do something different. A girl can only resolve nuclear threats between nations for so long before it gets boring.”

      Paris laughed. “So boring, I’m sure. But seriously, this is my business, and I don’t want to pawn it off on you.”

      “Pawn it like it’s your ex-lover's golf clubs,” Mama Jamba interrupted.

      “Or your grandmother’s old gaudy brooch,” Papa Creola offered.

      Paris smirked at her aunt. “They are quite feisty today.”

      Sophia nodded. “I want to help. Helping you will help me. Without the FGA, I’d have even bigger fish to fry.”

      “Your attention is needed elsewhere,” Mama Jamba said, still messing with her funny globe.

      “Like where exactly?” Paris asked, hoping the old woman would tell her.

      “Like frying actual fish,” Mama Jamba answered.

      “Are you serious?” Paris questioned. “But I don’t eat fish. I’m a vegetarian.”

      “And don’t eat these either,” Mother Nature explained. “They are poisonous. But still, you need to get those fish fried and fix a widespread problem.”

      “Any clues on this problem?” Paris questioned the old woman.

      She glanced up. Blinked at her. Smiled. “Check your map. That’s how you find problems.”

      “What map?” Paris questioned, wondering if the crazy lady would loan her the strange globe.

      “The one that crafty squirrel has hooked up to the love meter on your phone application,” Papa Creola offered.

      Paris tilted her head to the side. “But he hasn’t completed that project yet. He just started it.”

      “He’s very clever.” Mama Jamba went back to studying her globe.

      “And quick,” Papa Creola added.

      Paris pulled out her phone and checked the app for the love meter. Sure enough, there was a new functionality that included a map. As soon as she opened it she saw a map.

      It could be sorted by colors, starting from high levels of love and ending with low ones. There was a lot of varying shades of reds, a wide range of purple, a fair bit of blue in places, and in one area in particular there was dark, dark blue. That indicated the level of love was absolutely abysmal in that location.
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom

      “Piney Woods Hills,” Paris read after clicking on the location. It was a small town in Texas, of all places. According to the stats Faraday built into the app, it had a moderate-sized population, its economy centered on agriculture, and it currently had the lowest level of love per capita on the planet.

      “What’s wrong with this place?” Paris asked aloud, pulling up the location on the map.

      “Love is under attack,” Mama Jamba supplied.

      “Why and how?” Paris asked mostly to herself. Quickly she spotted a huge lake surrounded by flatlands. She glanced up at Mama Jamba. “What did you say about fish?”

      “That you had some to fry,” she replied casually in her southern accent.

      “Yeah, but they were poisoned,” Sophia added, looking over Paris’ shoulder at the phone.

      “Who is attacking Piney Woods Hills?” Paris asked.

      Mama Jamba sat back from her globe, sighing at it. “I really can’t say.”

      “She won’t,” Papa Creola amended.

      “Honestly, this one is a doozy, if I’m honest,” Mama Jamba continued, slumping slightly. “It won’t be an easy one to solve, but I guess it shouldn’t matter. I mean, it’s one tiny little town on a map full of millions of others. They are mostly fine or just a bit purple or on the tinge of blue. I mean, I’m sure your efforts would be better served fixing other problems rather than this place.”

      “Something is wrong,” Paris said sternly. “And if love is under attack, even if it’s affecting one place, it’s worth fighting for. The residents there must be all heartbroken.”

      “Or nihilistic, more like it,” Mama Jamba offered casually.

      Paris narrowed her eyes at her. “Tell me what you know…”

      “I wish I could, but you know the rules,” Mama Jamba stated.

      “She’s shared quite a bit, actually,” Papa Creola declared.

      “So I have to check out this Piney Woods Hills,” Paris said, studying the map. “There’s something there…maybe it could spread. I have to stop it.”

      “It could,” Mama Jamba sang. “Or you just want to stop it because…”

      Paris glanced up, thinking… “Because when we care about love in small places, it affects big ones…”

      Mama Jamba glanced fondly at Papa Creola. “I couldn’t have put it better myself.”

      “I think she’s got this one well enough.” Father Time stood, extending a hand to Mother Nature. “Ready for pancakes? I do owe you.”

      “For that and more,” the old woman replied, getting to her feet and taking his hand.

      Paris ignored the pair as they left the shop, turning her attention to her aunt. “So you’re okay with going after…well, I’m not sure what to try and help me calm the dispute between those two brothers?”

      Sophia nodded adamantly. “Of course. It would be our pleasure. And good luck with Piney Woods Hills and whatever is causing the problem. It sounds like a fishy problem.”

      Paris grinned, grateful she had good friends and great resources. “It will probably be that and a whole can of worms if experience is any evidence.”
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      Main Street, Piney Woods Hills, Texas, United States

      Paris and Faraday’s many adventures had taken them all over the planet but never had they seen such a strange place as Piney Woods Hills. It wasn’t as though the people looked weird or the town itself was strange. It was in the way it felt—like the people were all zombies, but without the eating brains part.

      “Is it just me, or do people here seem…subdued?” Paris asked Faraday when they stepped through the portal to the small Texas town onto the main road.

      “Didn’t you say that Mama Jamba hinted that people were nihilistic here rather than heartbroken?” the squirrel asked, flicking his tail and studying the downtown area.

      It was a quaint little area with an old general store and vintage clothing shops. A cute boardwalk ran the length of the stores, and a quiet road divided the retail area. But the charm of the small town was instantly overshadowed by the people milling about, appearing lifeless and disinterested.

      Although they didn’t have their arms outstretched, and weren’t groaning about brains, they definitely reminded Paris of zombies. Limply, the townspeople all ambled about, moving from shop to shop, not socializing, ignoring anyone they passed. They appeared disinterested in the people they were with, not conversing and their faces devoid of any emotions—either happiness or sadness.

      Paris nodded in reply. “Yes, and these people don’t seem to care about anything. That’s what nihilism means, right?”

      Paris would have worried that people would be curious about her talking to a squirrel and practiced a little more discretion, but no one here in Piney Woods Hills seemed to care about a thing. They didn’t appear to observe anything. Their heads hung low as they ambled about, seeming to be trudging through life and simply getting to the end of whatever tasks they’d set out to do.

      “The philosophy maintains that life is meaningless,” Faraday began explaining. “Many who subscribe to the ideas believe there are no known truths in the world, that social organizations are bad and that our existence is futile. Because of this lack of value, they tend to be pretty apathetic in nature.”

      Paris groaned. “It’s like the erasing of the foundational love stories all over again. At least I’m not suffering this time.”

      “No, it’s very localized but incredibly widespread,” Faraday observed. “There doesn’t appear to be anyone not affected.”

      Paris sniffed. “Do you think that it’s something in the air?”

      He shook his head. “We’d probably feel the affects pretty quickly. But there’s something that is specific to the town that’s causing it.”

      “Well, like I mentioned, Mama Jamba made reference to poisoned fish, but who knows if she was just being cute.”

      The squirrel scrunched up his nose, thinking. “I don’t think that could affect everyone. My best guess is that only as much as twenty percent of a population eats fish at any given time.”

      “Even in a place like this, surrounded by water?”

      He nodded. “It’s just like anything else. Not all people eat meat or poultry or all grains or nuts. So while it could be that the fish have been poisoned, I think there’s more to it. Something has been done that affects all of the people.”

      “Sounds like we need to do more investigation,” Paris chimed. “Where shall we begin?”

      Faraday pointed to the south. “I think the lake is the best option. I had you bring stuff to test the water.”

      Paris tapped the potions on her hip. “Yep, and a stroll through the town will give us more insight, hopefully.”

      “I already see how that will offer clues that could be helpful.” Faraday pointed to the sign over the local hardware store, and Paris’ mouth fell open. Something was strange about Piney Woods Hills, and it had been targeted for a specific reason.
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      Downtown, Piney Woods Hills, Texas, United States

      “Zelle Hardware,” Paris read, noticing the sign over the old-fashioned store that had a sale on small appliances currently.

      “That’s an odd name to find here of all places,” Faraday muttered, glancing up and down the main street.

      “What are the chances that it’s a coincidence?” Paris asked.

      “You know what I think about coincidences,” Faraday answered dryly.

      “That there are no such things because things happen based on cause and effect and aren’t a random concurrence of events without apparent causal connection.”

      The little squirrel clapped his paws together, grinning up at her. “You do pay attention and learned something from me.”

      “Oh, and you taught me the Earth is flat,” Paris teased.

      Faraday growled, showing his tiny teeth. “You know I’m no Flat-Earther.”

      Paris slapped her hand to her forehead. “Oh, I thought that was what those conventions you’re always going on about were.”

      He continued to scowl at her. “Those are Star Trek conventions.”

      Paris scrunched up her face. “You should lie and say you’re a Flat-Earther instead. Don’t tell anyone you’re into Star Trek and play Jedi roleplaying games.”

      “Jedi is from Star Wars,” he argued.

      “Same thing,” she joked, knowing she was getting under his skin.

      Realizing this, he shook his head and scurried down the sidewalk. “It’s not a coincidence there’s a Zelle Hardware in a place that’s been attacked and affecting the love meter.”

      “Jackson Zelle, my old nemesis, did start a new corporation that’s all hush hush. Maybe it’s a hardware store,” Paris reasoned, following behind the squirrel who had quickly made his way down the main road and then hurried back over to her.

      “I don’t think so,” Faraday offered. “For starters, Jackson Zelle doesn’t seem like the type to be much interested in hardware. Second, that store looks to have been here for a long time. And thirdly—”

      “Oh, dear,” Paris interrupted as they came to the town square where many of the storefronts could be seen clearly.

      Faraday halted beside her. Nodded. Glanced around, his eyes large. “Yeah, I just noticed all the signs.”

      Paris paused too, taking in the many places, all with the same name. “This town is owned by the Zelle family.”
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      Town Square, Piney Woods Hills, Texas, United States

      “Zelle Restaurant and Bar, Zelle Furnishings, Zelle and Son Real Estate,” Paris read, turning in a half circle to see all the shops sharing a similar name.

      “That’s very odd,” Faraday observed.

      “What are the odds that it’s a coincidence that Piney Woods Hills residents have all been made nihilistic, and everything shares the name of the old director of FGA whose mission is to destroy love?” Paris pretended to ask.

      “Zero,” Faraday answered. “Absolutely nil.”

      She shrugged, continuing to study the town square. “I mean, you don’t know that. Maybe the Zelle’s are all awful and suck the life out of people. Have you met Jackson Zelle? He was a pretty sour man.”

      “I have,” Faraday chirped. “This problem with the love meter has arisen right after we learned Jackson Zelle resurfaced. I hypothesize he’s attacked this town.”

      “Why?” Paris mused, noticing a set of newspaper stands. She strode over, thinking maybe they could garner some relevant information from the local news. She sighed with disappointment when she found all the stands empty. “What are the odds they sold out of today’s paper already?”

      “Again, zero,” Faraday answered. “It’s early, for starters. Second, do you see anyone reading a newspaper? Third, look at the local paper.” He pointed to a squatty brick building where Paris guessed the local reporters worked or had worked. The Piney Woods Hills Monitor appeared to be abandoned, the shades drawn and a “Closed” sign on the dusty door.

      “So no news,” Paris muttered. “Newspapers are dinosaurs.”

      “Not entirely in small towns,” Faraday argued. “Also, not in the south where people still enjoy holding a paper and reading about the local events. We need more information.”

      “Who better to ask than a local,” Paris said, striding over to the white gazebo in the middle of the town square surrounded by park benches. It had recently been a nice place but looked neglected, the grass turning dry and brownish and the trashcans overflowing.

      No one was sitting around and enjoying the shade from the large acorn trees as Paris would have expected in such an idyllic place. Instead, people moved from point A to point B, getting on with their normal activities but not enjoying them.

      “Excuse me, sir,” Paris called to a man walking by, his shoulders slumped and head down. He didn’t appear well put together, his clothes unmatched and his hair not combed, but he was still presentable.

      Pausing, he lifted his gaze up but didn’t seem too keen on being interrupted from his journey through the park.

      “The newspaper here is closed down, is that right?” Paris asked.

      He nodded.

      “Why is that?”

      “Because,” the man answered.

      “Because why?” Paris probed, already annoyed.

      The man shrugged. “What’s the point? Information will do us no good. Nothing will. What does it matter?”

      “Right,” Paris stated, noticing the many “Closed” signs in the shop windows. “So is everything in the town closing down?”

      “Pretty much,” the man answered. “Not the general store, the restaurant, and the farms and fishery. We have to eat, but not really much point in anything else.”

      “Sounds like a fun vacation spot,” Paris joked dully.

      The man didn’t laugh. He turned and walked away.

      Glancing down at Faraday, Paris shook her head. “What do you make of that?”

      “The fishery is open still,” he said.

      “The farms and stores and restaurants,” she added. “They are really only concerned about meeting their bare necessities.”

      “If I was trying to poison a town, that’s how I’d do it,” Faraday said.

      “We don’t know the town has been poisoned,” Paris argued. “We can’t jump to conclusions.”

      “I think you know that I dwell in facts.”

      She smirked at him. “Yes, but first you observe, and then you hypothesize. I like that about you. So let’s go test your little hypothesis and see if there’s any merit to it.”

      “Speaking of observations,” Faraday began, narrowing his eyes at something on the far side of the town square. “Is that a monkey?”

      Paris glanced in the direction he was indicating and saw the two figures before they disappeared into a narrow alleyway. They were two things out of place in a small, nondiverse country town. Faraday was correct. The first was a monkey. The second was a strange Asian man.
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      Outskirts, Piney Woods Hills, Texas, United States

      The monkey was definitely out of place in the quiet streets of Piney Woods Hills. It was a long way from home, being from Costa Rica. Paris associated the small creature with the organ grinders one would find on a busy street, not in a town full of nihilists in Texas.

      The Asian man was also out of place and even more so, in a way. He was small and lean, wearing silk robes. His long white hair trailed down his back and receded halfway down his hairline. His long white mustache caught in the wind when he scurried with the monkey into the alleyway.

      But that was the strangest part, Paris observed. No one was scurrying in Piney Woods Hills currently. No one appeared as though they had anywhere to be in a hurry to, ever again. They all just seemed to be getting by, eating because they had to, putting on clothes to cover their body, and lying down at night out of sheer necessity. The man and the monkey, they had gusto, darting into the shadows. They weren’t from there, and Paris thought they had to be a part of the equation, but how was the key question.

      “Do you think you could make friends with that monkey and find out what it knows?” Paris asked as she and Faraday made their way out of the city center and toward the lake area.

      Faraday rolled his eyes at her. “Are you saying that because we’re both small furry creatures?”

      She shrugged, taking in the small brick houses on large lawns, mostly neglected, but at one point probably quite nice. “I figured since you two are similar in size and all you might relate. You can ask him what he’s doing here and offer a banana or something.”

      Paris didn’t think it was possible, but the squirrel rolled his eyes even wider than before. “He’s a primate. I’m a rodent. I’ll remind you I’m not even that since I was once a man. Also, I can talk, and I suspect the monkey can’t. So banana or no banana, I don’t think I’ll glean much from the monkey.”

      “Ooooh… it seems like you’re not even trying to help that much,” Paris teased.

      “I’m not making friends with a monkey,” he said, sounding offended. “But I do think it is very suspicious to find one here, and they might be a part of what’s causing this town to be nihilistic.”

      “I agree. Don’t worry, you don’t have to make friends with monkeys. Where you really come in is finding out what’s affecting this place,” Paris said as they neared the water’s edge. She withdrew the potions Faraday had her bring and handed them to the squirrel. “Maybe it’s the fish. If so, then when it comes to that, the town’s people really have to scale back.”

      Faraday blinked up at her like she’d lost her mind. “That wasn’t a joke… Please tell me that wasn’t a joke.”

      Paris giggled. “It was, and you know it was funny. Fish could be the problem. Scale back.”

      He shook his head, going to work, testing the water. “Please stop. Bad jokes could harm the quality of my work.”

      “That’s fine if you grade my fish jokes as bad,” she said casually. “I get that they are below sea level…”
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      Cedar Lake, Piney Woods Hills, Texas, United States

      “This doesn’t make any sense,” Faraday said, scanning a test tube of the lake water with a strange device he’d had Paris bring along with the potions on her belt.

      “So the water is poisoned?” Paris asked, finding herself pretty useless since she had been told to stand still and not touch anything. They didn’t know where all the potential poison could be. In the water, on the grass, or in the air. Therefore, Faraday had told her not to move while he conducted his tests on the murky green lake water.

      “Yes, but what it’s poisoned with doesn’t make any sense,” Faraday answered. His device was of his own invention and could scan samples and give out a complete chemical makeup of a substance. It worked mostly on liquids, but when he tested it on Paris it said: 50% fairy, 48% magician, 2% demon, and 100% pain in the ass. She told him the device was obviously unreliable since she was more like 1% demon and 200% pain in the ass.

      “Nihilism juice?” she guessed.

      He shook his head quite seriously. “No, but it’s a substance that is known to produce such emotions. Or rather lack of emotions or the ability to care. It’s called nihil and was banned back in, I believe, the 19th century and later fully eradicated. The drug was considered too detrimental to the population after it created a series of political and philosophical doctrines that led to some decisively dangerous events.”

      “Why haven’t I heard about this before?”

      “Because things associated with those events were erased from the history books so as to not give future generations the ideas,” Faraday answered.

      “Wow, who can do that?” Paris questioned.

      He glanced up from his test tubes and device and gave her a pointed look. “Who do you think?”

      “You mean Mama Jamba or Papa Creola?” Paris asked, shocked.

      He nodded, returning his attention to his work.

      “How do you know about this?” Paris questioned. “If it was erased from the history books?”

      “You remember I haven’t always been a squirrel, right?”

      “Yes, before you were a candle maker, right?”

      “Man,” he corrected. “A chemist, an astronomer, a physicist, and more.”

      She huffed. “What a loaf. Did you ever consider trying to make something of yourself? You know, really challenge your intellect?”

      “Ha-ha. Very funny. Science is fun for me. It’s my hobby, my passion, my friend.”

      “My friend is a squirrel,” Paris joked, enjoying the banter, especially since she wasn’t allowed to move while he continued to conduct his experiments.

      “Anyway, before being a squirrel and your friend,” he began, “I was a man, and as hard as it is to believe, I worked on some pretty elite and top-secret projects.”

      “For the government?”

      “For the world,” Faraday answered. “One of them was to eradicate nihil because it was a very spreadable drug that had caused problems internationally. Once it became popular, then it really was rampant.”

      “Why? Did it make people high?” Paris asked, never having understood drugs herself or their appeal. She liked her brain and body too much.

      “Because it made people not care,” Faraday explained. “People have always resorted to drugs and alcohol to take away their problems. Once populations learned they could take nihil and not care because nothing really mattered, it was huge. Drug dealers and manufacturers profited, and governments and society soon declined. No one wanted to work because what was the point? No one wanted to be in love because it was meaningless. Really everyone…well, they turned into Piney Woods Hills and what you’ve witnessed here.”

      Faraday scratched the top of his head, suddenly appearing crestfallen. “Why didn’t I see it when we first got here? It’s really all so similar.”

      “We’re going to get to that, but I’ve got way more questions, so let’s back up,” Paris stated. “You were on the project by some world organization to get rid of nihil in the 1800s?”

      “You know the organization as the House of Fourteen, but back then it was the House of Seven,” Faraday answered.

      Paris laughed. “You’re old.”

      “You already knew I’ve been around for a while,” Faraday said. “I’m a magician after all.”

      “You’re a squirrel,” she corrected.

      “And my mother told me that the House of Fourteen did erase history once before when they were corrupt and didn’t want mortals to remember they could see magic,” Paris mused. “So it makes sense that they’d want to get rid of this drug and have Mama Jamba or Papa Creola erase history.”

      Faraday nodded. “It was a team effort, and I was employed due to my magical abilities and knowledge of science. I was asked to discover a way to eradicate the drug entirely.”

      “You’re kind of a big deal,” Paris gushed. “Why don’t you ever tell me these stories?”

      “Because history was erased, and I was sworn using magic to never talk about it.”

      She nodded. “Makes sense. Makes sense. Oh, except that whole thing where you’re talking about it now.”

      “The spell has been broken, hasn’t it?” Faraday fired back, still messing with one of the test tubes, shaking it slightly.

      “Because the drug is back?” Paris asked.

      “Maybe,” he mused. “But also, it was put on me by Mama Jamba, and she knows this drug is out there, hence the poisoned fish references she was making. I’m guessing she removed the spell so I could be here telling you this all now.”

      Paris pretended to zip her mouth and throw away the key. “I won’t tell anyone about this forgotten history. Why wouldn’t we also keep other things out of the history books if we’re worried about repeating events.”

      “There are many things that have been removed from the history books,” Faraday reasoned. “How would you really know about them though, if they have been? But the spell to erase history is complex and wouldn’t work on something like the holocaust, for instance, because it’s wrapped up in too much emotion. But with nihil, well, it was just the opposite.”

      Paris nodded. “No one cared about anything when that drug was rampant. But back to this history bit. Don’t they say that ‘those who know nothing about history are doomed to repeat it’?”

      “Will Durant did say that,” Faraday began. “He also said, ‘History is always repeating itself, but each time the price goes up.’”

      Paris shook her head, amazed by the little squirrel with a tiny brain and more knowledge than anyone she knew. “Is there anything that you don’t know?”

      He nodded. “Why do people obsess over the Kardashians? That one baffles me. Or why do TikTok stars exist? Or what will happen to this planet if we keep making people social media celebrities for doing nothing instead of getting real educations and contributing to society? I don’t have answers for these questions, and it keeps me up at night.”

      “You should take medicine to sleep,” Paris offered. “Back to my history question, scientist. Why do we erase history if we should be learning from our mistakes?”

      “Sometimes, knowing history costs too much and isn’t worth it,” Faraday answered. “If the newer generations knew there was this drug that could take away their worries, what do you think they’d be trying to do?”

      Paris nodded. “Recreate it.”

      “But that’s just the thing,” Faraday began. “The chemical composition of nihil was so complex that we were certain that once it was eradicated and all history of it erased, that it couldn’t be recreated. It would be like going into the 15th century and asking Leonardo da Vinci to make a plane. He simply wouldn’t have the components nor the technology to do it. Without the drug for someone to replicate, it can’t be done.”

      “And you got rid of the components for the drug as well?” Paris asked.

      He nodded. “That was the only way to ensure that if someone remembered nihil, it couldn’t be recreated.”

      Paris brightened with a sudden idea. “That’s it! Someone, and I’m guessing it was Jackson Zelle, went back in time and got the drug before you eradicated it.”

      Faraday glanced up at her, his eyes wide. “That’s it! You’re right. Papa Creola said that when Tomár went back in time to erase love stories, the timeline was messed with three times. We found two of the points in history, but he couldn’t figure out the third.”

      Paris nodded. “And it was driving him mad, but this is it. Tomár must have gone and gotten this drug and brought it into the future. However, the question is—”

      “How did Jackson Zelle know about this history if it was erased,” Faraday supplied. “Well, I’m guessing his time at FGA as a director gave him access to special records.”

      “And the real history is kept at Matters of the Heart?” Paris asked.

      He nodded. “Saint Valentines for FGA would need to know about the real history, especially something like nihil that was so detrimental to love and happiness.”

      “So it’s in the water,” Paris began, “and we think Jackson Zelle put it in there, but we don’t know that for sure.”

      “It’s a reliable hypothesis that we can test after doing a bit more research here.” Faraday glanced around speculatively. “The lake definitely has been poisoned, but that wouldn’t make the entire town of Piney Woods Hills the way they are on their own.”

      “Because only twenty percent of the population eats fish,” Paris supplied from their earlier conversation.

      He nodded. “So, I’m guessing the drug has been spread to other food sources.”

      Paris narrowed her eyes, thinking of that suspicious man and his monkey. “I bet that Mr. Mustache and his monkey are behind this. They were all animated in a town full of emotionless zombies.”

      “I think you’re right, but we need more proof,” Faraday stated. “I want to test the soil in the neighboring crops we passed on the way here to test my hypothesis about the food sources.”

      “Then we should check and get some take out from Zelle Restaurant,” Paris added.

      “Good idea,” Faraday said. “That way, we can confirm nihil is making it into the food.”

      Paris gawked at him. “No, because I’m starving.”

      He shot her an annoyed look. “You’ll be drugged and nihilistic.”

      She shook her head. “That kind of stuff wouldn’t work on me due to my chemical composition.”

      “Actually, scientifically speaking, you’re probably right,” he mused, not having considered the notion until then and intrigued.

      “In all seriousness,” Paris began. “We need to test all the places the drug could be so we know what we’re working with and where to get rid of it.”

      “Yes, and we’ve got to contain this as quickly as possible,” Faraday said. “We can’t have it getting out of Piney Woods Hills.”

      Paris nodded. “Yes, it sounds like in the past, it was devastating, and I can see now why. Those people are so lifeless. It’s sad.”

      Faraday nodded. “Yes, and then once again, we have to eradicate it.”

      Paris shook her head. “Actually, I don’t think the solutions from history are the answer. This time I don’t think we get rid of it. Instead, we find the antidote.”
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, United Kingdom

      Not only did Faraday determine that nihil was in the soil, affecting all the crops in Piney Woods Hills, but it was also being served in all the restaurants in the area. This was big. The potential for the drug to spread was major. Paris had to do the only thing she could think of until an antidote could be found.

      “You put a wall around that town in Texas!” Mama Jamba exclaimed when Paris and Faraday strode into the Fantastical Armory.

      Paris set the to-go container filled with jackfruit nachos and black beans on the glass countertop and slumped. “I did what I had to.” She was exhausted after completing such a huge spell. It wasn’t just putting the invisible barrier around the small East Texas town that cost Paris, it was maintaining it. Thankfully, Paris had stored quite a bit of magical reserves in Amantis. The spell was drawing from that, as evidenced by the wand’s globe on its end, glowing bluish green like a neon light.

      “What you did was very impressive.” It was actually Papa Creola who appeared really proud of Paris, whereas Mama Jamba regarded her with a disapproving glare. She looked on the verge of sending Paris out to pick her own switch from a tree for her spanking.

      “What she did was an abuse of her incredible powers,” Mama Jamba retorted tersely. “How did you even know that you could perform such a spell?”

      Paris shrugged, opening up the container and diving straight into the steaming hot nachos oozing with cheese and covered in all her favorite things. The carbo feast was the perfect way to refill her reserves.

      “I suggested it, although I wasn’t sure it would work,” Faraday offered, hopping up on the countertop next to Paris. “I got the idea from when Papa Creola put the boundary around Little Pleasures to keep Subner out. It went to reason that if one could create a barrier to keep people out, they could keep people in too. I figured Amantis could be the battery if Paris pulled off the initial spell.”

      “So very impressive,” Papa Creola repeated, sitting back in his pink armchair and pressing his hands together in prayer in front of him. His tie-dye T-shirt read: “Don’t Bogart, Man.”

      “It’s not impressive to trap the residents of Piney Woods Hills in their town and keep others from entering it,” Mama Jamba scolded. “It’s an overextension of power, and now she knows she can, it could go to her head.”

      “This is Paris we’re talking about,” Papa Creola defended.

      “She’s part demon,” Mama Jamba argued, pursing her lips and scowling at Father Time.

      Paris crammed a chip covered in jalapenos, cilantro, and salsa into her mouth. “I’m sorry, when did my honor and sense of right and wrong come into question? I was trying to contain a problem after Faraday explained the severity of this drug, which you all had eradicated because it was so dangerous.”

      “There’s containing a problem, and there’s imprisoning my people,” Mama Jamba declared, her blue eyes narrowed.

      “We were more trying to contain the food and water which have all been laced with the drug,” Faraday explained. “If it got out, it could spread. It could be replicated. The potential for disaster is high.”

      “I get that, darling,” Mama Jamba began. “My children are always doing bad things. You don’t see me putting walls around you.”

      “No, you section off populations on individual continents,” Papa Creola said, sounding amused.

      She scoffed at him. “I knew they’d build boats and figure out how to escape.”

      Paris shoved another chip into her mouth, this one dripping in cheese and jackfruit, which tasted like pulled pork but was nothing of the sort. “I really don’t get what the problem is. It’s not permanent. It’s only until I can come up with an antidote for nihil and lace that into the water and food and cure the people of Piney Woods Hills.”

      Faraday nodded, having taken control of Paris’ phone. He was currently using it to do some research on the place with so many businesses named after the Zelle’s. “And they have everything they need to survive in Piney Woods Hills. It’s not like we’ve put them in a place they can’t survive.”

      “Also, they don’t know they can’t get out,” Paris added. “They simply don’t want to.”

      Mama Jamba sighed, throwing her head back. “And you don’t get the problem with powers like that. You had the ability to trap an entire town inside its borders and not want to leave.” She threw her hands up, exasperated. “I’ve made you too powerful.”

      Paris gave Papa Creola a look of uncertainty. “Did Mama miss her medication?”

      “Mama always gets bent out of shape when someone tampers with the water supply,” Papa Creola offered.

      The old woman crossed her arms and sat back further. “I made them over seventy percent water. It’s just insulting.”

      Paris blinked at the woman, confused. “This has to happen a lot. Why is this such a big deal?”

      Mama Jamba thought for a moment and then softened. “Well, it’s just that, usually, water supplies are poisoned in such a way that it's death or dementia or the like. This is insulting. Nihilism is a state of being rather than an end result. It will cause other problems. The way they will trickle down into society, I’d almost wished that a place was bombed rather than brought down little by little. A massive explosion is less painful to watch than acid rain.”

      Faraday and Paris exchanged perplexed looks.

      “I contained it,” Paris reasoned. “Aren’t you happy about that?”

      “That’s like asking me if I’m happy you caged a rabid animal,” Mama Jamba replied. "Yes, it can’t hurt anyone else, but imagine all the pain it’s feeling all on its own, running into the walls and inflicting pain on itself.”

      “It’s the lesser of the evils here,” Faraday argued.

      Mama Jamba sighed deeply, obviously upset by this all. “Well, at least you want to fix the problem rather than contain it for good.”

      “And if you simply tell me how, you and I and everyone else can feel better.”

      The woman with blue hair glanced up at Paris, giving her a deep look of remorse. “You know I can’t do that.”

      Paris sighed, getting back to her nachos. “I know…”

      “But I can tell you something helpful,” Mama Jamba continued.

      Paris and Faraday both looked at her, hopeful.

      Mama Jamba nodded. “You’ve already been given the formula for the antidote, and very recently.”
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, United Kingdom

      “Right, of course we have,” Paris said, inhaling more of the nachos. “And that was…”

      “We were given the antidote,” Faraday mused, looking off in thought. “And recently, you say. When would that have been?”

      “I really worry that your memory is going, darling,” Mama Jamba sang, shaking her head at the squirrel. “Of all people, I’d expect you to know this one.”

      “Squirrel,” Paris corrected. “He’s a squirrel.”

      “I created him originally as a man,” Mama Jamba argued sternly, not at all her usual sweet self. Paris’ use of magic really got under her skin. Well, and more importantly, the poisoning of the water in Piney Woods Hills.

      “Antidote…” Faraday continued to think, tapping his foot on the counter.

      Like the food was making Paris’ brain finally work, it all came to her at once. “Dwyer! Faraday, remember recently that you and Dwyer were trying to make a polish. The anti-gravity one.”

      Faraday nodded, his eyes suddenly wide. “How could I forget?”

      “That’s what I was saying,” Mama Jamba admonished, shaking her head disapprovingly.

      "It’s the recent time travel,” Papa Creola said, actually sounding sympathetic. “It can affect memory retention, even for these two who have the right make up for such things.”

      “I made him smarter than the average person,” Mama Jamba said, still sounding annoyed. “He really should have remembered this.”

      “He did remember,” Papa Creola argued. “This is a complex issue he’s being asked to fix yet again, but this time with a different solution.”

      “You always baby him,” Mama Jamba countered, looking out the window fuming.

      “I do not baby any of them.” Papa Creola sounded offended now.

      “What about Liv?” Mama Jamba asked.

      “Liv is different, and I especially don’t with her. I’m constantly bickering at her.”

      “Bickering is a form of love,” Mama Jamba said. “I would know. I don’t bicker with anyone more than you.”

      Paris glanced back and forth between the pair. “What in the name of your planet has gotten into you two?”

      Mama Jamba sighed. “Things are out of balance. A place like Piney Woods Hills having zero love is devasting for the Earth. Usually, a place is low, but not none. It puts me in a sour mood.”

      “We’ve been here before, and we’ll get out of it again,” Papa Creola consoled, sounding unusually sympathetic.

      “Okay, so the antidote for nihil,” Paris said through one of her last bites. “If that drug makes people not care, then we need two parts of what?”

      Faraday flicked his tail. “Something that makes them care a lot.” There was an edge of doubt in his voice.

      “Cold,” Papa Creola offered, suddenly playing the hot and cold game with them.

      “You’re not supposed to help them,” Mama Jamba chastised him.

      “You do all the time, and you know it,” Papa Creola argued.

      “So nihil makes people nihilistic,” Faraday began again. “So we need two parts of the extreme ends of that.”

      “Warmer,” Papa Creola offered.

      Mama Jamba rolled her eyes at him.

      “Which would be extreme blissfulness,” Faraday said, an edge of doubt to his tone.

      “Hot,” Papa Creola stated, sort of smiling.

      “And then we would need extreme sadness,” Faraday said, much more confidently.

      “Cool.” Surprisingly it was Mama Jamba who chimed in this time.

      “Extreme hatred,” Paris guessed.

      “Burning hot,” Papa Creola commended.

      “Okay, so do you have potions for that?” Paris asked her squirrel.

      He shook his head. “Those are really powerful emotions, and making such potions would be very volatile.”

      “How are we to make the antidote without the two parts?” Paris asked, cutting her eyes at Papa Creola for clues.

      He glanced at Mama Jamba. “This is painful.”

      “This is how we agreed to raise them,” she reminded him.

      He nodded and looked back at Paris and Faraday. “If the water of a place makes people nihilistic, then it goes to reason the water or vegetation of a place can have properties associated with extreme bliss or hate."

      “Papa!” Mama yelled, her face suddenly red.

      “What?” He threw his arms in the air. “I didn’t tell them all of it.”

      “Of course!” Faraday said, his gaze distant as the wheels in his head started turning. “It was Dr. Masaru Emoto who found that water has a consciousness. When thoughts of love are sent to it, the molecular structure of the water changes. So if we went to a place with high levels of bliss, then we could take samples of the water and use that to create the antidote.”

      Paris pushed her phone back in his direction since he’d abandoned his research once the conversation about the antidote had started. “Do you think you could recode the love meter map to find such places?”

      “Absolutely.” Faraday went to work immediately, tapping and swiping on the phone.

      Paris smiled, feeling like they were finally making progress. “So then we go to these places and get water from their lakes or whatever.”

      “The problem you’re solving is fixing water and food supplies,” Papa Creola stated.

      Mama Jamba threw her head back in frustration. “Oh, why don’t you fix the problem for them.”

      “You know that I can’t do that,” he stated. “This one is difficult.”

      “The problems these two face are always difficult. It was the path we set for them.”

      “Okay, so we need water and what, a plant?” Faraday asked, looking up from the phone.

      “Scorching hot,” Papa Creola said with a wide smile.

      “If there really is a place with extreme hatefulness, don’t we need to fix it?” Paris mused.

      “Or solve the mystery,” Papa Creola offered.

      Mama Jamba shot to her feet, staring down at the man before her furiously. “That’s too much, and you know it.”

      He grinned up at her. “You’re so cute when you’re mad.”

      “I’m always cute,” she argued. “Why are you deliberately giving them all the information? You know figuring it out on their own is good for them.”

      “I know they’ve got a big set of adventures ahead of them,” he said. “Just telling them what they have to do doesn’t ensure they’ll do it.”

      She seemed to soften. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. I made those places, and I don’t even want to go there.”

      “You don’t want to go to a place that’s extremely blissful?” Paris asked, confused.

      Mama Jamba shook her head. “Oh, no. Any extreme is too much.”

      Paris nodded, understanding this notion.

      Faraday brightened, looking up from the phone. “I think I’ve found them too. Unsurprisingly, they are on opposite sides of the country.”

      “It’s by design,” Mama Jamba explained, taking a seat once more.

      “The place full of extreme hate is surrounded by water,” Faraday explained. “The place with extreme bliss is full of vegetation.”

      “Why is it that we have to solve a mystery?” Paris asked. “In the blissful place, we just have to tolerate it and find a plant.”

      “Finding the plant will be a mystery in itself,” Papa Creola answered. “The water in the place you need won’t be of the right composition until after an event occurs.”

      “A murder,” Faraday guessed.

      “Smoking hot,” Papa Creola said.

      “So we grab the water and then run,” Paris stated.

      “Or we solve the murder and fix this place,” Faraday corrected.

      “Okay, we need to solve a mystery and find some water,” Paris began, mainly talking to herself. “Then go to a happy place and get a flower.”

      “Seems reasonable to me. Then with a few ingredients from Psychic Super Store, I think I can make the antidote.”

      Paris groaned. “Oh, I loathe visiting that place.”

      “I know, but I’ll need special equipment for this one,” he explained.

      “I think I’ll need special help,” Paris said, thinking of the people she’d want to recruit.

      “Then let’s get going,” Faraday said. “You can’t hold up that barrier forever.”

      “No, you better not,” Mama Jamba admonished.

      “Did you find out what the significance of Piney Woods Hills having the Zelle name everywhere was?” Paris asked.

      Faraday shook his head. “No, I’ll work on it now while you go recruit. Then meet me at the Psychic Super Store, and I’ll hope to have an answer.”

      Paris winked at her friend. “We make a great team.”

      Mama Jamba smiled, seeming to soften once more. “By design.”
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      Annapurna Mountain Range, Gandaki Province, North-Central Nepal, China

      “This looks like it’s going to be hard,” Sophia said. She sat atop her dragon, Lunis, as they hovered in the air, looking out at the Annapurna mountain range of Gandaki Province in North Central Nepal.

      “That’s what she said.” The blue dragon snickered, reusing Michael Scott’s famous catchphrase after having binged watched all the episodes of The Office.

      Sophia shook her head, glancing at the rider perched low on his own dragon beside her. Wilder was in the best position to help Sophia with this side mission to find the object that would reunite the twin brothers. He was a fellow dragonrider and had been one for many more centuries than her. His youthful dark hair and bright blue eyes made him look as young as her, at only forty-ish years old.

      Due to the chi of the dragon, riders didn’t age at the same rate as even magicians, although they were ones. They were granted much longer of health and vitality, but their jobs atop dragons and wielding swords usually meant that they still met an early death.

      Aside from being her partner in life and an excellent dragonrider and fighter, Wilder was Subner’s assistant as the Protector of Weapons. He hadn’t known that until the grumpy elf informed him that he elected him at birth. It made sense once Wilder found out though since he had always had a strange power with weapons. All the dragonrider ever had to do was touch a weapon like a sword or a bow, and he instantly knew the entire history of the object.

      Not only did he see the battles the weapon had been involved with, but he also felt the emotions it had been a part of. This was more of a curse than a power because weapons were always associated with grief, fear, and anger. However, this was important because it gave the assistant to the Protector of Weapons an intimate association with all the objects. He knew them unlike any others and for that reason he could do things that no others could.

      Wilder Thomson could find weapons—sensing them. He was drawn to the most powerful and oldest ones. And he could wield weapons that most couldn’t handle. The dragonrider did more than work for the Dragon Elite. As Subner’s assistant, he possessed a unique power over weapons, making him the ideal person to help Sophia on this mission.

      Ignoring her dragon, Sophia smiled at the rider sitting upon his white dragon, Simi. Both of the large beasts were easily staying afloat on the icy winds tearing through Nepal, coming off the Annapurna mountain range.

      “So are you certain that this is where Originalis is located?” Sophia asked over the rush of wind and the soft beating of the dragon’s wings.

      Wilder nodded, gripping the reigns connected to his dragon. Simi’s element was wind, which meant she controlled it but also that it didn’t affect her like it could other dragons. It was easy for her to stay afloat as the icy gust rushed from the mountain range.

      The blue dragon’s element was the moon, and Lunis could supersize himself depending on the phases. Sophia and Lunis were stronger than most for many reasons. One was that Sophia had her twin Jamison’s powers, he having died at birth. Also, as the first female dragonrider, she had spawned a new population of eggs, keeping the dragon population from becoming extinct.

      “I know for a fact,” Wilder answered, his eyes honing in on the top of Annapurna, where a kingdom sat that most didn’t know about. It was ruled by an evil tyrant by the name of King Gillius.

      Sophia questioned Subfar at Little Pleasures to find out what the object that would reunite the brothers could be. Wilder had thought it was a weapon but needed more information, not knowing enough about Subner’s personal history.

      The Protector of Wealth explained he created the very first weapon for his brother when they first came into their roles. Conversely, Subner made the very first coin for Subfar.

      The sword that the Protector of Wealth made was a steel sword that was called Originalis. It had a golden hilt with massive rubies. More impressive than the beauty of the weapon given to Subner by his brother to mark his huge role to protect weapons for all of time, was the power the sword possessed. Similar to the coin that Subner made for the same reason for Subfar, the weapon was incredibly valuable. Whoever possessed it, held unbelievable power and could use it to their favor.

      Originalis was created to signify the role Subner took as Protector of Weapons, elected by Papa Creola. According to Subfar, when he went off the rails, abusing his powers as Protector of Wealth, he gave the weapon to King Gillius in exchange for fame and riches—something that he was meant to protect but instead became greedy with. Gillius then used the weapon to secure his place as king over the Kingdom of Annapurna. It was a holy land that should have been shared with the world, but under the tyrant’s rule, it was no longer open to others.

      The king also was cruel, not allowing his people to venture outside his borders, enslaving them and generally abusing them. Sophia hadn’t been aware of any of this. Not until she questioned Subfar, who was shameful about the whole situation. It was actually the last straw for Subner when his brother gave his sword, the very first one, to the king in exchange for riches.

      It was shortly after that when Subner vowed to murder Subfar if he ever saw him. The Protector of Wealth used his riches to escape his brother and had been on the run since until Paris, by way of Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf, found him.

      “Subfar believes that if we get Originalis from King Gillius and return it to Subner he’ll forgive him,” Sophia said, staring at the castle high atop of the mountain peak—over twenty-six thousand feet in the air.

      “By forgive, you mean not kill him,” Lunis joked, beating his large blue wings, maintaining his height above the clouds.

      “Yes, but this mission just became even more important,” Sophia said with vengeance. “Now that we know about King Gillius, we have to stop him.”

      Wilder agreed with a nod. “Yes, that man has to be stopped and his people freed from his rule.”

      “He won’t give up Originalis without a fight,” Simi said, her white wings making gentle movements.

      “According to Subfar,” Sophia began, “the original sword is protected by a magical beast that shoots spikes and rolls. That’s all he told me. I don’t even know where it’s located in the kingdom.”

      “I will be able to find it,” Wilder stated with confidence. “I sense the weapon already, and it will draw me to it.”

      “Then we kill the monster, Wilder takes possession of the sword, and King Gillius loses his rule,” Sophia said matter-of-factly, her long blonde hair blowing behind her in the wind.

      "Then Subfar and Subner kiss and make up,” Lunis added.

      “And Paris gets her funding, and FGA doesn’t go bankrupt,” Wilder said, smiling at the woman riding beside him.

      Sophia smiled back at the man she loved and trusted like no other. “I think we can do this if we work together.”

      Lunis laughed. “That’s definitely what she said.”
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      Crying Cat Bakery, Roya Lane, United Kingdom

      When Paris entered the Crying Cat Bakery, she was grateful to find the people she’d enlisted for her next couple of missions were already there to meet her. She thought Hemingway and Bermuda Laurens made the most sense for the extremely blissful place on the west coast. They both knew plants quite well, and hopefully double help would ensure they found the plant quickly. The giantess and Hemingway sat at a corner table, Bermuda making the small bakery chair work overtime to support her weight.

      Paris waved at them, offering a small smile before mouthing the words, “I’ll be right over.” She then directed her attention to Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf. They would help her with the mystery at the extremely hateful place on the east coast. It seemed like such a strange set of missions, but with Papa Creola pretty much telling her this was the solution for the nihil problem, she didn’t have to wonder if she was off track.

      The great detective nodded to Paris as she stopped at their table. “You have a mystery for us?”

      “I will,” Paris stated. “I have to do something else first. A few somethings.” She thought of her annoying task of having to stop by the Psychic Super Store to meet Faraday.

      “You do have a mystery for us, though?” King Rudolf asked, sounding eager.

      “Yes, but I have to go find a flower in the happiest place on Earth,” she answered.

      Rudolf grimaced. “The flowers at Disney World are all watered with potable water. I don’t think they are that nice.”

      Paris shook her head. “It’s actually a place in the Pacific Northwest.”

      “What’s this mystery you have for us?” Sherlock Holmes asked, chewing on his unlit pipe.

      “I don’t know,” Paris told him.

      “How do you know there’s a mystery at all?” King Rudolf tilted his head to the side, his light hair perfectly in place and catching the overhead bakery light.

      “Because Papa Creola told me so,” Paris answered. “I’m guessing it’s all timed to happen when I need it to. I show up to this town, a murder happens, I collect the water in the area, and then you two solve the mystery and hopefully, the place is fixed and full of peace.”

      King Rudolf took a bite of his Lucky Charms donut drenched in white frosting and cereal. “Sounds like what I did last week.”

      Sherlock Holmes blinked at him. “We spent last week at one of your casinos in Las Vegas."

      “What happened on Wednesday?” King Rudolf Sweetwater asked proudly, his chin in the air.

      The other man opened his mouth and then paused. He seemed to think, confusion falling over his face. Scratching his head, his gaze fell on the table in front of them. “I can’t remember actually…”

      “Exactly,” King Rudolf stated victoriously.

      “What did happen?” Sherlock Holmes asked.

      “Do you really want to know?” Rudolf leaned forward, his eyes suddenly serious.

      Sherlock Holmes seemed to think on this and then shook his head. “No, no…I don’t think I want to.”

      “Yes, I think that’s a good call.” The fae sat back, picking up the rest of his donut and taking a bite.

      Paris shook her head. “Well, so I have your two’s help when I’m ready then?”

      “Of course,” King Rudolf stated, pointing at Sherlock Holmes. “Just ensure that there’s no opium around, or this one will lose a day and get us in all sorts of trouble.”

      “Opium?” Sherlock Holmes asked, his eyes wide.

      Rudolf waved his hand through the air. “You don’t want to know.”

      Paris gave the great detective a sympathetic look. “I’m sure he’s right. Anyway, you two take it easy and stay away from drugs and Las Vegas until I call you. I’ve got to go to the happiest place on Earth first, according to Papa Creola, who gave me the timing, and you can’t argue with him on that.”

      “You need opium to get to that place,” King Rudolf told her. “I should know. I founded that land.”

      “Is it on the west coast?” Paris asked, wondering if the fae knew where this place with extreme blissfulness was.

      “Oh, no.” He shook his head. “It’s not even on this planet. It’s a state of mind. You can only get there in astral projection form.”

      “Oh, then that’s not the place I’m looking for.” Paris laughed. “I need to pick a flower from this place or a weed or something and bring it back for my squirrel.”

      “That’s a crummy gift,” Rudolf observed. “I hope I don’t get you as my Secret Santa this year.”

      Paris chuckled again, backing away from the table and heading in Hemingway and Bermuda Lauren’s direction. “I’ll be in touch with you two when it’s time."

      Sherlock Holmes nodded in compliance but still looked confused about what could have happened last week.

      Rudolf smiled and waved. “Can’t wait for this murder.”
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      Crying Cat Bakery, Roya Lane, United Kingdom

      Hemingway kissed Paris’ cheek when she joined him and Bermuda Laurens at the corner bakery table. “Thanks for coming out of your way to meet me.”

      “Anything for you, my love,” Hemingway said, his dimple surfacing when he smiled.

      “I already had a meeting here,” Bermuda said matter-of-factly, the giantess crossing her thick arms in front of her chest. She wasn’t wearing her usual safari outfit, as if she was exploring. Instead, she wore a blazer and slacks, which made the giantess look professional, like an accountant or a lawyer.

      “Oh, well, I’m glad it worked out then,” Paris began with a polite smile. “I thought you two would be the best people to help me. I need to create an antidote for nihilism into a food and water supply, and to do that—”

      “You need a plant from a place that has excessive blissfulness,” Bermuda cut in. “Then you’d need water from a place that is the opposite.”

      Paris blinked at the woman, impressed and also confused. “How do you know that?”

      “Doesn’t everyone?” she replied in a dignified voice.

      “Well, Papa Creola had to nearly spell it out for Faraday and me,” Paris explained. “And now Mama Jamba is quite cross with him for giving us the information. I guess I could have just come to you and asked for the help.”

      “I’m with Mother Nature,” Bermuda said, her chin in the air. “We can’t go around enabling all of you. You’ll never learn if we do it for you.”

      “I know what I have to do,” Paris stated. “Maybe you’ll not enable but rather help me out by working to find this plant. It’s located in a town that’s apparently full of overly blissful people. I’m guessing that it will be akin to finding a four-leaf clover in a field full of hippies.”

      “So it’s in the Redwood Forest, then,” the giantess stated with confidence.

      Paris threw up her hands. “Why do I go through all this guesswork when you could just tell me things.”

      “I won’t,” Bermuda said tersely.

      “But you just did.”

      “Because you already know,” she replied.

      Paris nodded and took a deep breath. She felt that most people in her life could be a tad more helpful but decided it was in her best interests not to say anything. At least Papa Creola decided to be helpful for once. “Yes, the place with extreme levels of bliss where the people are apparently intolerable, and the plant we’re looking for is in Southern Humboldt County in Northern California. Do you think you two can help me find what we’re looking for?”

      “It won’t be easy,” Bermuda said rather darkly.

      “It never is,” Paris agreed.

      “I bet I can concoct a spell to help us locate what we’re looking for,” Hemingway offered.

      Bermuda pursed her lips. “Magic doesn’t work how you’re used to in Humboldt.”

      “My experience working for Astrid at the Glowing Orchid gave me experience finding rare and exotic plants.” Hemingway tried again to be helpful.

      The giantess didn’t appear hopeful. “Maintaining our own wits will be the real challenge. I’m guessing something in the air causes it to be the way it is.”

      “Yes, and in the other place with extreme hatefulness, it’s in the water,” Paris offered.

      Bermuda nodded. “Yes, water has a consciousness, so you don’t even have to drink it to be affected by its molecular structure.”

      Paris rolled her eyes. “Again, how do you know all this stuff?”

      “The question is, how do you not?” Bermuda said.

      Hemingway gave her a sweet smile. “We will help you find this plant. Don’t worry.”

      “Great,” Paris said, her chest warming at his vote of confidence. “We should set off soon because I can’t keep this nihilistic place quarantined for long.”

      “Not to mention that it’s wrong and making Mother Nature madder than a wet hen.”

      Paris smirked. “You really know everything, don’t you?”

      “I don’t know how much longer you’ll be able to keep that spell going even with Amantis as a battery.” Bermuda pointed to the glowing wand on Paris’ hip.

      “I have to collect Faraday at the Psychic Super Store, and then we can get to Humboldt.” Paris pointed over her shoulder as the door to the Crying Cat Bakery opened, a familiar figure striding into the shop.

      “That’s fine,” Bermuda said. “My appointment is here. I’ll be done in about an hour.”

      Paris glanced at the man approaching the table. “You have an appointment with Ramy Vance? Why?”

      “It’s not any of your business—”

      “She’s drawing up my Last Will and Testament,” Ramy interrupted Bermuda, joining them.

      Paris gave the strange shopkeeper for Heals Pills a confused look. “You die literally every single day. Why do you need a Last Will and Testament?”

      “What happens when I die for real?” Ramy asked. “I never know when I’ll run out of lives. I fell into the Fountain of Youth, making it so that I can’t die easily, but that doesn’t mean something won’t finally take me out for good. I need to know things will be okay when I’m really gone.”

      Paris understood how strange it must be for the guy who could regenerate after suffering from accidents that would kill most. Because life was ironic, the magic made it so he was accident-prone, meaning he literally died all the time.

      She glanced at the giantess. “And why are you helping Ramy with his will?”

      The woman scoffed at her, offended. “Because obviously, I’m a paralegal in my spare time.”

      Paris nodded, realizing she should have known that or guessed it or at least not been mildly surprised. She smiled back at Ramy. “Well, I hope you continue to die.”

      Ramy smiled at her. “Thanks. That means a lot to me.”

      Paris backed for the door, waving to her friends. “I’ll be back in a bit. Unfortunately, I have to go and lose some brain cells at the Psychic Super Store.”

      “Just wait until we visit Humboldt,” Bermuda Laurens warned. “It’s the mecca of hippies.”

      Paris gulped, heading out the door and strangely looking forward to the murder adventure over the blissful one.
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      Psychic Super Store, Roya Lane, United Kingdom

      “Are you sure you don’t have any more in stock?” Faraday asked Jackey, the shopkeeper for the Psychic Super Store, when Paris entered the place filled with incense smoke and chiming crystals.

      “Yes, I’m quite sure,” the woman replied, bustling around and stocking the shelves.

      “When will you have it back in stock?” Faraday asked, scurrying behind the lady nervously.

      Jackey paused. “It’s hard to say.”

      “But you’re psychic,” Paris remarked, always amused by the hippie who was only psychic when it suited her.

      “It doesn’t mean that I control shipments which are prone to delays.”

      “But you should know that,” Paris stated.

      Jackey shook her head. “It’s impossible to know these things. I’m a psychic, not a logistics expert who knows when shipments will arrive. That sort of information is impossible to know.”

      Paris was about to argue that the psychic could go onto a handy dandy website and know such things when a large figure strode into the shop carrying a crossbow and a sullen expression. Usually, someone walking into a shop with a loaded weapon would give Paris pause, but in this case, the person didn’t cause her any stress.

      “Hey Lee,” Paris sang, waving to the assassin baker. “I was just in your shop and didn’t see you or Cat there.”

      “We saw you, but since talking to you is the worst, we stayed low,” Lee replied, the crossbow resting over her shoulder. “Imagine my annoyance right now realizing that I still managed to run into you?”

      Paris sighed, not offended. “I guess sometimes people are meant to run into each other despite our best efforts to avoid them.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like some hippie bullshit that Jackey would spout,” Lee muttered, glancing at the shopkeeper. “I’m here for some of that snake oil.”

      Jackey lowered her chin. “It’s not because you’re making poisoned tips for that crossbow again, are you?”

      Lee glanced at the weapon on her shoulder and then jerked like she was surprised to find it there. “What? Crossbow? Oh, how did that get here? I don’t use this to murder people. This is a… special kite flying device. The snake oil is to grease the gears, so the kite flies as high as my heart desires.”

      Jackey considered this. “If that’s a kite flying device, where is the kite?”

      “At the kite store,” Lee answered immediately, not missing a beat. “I’m getting it repaired.”

      “What’s the design of this kite?” Jackey asked, crossing her arms, but appearing to be accepting what the assassin was telling her.

      “A bunny,” Lee replied. “A big fat white bunny with big eyes and a pink nose.”

      “How well does it fly?” Jackey asked, now sounding interested.

      “Not great without the snake oil,” Lee muttered, snapping her fingers. “So sell me some, and I can get back out there and fly my bunny.”

      “But you said that it was getting repaired at the kite store, and they are closed today.” Jackey seemed very confident about this piece of information.

      Paris was shocked there was a kite store but less surprised the hippie was aware of their hours. She realized this was a good primer for her time in Humboldt.

      “They are opening specially for me because they know how much I need to fly my kite today,” Lee snapped again. “Can I get the snake oil? I’m dying to get my bunny in the sky.”

      “Fine,” Jackey said, resigning. “As long as you’re not using it to create poison-tipped arrows again.”

      Lee motioned over her heart. “Cross my heart and hope to die.”

      “I’ll be right back then.” Jackey turned and stomped to the back.

      Paris glanced at the assassin baker. “You’re creating a poison for your arrows, aren’t you?”

      “Duh, Sherlock,” Lee replied. “Should I test them on you?”

      “I’m good,” Paris chirped.

      The shopkeeper returned carrying a small container with green liquid. “Okay, this is my last bottle, and I’m not sure when I can get more. It’s impossible for me to tell.”

      “Tracking,” Paris offered. “There are shipping websites with trackers that tell you exactly where your package is and when it will arrive.”

      Jackey glared at her. “That’s impossible. There’s no way to know where something is in this world. We must simply wait for it to arrive. That’s the magic of patience.”

      “Right,” Paris said, drawing out the word.

      “Well, let me know when you get the shipment with my equipment,” Faraday said, sounding stressed by the delay.

      “I’m not sure how you expect me to do that,” Jackey told him. “We haven’t established a psychic link, and I’m currently full with my family and friends plan.”

      “Phones,” Paris mumbled. “You could try a phone.”

      Jackey shook her head. “I can’t. You’ll have to keep stopping by to check the status.”

      Faraday sighed and glanced up at Paris. “We can’t make the antidote without it. I’ll just have to stick around here on Roya Lane until it comes in. Then I can have it all ready when you have the two parts.”

      Lee waved them toward the door. “That’s fine. The talking squirrel can hang out at the bakery. I’ll put him to work in the back. Maybe we’ll get a health inspection, and they’ll shut us down. I could use a vacation.”

      “Do you want to fail?” Paris asked, marching out the door with the assassin baker and the squirrel.

      “No, but I want to have an excuse not to work,” Lee stated. “I’m no quitter though, so I need someone to be my reason for failure.” She glanced down at the squirrel as they set off down the cobbled lane. “Come on, squirrel. Let’s have you rummage through the flour and handle the nuts for the cookies.”

      “I’m allergic to nuts,” Faraday told her.

      “That’s fine,” Lee said. “Maybe you’ll look like a rabid squirrel ransacking our ingredients when the health inspector stops by. They’ll shut us down for good.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Crying Cat Bakery, Roya Lane, United Kingdom

      The bakery was brimming with people when Paris, Faraday and Lee returned. That was enough to really annoy the assassin baker. She threw up her hands upon entering and growled.

      “Oh, would all of you get out of here already? I’m tired of serving you.”

      “That is your job, but I get it,” King Rudolf said, walking past them, followed by Sherlock Holmes. “We’ll get out of your hair with the promise of not patronizing you until you beg.”

      “I won’t,” Lee said, ushering them out.

      Rudolf winked at Paris. “We’ll be ready for this murder when you are.”

      “If you don’t get out of here, then it will be your murder you’re solving,” Lee threatened.

      Rudolf grinned at her. “I don’t have to explain to you how unlikely it is that I’d solve my own murder, right?”

      “Get out!” Lee exclaimed, pointing out the door.

      Not needing any more threats, the pair left, followed by Hemingway, who kissed Paris’ cheek on the way out. “Call me when you’re ready to go. I’ll be down the street waiting for you and Bermuda to finish up.” He indicated to the giantess who was sitting at a table with Ramy Vance, who looked very confused by all the paperwork sitting in front of him.

      Paris nodded. “I just have to get something to eat, or I will be no good as far as magic goes.”

      “We’re all out of food,” Lee grumbled, striding behind the counter and putting down the crossbow down.

      “No, you’re not,” Paris said with a laugh. “And if you want to borrow my squirrel, then you’ll give me a cookie the size of my face.”

      “Fine,” Lee muttered, grabbing one from the case and tossing it in Paris’ direction. Thankfully, she caught it before it touched the floor, but the ingredients had probably already been all over the floor at one point, she reasoned.

      “And while you eat that, I’ll tell you what I learned about Piney Woods Hills,” Faraday offered, taking a seat at the table where Sherlock Holmes and Rudolf had been stationed beside Ramy and Bermuda.

      “I just don’t understand,” Ramy said, his hands on both sides of his head as he read the document before him.

      “It’s all very standard language,” Bermuda said, sounding irritated. “I don’t know how to make it any more straightforward.”

      “I, Ramy Vance, of Roya Lane, London, United Kingdom, being of sound mind, declare this to be my Last Will and Testament, hereby revoking all prior Wills and codicils made by me.” He scratched his head, looking up at her. “Who is to judge that I’m of sound mind? What if they find out that I took some allergy medicine earlier and have a bit of brain fog?”

      Bermuda sighed, obviously losing her patience. Paris guessed that she’d been at this with Ramy since she left and returned.

      “I’ll try and explain this one last time,” she said through clenched teeth.

      Paris hid her laughter by taking a bite and turning her attention to Faraday. “So what did you learn? Is Jackson Zelle from Piney Woods Hills?”

      The squirrel shook his head. “No, actually he wasn’t raised there, but all his family was born and raised there. I did some research and learned some of his personal history. It turns out that his mother’s family was from there.”

      “The Zelle’s,” Paris guessed.

      He nodded. “Yes. I dug through the archives at FGA and found out something really interesting. Apparently, Jackson’s mother was a case for the fairy godmothers.”

      “Ohhhh…”

      “Yeah, and things didn’t work out,” he continued. “She became pregnant with Jackson, but the case was deemed a failed match and closed.”

      “Uh-oh.” Paris took another bite of the giant chocolate chip cookie.

      “Big uh-oh.”

      “Now we see Jackson Zelle’s motivation for hating FGA,” Paris said, piecing it together.

      “The Prince Charming who was Jackson’s father didn’t want anything to do with his mother or him, abandoning them,” Faraday explained.

      “That’s sad,” Paris said, actually feeling bad for the guy.

      “It gets worse,” Faraday went on. “The fairy godmothers couldn’t help match his mother because she was mentally unstable and pregnant.”

      Paris chewed. “So FGA abandoned them too.”

      “And then it gets even worse.”

      “How can it get worse?” she asked.

      “Pregnant and abandoned by the man she loved, Jackson’s mom returned to Piney Woods Hills to her wealthy family. As we saw, they own most of the town and have many resources. Being very religious, they disowned her and her unborn child since she became pregnant out of wedlock.”

      “Ouch,” Paris said, shaking her head. She felt sympathetic for the ex-Director of Finance of FGA, even though he was the reason the company was about to be bankrupt and shut down. It made sense now why he’d gotten a job there and worked from the inside to bring it down. This had all been about revenge. The last piece of the puzzle fit into place. Her mouth fell open. “Jackson’s plan is to destroy Piney Woods Hills and the family that abandoned his mother.”

      Faraday nodded. “Yes, because after that, his mother had him, but being alone and broke, she fell sick. Soon after his birth, she died, and he was raised in an orphanage. Later he got scholarships, went to school for finance, and then made his way into the graces of the current Saint Valentine.”

      “Who had no idea about his personal history and fell for it all, entrusting FGA to him,” Paris guessed.

      “Exactly,” Faraday stated.

      “So Jackson Zelle is out for revenge, making it personal,” Paris said, going back to her cookie. “He’s going to start with his would-be hometown and then let nihil spread until he’s taken out love worldwide, demolished FGA, and then what? Just exist in the world he destroyed?”

      “I think a man like Jackson Zelle doesn’t care what happens after he’s taken down his enemies,” Faraday replied. “He sees hate and can’t see past his own desire for vengeance.”

      Paris ate the last of the cookie. “That’s sad.”

      “It is, but he has to be stopped.”

      “We will,” Paris said.

      “I’ve got to stay back and wait for my equipment.”

      “That’s fine,” Paris said, pointing to Lee, who was knocking things around behind the counter, giving them an impatient look that said, “Will you leave already?”

      “I’ll stay here on Roya Lane, and you go to Humboldt County and find the plant.” Faraday flicked his tail. “It appears you’re in good hands with Hemingway and Bermuda.”

      Paris nodded, cutting her eyes to the giantess who appeared to finally have explained everything to Ramy. The shopkeeper for Heals Pills was signing his Last Will and Testament and no longer asking the same questions repeatedly.

      Having finished the last of the signatures, Ramy smiled and looked up. “Okay, we’re all done.”

      “Good!” Lee yelled, her face red. “Then get out!”

      “Sure thing,” Ramy said, jumping to his feet. “Can I get something to eat first? I feel like celebrating. Maybe the thing I needed to not die was to prepare for my inevitable death.”

      “No!” Lee roared, pointing to Faraday. “Get back here, squirrel, and I hope your paws are dirty.”

      Faraday hopped up on the counter and waved at Paris. “See you soon. Good luck with getting the two parts for the antidote.”

      Paris smiled, making her way to the door, waving for Bermuda to follow her. “Sounds good. And yeah, good luck with you and your bakery internship.”

      The giantess picked up her briefcase and rose, towering over the rest. “Yes, let’s get going. I’ll need to change, but then we can set off.”

      Ramy grabbed his stomach, giving Lee a pleading look. “Oh, but please, can I have a chocolate chip cookie like Paris had? I’m so hungry, and they’re my favorite.”

      “No!” Lee banged her fist down on the counter, making the crossbow jump into the air. An arrow loaded into the weapon came loose, shot across the bakery and found its target in Ramy. He took the arrow straight on and fell onto the bakery floor, dying at once.

      No one jumped from witnessing the death. Everyone was used to it with Ramy. Casually Bermuda leaned over and appraised the man with an arrow sticking out of his chest. “The good news is it appears he’ll be back soon, but too bad for you Lee. A death can’t be good for business.”

      Lee grinned, suddenly giddy. “A death means we’re shut down for the day, possibly longer. I should have murdered that little man from the start.”
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      Annapurna Mountain Range, Gandaki Province, North-Central Nepal, China

      “Getting on top of that is going to be hard,” Wilder stated, narrowing his eyes at the top of Annapurna peak, where King Gillius’ imprisoned kingdom sat.

      The blue dragon snickered. “That’s what she said.”

      Sophia shook her head at the jokester known as Lunis. “Would you be serious for once? We have a big mission here and several challenges to overcome.”

      Lunis sighed. “Yeah, I can’t work with that set of lines.”

      Activating her own binocular vision, thanks to the chi of the dragon, Sophia studied the castle sitting on the top of the mountain. It was surrounded by a wall, the village, and a towering set of caves at the back. “Do you think that the sword is being held in King Gillius’ castle?”

      Wilder shook his head, leaning forward. Both riders were still perched upon their dragons, planning their course of action for getting Originalis. The kingdom was roughly six miles away, but even from that distance, they were able to spot many of the challenges they’d face.

      Using a spell, they recognized a seemingly invisible barrier that kept outsiders from entering the border of the land since the king didn’t want anyone to invade his territory. More importantly, he didn’t want any of his citizens to leave since they were more prisoners than residents.

      Their reconnaissance also discovered several sets of guards that patrolled the village, castle, caves, and forests around the kingdom. The first thing they had to do was get through the barrier, which wouldn’t be impossible for two riders and their dragons, but it would probably sound alarms of sorts—not going unnoticed.

      Then they had to find the sword and fight the monster that guarded it. Simply removing the weapon from King Gillius should siphon him of his power and control over the people of Annapurna, but that was only a guess at this point.

      Wilder gave Sophia a speculative look. “I will only be able to tell where Originalis is once we’re on the ground. I sense it’s inside that kingdom, meaning close. I can’t discern whether it’s in the castle or in the woods or the caves behind it.”

      Simi nodded her large white head, her eyes glinting with wisdom. “And it’s guarded by this monster, so unless that’s caged in the dungeon of the castle, then it's unlikely to be there.”

      “Yeah,” Sophia said, taking in the majestic castle in the distance dotted with puffy clouds. Behind it the mountain peaks were snow covered—steam rising off them. “I expected it would be bigger.”

      “And that’s what she said.” Lunis chuckled.

      Sophia rolled her eyes, hiding her own laugh, always entertained by her dragon but never willing to show it. “Oh my God. I can’t take this anymore.”

      “That’s what she said, too,” Lunis repeated, obviously enjoying himself and the other’s irritation at him more than anything else.

      Wilder chortled but covered it quickly. “I can’t believe I’m asking for this—”

      “That’s what she said,” Lunis interrupted, flapping his wings ever so slightly to maintain their height next to Simi and Wilder.

      “As I was saying,” Wilder continued. “I can’t believe I’m asking for this, but can we go back to bad Dad jokes?”

      Sophia groaned. “I really don’t know what’s worse at this point, bad jokes or innuendos.”

      “Both are very unsatisfying,” Simi related, a pure look of disapproval on the very serious dragon’s face.

      “And that’s what she said,” Lunis chimed, flicking his tail in the air behind them.

      “Okay, that’s it,” Sophia warned. “No more ‘that’s what she said.’”

      “Fine,” Lunis peeped. “That means bad jokes, so get ready. It’s going to be nonstop.”

      “That’s what she said,” Wilder joked.

      “Hey, that’s not fair,” Lunis mumbled, suddenly grumpy. “If I can’t say it, then neither can you.”

      Sophia leaned down, flashing a cunning smile. “Oh, yes we can, and as punishment for your always bad behavior, I’m going to make it really hard on you.”

      “But that’s what—”

      “Nope,” Sophia interrupted her dragon. “You’ve been cut off.”

      “Noooo,” Lunis complained.

      “Oh, yes,” Sophia said, glancing over at Wilder. “Ready to set off and fight through the barrier?”

      He nodded confidently, gripping the reigns tighter. “Yes, but let’s make this fast. Just in and out.”

      “Seriously guys,” Lunis mumbled, sounding in pain.

      Sophia ignored him. “Yes, get ready. This is going to be a bumpy ride.”

      “I hate you all,” Lunis criticized.

      Sophia laughed, mentally sending her dragon forward through the icy wind, setting off in the direction of the kingdom of Annapurna, Wilder Thomson riding beside her.
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      Redwood National Park, Southern Humboldt County, Northern California, United States

      There were few places in the world that stole Paris’ breath, but the Redwood Forest was one of them—the main one. There was just something about the trees almost as old as time that stood like gods, gracing visitors with their wisdom and shelter.

      The glow of the green ferns and treetops contrasted so perfectly against the brilliance of the red bark and dirt path. No place could smell fresher than the one where the earth was covered in pine needles and the ocean breeze tangled through the treetops.

      Paris, Hemingway, and Bermuda had stepped through a portal next to a winding road that snaked through the majestic trees. From her vantage point, Paris thought it appeared like one of those roads one saw in car commercials.

      In front of them and stretching on for miles were the Redwoods. The sight of the trees instantly filled Paris with a peace that made her lighten. Suddenly her worries dropped away, and all the tension in her shoulders melted away. It was strange to her, but she didn’t have the same urgency as before to find the two parts of the antidote or to fix the Piney Woods Hills or really to do much of anything. She felt really harmonious.

      A large set of fingers snapped in front of Paris’ face.

      Blinking in confusion, Paris brought her gaze up to meet the giantess.

      “You’re already being affected,” Bermuda Laurens warned. “Stay vigilant and in control of your own thoughts, or the calming forces here will have you swept away. Then you’ll trade your leather jacket for a teepee in the woods and stop caring for personal hygiene.”

      Paris shivered in shock, shaking herself back to reality. “No, way. I’m not birthing babies in a river or holding a ‘Free Hugs’ sign on the street corner.”

      The giantess gave her a knowing look. “I think we both know there’s one of those things that you can’t do no matter how blissful you are.”

      Hemingway laughed. “Yeah, Paris would rather arm wrestle a giant than offer up hugs to strangers.”

      Bermuda shot him a look of offense. “Why does it have to be a giant? Why can’t it be a gnome? Just because we’re large doesn’t mean we have to be forced to show dominance.”

      Hemingway’s eyes widened with alarm. “I-I-I only meant—”

      “I know exactly what you meant, Magician,” Bermuda interrupted, anger in her eyes. “It’s a mentality like that which has caused my people to war with the other races for centuries. When you're seen as the biggest and toughest, others attack you thinking conquering us, the giants, will make them the strongest.”

      “I’m sorry,” Hemingway said at once, sounding to mean it. “It was only a joke.”

      “Yes, made at the expense of the giants,” Bermuda said tersely.

      “Anyway, as you were saying….” Paris interrupted, hoping to change the subject. She looked around, noticing that on the side of the road where they stood there were a few cabins, a souvenir shop, a restaurant, a gas station, and a small hut that served coffee.

      “You mean the part about you birthing your children in the Klamath River?”

      The look on the giantess’ face made Paris think she knew something. Not just something. Bermuda Laurens most assuredly knew the secret Paris hadn’t told her parents or Hemingway, which was that being a halfling, she couldn’t have children. She was neither fully a magician nor a fairy and definitely not a demon and therefore she couldn’t have offspring.

      Few knew her secret, but the people who it would matter most to hadn’t been told yet and that was squarely because Paris didn’t want to disappoint them. She was fine with it, knowing that fighting the idea would be futile. Acceptance with these kinds of things was best, but how other people felt about it, well that kept her up at night.

      Paris shook her head quickly at the giantess, keeping her eyes off Hemingway beside them. “No, I was referring to the fact that we have to stay, as you put it, ‘vigilant’ and in control so that we don’t turn into bliss-ridden hippies.”

      Hemingway laughed, seeming happy to be rescued from Bermuda’s complaints. “Wow, that’s one way to put it.”

      “Well, it’s accurate,” Bermuda stated matter-of-factly. “The hippies here have simply allowed the forces of the forest like the dryads and devas to hypnotize them, for lack of a better description. They are intoxicated by the forest without a care in the world and therefore no reason to want to leave. And the longer one stays here, well, the more blissful they will become.”

      “It doesn’t sound all that bad,” Hemingway observed.

      Bermuda scoffed at him. “If your idea of living a meaningful life is making friendship bracelets and vegan cookies, then fine. However, some of us were put on Mama Jamba’s green earth to contribute, and that means leaving this forest even if it’s completely magical and wonderful. Like anything with this much power it locks people with its allure, imprisoning them.”

      “And the dryads and devas are a part of this,” Paris said, looking around like she might see one of these types of the fairies stationed close by.

      “They help spread the magic of the forest,” Bermuda answered. “And although wonderful, they will have you drunk on bliss if you’re not careful. That’s why we have to take the lay of the land, come up with a plan and then exact it and get out of here. The Redwoods are incredible, but this particular spot is very powerful. We will all get stuck if we’re not careful. We must keep each other logical and practical.”

      Paris nodded. “No blissful thoughts. Taxes. Last Will and Testaments. And death. That’s what I’m thinking about.”

      Hemingway laughed. He pointed to a small cabin beside the road. “Okay, well, there’s a visitor center over here. How about we stop and get a map, ask the locals some questions, and we can formulate a plan?”

      Bermuda nodded. “But be careful. The locals are under the spell and they’ll want you to stay just as much as the forest does.”

      Paris nodded, leading the way to the visitor center. “And they’ll kill our brain cells because they’re hippies.”
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      Annapurna Mountain Range, Gandaki Province, North-Central Nepal, China

      The Barrier that protected the Gullington where the Dragon Elite’s headquarters was located was composed of a similar magic to the invisible wall around the Kingdom of Annapurna. It was also the same thing Paris had remarkably put around the town of Piney Woods Hills. Sophia had been impressed when she heard about what her niece had done in Texas to contain the drug nihil.

      Although a powerful magical barrier, it was not impenetrable, especially for two dragons and their riders. However, getting through would create a commotion that wouldn’t go unnoticed. When the pair on their dragons trespassed into the area, it would create something akin to a sonic boom noise and jolt.

      Thankfully that would simply jar the villagers and king at first. Hopefully, they thought it was an earthquake or wrote it off as another strange natural disaster. Sophia sorely hoped that by the time King Gillius figured out what happened, and if he did, that they were well on their way to fighting and winning against the monster guarding the original sword made by Subfar.

      “Wilder, get in the front,” Sophia said to her partner, letting him take the lead.

      Why does he and Simi get to go first? Lunis asked her in her head, sharing their telepathic link for communication.

      He plays best in that position, she answered.

      Lunis cut his eyes at her. I know what you’re trying to do.

      Sneak across enemy territory, she answered.

      Torture me with things I can’t say, “That’s what she said” too.

      Sophia crouched down low as Lunis and she picked up speed, using Wilder and Simi’s tailwind to maximize efficiency. That’s ridiculous, Lun. This isn’t always about some silly joke.

      Of course it is, he argued. Are you ready for my jokes?

      Never, Sophia replied in his head.

      “I’m ready to send a gust,” Wilder called over his shoulder. “Do you have the opening spell ready?”

      Sophia nodded, the wind blasting by her face as the mountain drew closer, the cold more intense than before. Her spell wouldn’t work until it was sent with a huge gust of wind that hit the barrier hard. “Yes, just make sure that it’s long enough.”

      Wilder winked at her. “I know. I’ll aim straight.”

      Lunis growled as they drew closer to the barrier, hopefully about to make a hole in it or hit it straight on with a knockout force at the speed they were flying. “Hey, do you know why mountains are so funny?”

      “Not now, Lun,” Sophia spat, readying the spell. She pointed to the side of the white dragon as they soared through the air.

      “Because they are hill areas.” Lunis laughed as Sophia released the huge ball of energy meant to break through the barrier like a cannon. It was both an explosive and magical force that would take down the spell work, no doubt created by the power of Originalis.

      “Not funny,” Sophia said, laughing as she watched her spell shoot through the air.

      Like a batter hitting a ball, Wilder threw a gust of unstoppable wind at the spell as it soared by him. It propelled the magic even harder and faster, knocking it into the barrier where it shot like a ball through a glass window. Shards of the once invisible barrier flew in all directions. The edges of the hole they’d created simmered and crackled like the shield had been singed. The hole was there and was just big enough for them to get through.

      Depending on the spell, it could mend quickly. Or the king could spot it and repair it with Originalis. For that reason, both riders and dragons progressed for the opening, intent on racing through before they were spotted.

      That concern became even greater as the thunderous sound rang out in all directions, like thunder after lightning struck, momentarily delayed. It shook the mountain, making snow fall in places and shook the village. It was most definitely getting the attention of the residents of Annapurna and more importantly, that of King Gillius.
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      Redwood National Park, Southern Humboldt County, Northern California, United States

      “The Visitor Center is closed,” Paris muttered upon finding the sign in the window, Hemingway and Bermuda pausing beside her.

      “Out Catching Good Vibes. I Hope to Catch You,” Hemingway read the sign Paris was referring to.

      Covering the side of her head with her hand, Paris grimaced. “The whole place is filled with them, isn’t it? None of them have a care in the world except how to best annoy me.”

      “I don’t think they care if they annoy you,” Bermuda corrected. “Hippies just want to always do what feels good, which for a magician, that’s about like saying, ‘let’s not use our brains or contribute.’ As a magician, you are hardwired to want to do something.”

      “If I stay here….”

      “Hemingway can resist this place easier as a full magician,” Bermuda explained. “As a giant, it hardly has an effect unless I’m here for a long period of time. Your fairy side makes you more changeable.”

      “Is that why I have the sudden urge to take off my shoes and dance in the grass?” Paris asked, very much afraid for herself.

      The giantess nodded. “Yes, the blissfulness is trying to get into you.”

      “Okay, what do we need to do to find this flower or plant?” Paris asked, urgently looking around for a solution. The souvenir store appeared to sell hemp everything and mood rings. The restaurant said its special was “Whatever Your Soul Desired.” The coffee hut was called “Human Bean,” and on the chalk sign, it said, “Your Coffee Served by Mayor Topher.”

      Hemingway, having seen the same sign, pointed. “Do you think that’s really their mayor serving up lattes and espressos?”

      “Or Mayor is his hippie name,” Paris replied. “Hard to tell.”’

      “The mayor of this place could tell us the region where the plant we’re looking for is located,” Bermuda said, striding past them.

      “Then I use the spell, and bam, we find our plant,” Hemingway said, speeding after the giantess.

      “And I don’t stop showering and start putting my hair in dreadlocks,” Paris remarked, following.

      When the three sidled up to the small drive-through coffee hut, a guy within opened a sliding glass window with a smile. The smell of marijuana drifted out into the clean air. He smiled big, wearing a dirty T-shirt and a handknitted beanie on his head.

      “Hey, look here. We have out of towners,” the man sang. “I’m Mayor Topher, the leader of this mecca. I hope you packed your suitcases because I bet you’ve just found your forever suitcases.”

      “We haven’t,” Bermuda said, looking down at the man. “We just need help finding one small thing. Then we will need to get out of here before the fairy loses her sense of purpose.”

      The man shook his head. “Even if you didn’t pack, we share everything anyway.”

      “Not toothbrushes, though, right?” Hemingway joked.

      The guy, catching sight of him, leaned out of the small window. “Hey, what’s a toothbrush?”

      Paris placed her hand on Hemingway’s shoulder to steady herself because for some reason, she couldn’t remember why she’d use a toothbrush. “Hurry,” she said in a mad rush. “I’m starting to lose my logical side.”
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      King Gillius’ Kingdom, Annapurna Mountain Range, Gandaki Province, North-Central Nepal, China

      “This is going to be tight,” Wilder yelled over his shoulder as he crouched down low on his dragon to fit through the opening.

      “Just shove through!” Sophia exclaimed as the thunderous noise continued to echo around them, shaking the area.

      “I don’t want to get stuck,” Wilder called, just as Simi’s head lowered like a missile to blast through the barrier.

      “Go as fast as you can,” Sophia imparted, flying at a safe distance.

      “You all are killing me,” Lunis muttered.

      “Why?” Sophia asked, pretending to be quite serious as she worked out an impromptu spell.

      “Because you don’t like any of my jokes and can’t tell any of your own,” he said, shaking his head at his rider just as they neared the hole in the barrier.

      Lunis, as a male dragon and even more powerful due to Sophia, was bigger than Simi. His rider was smart enough to put a compartmentalizing spell on him, shrinking him just enough to fit. He easily slipped through the opening they’d made in the barrier and to the other side.

      The pair didn’t take a moment to celebrate. Following Wilder, Sophia directed Lunis into a nosedive, headed for a thicket of trees where they could take cover. The timing couldn’t have been any better because troops spilled out of the castle just as the dragons disappeared. The guards were all armed and set off around the village streets shouting to investigate the disturbance that created the deafening noise and shook the ground. There were ground tremors even as the dragons landed.

      Snow continued to rain down from the mountains creating mini avalanches behind the castle as King Gillius appeared on a balcony at the top. He looked every bit as evil and sinister as Sophia had envisioned.
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      Human Bean Coffee Shop, Redwood National Park, Southern Humboldt County, Northern California, United States

      Hemingway gave Paris a look of concern, putting his arm around her. “I’ll keep you grounded. Tell me a joke.”

      Paris tilted her head, not sure she’d heard him right. “You want a joke.”

      Bermuda glanced back at them and nodded. “He’s right. Your jokes are part of who you are. They bring you joy which you’ve got to find on your own instead of letting the devas and dryads carry you away with thoughts of bliss. Tell one of your jokes that play on words and logic but are rather illogical.”

      “I want to hear,” Mayor Topher said, ducking his head out the window.

      Paris closed her eyes, thinking. “Okay, let me try to come up with something.”

      “Do one on the Redwoods,” Hemingway offered.

      She opened her eyes and pretended to shrug as though defeated. “I can’t think of any puns about trees. You’d think everything I’ve ‘Redwood’ help.” She used air quotes for the second to last word, but that didn’t help the others get it or laugh because they thought it was funny.

      Hemingway looked into her eyes. “How do you feel?”

      She thought for a moment. “Better. Still, I have fleeting moments where I want to sell all my belongings and just live off the Earth.”

      “You would love it here,” the mayor said. “You just have to ditch the jokes. We spend our time being our authentic selves which means we never try to be funny. We just are.”

      Bermuda closed her eyes for a half beat before turning her attention back to the barista slash mayor of the town slash hippie slash whatever else. “We are looking for a very specific plant that can only be harvested here.”

      “I’ve got you covered, you beautiful large woman, although I get that’s not who you are, just the form you’ve taken in this reincarnation.”

      Bermuda glanced back at Paris and Hemingway. “Please, if I look ready to commit an assault, stop me.”

      Hemingway nodded. “Don’t worry. I’ve got you covered.” He still had his arm around Paris, and she was grateful because she liked what the guy said about reincarnations and forms and whatnot.

      “What plants are unique to this grove of Redwoods?” Bermuda asked the hippie.

      “We have Martian Candy, Obama Mama, Salty Crush—”

      Bermuda held up her hand, pausing the mayor, who was definitely high. “No, I’m not referring to types of cannabis. I’m speaking about a plant that has absorbed the collective consciousness of your bliss here in the forest and has that in concentrated form.”

      “Oh that!” the guy exclaimed, sounding like a surfer.

      “Yes, that,” Hemingway echoed his tone. “Where is it?”

      “Hell, if I know,” the mayor replied. “It’s rare to find, but we call it bliss-out.”

      “What else can you tell us about it?” Bermuda questioned.

      “It’s really pretty and smells nice and makes me happy when I find it.”

      “Specifics,” Hemingway cut in. Paris was grateful these two were taking the lead. Without them she was pretty sure she’d have joined a communal house already and moved in with a bunch of hippies.

      “Oh, well,” the guy began, pausing to think. “Specifically it’s got large green leaves.”

      “That’s going to be hard to find here,” Bermuda muttered, annoyed.

      “I can use a tracking spell if we have more information,” Hemingway offered.

      Bermuda gave him a look of warning. “Magic won’t act the way you think here.”

      “Trust me,” he consoled. “I’ve got a spell from Astrid that works in the strangest places, but I need more information. What else can you tell us about bliss-out, Mayor Topher?”

      “ItIt’s got green leaves,” the hippie repeated.

      Bermuda waved her large hand. “Yes, fast forward. What else.”

      “It’s got a giant white flower,” he answered.

      “That’s still not going to narrow it down enough for your spell,” Bermuda said over her shoulder to Hemingway.

      “Then inside the white flower, there’s a blue one,” Mayor Topher continued, his eyes narrowed like he saw the bliss-out flower in his mind’s eye. “Inside the blue one there’s a pink one. Inside the pink one there’s this little yellow one.”

      Hemingway nodded, a smile breaking across his face. “Now, we’re getting somewhere.”

      “Can you create a spell that tracks for exactly that if I shield the forest using giant magic?” Bermuda asked him. “Giants control the earth element, so I should be able to protect you, but only for a short period of time.”

      Hemingway considered this. “Yes, but we have a lot of ground to cover, and I don’t think we should split up.” He and Bermuda both gave Paris a look of concern. She felt on the verge of passing out but feigned a smile which she was pretty sure looked like she was also high on Obama Mama or whatever.

      “The bliss-out flower really only grows in the southern part of the grove,” Mayor Topher said, swaying in the open window. “I’m not sure if that helps.”

      Hemingway nodded. “It really does.”

      “There’s a sky trail that involves gondolas cars suspended on these rails over the Redwoods that could give you a bird’s eye view,” he continued. “We created it and then forgot why, but I could get it working for you if you want.”

      Hemingway and Bermuda exchanged excited looks, finally having made progress.

      “Yes, that would be great,” Hemingway said, nodding enthusiastically.

      “That’s very helpful,” Bermuda said, holding out her hand. “Please take us to this sky trail right away. May I offer you a piece of advice, Mayor Topher?”

      “My soul is always open to the input from another.”

      “You seem like a smart individual, although misguided,” she began. “After you take us on this gondola ride through the trees, leave this place and make the most of yourself. There’s no reason you shouldn’t be doing something with your life.”

      He grinned, holding up a finger to pause her. “I am doing something with my life. Later I plan on…just being.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      King Gillius’ Kingdom, Annapurna Mountain Range, Gandaki Province, North-Central Nepal, China

      The king, who had stolen the land of Annapurna and dominated its people using Originalis, strutted onto the balcony at the top of the castle. It looked over the modest village, the surrounding forest, and the sloping mountain. The only thing it didn’t have a view of was the peak and cave behind the castle, which were partially hidden by the spires and turrets. From where Sophia and the rest were stationed, they had a full view of everything, and it told a very important story.

      “King Gillius is glowing,” Simi observed, her head in the trees where Sophia and Wilder had climbed to the top of the branches to get a view. The dragons were mostly camouflaged by the leaves and the mist, but Sophia still kept an eye on the guards scouring the city.

      Thankfully and unthankfully, the guards weren’t paying much attention to the forest around the village. Instead, they were directing their attention to harassing the residents, banging on doors and pulling people out of their homes, interrogating them about what they knew about the noise and disturbances.

      “Yes, he’s glowing and not in that beautiful fertile pregnant way,” Lunis joked.

      “It’s the magic of Originalis,” Wilder said, scanning the city below and all around them. It was small, but there were still several hundred residents—several hundred slaves to be exact. “It gives him power that makes him invincible.”

      Sophia understood how abused these people were under the king’s rule as they were dragged out into the street and questioned. She caught different things the guards yelled.

      “Did you send another message out?”

      “Who have you been talking to outside the border!”

      “The king will kill any who betray him. Are you a traitor?”

      Sophia clenched her jaw in disgust. As a world adjudicator and the leader of the Rogue Riders, she believed people should be free. All the world needed was ways to preserve justice, and then everyone could live in peace. When others tried to take that which didn’t belong to them, things fell out of balance, and that’s when it fell under her jurisdiction. Putting King Gillius in his place was her jurisdiction.

      “So we have to get the weapon from him,” Sophia said with conviction. “Then we can free his people and put him where cowards belong.”

      “In my mouth,” Lunis said, not joking.

      Sophia giggled. “A man like that would give you a stomachache. It’s not worth it.”

      King Gillius, who she was renaming Pilus since that stood for hair and the guy was all that, stood surveying his kingdom greedily. He had a head full of thick long black hair that hung in ringlets like he was Rapunzel and going to drape it over the balcony for a prince to climb up. He wore a robe made of thick furs and, atop his big head of overly indulgent hair, a large crown.

      The way he glowed was jarring and not something Sophia had ever seen before. She reasoned she’d never met someone who possessed the first weapon to ever be created. Now she was considering that notion, she realized why Subner was so angry at his brother. In the wrong hands, Originalis was incredibly dangerous and powerful. It should have always remained with the Protector of Weapons, but Subfar got greedy. Hopefully, he had learned his lesson.

      “Okay, do you sense where Originalis is?” Sophia said, turning to Wilder.

      “Not only do I sense it, but I see it,” Wilder replied victoriously, staring at the peak above the castle.

      Sophia followed his line of vision and at first just saw snow and rock and ice. Honing in her superior vision, she caught sight of what he was referring to. Frozen solid in the ice inside a cave at the top of the mountain was Originalis. It was suspended, frozen in solid ice, radiating the same glow as Pilus.

      “So we break the sword out of the ice, and then we take possession of it,” Lunis said. “Easy peasy.”

      “A sword like that can’t be stolen,” Wilder corrected. “There are laws to taking swords like that which Subner governs. It must be won, and the king knows it.”

      He pointed to the base of the mountain behind the castle. “We enter down there and find the beast that protects it. When we defeat the monster, then the sword is ours.”

      Sophia grinned, nodding. “Then we bring down an evil man and set these people free.”
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      Sky Trail Gondola Ride, Redwood National Park, Southern Humboldt County, Northern California, United States

      “We’re going to get so high,” Mayor Topher said, pulling the beanie off his unkempt head of curly brown hair and digging inside it as they approached the Sky Trail Gondola platform.

      “I really hope you mean in the literal sense,” Bermuda said in a disapproving voice, glaring down at the hippie.

      He cringed from the sudden look of menace and nodded. “Of course, you beautiful giantess of the Earth.”

      “Don’t call me that,” she replied at once. “Do yourself another favor while you’re taking my sage advice. You’ve only got one brain. Stop frying it.”

      “Or at least wait until you get us off the ground safely,” Hemingway teased as they got to the first gondola parked at the platform.

      They were pretty clever air trams. Paris was surprised the blissful and carefree hippies had been able to construct the things before getting distracted contemplating their hair follicles or the sounds of the word cinnamon.

      The small compartments held roughly six people or two regular-sized people and one giantess. They had glass walls on four sides and were painted to match the forest in green and brown.

      “Is this safe?” Hemingway asked as they boarded the gondola attached to a cable that snaked over the forest ahead.

      “Oh, come on, who cares,” Paris encouraged, jumping into the tram and making it sway. “Let’s just have fun.”

      She froze as she realized the forest and its fairies were making her overly blissful.

      “You care,” Hemingway said, stepping onto the gondola much more carefully. He lowered his chin and regarded her quite seriously. “Remember you care about getting this plant, bliss-out, and then the other part of the antidote so that you can cure the people of Piney Woods Hills. Remember.”

      She thought, wanting to care but also thinking it would be cool to lay down on the cold metal of the compartment and just be. Just chill. Just exist.

      Shaking her head, she remembered herself. “I care. I remember. I care.”

      He didn’t seem convinced but was distracted when Bermuda Laurens ducked to enter the gondola, crowding them into the space with her large figure.

      “Okay, so I’ll just start you on a continuous rotation. When you’re done, open the door and jump out,” Mayor Topher said, making to shut the door.

      Bermuda held out a hand, stopping him. “No, and is that what you all do? Are most residents dead?”

      “We don’t really take the Sky Trail Ride because it’s like work, man,” he answered in his hippie voice. “Also because like we float in our dreams and see the forest that way. But yeah, I’ve lost quite a few people to falling accidents.” He shrugged. “I don’t get it. The ground is soft. That’s where I sleep.”

      Bermuda sighed. Shook her head. Pointed to the control panel outside on the platform. “You are to set us on one round trip, and that’s it. If I don’t get back here in fifteen minutes, I’m going to shave your head and make you put on proper pants.”

      The guy glanced down at his pajama shorts and cringed. “Fine. You don’t have to get nasty. We just try to be cool here. You could be cool too.”

      “I can’t be cool,” Bermuda said very seriously. “That’s for losers, and I’ve got things to do with my life.”

      “Yes, like taking a gondola ride through the Redwood forest,” Hemingway said urgently. His gaze was on Paris, who kept eyeing the cold metal floor of the compartment like it was her best friend. “Let’s get going and right away before Paris loses it.”
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      King Gillius’ Kingdom, Annapurna Mountain Range, Gandaki Province, North-Central Nepal, China

      Sneaking around the forest to the cave entrance proved to be the first challenge before even facing the monster guarding the sword.

      “I don’t see why we can’t create a diversion,” Lunis whispered in a squeaky voice, having been turned into a fluffy blue arctic fox.

      Since the area of Annapurna was increasingly covered with snow as they hiked up the mountain, it made sense for him to take a more practical form. First, that meant it had to be something that, if spotted, wouldn’t be considered out of place. Second, it needed to be an animal that could endure the temperatures, which were dropping as they rose in altitude. Lastly, dragons weren’t practical for hiking around the forest and up to a cave entrance.

      Once they got there, it would be fine, but with all the guards searching for the cause of the disturbance, they needed to be as discreet as possible. Even though dragons were graceful in the air, in a crowded forest, they didn’t go unnoticed, making trees and branches creak and move.

      “Because we don’t want to raise any more suspicions,” Sophia said. “We need that dictator to chalk up the disturbance to a natural disaster and go back into his cushy lair. Then we don’t have to worry about fighting guards and him and can focus on whatever beast is awaiting us.”

      “I don’t understand why I have to be a tiny little blue arctic fox, and she gets to be a majestic snow leopard,” he said, indicating Simi beside him, prancing through the snow regally.

      Sophia covered her laughter, glancing at Wilder hiking beside her. “It was easier for me to make you into an animal that shares your coloring. The same with Simi. She’s white, so I made her a snow leopard.”

      “You’re simply adorable,” Wilder gushed.

      Lunis growled, showing his canines but still looking quite cute with his short ears and fluffy tail.

      “You might think my form is more acceptable than yours,” Simi began in her always serious tone, “but for a dragon to be shapeshifted, even briefly, is quite offensive.”

      Wilder sighed, rolling his eyes. “We could storm through the village and make more problems for ourselves. Or we can tiptoe around the forest and enter the mouth of the cave, which is not guarded.”

      “You don’t think that King-Cares-Too-Much-About-His-Hair has the mouth of the cave guarded?” Sophia asked.

      The assistant to the Protector of Weapons shook his head. “I can’t tell you why, but I sense the sword is only protected by a single monster. We defeat them, and then we get the sword.”

      “Let me at that beast,” Lunis said, yapping and snarling. He didn’t look intimidating but rather like a bundle of cuteness.

      “I don’t think we should be overly confident about how easy it will be to defeat this monster,” Wilder argued. “Something tells me that if it’s only a single protector, then that means we’ve got our work cut out for us.”

      “There are four of us,” Simi said, swishing her large snow leopard tail back and forth, kicking up snow.

      “Our numbers might work to our advantage, but they might also make for more targets,” Wilder stated. “Remember that what we know about the monster is it shoots spikes and rolls.”

      “So Simi should stay here, then,” Lunis replied. “I mean, she’s the obvious weak link. Wilder too because he’s the total worst. Just leave this to Sophia and me. We’ll have that sword in no time, and then you won’t pee on yourselves, making us embarrassed for you.”

      Sophia laughed, shaking her head at the little blue arctic fox hopping through the snow. It was quite thick in this part of the forest. “We need them, not just to help us fight, but Wilder is the only one who can take possession of the sword.”

      He nodded at her, his eyes sparkling in the bright sunlight reflecting off the snow. “And we’re a team and work best together.”

      “That’s totally true,” she said, lost in his gaze as she often found herself.

      The group came around a set of rocks to where the cave mouth should be.

      Lunis ran up ahead and then paused, looking over his shoulder at them. “Yeah, well if you two are done making me throw up, maybe you want to tell me how we get past that.”

      It turned out that the mouth of the cave that led to Originalis wasn’t guarded. It was completely impeded by a solid block of ice.

      “Oh,” Sophia said, pausing and looking around to ensure that there were no guards. There weren’t. They were on the back side of the castle.

      “Get over there and breathe on it, Simi,” Lunis encouraged. “Your breath always melts me…in the worst ways.”

      The snow leopard shook her head. “We have to return to our dragon form and melt our way through that.”

      “But we have to be careful not to draw attention to ourselves,” Sophia said, raising her hand, preparing to turn the dragons back into their original forms. “Slow and steady is the only way or otherwise, we’ll flood the village, which is what I’m guessing would flag an alarm.”

      Wilder nodded. “We might be here for a while, but Sophia is right. Only a slow burn will get us through without the king knowing what we’re up to.”

      Lunis wagged his fox tail. “Well, on the bright side, I’ve figured out how to evict that monster from this cave and get what we want.”

      “How?” Sophia asked, pausing her spell to transform the dragons.

      The artic blue fox grinned in a very Lunis-like fashion. “Have his property liquidated.”
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      Sky Trail Gondola Ride, Redwood National Park, Southern Humboldt County, Northern California, United States

      “Are you humming ‘Don’t Worry Be Happy’?” Hemingway asked Paris, glancing up from his spell work. He was holding a pouch of powder given to him by Astrid, the owner of the Glowing Orchid, the specialty plant shop on Roya Lane.

      Apparently once he completed the spell, knowing exactly what plant they were looking for, the powder from the pouch would lead to the bliss-out. First, they had to find it from up here though, which was a different spell. From the gondola, they could pinpoint the exact location. Then using the powder, they could more easily make their way to it on the ground.

      Paris closed her mouth at once. Her eyes bulged. She swallowed nervously. “No…maybe…yes….”

      Bermuda shook her head. “We need to be quick. There’s one more thing we can do if Paris really starts to lose it, but I’d like to save that until the last possible moment.”

      “Just pick me up and haul me out of here when the time comes,” Paris urged, wondering what would happen if her parents found out she abandoned her life to be a barefoot hippie. There were so many other destitute avenues they’d respect so much more than that.

      “That won’t work,” Bermuda stated. “It needs to be you who picks the flower. You’re the one creating the antidote, and it’s more likely to work if you take it. Otherwise, when it transfers hands, it loses potency.”

      “Well, it’s actually Faraday who is creating the antidote,” Paris argued. “Isn’t he so cute? Don’t you just want to squeeze him?”

      Hemingway shook his head. “No, and neither have you. Ever. I’m really worried.”

      “You’ll still be the one putting the two parts in the antidote potion,” Bermuda explained. “So you need to pick bliss-out. If you’re not of sound mind, I’m afraid we won’t be able to get you to do anything more than frolic.”

      Paris smiled at the idea of dancing around the forest, carefree as she was meant to be—born to be a child of the trees.

      “What are you doing?” Hemingway asked, having his concentration broken yet again.

      Paris stiffened. “I don’t know. What am I doing?”

      “You were smiling,” he answered. “Really widely.”

      “Oh, well, there’s nothing wrong with that, surely.” She indicated to the beautiful canopy of trees they were progressing through. “I mean, we’re in the forest where the spirits of the fairies are here to loosen our inhibitions, making us into what we were always meant to be—free.”

      “Do the spell now,” Bermuda urged. “We’re high enough, and it should tell us the general vicinity.”

      Hemingway nodded, closing his eyes and closing his finger around the pouch of powder. He was simply drawing on the dust now for the spell. Later, he would open the pouch, and it would send them in the right direction. His lips muttered the spell taught to him by Astrid and started to sway from expending such a large amount of magic.

      Paris glanced out at the horizon, seeing the ocean in the distance. Thinking of nothing at all. Then considered taking her shoes off. She really didn’t know why she had them on in the first place. And her hair. She combed her fingers through it, wondering why it had to be so clean. It really should be in dreads. Oh, she wanted to express herself. Maybe she’d get a nose ring. Or a tattoo. Or both!

      “Paris!” Bermuda Laurens yelled, calling her back from the delicious dream she was having. “Put your clothes back on! Hemingway has found the plant.”

      “W-Wh-What?” Paris asked, looking down and seeing she was barefoot and her jacket was half off. “Oh…Oh! Good news. Where is it?”

      Hemingway gave her a sympathetic look and pointed directly to the south. “It’s there. Not far from where we get off at the platform. Just hold on a little longer. I’ll lead you to the flower. I just need you to be conscious enough to pick it.”

      She meant to say “yes,” but her voice was all airy and weird. “Flowers are meant to grow. If I pick it, the next lovely spirit won’t see it.”

      Bermuda and Hemingway exchanged worried looks. They both knew they were running out of time before Paris lost it.

      All she knew was her bare feet felt good on the metal. She wanted to lay down on the Earth, meeting the dirt for the first time and thousandth as a spirit of stardust and more.
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      Annapurna Mountain Range, Gandaki Province, North-Central Nepal, China

      The process of melting the solid wall of ice blocking the entrance to the giant cave was a slow process, but it was necessary. The dragons could have blasted it, but not only would that have caught the attention of the patrols from the bright fire light. But also the instant melting of so much ice would have sent a rush of water downhill into the village. That wouldn’t have gone unnoticed by the guards, and then they’d come running, and Sophia would have more to deal with.

      Instead, the dragons were using a steady and soft stream of warm but not hot fire to slowly melt the block of ice. From what Sophia and Wilder could tell, it was several feet thick, which was impressive. At the top of the cave there was another entrance to where the sword was encased in a window of ice.

      Wilder and Sophia, while the dragons worked to thaw the ice, had strategized that Sophia and Lunis would fight the beast once the entrance was unblocked. That would give Wilder and Simi a chance to go after Originalis, which would also have to be thawed and released from its place in ice. Although Wilder didn’t like the idea of leaving Sophia to handle a spikey beast that rolled, he knew she was more than capable.

      Time was also a factor. When the creature started rolling around, it might jar the cave, alerting the patrols to the disruption. The biggest concern for Sophia was getting the sword before King Big Curls found out about the theft. Having it in his possession made him incredibly powerful. While she believed in her and Wilder’s teamwork, facing the man who wielded the most powerful sword in history, the first weapon ever, wasn’t a battle she wanted to risk. Her entire goal was to get the sword before the king knew what had happened. She had even concocted a way to finish the king and the monster, but everything had to go exactly to plan.

      “Okay, we’re almost to the other side,” Simi said, halting her fire stream briefly.

      Lunis paused too, looking down in dragon form at the steady stream of water under their feet. “Gosh, stop peeing, Simi. You don’t have to be so scared.”

      The white dragon ignored him as usual and blew one last neat bit of fire, blasting through the last of the block. The cave was open. By the thundering sound inside, whatever lived in it and protected Originalis was awake and ready to make new friends.
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      Redwood National Park, Southern Humboldt County, Northern California, United States

      Paris was aware she was dancing as they set off from the platform once the Sky Trail Gondola Ride parked. Bermuda and Hemingway were behind her and whispering, but she didn’t care. Strangely enough, she didn’t care about anything in the world. Just the present moment. It was such a freeing feeling that she never wanted to go back to worrying about things again.

      She’d live in the woods, eat from the land, and maybe have a lover named River and just exist, never thinking from day to day about the next. It would be lovely.

      “It’s time to do the locator spell for the bliss-out flower,” Hemingway said behind her.

      She nodded, grazing her fingers over the fern leaves and singing to them. She could swear they were singing to her. Strangely enough she heard chimes and saw lights twinkling through the air.

      "Oh, rad. The fairies are making a show,” she said, noticing a trail of pixie dust snaking through the forest, leading ahead on the path.

      “No, the magician just did a spell to find the object that brought you here,” Bermuda said in a stern voice.

      Paris twirled around, enjoying the dirt on her bare feet, and tossed her head back. “That’s so groovy, man. Do you think I should live here? Or maybe in that tree over there? I don’t need much. Just a place to lay my head and my heart at the end of the day.”

      “Pare…,” a familiar voice said behind her. She turned, blinking the man before her into focus. Blue dust made a neat line down the path, ending just ahead, maybe twenty yards away.

      “Oh, hey, Hem….” Her voice sounded strange, all singsong.

      “Can you tell me a joke?” he asked, his tone worried.

      Paris thought for a moment. She really thought. How could she ever have told jokes? That seemed like such a rehearsed thing to do. Why do that when she could speak from her heart? Finally, she shrugged. “I don’t know any jokes. I know what my soul feels.”

      Bermuda gave Hemingway a severe look. “It’s serious. She needs to pick that flower.”

      He nodded, seeming confident. Striding forward, he grabbed Paris by the hand and tugged her down the path, following the line the pixie dust had made—leading the way to the bliss-out plant.

      “Why the rush, man?” Paris asked, feeling like he was half dragging her.

      “Because you’re losing it,” he stated. “Your fairy side is letting you fall victim to the blissfulness. Which is beautiful, but we have missions in life. We have to do things. We can’t just exist.”

      Paris pulled her hand free of his and halted. “No, I’m tired. I’m tired of doing things. I’m going to just live off the land and not worry about anything. And my life will unfold the way the cosmic force saw fit.”

      Bermuda had caught up with them and came around to face Paris. “There’s no cosmic force. You know Mama Jamba and Papa Creola. They orchestrate everything. If you don’t do something, nothing happens. If you don’t pick that flower, then you can’t save the people of Piney Woods Hills and keep nihilism from spreading.”

      Paris followed the direction of her finger and saw the most beautiful creation. It was a flower unlike any other. It was a flower inside a flower inside a flower inside a flower. All white, blue, pink, and yellow. Paris knew at once what she had to do in her heart of hearts.

      She fisted her hands by her side and stomped her feet straight into the dirt. “I absolutely refuse. That flower deserves to be rooted into place, just as I do in this forest.”
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      Annapurna Mountain Range, Gandaki Province, North-Central Nepal, China

      Thankfully the cave was filled with bright blue light, reflected from the ice covering the walls and snow all around inside and outside the cave. The sun streamed through several holes in the top of the mountain, providing enough for them to see. It’s not like Sophia was worried about creating a light orb and alerting the monster to their presence. By the sounds of it, the monster knew they were there and was ready to play.

      Pulling Inexorabilis from her sheath, Sophia glanced at Lunis beside her in the wide cave way. “Ready?”

      “What do you mean ready?” he asked, quite seriously. “I’m exhausted from thawing that large popsicle. Now it’s your turn to do some work.”

      “Ha-ha,” she said with no inflection. “You’re helping me with Spikey, and those two are getting the sword.”

      “What if Spikey is cute and I want to keep him?” Lunis asked, swishing his blue tail, making him appear more like a mopey puppy dog than a majestic dragon.

      “We have to kill Spikey,” Sophia stated. “The power from Originalis only transfers if we defeat the one who guards it.”

      “Then Wilder will be an even bigger pain in the ass because he’ll have all that power,” Lunis complained, whiney in a very uncharacteristic dragon way.

      “Then he’s giving it to Paris to give to Subner, and he’ll have the power once more,” Sophia explained, like this was the first time she’d explained this. The dragon just loved to mess with them.

      “Fine, but you’re buying me a pizza after this, Wilder,” Lunis said, glancing back at the dragonrider who was actually on Simi’s back, ready to fly when the time came, per the plan.

      “Why is that?” Wilder asked, sounding amused.

      “Because you’re the total worst, and I want a pizza.”

      “Fine, but only if you split a bottle of whiskey with me.”

      “A bottle. That’s cute…”

      Sophia paused as they came to an opening. By the sounds of it, this was where the monster was located. And by the way the chill had filled the air, it was where the ice holding the sword was located. And then by the way Wilder nodded at her when she glanced at him. He was ready to retrieve the weapon that belonged to Subner once and for all.
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      Redwood National Park, Southern Humboldt County, Northern California, United States

      Paris didn’t feel like herself, but she didn’t know how to not be how she was right then. Her stubbornness had her rooted in place, unwilling to do the thing she had come there for. The only reason she could use to explain it was the bliss made her not want to do anything but feel that emotion—forever.

      Bermuda stepped closer to Hemingway. “There’s only one thing left for you to do.”

      Appearing more stressed than Paris had ever seen him, he gave the giantess a serious look. “What is it?”

      “She’s not happy. The forest, the dryads, the devas, they are all giving her happiness like a drug. She’s intoxicated. That’s why if she left here, it would wear off.”

      “Then I will haul her out of here,” Hemingway said. “That’s what Paris told me to do.”

      Paris glanced between the pair, knowing they were talking about her, but it felt like she was in a dream. It was like someone else’s life, and she was watching it unfold.

      Bermuda shook her head. “By the time you get her right, the spell you’ve done will be gone. You’re out of the powder. Finding the flower will be impossible.”

      “Then stand here and wait,” Hemingway offered. “I’ll be back after I get her sobered up.”

      The giantess sighed. “The bliss-out flower moves. That’s part of the reason it’s so hard to find. When you leave, when this dust evaporates, which will be soon, then the flower will be gone. Paris has to pick it now.”

      “What do I do?” Hemingway asked Bermuda, his voice pleading, knowing she knew the answer.

      “You have to do something that makes her happy,” she answered. “Not intoxicated, as if forest and fairies are doing, but something even deeper than that. Something that speaks of unconditional love. Something to remind her of who she is.” The giantess took a step back and shook her head, looking at Paris. “Because I know her. I’ve always known her, and she’s not a feel-good hippie. She’s her mother’s child. She’s a Beaufont. She is a savior. She’s the one that will save this planet, but only if she wakes up from this daze.”

      Hemingway nodded, his eyes on Paris. She didn’t know who they were talking about. This woman sounded amazing. She sounded like someone Paris wanted to meet. The man before her, he felt so familiar. So much like someone she wanted to know—to love.

      “Wake her up, Hemingway,” Bermuda stated. “You know how. I know you do.”

      He swallowed. Nodded. Reached into his pocket.

      Paris didn’t understand when he stepped forward and took her hand.

      “Pare,” he began, his voice shaking. “I know things are confusing now, but I think as I talk, you’ll remember who you are. You’ll wake up, and you will always know who you are because I’ll be your anchor. You’ve always been mine.”

      She glanced down at the man’s hand in hers. This didn’t at all make sense and yet, it was the only thing that had made sense since she entered this strange forest.

      He glanced around, seeming mesmerized by the canopy over their head. “It only makes sense that I ask you this here because I remember falling in love with you in the Bewilder Forest. That’s where you saved my life, reminding me that I didn’t have to be chained to the past. That’s where you rewrote our future, getting rid of my mother's ghost. That’s where I saw just how incredible you are.”

      Like a real Prince Charming, Hemingway Noble lowered himself to one knee, still holding Paris’ hand. He had a ring. It sparkled in the light that streamed through the leaves.

      Holding up the diamond, he smiled. “This isn’t an act of desperation to get you to wake up. This is what I’ve wanted for so long.” He chuckled, throwing back his head. “I carry this ring in my pocket every day, just looking for the perfect moment to ask you to be mine forever. No moment is absolutely right, and ironically all of them are right if that makes sense. There’s no wrong time to ask you to be mine forever because it’s all I’ve wanted since the beginning. I’ve wanted you since the moment you jumped into that tree on the grounds of Happily Ever After College to escape getting trampled by a horse. I’d never seen a girl the way I saw you then, wild and beautiful and brave. And every day, I’ve only seen more of you and loved you even more.”

      He cinched onto her hand, and suddenly, something beat hard in Paris’ chest.

      It was her heart. Her heart. The one she was born with. Not this fake expression of bliss. It was the one that told her she loved Hemingway. She loved fighting for love. She had a mission. She had to pick a flower. First…

      “Paris Beaufont,” Hemingway began, holding her hand tightly in one and a ring in the other. “Will you please marry me? Will you please be mine forever and ever? Will you please be my happily ever after?”

      “Yes!” she exclaimed, no doubt in her mind as she yanked him up from his knees and threw her arms around his shoulders, hugging him in tightly. She suddenly felt like herself, shaking off the daze from earlier. She was incredibly happy and knew that this man was her anchor. He’d always bring her back, reminding her of who she was, and she’d do the same for him.

      The kiss that followed was full of magic. Sparks radiated, unlike anything the dryads or devas could do. It was full of genuine happiness, not bliss, the emotion that lasted no matter where one was located.

      After a solid moment, Paris peeled away from Hemingway, his hand still in hers, and reached out. She found the bliss-out flower not far away. Knowing the plant belonged to her for an important mission to help the Earth, she plucked it from the soil.

      Spinning around, she held it in front of the man’s face in front of her. “Thanks for helping me.”

      He took her other hand and slid the diamond ring he’d carried with him for who knows how long onto her finger, and smiled down at her with pure bliss in his eyes. “Thanks for making me happy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Annapurna Mountain Range, Gandaki Province, North-Central Nepal, China

      Sophia and Lunis had faced a lot of monsters. They were all different, but this one was something her nightmares didn’t even have the imagination to invent.

      Standing in the middle of a large round cave room was a huge, evil hedgehog. The beast was easily the size of a Volkswagen Bug. Lunis, who had a pet hedgehog, didn’t appear endeared to the creature that was all black with silver spikes all over its body. Its head was box-shaped, its eyes glowing red, and its mouth full of razor-sharp teeth dripped with drool when it growled.

      “Are you sure you don’t want help?” Wilder asked behind her.

      “Get out of here,” she urged, turning to the side to make less of a target of herself.

      Lunis threw himself into a fighting stance, his head low, shoulders forward, and tail straight in the air. The creature would attack first, but then they’d know what they were dealing with. Both Sophia and Lunis remained frozen even as Wilder and Simi took to the air.

      The beast’s red eyes darted up, catching sight of them as they went for the block of ice lodged into the huge window at the top of the cave room. It would take them a while to free the sword inside it, and apparently, Spikey knew that because he redirected his attention to the dragon and rider in front of him.

      Ready, Sophia said in her head to Lunis, her sword in position and her shield beside it.

      For what, he asked. Getting impaled?

      Watch what it does and how it moves, she commanded. The end of this plan only works if we know how it moves.

      We could just kill it, he offered.

      Something tells me that even your claws and teeth couldn’t penetrate that creature.

      I hope to find out.

      Be careful, she warned. I don’t want to pick spikes out of your face all night.

      You’re no fun, he said just as Spikey finally made his move.

      The beast scrunched in, and that was enough time for Sophia to throw up a magical shield to block the attack that followed. The creature sent metal spikes straight in their direction. At closer glance, the objects were massive, roughly three feet long and three inches in diameter at the base. They hit the invisible shield and bounced back at the creature, doing no damage.

      See what I mean, Sophia said in Lunis’ head. If his spikes don’t hurt him and look at the size of them, do you think your little claws will do any good?

      The blue dragon growled at her. I don’t have a little claw. You want to get closer and find out.

      Right then, Spikey rolled up into a ball, and Sophia only had a second to dart to the side behind a pillar before he shot in her direction. Lunis sprang into the air but came down immediately onto the ground on the other side.

      Wow, that’s fun, Lunis said.

      So he does roll, Sophia mused. See if you can get him to go up that cave wall. She indicated the one opposite where Wilder and Simi were hovering, melting the ice block holding Subner’s sword.

      You got it, Lunis said, flying over to the far side of the cave. “Hey there, Ugly. Do you want to be my pet? Because I have a cute hedgehog, but not an ugly fat one.”

      Wow, you really love your insults, Sophia said telepathically, amused.

      You know I do, he said. It worked.

      The goading had worked, but not until Spikey shot a round, making Sophia have to duck again and cover herself with her shield. Lunis threw his wing over his body and deflected most of the attack, although he had a few scratches. Still, there were few things as tough as dragons and he didn’t even feel the injuries.

      Springing into the air, he flew up the wall and blew a raspberry at the evil hedgehog. Sophia didn’t have to wonder long if their strategy would work. Appropriately and sufficiently goaded by the blue dragon, the monster spun in place and then let loose, speeding up the cave wall at lightning speed.

      Lunis had to dive fast to avoid being impaled by the hedgehog, who burst into spike form when he realized that Lunis had moved out of the way. Spikey dropped back into the middle of the cave room, angrier than ever.

      Glancing up at Wilder, Sophia realized he and Simi were close to freeing the sword from the ice and melting the block out of the window, but not entirely.

      Lunis, go up and help Simi with the ice, she ordered.

      But then you’ll be stuck down here with Spikey.

      Exactly, Sophia said. Just do it. We’re running out of time.

      But Soph…

      Lun…

      But stupid Simi always needs my help, he grumbled but still set off for the window at the top of the cave.

      Spikey seeing Lunis take off turned to race in his direction. It was too soon and Sophia had to stall. Wilder had to get the sword first. Then the next phase of the plan could happen.

      Swallowing down her fear, as she was prone to do in battle, Sophia stepped out into the opening of the cave room, deciding to use Lunis’ strategy. “Hey, Ugly Face. Are you ready to play darts? I’ll be your target, but spoiler alert. I don’t stay put.”
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      Annapurna Mountain Range, Gandaki Province, North-Central Nepal, China

      Seriously that’s your insult? Lunis asked in Sophia’s head. Or was that a joke? You know that brevity is key.

      Yeah, so hurry up, would you? She stepped to the side, keeping an eye on the evil hedgehog waiting for the right timing to fire his shots.

      We’re almost done, Lunis told her. Just be careful. That guy is getting angrier, and one of those spikes could take you out.

      Don’t worry, I know how he telegraphs his shots, Sophia said, waiting to see when he retracted the spikes.

      That’s the thing, Lunis said over the rush of fire overhead. The last time it retracted less than the first time, so be careful.

      Sophia’s heart ran fast suddenly. She knew what he meant, and she’d been betting on seeing the monster’s tell before it fired. She wasn’t going to get a warning this time. As Spikey spun to the side, she realized the trick he’d played on her.

      He wasn’t just going to shoot spikes at her. He was going to ambush her in a spin attack at the same time.

      “No!” Lunis yelled, diving like a bullet for his rider.

      It all happened so fast. Like a spinning top, the colossal hedgehog shot in Sophia’s direction, sending out attacks simultaneously. She leaped to the side, throwing up her shield, but the assaults were too much and battered her like a train, knocking her across the cave room floor.

      Spikey spun at once without hesitation.

      Sophia was face down on the ground, having hit her head when thrown. She was conscious enough to throw up a shield to protect herself as a spike roared straight for her face. The shield was weak but deflected it. Still, the evil hedgehog wasn’t slowing. Spikey was barreling for her, and there was nowhere for her to go back into the corner.

      Not on my watch, Tiny, Lunis said in her head, plunging in and picking up his rider just seconds before the giant hedgehog would have run her over. With Sophia safely in tow, Lunis flew straight up to where Wilder and Simi were stationed. The very last of the ice was blasting out of the window.

      Sophia, regaining consciousness, allowed Lunis to toss her onto his back, giving her the perfect view as Wilder swooped in to grab the sword. It met his hand like it was welded there.

      Just as they planned, the rider on the white dragon soared through the open window, quickly followed by the blue dragon. They flew straight up as the hedgehog set off at a furious roll, speeding up the cave wall and through the window. The monster couldn’t fly. He couldn’t go anywhere except where the window projected him. By design, that was straight onto the castle where the evil King Long Hair lived alone.

      Spikey landed on the castle, crashing it into pieces at once. It sent an explosion of rock and debris into the air with a cloud of smoke, as the spikes brought the castle down into nothing. The effects were immediate. Sophia watched as the barrier that enclosed Annapurna for so long, imprisoning its residents, came down, like earlier when they made the hole. It sizzled from top to bottom, erasing the dome that had kept all out and others in for decades.

      Sophia smiled at Wilder riding beside her holding Originalis, a handsomely rugged look on his face.

      “I think our work here is done,” Sophia said to her partner. She smiled over her shoulder at the sight of the crumbled castle, confused guards, and rejoicing villagers. They’d have to rebuild. There would be changes, and that would be for the best. Because when people were free, when justice was brought to a land, the people prospered.

      “I think you’re right,” Wilder said. “It looks like I owe someone a pizza.”

      Lunis nodded victoriously. “And a barrel of whiskey.”
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      Fantastical Armory, Roya Lane, United Kingdom

      “Well done,” Mama Jamba said when Paris entered the Fantastical Armory. Unfortunately, she’d had to part with Hemingway, even though it felt like they should be celebrating. He had to return to the farm and restaurant since Uncle Clark needed his help with dinner service. However, they’d be having an engagement party, and that would be a wonderful way to celebrate. Bermuda also had to return to work. Paris was grateful for her help, but she hadn’t liked her words when they parted.

      “Congratulations, Halfling on the engagement,” she’d whispered when Hemingway portaled away, leaving them alone. “Your fiancé loves you for many reasons, but you’re going to have to confess to him the full details of what being halfling entails.”

      Paris nodded, not responding otherwise. She knew Bermuda was right and needed to tell her parents too. It wasn’t that she didn’t think Hemingway would not love her if he knew she couldn’t have children. That was just the thing. She knew he would love her regardless. He’d stay by her side no matter what, even if that meant he didn’t get what he wanted one day. Children.

      Paris knew her parents would love her regardless, but disappointment would be a part of the equation. There was no avoiding it.

      Shoving away the last conversation, Paris smiled at the blue-haired woman sitting in her armchair. Next to her and munching on a cheese sandwich was Faraday. Papa Creola sat relaxed on the other side in his chair. Paris forced her gaze away from the hippie, unable to look at him. It was too soon to remember what she’d almost become.

      “You got the plant?” Faraday asked hopefully, looking between Mama Jamba and Paris.

      “She did, but that’s not what I’m referring to.” Mother Nature pointed to the diamond and sapphire ring sparkling on Paris’ finger. “She got engaged. Well done. Making a commitment like that, it’s easy when you find the right person.”

      “Thanks.” Paris blushed, holding the ring to her heart.

      “Oh, congratulations!” Faraday cheered, putting down his sandwich and clapping his paws. “You got the plant too. What a day.”

      “I became a hippie.” Paris shook her head, glancing at Papa Creola. “How do you handle it?”

      He shrugged, appearing as relaxed as she had when intoxicated by bliss. “It’s who I am in this reincarnation. I’ve learned to go with the flow. Subner couldn’t handle his hippism as an elf, so we fixed him. I’m fine with it until I take on another form.”

      “Oh, I wonder what that will be,” Paris mused.

      “Giant or magician,” Mama Jamba supplied. “Those two are the ones he hasn’t been in a while. It has to wait until it’s time for him to regenerate.”

      “Which is?” Faraday asked, interested.

      Again Father Time shrugged. “Hard to say. Either when something irreparable happens to this form or when time dictates it. I have little control over these things.”

      Mama Jamba patted her hair. “I change when I feel like it. Maybe I’ll be a fairy next.”

      “Just don’t be a dryad,” Paris offered. “Those things are evil in how they make you so blissful.”

      Faraday laughed. “That doesn’t even make sense.”

      Paris pulled the bliss-out flower out of her pocket and laid it on the glass counter. “I was ready to live in a tree and be barefoot the rest of my life. Don’t tell me about things not making sense.”

      Faraday’s eyes widened at the sight of the unique and beautiful flower. “Oh, that’s fascinating.”

      “Don’t touch it,” Paris ordered. “According to Bermuda, I have to put it in the antidote, so it doesn’t lose its potency trading hands.”

      “That’s fine.” He nodded. “That’s fine, but I still don’t have the equipment I need from Psychic Super Store.”

      Paris sighed. “That woman Jackey is such a pain. But that’s fine because I’ve got to set off to a hateful land to solve a murder.”

      No sooner had Paris said this than King Rudolf Sweetwater and Sherlock Holmes entered the shop, looking rested and ready for the adventure to come.

      “Hello, Agent Beaufont,” the king of the fae said, bowing low to her in a purple tunic and pants to match.

      “We received your message,” Sherlock Holmes said, holding out his arm covered in his tweed suit jacket, flat cap pulled down low over his face, his cunning smile still visible. “Are you ready to solve a mystery?”

      Paris smiled, realizing that she wasn’t going to get a break, but strangely she felt energized like she had rested. Having felt this strange surge of energy before, Paris glanced at Mama Jamba and shot her a quizzical expression. “Did you give me a boost of energy like you did before when I had to fight Tomár?”

      Mama Jamba smiled mischievously. “Maybe.”

      “Well, thank you,” Paris said, grateful since she couldn’t remember the last time she slept.

      “No, thank you,” Mother Nature stated. “Now go save my planet, one town at a time.”

      Paris nodded, taking Sherlock Holmes’ arm and then the one King Rudolf offered her on the other side. Feeling very much like Dorothy being paraded down the yellow brick road, she allowed the men to lead her off for a murder, a mystery, and an antidote.
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      Haunted Harbor, Maine, New England, United States

      If the small sleepy village located off the Gulf of Maine was full of hate, then Paris might have misunderstood what the word actually meant. Standing on the boardwalk and looking out at the port of seaworthy vessels like cargo ships, much loved sailboats, ferries, and fishing boats, Paris couldn’t help but think that Haunted Harbor was idyllic.

      The morning sunlight glistening off the choppy water made her squint as she studied the inlet where they were situated. There were tiny little islands that guarded the harbor from the rough waters of the Atlantic Ocean to the east.

      Nestled on one of the islands covered in green grass and wildflowers was the cutest lighthouse that looked like something out of a painting. Puffy clouds hung in the sky overhead, framing it just perfectly. To complete the image, a sailboat cut across the water just in front of it, its sails whipping in the wind and its crew looking proud as they headed out of the safety of the harbor.

      “Yeah, this place is just so evil, I can’t stand it,” Paris said to her companions, turning to take in the town with its shops and houses nestled on the hills above.

      “I sense that to be sarcasm,” Sherlock Holmes stated, his hands behind his back as he also studied their surroundings. “Don’t be so quick to judge. Appearances can be deceptive. Oftentimes, hatred wears a mask. We will have to investigate more to find out why this place registered as having high levels of animosity and therefore a likely place for a murder.”

      Paris ran her eyes over the man beside her. “You’re Sherlock Holmes. Don’t murders follow you around?”

      He regarded her under his flat hat. “If they did, I think that would make me a very suspicious character. No, I arrive when there is a mystery to be solved. I sense them the same way that some people are drawn to drama or adventure or whatever it might be.”

      “What did Father Time say?” King Rudolf asked.

      “He said that this place was full of extreme levels of animosity,” Paris began, pushing her blonde hair behind her ears. The New England wind worked against her efforts and tried to tangle it in her face. “That to get what we need for the potion, we had to come here and collect a sample of the water.” She pointed to the harbor in front of them. “Since water shares the collective consciousness of the emotions around it, it would be at the highest potency after a certain event happened.”

      “A murder,” Sherlock Holmes guessed.

      “How do we know that one will happen?” the king of the fae asked.

      “Because Papa Creola, none other than Father Time, told us,” Paris answered. “If this place is full of extreme levels of animosity, then it’s full of homicides.”

      Rudolf nodded, his blond hair catching in the wind. “What better place than a quiet fishing village in Maine. I mean, it was the ideal place to bury a body.”

      Paris glanced sideways at her uncle, giving him a questioning look. “You said that out loud.”

      He gasped, putting his hand on his chest. “Not for me to bury a body. I haven’t done that in quite some time. I’m a king and a father now. I mean, sometimes the wife pushes my levels of inhibitions on that, but so far I’m maintaining a clean record.”

      Paris returned her attention to the cute little houses dotting the hill. They looked like great places to swing on a front porch or jump in leaves in the front yard. She didn’t understand how a place like this was full of so much hate, but that’s why she brought the great detective. King Rudolf was more of a tag along but would probably prove to be surprisingly helpful.

      “I don’t know, if this place is so bad, maybe I can get some cheap real estate here,” Paris joked. “It seems so quaint and peaceful.”

      “Haunted Harbor doesn’t have the nicest ring to it, though,” Rudolf pointed out.

      “People love things that are haunted,” Paris related. “They go out of their way to stay in haunted hotels or houses. It’s exciting and shows history. Besides, it’s just a name.”

      Sherlock Holmes stood next to her, his dark eyes scanning the Main Street in front of them lined with shops. They weren’t busy, but the town also didn’t appear to be bustling with people. “At first glance, Haunted Harbor does appear to be very picturesque, but there’s definitely more than meets the eye. Remember that everything you see is a clue.”

      Paris honed her eyes on the various shops, taking in anything of interest.

      “What do you see?” Sherlock Holmes asked her, seeming to be testing her.

      “The town is divided,” Paris answered slowly, studying the signs in the different store windows. “It appears that each shop is either catering to tourists or locals, but neither both.”

      Sherlock Holmes nodded proudly. “That’s right.” He indicated to Peggy’s Pies Shop in front of them and the sign in the window. “All Pies Named After Locals.”

      Rudolf pointed to the Howell Inn and Eatery down the main street. “No Longer Serving Locals.”

      “And check out the Fish Fry.” Paris nodded at the greasy looking restaurant at the end of the lane. A chalkboard sandwich board sign read: “To All Tourists: Our Food Isn’t Poisoned. Ask a Local.”

      “Okay, that’s just weird,” King Rudolf said.

      “I know, right? Like why is there such a rub between the locals and the tourists?” Paris asked.

      “No, I was referring to that,” King Rudolf replied.

      Paris turned to find him pointing at a large and very shiny ship. The vessel that sailed into the harbor was filled with excited people. More importantly, it was unmistakably operated by pirates.
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      Haunted Harbor, Maine, New England, United States

      Although the mast of the ship sailing across the harbor didn’t have black sails with skulls and crossbones, it was clear it was a pirate’s ship. The name across the side was Haunted Harbor’s Pirate Tour. Also, the crew was all dressed in black pants, vests and boots, and white puffy shirts. The man standing at the mast wearing a large captain’s jacket wore a black pirate’s hat.

      “I’m guessing those are all tourists,” Paris observed as the ship sailed along the coast where the lighthouse was nestled. Beside it was another island with a large saltbox house, a regal lawn, a dock with a motor boat, and standing on it was a woman. From across the harbor, Paris spied the very beautiful woman standing on the end of the dock, staring out at the ship as it approached her mansion.

      Paris’ enhanced vision gave her details about the woman. She was dressed importantly in a tailored red dress and high heels. Her long brown hair was sleek and caught the wind, although the woman didn’t seem to mind. Actually she appeared furious about something, but it didn’t appear to be the wind. Her red lips were pursed, and she stuck her hands on her hips as a microphoned voice called from the ship.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we’ll start our tour of Haunted Harbor with the witch who keeps the ghosts trapped here,” the ship's captain said over a loudspeaker in a thick British accent. From the rails of the ship, tourists all leaned over the side to get a closer look at the woman in the red dress, who was definitely madder than hell. She didn’t look like the witches Paris had met. “This is Rebecca Flores, but she’s known as the Witch of the Ghosts. If you see her, look away for if you spy her double pupiled eyes then you yourself will become a ghost. The only way to keep her from using her dark magic on you is to sing the song Puff the Magic the Dragon. Let’s all do it together now. I’ll start, in case you forgot the lyrics.”

      The pirated hummed three times loudly, staring intently at the woman on the peer whose eyes were little slits. Anger radiated from every part of her.

      “Here we go,” the captain began. All at once he and his crew began singing.

      “Puff the magic dragon lived by the sea!”

      The tourists all cheered, excited by the sudden song. They quickly joined in, singing along. “He frolicked in the autumn mist in a land called Honah Lee.”

      The beautiful woman didn’t hear the rest of the song. At least not from her place on the pier. Instead, she spun around and stormed for the saltbox house and disappeared inside.

      The singers exclaimed.

      The captain whooped, throwing his fist into the air. “Great job! Now remember, once in Haunted Harbor if you see Rebecca Flores, you sing that song. Never look her in the double pupiled eyes, or else you’ll be a ghost like so many who haunt our poor town.”

      The crowd awed and ohed at this, seeming to be hinged on the pirate’s every word.

      “Soon I’ll take you to tour our cursed village,” the pirate continued over the loudspeaker that echoed across the harbor.

      The tourists all yelled with excitement.

      The man held up his hand to pause them. “But first, we have to get you ready. Get you safe. Even once you’re outfitted, you must follow my every word. Unless you want to become a permanent resident of Haunted Harbors. By that, I mean a ghost!”

      “No!” the crowd all replied, looking at each other as the ship continued across the harbor.

      “Then we set sail for Dagger Island!” the captain roared, his fist in the air. “There, we will prepare for our journey into the dangerous and deadly town of Haunted Harbors.”

      “Yeah!” the crazed tourists in windbreakers and with fanny packs all rejoiced.

      Paris turned to Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf, giving them a confused look. “We’ve got some investigating to do.”

      The fae nodded, winking at her. “The best way to learn about the locals is from their pie.” He thumbed in the direction of Peggy’s Pie Shop behind them.

      “Good idea,” Sherlock Holmes agreed. “No one will know more about them and the happenings here than someone who names her pies after locals.”

      “No, I mean eating the pies,” Rudolf corrected, making for the steps to the restaurant. “I can tell you everything about a place from their key lime or rhubarb pie.”
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      Peggy’s Pie Shop, Haunted Harbor, Maine, New England, United States

      The café was just as charming as the other parts of the town Paris had seen. There were cute china plates with pictures of birds, rabbits, or other woodland creatures hanging on the wall. All the tables were covered in hand-knitted tablecloths, and fresh flowers sat in the center in little vases.

      “What are you all doing in here?” a woman with short red hair who resembled Lucille Ball and was wearing a waitress outfit asked.

      Paris glanced behind them at the door they’d come through and pointed at the sign. “It says that you’re open. Aren’t you?”

      “Of course I am,” the woman replied, leaning to the side to look through the big picture window. “The tour ship hasn’t come in yet. Where you from?”

      “We’re not from around here,” Rudolf answered, sliding into a booth by the window with a view and grabbing a menu, not taking the hint they weren’t welcome.

      “Clearly,” the woman said, her hands now on her hips. “So what are you playing at? Why are you in here?”

      “To get pie!” Rudolf exclaimed, his eyes wide as he took in the options.

      “But you’re not from around here,” the woman said sternly.

      “I’m sensing that you don’t serve tourists,” Sherlock Holmes began. “Is that correct?”

      “It’s not that I don’t,” the woman told him. “It’s they don’t come in here.”

      “Why?” Paris asked.

      The woman lifted an eyebrow, studying her leather jacket and pants, then Sherlock Holmes in his tweed coat and King Rudolf in his silk tunic and pants. “Where did you all come from?”

      “The interstate…” Paris said, drawing out the words.

      The woman shook her head. “That’s closed. The only way in here is through the harbor. Why are you lying?”

      “Why does no one come here?” Paris asked.

      “Because it’s haunted,” the woman said severely.

      Paris had so many questions she didn’t even know where to begin. Based on the quizzical expression on Sherlock’s face, he did too.

      “So why did you lie to me?” the woman continued. “The only way in here is through magic or the harbor. One is allowed. The other isn’t. So tell me, did you break the captain’s rules?” She leaned forward and smiled for the first time. “Because if you did, I’m naming a pie after you.”
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      Peggy’s Pie Shop, Haunted Harbor, Maine, New England, United States

      “What are the captain’s rules?” Sherlock Holmes asked, sliding into the booth opposite King Rudolf, not waiting for an invitation.

      The woman rolled her bright green eyes. “There are too many to count. Specifically, he’s the only one who can bring outsiders into Haunted Harbor, and only via boat. So how did you all get here? More importantly, why?”

      Paris took the seat next to her uncle Rudolf. “We portaled. We’re magicians and fairies. We came for...vacation."

      The woman laughed. "No one comes here to vacation. They come here to explore. To gawk. To be entertained by the ghosts. No one in their right mind comes here to vacation."

      “Because it’s haunted?” King Rudolf asked, lowering the menu.

      “Because the captain has seen to it,” the waitress said. “No one in their right mind on the east coast ventures here. The port is closed to outside boats regardless. His crew sees to it.”

      “Because it’s haunted?” Paris repeated the king’s question.

      The woman drew in a breath. “Why are you all here?”

      Paris and Sherlock Holmes exchanged looks. They couldn’t tell this woman that a murder would happen there, but they could tell her something akin to the truth. She gave the great detective a curt nod, and he took the hint, clearing his throat and spreading his hands across the table.

      “We’re investigators,” Sherlock Holmes began. “We learned there were some problems in this area. They came up on our radar of sorts. Where there’s a problem, we like to create solutions. So...Miss…?”

      “Peggy,” she supplied, pointing at the sign over the counter bar at the bar. “I’m Peggy of Peggy’s Pies.”

      “So, Peggy,” Sherlock Holmes continued. “Is there a problem in Haunted Harbor, and is there a way that three very talented investigators can help?”

      She sighed and looked off through the window, her gaze heavy. When she returned her attention to them, she seemed hopeful. “There are so many problems. Whether you can help, that’s to be determined. First, you’re at Peggy’s Pies. Order a slice, and then we’ll talk. Everyone is always happier when they have a slice of my pie.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Peggy’s Pie Shop, Haunted Harbor, Maine, New England, United States

      The slice of Maureen’s maple walnut pie melted in Paris’ mouth. She didn’t usually care much for pies or sweets, really. That Peggy knew how to make pie was evidenced by the way Rudolf kept slapping the table.

      “Mother father, this piece of Rebecca’s rhubarb pie is the best thing I’ve ever had,” the fae exclaimed, continuing to slap his hand on the table.

      Peggy grinned, looking at Sherlock. “How about yours? Is it okay?”

      The detective had only taken one bite of pie before pushing back in the booth like he had enough. He nodded. “This Harrison’s huckleberry pie is divine. I just don’t want to overdo it with something so indulgent.”

      Paris smiled at the woman. “Sherlock tends to be pretty conservative.”

      “Sherlock,” the woman said, drawing out his name. “As in Sherlock Holmes? Like the real detective?”

      Paris nodded. “We told you we were investigators. So can you please tell us about this captain and why he seems to rule over this place? He doesn’t allow outside boats in the harbor. Why?”

      “Because it’s haunted,” Rudolf answered for the woman. “Didn’t you hear his speech? It’s not safe. It sounds like Mr. Captain is trying to keep outsiders safe. As a father of three captains, I’ll tell you they are managers. Protectors. Little dictators.” He looked intently at Peggy. “Are you, the locals, not affected by the ghosts? Will you not be turned into one by that mean hottie in the red dress?”

      Peggy edged Sherlock Holmes over, sitting in the booth next to him. “The problem with Haunted Harbors isn’t that it’s haunted—”

      “It is?” Sherlock interrupted.

      She nodded. “Of course. It’s always been haunted. There’s a cosmic energy here that makes it so spirits don’t move on. Many who die in this town, but not all, turn into ghosts and just stay here, peacefully haunting. Who knows exactly why.”

      “Fascinating,” Sherlock Holmes observed.

      Paris made a mental note she had to tell Faraday about this, especially since they had that ghost problem in the basement of FGA. Or maybe it wasn’t so much of a problem.

      “The ghosts used to be believed to protect the town,” Peggy continued, pinning her elbows on the table and leaning forward. “They’ve never hurt anyone. They are pretty much everywhere. For the longest time, they were a source of commerce for us. Tourists came from all over to stay in the Howell’s Inn and sleep in one of the haunted bedrooms. Or rent one of the houses on the hill with a famous ghost who walks the grounds. All our businesses started booming because ghost hunters wanted to come here to learn about our dead residents.” Her eyes narrowed. “A few months ago, that man took advantage of our uniqueness here in Haunted Harbor. By the time we figured it out, it was too late. We’ve been at his mercy ever since.”

      “The captain?” Paris asked, pointing out the window to where the boat had long since disappeared, apparently to Dagger Island.

      Peggy nodded. “He calls himself Captain Salty Saul.”

      “Is he a pirate?” Rudolf asked.

      “He’s worse,” Peggy said. “He’s an opportunist with no soul. As a longtime resident here, Saul took advantage when his father passed, leaving him a mighty fine inheritance. His father had, like all of us, benefited from the economy our ghosts brought us via tourism. Upon receiving his money, Saul bought that boat, hired a crew, and created a massive advertising campaign for his brand new company. Haunted Harbor Pirate Tours.”

      “He sounds like a smart chap,” Rudolf said, taking a bite of his pie.

      Peggy shot him an angry look. “Look sugar, I’m not arguing that. He’s also a soulless man who was out for revenge from the moment he had the means. He never wanted to stay here after moving here with his father. Saul Senior wouldn’t grant his son the resources to move back to England. Saul Junior grew resentful of his time living in Haunted Harbor. More importantly, he grew resentful of the residents and started taking names. We had no idea he was working on a long plan to make us all suffer one day, the way he thought he had.”

      Paris pushed her pie away, not able to eat another bite. “I don’t understand. So Saul bought a boat and crew and guards Haunted Harbor and doesn’t allow outsiders to come here?”

      “Oh, he allows outsiders in here,” Peggy replied. “Only, on his terms. You see, he started this tour company, but he did this huge marketing campaign in all the big cities, and news spread it was unsafe to come here unless you were on Saul’s boat. False rumors spread, by his design, of people who were turned into ghosts here. He invoked fear in everyone. In just a few short months, he’s managed to control everything that happens in our town via the tourists. They do everything he says and believe every word he tells them, and the people he hates suffer. The ones he doesn’t are allowed to profit, but only marginally.”

      “What about the people he likes?” Rudolf asked.

      Peggy laughed at this. “Saul doesn’t like anyone. He never has.”

      “That woman on the pier,” Paris began, pointing out to the saltbox house that could be seen from their table. “We saw her earlier. What did he call her?”

      “Rebecca Flores,” Sherlock Holmes supplied.

      “Witch of the Ghosts,” King Rudolf added.

      Peggy shook her head. “Rebecca is no witch. The poor dear has it harder than the rest of us. Saul mostly hit us financially, but he attacks her daily at the heart.”

      “He humiliated her,” Paris said. “I thought it was part of some show. What happened?”

      “Saul orchestrated everything to look like some show, and the tourists eat it up, thinking it is the best entertainment ever,” Peggy responded. “What you see here during your visit is no show. It is our lives. It is our livelihood. I’m afraid we’re all at a breaking point.”

      Paris and Sherlock Holmes exchanged knowing looks once more. Getting to a breaking point sounded like murder was close. They weren’t there to stop that, but they were going to solve it.
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      Peggy’s Pie Shop, Haunted Harbor, Maine, New England, United States

      Paris nearly jumped when someone clambered into the shop, she was so on edge from hearing the nightmare happening in Haunted Harbor. The person who entered didn’t even notice the group of outsiders at the table. It was a large, bearded man with a head of wiry gray hair. By the looks of the yellow slicker and matching hat he was taking off, he was a fisherman.

      Putting his head down, the man shook his head out over the floor mat as if he was accustomed to doing such things. “Oh look, a new floor mat. Nice, Peg. You keep updating things, making them nice.”

      He shook his head again to clear out all the water in his hair and beard, still bowed over, not realizing anyone else was there. “I swear, those fish must quiver when they hear my name.” He chuckled in a deep voice. “I sure would, you know what I mean, Peg?”

      The woman didn’t answer, watching as the man straightened and hung up his jacket and hat. Finally, he turned and halted, confused at the unfamiliar faces at the table. Finding Peggy’s face, the man shot her a perplexed look. “Did Saul endorse you today? I didn’t think the tour boat had come in yet?”

      Peggy simply shot him a pursed expression.

      The man ducked down, looking through the window to the side. “Have the Howell’s had overnight visitors, and I missed it? Did these guys stay there last night?”

      Peggy shook her head.

      Scratching his beard, the burly man appeared at a loss. “Someone’s going to have to explain what’s going on because I’m out of ideas.”

      Peggy held out her hand to the group. “This is a group of investigators who found some problems here. They are apparently here to help us. I’m trying to explain to them our situation so they know where to start.”

      The guy laughed loudly, a nice sound full of spirit. “Where to start? Over would be my best bet. I tell you, we should just burn this whole place down and start again.”

      Peggy waved her hand dismissively at him. “Oh, you can say that because you’ve got your boat and the water and nothing here on land.”

      He grinned at her. “I’m on land right now and looking for a piece of my pie, but I don’t see that.”

      Peggy slid out of the booth. “Oh, fine, Barry. I’ll go get your pie.”

      “What kind is it?” King Rudolf asked.

      “Berry. It’s the best pie they have here,” the man answered, striding over and grabbing a chair from a nearby table. He turned it around and sat in it backward. “You all are?”

      “I’m Paris and an agent for FGA.” She indicated Rudolf. “This is the king of the fae.”

      “That one there is Sherlock Holmes,” Peggy cut in, striding over and putting a piece of mixed berry pie down in front of Barry. “That’s my last slice of that, so don’t ask for another.”

      “Seems like an interesting group,” the fisherman said, taking the fork and going straight to work on his pie, the berries coloring his beard from the start. “What is it that you need to know? Besides that we’re being ruled over by a tyrant who I fear is cleverer than the rest of us. Lord knows he’s always one step ahead of us.”

      “Aside from owning the tourist industry here,” Paris began, “how does Saul affect your businesses and life?”

      Peggy slid back into the booth. “He manipulates the tourists. They are fearful from the start when they get here.”

      Sherlock Holmes nodded. “We heard a portion of that brainwashing from the boat. He said something about how they needed to get outfitted, but even then they had to follow his every word.”

      Barry shook his head. “Fear is the most powerful motivator. He starts by telling them to mock Rebecca. Then he takes them to Dagger Island, where he sells them vests and crystals and all sorts of other junk supposed to keep them safe from the ghosts. There’s nothing here to hurt them. Just lies all told by him.”

      “That’s not the worst of it,” Peggy said. “He tells them, depending on his mood, what establishments to patronize during their several hours exploring our town. You’ll hear him when he drops them off. We all do because he turns that speaker up so loud, knowing we want to know what to expect for the day, and hoping he endorses our businesses.”

      “I don’t really understand,” Paris said, scratching her head and hoping she didn’t sound like a dumb blonde. Sherlock Holmes didn’t seem to be following either.

      “For instance,” Peggy continued. “Most days, he tells the tourists that my pies have been cursed by the ghosts and only the locals can eat them without getting sick.”

      “Oh, so when they see Barry in here, they think he’s okay because he lives here,” Rudolf guessed. “They wouldn’t dare to venture in, fearful of getting sick.”

      “That’s right,” Peggy stated. “Currently, Maureen and Jason, who own the Howell’s Inn, have been granted partial leniency. Lately, he tells the tourists that it’s the only safe place to eat but that sleeping in Haunted Harbor overnight would result in certain deaths for nonlocals.”

      Paris sighed heavily. “That’s so manipulative. How can one person control so much? Can’t you fight back?”

      “When we do, we just look like loons,” Barry stated. “He’s programmed them from the start to not trust us. He even tells them on the boat ride the locals are all crazy from living with ghosts. If we demand he’s wrong, they just nod, having been told we’d try to convince them. He goes so far as to say that we want to trick them, so they die here and haunt our town, giving us more company because we’re so lonely and can’t leave.”

      “Why don’t you leave?” Paris asked, confused why anyone would put up with so much abuse.

      “This is our home. I built this shop from the ground up decades ago. Even if I could afford to move on,” Peggy said, suddenly sentimental as she looked out at the harbor. “We can’t let him win. If Saul Senior knew what his son was doing, he’d make him pay. He didn’t come back as a ghost. I sure wish he had.”

      Barry shook his head. “I’ve been fishing these waters all my life, the same as my father. I’m not going anywhere. I still fish even if I can’t really sell all of them each day.”

      “Why can’t you?” Sherlock Holmes asked.

      “Because I’m on the bad list,” Barry told him. “Not as bad as Peggy, who is only allowed to make money from locals. Saul needs me. He doesn’t like pie.”

      “Explain,” Rudolf demanded. “I have a high IQ, but I don’t read between the lines.”

      Barry sighed. “Back in the day, I sold my fish at the market here, and to the Fish Fry and local restaurants and the tour companies who have lunch cruises. Guess who I’m allowed to sell to now?”

      “Only Saul,” Paris guessed. “I still don’t get it. Just sell it at the market and all.”

      “That’s fine and I do,” Barry replied. “Only the locals will buy from them.”

      Paris understood at once. Her heart hurt for these people. “Saul tells the tourists not to eat at the restaurants, only the Howell’s Inn, and not to buy from the market or the Fish Fry.”

      “Yeah, they’ll get deathly ill if they eat the fish in Haunted Harbor and become ghosts,” Barry said, pushing away his unfinished pie. “If they eat the fish he offers for the evening meal on his cruise back to the big city port, that’s fine. So I sell to him, but I’m forced to sell at half my usual price.”

      Peggy glanced at the dish offended and swiped it away, putting it on another table.

      “Why don’t you refuse?” Sherlock Holmes asked the man.

      “Because…” Barry shrugged. “I need the money. I sell to the markets and restaurants at regular prices, but they don’t buy as much because they can’t sell as much.”

      Peggy shook her head. “Tourism has always been this little town’s lifeblood. We are out of the way of the main roads, mostly accessible by boat, and we don’t have any exports that set us apart. You think we can sell our fish to other places in New England? They all have their own fish. We had our ghosts, and it brought people from all over. We all profited. We were happy, enjoying making a living, seeing fresh faces, and living on the water. Now we’re as good as ghosts ourselves.”

      When the door opened again, the person who came through noticed the new faces right away. The balding round man in a button-up shirt and slacks paused in the doorway, his mouth falling open and eyes wide.

      Peggy laughed. “Mayor Dagger, these are investigators, and they are here to help us fix our town, if at all possible. I know you’re surprised, as Barry and I were just momentarily. Go ahead and get in here, and we’ll get you up to speed.”
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      Peggy’s Pie Shop, Haunted Harbor, Maine, New England, United States

      “Y-Yo-You’re Sherlock Holmes,” Mayor Harrison Dagger stuttered, looking at the great detective.

      He nodded. “And we have a lot more questions for you all. For instance, we’re going to need to know exactly who all in the town has been at the receiving end of Saul’s sabotage and how.”

      Paris knew exactly why Sherlock Holmes wanted this information. After the murder, whoever it happened to, they would need to find out who had a motive. There was a lot at play in this tiny little fishing village.

      “I don’t even know where to begin,” Mayor Dagger said, pressing his hand to his chest and looking faint.

      “How are you feeling Harrison?” Peggy asked him, looking the man up and down concernedly.

      “I’m fine, Peg.”

      The woman shook her head, glancing back at the others. “Harrison here is sick, and all this stress has just made it worse.”

      “Don’t tell strangers that,” Harrison scolded.

      “Oh, as if most can’t look at you see you’re practically on your death bed,” she said, shaking her head at him. She looked hurt. “You’ll be a ghost in no time at this rate.”

      “Can I get a cup of coffee?” he asked her.

      She shook her head. “I don’t think that’s good for you. Your heart.”

      “My heart is fine,” Harrison argued. “Can I have some pie?”

      “No, it can’t good be for you,” she said, crossing her arms in front of her chest stubbornly.

      “I have to eat and drink, or I will die,” he stated, sounding more annoyed now.

      “You have that drink every night with that soulless monster,” she said through clenched teeth.

      “On that note, I better be getting out to my boat. Saul will be coming in soon, and I’ve got to send over their shipment for the return meal.” Barry stood, looking down at the others. “I hope that you all can help us, otherwise, I don’t know what will happen to Haunted Harbor.”

      “We’ll try.” And it was King Rudolf who said this, but even he didn’t appear as hopeful and carefree as usual. This was a strange and complex situation.

      The old fisherman left without another word, making the café suddenly quiet as the mayor and Peggy exchanged irritated looks.

      “Can you fill us in on what you mean about having a drink with this monster every night?” Sherlock Holmes asked, breaking their stare off.

      Harrison sighed, looking at the detective. “I have to. I know that it makes Peggy mad, but it’s something I have to do. You see, Saul pretty much owns part of this town now. We'd be a ghost town if he didn’t run his tours.”

      “That’s not funny,” Peggy admonished.

      “It’s true, Peg. He’s ruined our reputation. He controls the marketing of what people believe about Haunted Harbor. He runs the boat. If I don’t do business with him, he’s promised to make us sound like a nuclear wasteland that no one will go near. I don’t have the money to campaign against that. He’s too far entrenched in all the tourist agencies. They sell his tours. I can’t change that.”

      Peggy shook her head, getting up and heading for the kitchen. This had apparently been an ongoing feud between the two.

      “Continue,” Paris urged the mayor. “Tell us about these nightly meetings.”

      “Saul says that whatever money we make, however little, he deserves a cut,” Harrison explained. “So each night, after the tour is over and he’s returned, we sit down for a drink. I go over that day’s revenue and the books for Haunted Harbor. We negotiate, and sometimes I get him to endorse Peggy’s business the next day or open the market or something. I’m at his mercy. I hope you see that. I have to give him a cut of what our businesses make, or he’ll just make this worse.”

      “He’s the reason people aren’t making money,” Paris argued. “You can’t even have overnight tourism.”

      Harrison shook his head. “No, he’s worried he would lose control if people stayed for too long. He controls every aspect of the town.”

      “Why do you meet every night?” Sherlock Holmes asked. “Why not once a week?”

      “All of this was a shock in the beginning,” Harrison began. “I was hoping that I could change things if I intervened. It became evident early on that wasn’t going to happen. Still, I gunned for daily meetings, hoping I could argue until he was tired of it and gave up this horrible dictatorship of his. When he didn’t, I tried to save my stress and health and ask to meet less, but then I realized what that sick man was addicted to.”

      Sherlock Holmes nodded. “He likes watching you all suffer.”

      Harrison growled in frustration. “He loves watching me beg, knowing I love this place he hates and wanted to leave for so long.”

      “Sadly, he can leave now, but he sticks around to torture you all,” Paris said, shaking her head at the grossness of it.

      Harrison nodded. “You’ll see in just a minute. Saul loves making us all suffer from morning until night. If I try to cancel with him, he threatens to not bring the tour the next day and to run a marketing campaign to ruin us for good. I can’t risk that. Too many are dependent on the little tourism that we get.”

      King Rudolf pointed out the window. “It appears the pirate is here. Shall we go and pay him a visit?”

      “I’d caution you to stay out of sight,” Harrison said, suddenly sweating as he watched the large pirate ship glide into the harbor. “I’ll take you around town and show you what I can. You can watch Saul’s speech from the shadows. I fear that whatever investigation you’re conducting will be over the moment he finds out you’re here. He’ll load up the boat of tourists and not come back, ever.”

      Paris glanced at Sherlock, who nodded minutely. She wanted to go and punch the bully controlling every aspect of this town. She reminded herself their job was to get the water for the antidote, solve a murder, and then fix the town. That meant playing this just right.

      She forced a smile. “We’d love a tour, Mayor Dagger.”
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      Haunted Harbor, Maine, New England, United States

      Mayor Harrison Dagger was able to covertly lead the three outsiders around the back of the shops and to a dark alleyway where they had a perfect view of the pirate ship when it docked. Once in place, the crew jumped down and expertly went to work tying up the boat into place.

      The Haunted Harbor Pirate Tour was brimming with eager visitors excited to stroll through the town full of ghosts. They were all wearing black vests like the crew but emblazoned with logos and crests that said things like, “Protected.” Many had large crystals hanging around their necks. Some wore ballcaps that read: Under the Protection of Salty Saul. All of them appeared ready to race through the streets and find a ghost.

      Even for Paris it seemed like an intriguing idea, and she kept looking around for an apparition. Crammed in the dark alleyway with three men, she didn’t see much. Thankfully, she was at the front and had a view of the ship.

      When Captain Salty Saul took his place at the entrance to the dock leading to Main Street, she could see details of the evil pirate wannabe. The man was short and appeared like a large gnome in his pirate outfit. When he took off his hat, Paris noticed he had short spikey brown hair with a gray streak through it. Most annoying was the evil glint in his eyes.

      He raised his hands overhead, facing the crowd on the boat. With the microphone in one hand, he pressed it to his mouth. “You are about to set off on a chilly ghost hunting adventure. You have one hour, and if you don’t return I’ll assume that you’ve been turned into one and will be a part of the next tour.”

      The crowd laughed. Paris didn’t.

      “Now, as your captain, what do you call me?” Saul asked.

      “Captain Salty Saul,” the visitors sang in unison from the boat.

      “Yes! You can also call me by two other S’s,” he continued, his speech obviously rehearsed. “You can call me Captain Safety Saul for as long as I’m close by, you’ll have no real worries of becoming a ghost. All you have to do is use the app you purchased on Dagger Island from my company to alert me that you need help. If a local approaches you in any way that makes you feel uncomfortable, use the app. If one of them pressures you, alert me. Know these people have been living with the ghosts for a long time and they are crazy.” He made the motion beside his head for “crazy” and the crowd all laughed. Again, Paris didn’t, not amused by this inhumane abuse of power.

      “You shouldn’t fear the ghosts, for the most part,” Salty Saul went on. “If for any reason you feel uncomfortable based on what I’ve told you, then use the app. Yes, each message will cost you, but isn’t your safety worth that?”

      “Yes,” the tourists all answered.

      Paris couldn’t believe how much this man had monetized this exploit. She considered she might kill him, and then there would be no mystery of who did anything. She was starting to understand why the animosity was so high here. Haunted Harbor had been infected by a disease, and it was Salty Saul.

      “Now,” the fake captain continued, “you can also call me Captain Smart Saul. I’m here for you and know everything there is to know about this haunted town. That means what I tell you, pay attention to. If you do what I say, you’ll leave here alive. If you disobey, then you will stay here as a ghost.”

      “Wow, this guy is good,” Paris whispered to Sherlock and Rudolf beside her.

      They both agreed.

      “Today it appears that Howell’s Inn is the only safe place to grab a snack,” Saul said, which was met with many groans from the crowd.

      He held up his hands. “No worry, my fellow ghost hunters. I’ll feed you a hearty fish supper on your voyage home.” Salty Saul pointed to the other side of the dock where Barry the fisherman was doing the hard work of hauling his cargo from his morning work to the large ship. “The local fisherman has us stocked with fish that we will prepare in a very special way to ensure that you don’t catch the ghost virus that sometimes permeates the food in this here harbor. Once it’s on board the Haunted Harbor Pirates Tour, it will be safe for your consumption once you pay the meal fee.”

      This was met with applause. Paris couldn’t believe how much manipulation this man was responsible for.

      “Now, to keep you safe,” Captain Salty Saul continued. “You’re to stay away from the markets, gift shops, eateries, and especially you’re not allowed to stay overnight. That means meet me back here in one hour. Oh, and if you see the Witch of the Ghosts, you remember what to do, right?”

      In unison, the crowd began singing, “Puff the magic dragon lived by the sea.”

      Salty Saul grinned wide and clapped his hand. “You’re the best ghost hunters I’ve had in a long time. Now with that, happy hunting.”

      The crew opened the gates and the visitors all spilled onto the docks and into the streets of Haunted Harbor. They’d search for ghosts, leave trash, and disrupt the village, but not help the people living there.

      Paris simply had to fix this place. And she would.
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      The group waited until the tourists had moved off down the main street and Captain Salty Saul had gone the opposite direction. According to Mayor Dagger, the pirate took turns harassing different residents depending on his mood. On this occasion, it appeared he was headed down to Peggy’s Pie Shop Paris saw when she ducked out of the alleyway.

      Harrison waved them the opposite way up the alley, more inland. “We’ll go this way, and I’ll show you some of the streets that will be off limits to the visitors and therefore safe for us to walk.”

      The group walked one way and then another for a long time, mostly just taking a tour of the village in silence.

      “Your last name is Dagger,” Sherlock Holmes said after a long time to the mayor as they had walked. “The tour stopped off on Dagger Island. Is that any relation to you?”

      He nodded. “It’s named after my family, the Daggers. My great-great-grandfather founded Haunted Harbor. He was an explorer and came here and met a ghost. He wasn’t afraid and built a house and started the small village. Over time, he realized that some who died here became ghosts, although the scientific or cosmic reasons are still unclear. It’s not exact anyway. Not everyone becomes a ghost who lives and dies here. Not all ghosts stick around. Definitely nothing that Saul says about people breaking the rules turns them into ghosts.”

      “It’s because there’s a window here that bleeds into the land of the dead,” King Rudolf said quite seriously.

      Everyone paused and looked back at the fae.

      “Are you sure?” Sherlock Holmes asked.

      He nodded. “Yes, think about it. There are places in the world where ours bleeds into others. This just happens to be one where the walls between the land of the living and the dead are very thin. That means seeing into the land of the dead isn’t as difficult as in other areas. Really, ghosts are everywhere in other places, but they are in the land of the dead. Here, we share a bathroom, if you will, so you bump into them all the time. Think of it like you’re sharing a hostel with the dead. It’s not that weird.”

      Sherlock Holmes gave Paris a sideways look. “That makes perfect sense.”

      “Isn’t he amazing like that?” she said, smiling at her strange uncle.

      Both of the other men nodded.

      “So your family founded Haunted Harbor,” King Rudolf said, ushering the group to continue walking, strangely taking charge.

      The mayor nodded. “Yes, and we’ve been here ever since. I like your explanation, and it makes sense but still this is a strange place. Those who live here wouldn’t live anywhere else, as you’ve seen. And then it is a wonderful place for those who want to see ghosts but in a safe way. We’ve never had a problem.”

      “Because ghosts can’t hurt you,” Rudolf related, again a wealth of information. “They literally can’t, with no way to affect the living. Most of the time, they don’t even know we’re around. They are living in their own worlds. Again quite literally. But many are afraid of what they don’t understand. Now poltergeists are another story.”

      “That’s in line with what I know,” Mayor Dagger said with a nod. “There’s an island just south of here that’s not haunted and full of beauty and vegetation. Saul always starts his tours there so he can upsell people and go over the rules before the final speech. That’s where my grandfather initially started before he found the harbor.”

      “It’s a beautiful place,” Paris offered. “We’ll do everything we can to help you save it. We need to know as much as you can tell us about the people. That’s key.”

      “Also, what the hell is that?” King Rudolf had halted by a shop on the cobbled street and was pointing to a strange sign that read: Ghost Repair Shop.
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      Haunted Harbor, Maine, New England, United States

      Mayor Harrison Dagger glanced up at the shop sign and chuckled, covering his mouth. “Oh, that. Since we’re kind of a different place, we have some different kinds of shops to fit our needs.”

      “Ghost repair shop,” Paris read, studying the front window. It didn’t appear out of the ordinary, although there were some strange instruments and a few objects she didn’t recognize.

      “Yeah, we love our ghosts,” Harrison explained. “We have quite few that have been with us for a long time. Sometimes they begin to flicker, and we worry they are leaving us. Or they get sad and have problems. There are many residents who have their own family ghosts, but they might have problems with them where they start making noises at night or waking them up talking. Anyway, people visit the ghost repair shop for help or answers. It’s all very experimental, and really it only works half the time.”

      “Because you can’t fix ghosts,” King Rudolf said, shaking his head as if this was obvious. “They are people. They’re not devices. Their problems have to be approached the same way that you would with a person alive. They will fade at times, but they can come back depending on their activity. They’ll make noise if they are restless or going through things. You can try talking to them and helping them. But if they aren’t aware of your existence, well then there’s not much you can do. Sounds like you’re trying to fix metaphysical problems with technology.” He laughed. “That’s like trying to fix a philosophical problem with a wrench. Do you really think that will work?”

      Harrison thought about this. “Can we contract you as a consultant?”

      Rudolf shook his head and threw up his hands. “I don’t know the first thing about ghosts. I think if you start to think of them as being there and not really being there, you’ll get all this better. Stop trying to keep them or make them do something. You’d never do that with actual people. Not unless you’re my wife. Just let them be and realize that you share a communal wall and there are big holes in it. Like giant holes. Enjoy them. Pass notes back and forth. Knock on the walls. Make games. Know that sometimes they won’t knock back, and sometimes they’ll knock all the time. There’s no repairing ghosts.”

      Harrison drew in a breath and smiled. “I think this has been one of the best and most enlightening days I’ve had in months.”

      Paris grinned at her uncle. “King Rudolf has a way of doing that.”

      “He does,” Sherlock Holmes said, setting off again. “Now, tell us about Rebecca Flores. That seems like an important character who Saul enjoys torturing.”

      Harrison hung his head. “Oh, that’s a heartbreaker. You see, Rebecca and Saul were once engaged to be married. She didn’t love him, so she broke it off and married another man. A wonderful one. Mr. Jonathon Flores. They married and moved to the house you see on the island there.” He indicated the direction where Paris had seen the beautiful woman.

      “Last year, Jonathon was found dead,” Harrison continued. “It was Rebecca who found him on their lawn. It was after a big party, and the music was still playing. Most of us were inside the house, but when we rushed out, she was in shock. Playing was—”

      “Puff the Magic Dragon,” Paris guessed.

      He nodded.

      “That’s so cruel,” Paris said. “So Saul tortures her by making her into this villain for the tours. Then he makes them sing the song that reminds her of her husband’s death. He has them mock her.”

      Harrison shook his head. “Saul isn’t right in the head.”

      A strange bass noise sounded in the distance, pausing everyone. They all looked around trying to find the source of the music. It was indistinguishable except for gentle beats.

      “What’s that?” Paris asked the mayor.

      “I’m not sure,” he answered. “Probably the boat and the excited tourists.”

      “Have we been walking for an hour?” Paris asked, wondering if time moved differently there.

      “Probably close,” Harrison answered. “Anyway, as I was saying, Saul is dangerous and cruel. I believe he murdered Jonathon. Just like with everything else he’s done, there’s no way to prove anything. I’ve tried. I’ve gone to the authorities, and they say he’s running a business. They don’t take us seriously, thinking we’re all kooky.”

      “Probably because he’s slandered your character,” Paris reasoned. “He uses every advantage to make you look untrustworthy and dangerous to outsiders.”

      Harrison might have been about to agree, but his phone rang, and he excused himself momentarily.

      Paris turned to the other two men. Rudolf regarded his hand like it was of unique interest. Sherlock was looking up at the hills. Here they weren’t dotted with houses but rather wild vegetation of various colors.

      “It looks like we’ll have our work cut out for us,” Paris said. “How much longer do you think we’ll have here?”

      “I’m not sure,” Rudolf said, not taking his eyes off his hand.

      Before Sherlock Holmes could reply, Harrison shut off his phone with a strange look.

      “What is it?” Paris asked.

      “That was Saul,” he said, obviously confused.

      “Oh, does he know about us? Are you in trouble?” Paris questioned.

      The mayor shook his head. “I don’t think so. He canceled our evening meeting. He said he had an offer he couldn’t turn down.” Finally bringing his dazed eyes up, Harrison suddenly looked worried. “Salty Saul said Rebecca begged him to have a drink with her tonight.”

      Sherlock Holmes cut his eyes to Paris. “To answer your previous question, it won’t be long now.”
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      Because they were so far north and it was summer, the sun didn’t set as early as Paris was used to. So when she caught the rays of light well past usual, she was surprised by how late it was.

      The glistening light across the harbor was beautiful even if Paris knew this place was suffering. The strange beat they’d heard earlier had gone off once but then not again. Now it was quiet in the shadows of the alleyway where King Rudolf, Sherlock Holmes and Paris were waiting. For what she didn’t know.

      Mayor Dagger had left them, saying he was going to use this time to catch up on business. The man was on edge, sweating profusely, but Paris thought she would be in his situation too.

      The tourists were all gone and had been for the better part of two hours. Paris and her friends were growing weary of waiting. Again, she wasn’t sure for what. A murder, yes, but when and who and where. It was like a mystery inside of a mystery.

      King Rudolf was leaning against the brick wall, continuing to stare at his hand like earlier. Sherlock Holmes was at the far side of the alleyway that led inland where they walked earlier, studying something up high. Paris was perched by the corner of the alleyway that faced out to the harbor. That’s why she noticed the pirate ship when it sailed back to the dock like before.

      Standing on the bow of the large, shiny ship was the small man, Captain Salty Saul.

      “Hey, he’s coming back,” Paris called to the others, waving them to come see.

      They both trotted over and looked as the ship steered up to the dock. The crew was along the rails, ready to jump down and secure the vessel into place for the night. Their captain didn’t look right. He was swaying, then he was staggering. His crew didn’t notice, too preoccupied with their jobs.

      When Captain Salty Saul dove forward, losing all control, no one but the three paying close attention saw what had happened. The evil man fell over the side of the ship and into the harbor with a splash, sinking fast and disappearing at once.

      Rudolf glanced at Paris and Sherlock Holmes, his eyes wide. “He’s fallen in and looks drunk. Should we save him before he drowns?”

      Paris was about to say no.

      It was Sherlock who answered, shaking his head. “He’s already dead. He’s been dead since the moment we arrived, or at least everything was in place for it from then. There’s no stopping this.”

      “Do you know who did this?” Paris asked, surprised since there were so many would-be suspects.

      “Yes,” Sherlock Holmes said as one of the crew members noticed their captain was floating face down in the water. He yelled to the others, but none looked like they were making any fast movement to retrieve the body.

      “Who?” Paris and Rudolf asked at the same time.

      “Give me fifteen minutes to check that I’m correct,” Sherlock Holmes stated, looking at Rudolf. “Round up Barry, Peggy, Rebecca, and Harrison and meet us at the pie shop.”

      “The main suspects,” Paris guessed.

      The great detective nodded. “I think you know what you have to do?”

      Paris glanced at the choppy waters of the harbor where the crew were making a slow effort to get the dead body out. “Retrieve the water for the antidote.”

      “That’s one of the main reasons we came here,” Sherlock Holmes said.

      “The other one?” Paris asked, hopefully.

      He smiled at her, and then his gaze drifted to where the crew was dragging the dead man’s body from the harbor. “This place will be better when we leave. It’s already better. Soon these people will have closure. Now be off.”
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      The water from the harbor sloshed in the potion bottles in Paris’ jacket when she strode into Peggy’s Pie Shop fifteen minutes later. News spread fast about Captain Salty Saul’s death, which had been confirmed. Paris had checked his pulse herself. He was gone. Although they would do an autopsy to confirm the cause of death, she was certain that if the great detective said he already knew who did it, that was true.

      The air in the café was thick with tension when Paris entered to find the residents King Rudolf had been ordered to collect.

      “You said you’d come here to investigate,” Peggy said in a shrill voice. “What did that mean?”

      “It meant exactly that,” Paris replied, standing in front of the door as all the suspects stood as if planning to make a break for it.

      King Rudolf stepped in front of her, pressing his hands down. “If you can just take a seat, we’re going to get to the bottom of things. You can rest assured the monster is gone, and your town will return to you soon.”

      “I didn’t murder him,” Peggy said, striding back and forth in her apron.

      “Neither did I,” Barry said at once.

      “Why are we even talking about that?” the woman who was Rebecca Flores asked. She was even more beautiful up close with her ruby red by lips and flowing brown hair.

      "Because Sherlock Holmes is here,” Barry said. “They must have known there would be a murder.”

      “We knew there was a problem here,” Paris stated.

      “You really came to fix it?” Mayor Harrison Dagger asked.

      Paris gave him a sensitive expression, moving further into the dining area. “I’m an agent for FGA. My job is to ensure that love on all levels is maintained and nurtured. And it was obviously at stake here. Yes, I work with Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf, but that’s just coincidental. But yes, there’s been a murder. And we have to solve it. Then we put this town back together, and you all go back to living your lives, hopefully better than before, knowing what you lost.”

      At the conclusion of her words, Sherlock Holmes entered the café, a stoic expression on his face. He looked at the four people stationed in different places in the large room. He swallowed. Tilted his head to the side. Withdrew his unlit pipe from his jacket pocket.

      “I know who murdered Captain Salty Saul,” he began in a clear voice, standing squarely in front of the door and the exit, as it were. “If that person wants to step forward, then we can save some time. If not, then I’ll give my full report.”

      Paris glanced around at the various suspects—Peggy, Barry, Harrison, and Rebecca. They looked at each other as though expecting one of them to shout, “It was me.”

      When no one did, Sherlock Holmes nodded as if he’d expected this. “Very well. Everyone take a seat, and I’ll run through the events exactly as I believe they happened today and in the past, leading to the death of a man. Yes, a bad one, but a death regardless. And then I’ll reveal who I think the killer is…”
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      The death of the man who had ruined their lives hadn’t reunited the residents of Haunted Harbor. At least not yet. Each took a seat at opposite corners of the café. Paris and King Rudolf sat together in the booth where they’d dined earlier that day. It was hard to believe it was the same day, feeling like so much time had passed. Paris was grateful Mama Jamba had given her an extra dose of energy or whatever it was that she gave her to keep her going.

      Sherlock Holmes waited until everyone was in place, then started pacing in the aisle between tables, holding his pipe in his mouth as he studied the floor.

      “A person who had suffered greatly under Saul’s rule is the person’s shop where we reside now.”

      “It wasn’t me,” Peggy exclaimed. “I didn’t kill him.”

      “He did come by this afternoon, prior to his death,” Sherlock Holmes stated rather definitively.

      “Well, yes,” Peggy replied, her tone shaking.

      “And what happened?” Sherlock Holmes asked.

      “I thought you said you knew who killed him?” Peggy asked. “Why are you questioning if you know? Just come out with it.”

      Sherlock Holmes paused. “A good detective doesn’t simply make accusations. I have a very strong hunch, let’s call it. But to know that it is actually the right indictment, I must first question each of you. Please bear with me. I know you’ve been through a lot.”

      Peggy nodded. Made to smile. “Very well. I don’t have anything to hide. That’s fair.” She drew in a breath and then seemed to hold back tears. “Saul did come by earlier while the visitors were exploring our town. He demanded a piece of pie, but I told him I didn’t have any for him.” She laughed, but it made her nearly burst into tears again. “I told him I’d name a pie after him called Saul Seaweed.”

      This actually made the other’s laugh.

      Peggy shook her head, pushing at her eyes. “Anyway, he made me serve him. Said that this week he’d allow visitors to patronize my shop if I complied.” She shook her head. “It was always just a power play with him. He just wants what he wants and uses what he has to get it, knowing he has control. Yes, I gave him a piece of pie.”

      “Which pie?” Sherlock Holmes asked calmly.

      She drew in a breath, seeming surprised by the question. “Well, it was late, so what we had left. Does it really matter?”

      “It always matters in these events.”

      She pointed to the cases of pies in the back. “It was Peggy’s Pecan.” And a moment later, she added, “But I didn’t kill him. There’s no poison here if that’s what you’re insinuating."

      "I'm not," Sherlock Holmes told her. “I simply wanted to know what was in his system at the time of death.”

      “The coroner will tell us that,” Barry offered.

      “True,” Sherlock Holmes stated. “But they are mortals, and may not be as well versed in some of the more complex things that might be at play here.”

      “What does that mean?” Barry asked.

      “You served the fish that was Saul’s dinner tonight, is that correct?” Sherlock Holmes asked the fisherman.

      “Well, of course I did. I always do. He makes me,” the man answered.

      “But today you were extra bitter,” Sherlock stated. “Why was that?”

      “Extra?” Barry asked. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You didn’t eat all your pie,” Sherlock Holmes recalled.

      “I don’t see why that’s relevant.”

      “Well, you usually do,” Sherlock Holmes stated.

      “How would you know that?”

      “Because of what Peggy said when she served it about not asking for another,” Sherlock answered. “And because of her look of offense when you didn’t eat it all.”

      Barry shook his head. “Fine, I was extra bitter. Is that what you want to hear?”

      “I don’t relish in your pain,” Sherlock Holmes answered. “It’s just that you were upset more so than usual, which could be a cause to put poison in someone’s fish who is the cause of your grief.”

      “I didn’t kill Saul,” Barry barked.

      Sherlock Holmes started pacing.

      “Look, if you think that Peggy or me killed Saul, just say it. I want to know what evidence you have!”

      Sherlock Holmes paused. “I don’t think either of you did. Peggy doesn’t have a motive. And you don’t have it in you.”

      “What?” Rebecca and Harrison asked in unison.

      “But Saul was ruining Peggy’s business,” Barry argued.

      “He was trying,” Sherlock said. “She’s smart, so she tried her hand at something else. Didn’t you?” He flickered his gaze to the baker.

      She blushed and looked at the floor. “How did you know?”

      “The new floor mat,” Sherlock told her. “The new furnishings. You’ve come into money.”

      “I don’t see how you could conclude that,” she said, not making eye contact.

      “You were out of the most loved pie, Barry’s Berries,” Sherlock Holmes continued. “Only locals can dine here, and I’ve done the math. You shouldn’t be sold out unless you’re able to sell somewhere else.”

      She looked off. “I know a cargo route and have been shipping some pies out. I found a distributor. They love the Barry Berries.”

      “That’s great, Peg,” Harrison said, looking happy for his friend.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “You said it wasn’t me,” Barry said, bringing it back to him.

      “I said you didn’t have it in you,” Sherlock Holmes corrected. “No, it wasn’t you. You’ve been serving Saul’s fish dinner for months. It would be very easy to serve him a bad fish. You haven’t because of what you said earlier. Fishing is in your blood. You’ll do it even if you don’t get paid. You’ll do it even if you can’t sell your fish. There’s no way you’d ever put your reputation, or your family’s on the line by serving bad fish, even if it killed a bad man.”

      The group fell silent.

      Rebecca stood up suddenly, her lip quivering. “I guess you all think it was me then, because I asked Saul to join me for a drink tonight.”

      “Why do you come out to the pier when the tour boat goes by?” Sherlock Holmes asked, not losing his cool.

      “Be-Be-Because Saul can always make things harsher,” Rebecca answered. “He made threats. Said he’d find other ways to make my life even worse. I didn’t know what that was, but I decided to just do it instead of fretting over how he could hurt me. I mean, he already killed my husband. The man scared me.”

      “You decided you were done with the humiliation, didn’t you?” Sherlock Holmes asked. “You decided that you’d beat him at his own game.”

      “What do you mean?” Peggy asked.

      “Saul tried to hurt Rebecca with the song that played at the time she found her husband dead,” he answered. “Making her relive it over and over again.” Sherlock clicked his tongue, shaking his head before turning his full attention to Rebecca. “What did you decide to do about it?”

      She shook her head. “How do you know about that?”

      He pointed to his ear. “I was classically trained in music.”

      “What is he talking about?” Harrison asked.

      Tears flowed down Rebecca’s cheeks. “I was tired of him humiliating me and making me listen to that song. So I decided to beat him at his own game. To take the fun out of it for him. I had speakers installed all over my property. When he came over for the drink I invited him for, after the cruise, I played Puff the Magic Dragon. I stood there and played it and had a drink, and then I played it again and showed him that I didn’t care. That I’d play it over and over again. I knew it took the enjoyment out of it for him.”

      Rudolf applauded. “Smart. That’s how you defeat your enemy.”

      Sherlock Holmes nodded. “I heard it and knew the tune, even from just the bass.”

      “Impressive,” Paris offered. “So Rebecca didn’t poison him with a drink?”

      Sherlock Holmes shook his head. “No, the person that killed Captain Salty Saul wasn’t the one who fed him pie tonight.” He nodded at Peggy. “It wasn’t the one who fed him dinner.” He pointed to Barry. “It most definitely wasn’t the person who gave him a drink.” He indicated Rebecca.

      Turning, the great detective faced the mayor of Haunted Harbor. “Ironically, the person who killed that awful man was the one who didn’t serve him anything. That’s exactly what killed him.”
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      “Say what?” King Rudolf asked, shaking his head.

      Sherlock Holmes chewed on his pipe contemplatively before putting it back in his pocket and glancing at Mayor Harrison Dagger. “You are a very smart man. A loyal leader. And someone who plans.”

      “I don’t know if I should be thanking you for that compliment,” Harrison said, mopping his sweating brow.

      “You knew from the beginning that Saul wouldn’t stop,” Sherlock began. “So you decided then how you could get rid of him. That’s why you started the nightly meetings, which were accompanied by a drink.”

      “He made me,” Harrison argued.

      “At first, you insisted,” Sherlock stated. “And you, knowing what he wanted, begged and pleaded in those meetings, realizing he’d want them to continue to feed his ego.”

      “I was trying to get my town back.”

      “I realize that,” Sherlock consoled. “But then you tried to back off the meetings.”

      “They were dehumanizing,” Harrison argued.

      “Them ending would also be Saul’s, as you had planned.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

      “What are you talking about?” Paris asked, needing to understand.

      Sherlock Holmes turned to face Paris. “Harrison knows this area better than anyone. He knows that it is home to a very rare plant that’s also strangely poisonous.”

      “You poisoned Saul?” Peggy asked.

      Harrison shook his head.

      Sherlock did too. “No, he reverse poisoned him.” From his pocket, the great detective pulled out a purple weed. Paris recognized it as one of the plants on the hill above where they had walked. “This is a rosenid. A very strange plant that only those who have a lot of experience with could use properly. They might even need centuries of experience. Or maybe just information from elders who have passed.”

      There was a collective gasp in the room as everyone understood the implication of what Sherlock Holmes was saying.

      “The way rosenid works,” the detective continued, “is it doesn’t poison. Instead, you lace it into someone’s drink or food every single day, slowly building up the potency. It doesn’t taste or smell. Then, as an unperceived drug, the body becomes dependent on it. If one day, for instance on a day like today, the person drugged doesn’t get their dose of rosenid, which would be quite high by now, after all these months, then they would die roughly within hours. Much faster if it was paired with something like nuts, which makes the effects stronger.”

      “Oh wow,” Peggy said, covering her mouth. “I had no idea.”

      “No, you didn’t,” Sherlock Holmes agreed. “There’s no way you could because your mayor was willing to do this all alone. He’d sacrifice everything for his town.” He turned to face Harrison. “I realize you thought you could get rid of Saul in the first month, but he made you continue to meet with him, and so you did, torturing yourself, hoping one day to skip a meeting. But it wasn’t until today that it happened. That you got your chance. Because you could never have done it by simply not giving him the drug because that would put you at the scene of the crime. You were always hoping for a day when Saul simply didn’t want the meeting. Then he’d be elsewhere and die mysteriously.”

      “I never wanted this,” Harrison moaned. “I tried to reason with him. To negotiate. He was too powerful.”

      “What you did was murder. But why you did it, was for noble reasons, to free people you love. I can’t condone it, but…for a dying man, I might be able to overlook it.”

      Paris couldn’t believe it. But she also knew that imprisoning a man who probably wouldn’t live much longer would serve no purpose. And that Haunted Harbor deserved their leader, one who was willing to do everything to help them, even if it killed him.

      “Thank you.” It was Rebecca who spoke first, standing up and striding over, hugging Harrison.

      This was followed by Peggy and then Barry. It was strange to see a person who had done a bad deed rewarded, but it reminded Paris of her ultimate mission. There was good and bad in the world. Not just gray and nihilism. And she had to fix that. Thankfully she had what she needed to do so. The second part of the antidote.

      Feeling tired, she realized that she needed to move on to that task before the magic reserves from Amantis quit containing nihil.

      Standing, Paris waved Sherlock and Rudolf for the door. “We have to go.”

      “You’re leaving?” Harrison asked, pulling away from the group hugging him.

      Paris nodded. “We were just stopping off here. I have another place to save, which is much like this one, and in need of help. And immediately.”

      “Well, thank you,” Harrison said, stepping forward. “I don’t know how to thank you actually. I can’t even begin to tell you what we’ve been through and what this will mean to us.”

      “It’s okay. You don’t…” Paris trailed away as a white figure stepped through the wall at the back. She widened her eyes at the sight of the ghost, all life like and opaque. Then another figure stepped forward, and another and another and another. Until the entire area around the café was filled with ghosts, all looking at Paris, Sherlock Holmes, and King Rudolf with true gratitude.

      “Thank you,” the ghosts said in a collective voice.

      “Thank you,” the residents said. And then in unison they all waved, offering the saviors of Haunted Harbor a true farewell.
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      First, after returning from Haunted Harbors, Paris brought the second part of the antidote straight to Faraday. Second, she took a nap in Papa Creola’s pink armchair. Then she awoke to find the entire weapon and artifact shop transformed.

      “What have you done?” Paris asked Faraday, wiping her tired eyes to focus them. At first she thought she was seeing things, but the glass counters were in fact covered in beakers and tubes and vats and cauldrons and other chemistry instruments and strange magical equipment.

      “Well, I had to turn the Fantastical Armory into my lab to create the antidote for nihil,” he explained, hopping over some wires to inspect a simmering beaker of blue liquid. “The things I needed from Psychic Super Store finally came in while you were sleeping, and it made the most sense to create the antidote supply here.”

      “We don’t mind,” Mama Jamba added, sitting across from Paris in her own pink overstuffed armchair.

      “I mind,” Subner grumbled from the front of the store in his normal place.

      Paris stiffened at the sight of the man, thinking he might try to kill her on the spot for tricking him and having him locked up in the basement. She hadn’t properly seen him since finding his brother and putting him under her protection at Little Pleasures.

      Thankfully Papa Creola was stationed next to him. He appeared to be keeping an extra close eye on his assistant just in case of such an incident. It was Father Time after all, who imprisoned Subner. Fortunately, the Protector of Weapons didn’t seem any angrier and grumpier than any other time.

      “What Faraday is doing is important,” Mama Jamba argued. “He needed a space close by to work. He’ll be cleared out soon now the antidote is done and Paris is awake.”

      “It’s ready?” Paris asked, making to stand and realizing her legs didn’t work. She rocked back in the chair, feeling a wave of exhaustion hit her. “How long was I asleep for?"

      "Sixteen hours,” Mama Jamba answered.

      Paris gawked at the woman in disbelief. “No way.”

      “Way,” Subner muttered, pulling his book over to him and opening it to pretend to read, as he liked to do. “You’ve been snoring and stinking up the place for a whole sixteen hours.”

      “You just showed up twelve hours and twelve minutes ago,” Papa Creola corrected.

      “Still,” the shop owner mumbled, looking down at his book.

      “The antidote needed to simmer for at least fifteen hours,” Faraday said, checking the reading on an instrument. “Then I had time to do some tests to ensure it was right before multiplying it.”

      “Multiplying?” Paris asked, again, trying to use her legs but this time by just sitting forward.

      “Well naturally,” Faraday said, looking up, wearing tiny goggles. “How else are we going to spread it to everyone who has been affected by nihil in Piney Woods Hills?”

      Paris pursed her lips. “I hadn’t really thought about that.”

      “Shocking,” Subner grumbled.

      “The equipment I needed from Psychic Super Store was actually for the multiplier,” Faraday explained. “It’s a crystal that hippies use to clean chakras or whatever, but it can also act as a multiplier if magitech is employed.”

      Paris grinned. “Way to use hippie stuff for science. I bet that’s totally sacrilegious to them.”

      “Probably,” Faraday chirped. “That’s why I didn’t tell Jackey what I needed it for. However, I’ve got an adequate supply and also storage in case we need more in the future. Hopefully the nihil hasn’t spread.” He indicated the other side of the shop where various boxes she guessed contained the antidote were stacked.

      “Great job,” Paris said, finally able to push up to her feet. “This is amazing.”

      He blushed. “Thanks. I have created the antidote in various forms so that we can blanket the area, ensuring that everyone affected is cured. I’ve also gone ahead and taken the liberty of recruiting some help for spreading it across Piney Woods Hills. I know you can’t keep the people imprisoned much longer.”

      “She loves to imprison people, doesn’t she?” Subner pretended to ask.

      Paris glanced at the greasy haired hippie who looked just like his brother, only more sullen. “Hey, I was hoping after I deal with this whole Piney Woods Hills business that you, Subner, would stop by Little Pleasures.”

      “You’ve put up wards to keep me out,” he argued. “Or rather you had Papa do it.”

      Paris had been overjoyed when Aunt Sophia informed her that she had the original sword. She’d agreed to leave it at Little Pleasures for now. Hopefully it would be the object to heal the rift between the brothers. If not, Paris didn’t know what she was going to do. Putting them in the same room was a risk, but she had to try it. Either they got along, creating balance in the world once more, or they murdered each other. Things would really fall apart, and Paris would have lost her chance to financially rescue FGA.

      “Yeah, well, soon I’ll be ready to lift the wards and invite you there for some tea or coffee or whatever you drink,” Paris replied. “Hummingbird blue, maybe is more your style? Or gerbil snot? What do you drink?”

      “I prefer your tears,” Subner replied immediately, not missing a beat.

      Paris nodded. “Well, join me for those and cookies soon. I’ll let you know when, once I’ve finished this nihil business.”

      “So you’re going to allow me around my brother, are you?” Subner questioned, looking at the book like it was who he was interrogating. “I was first insulted when you first tricked me, imprisoning me, so you could locate that scoundrel without me. Then you put him at Little Pleasures and had Papa keep me off the property. Now you think you can tell me when I’m able to see that criminal? Really, even for you, this is a bit much.”

      Paris walked over and leaned down close to Subner. He worked hard not to look up at her. “I’m trying to help. You can feud if you want. I think I’ve found a way to bury the hatchet. If you don’t like it, then kill your brother. Punish me. At least give me a chance.” She paused. Drew in a breath. Shook her head, resigning. “I’m sorry I tricked you, but it’s not like I had a choice. You’re not super reasonable, negotiable, or easy to deal with. I handled the situation how I was told.”

      Papa Creola glanced up at the ceiling suddenly, squinting at a light. “Is that bulb dimming? I think so.” He darted in Mama Jamba’s direction. “Do you know where I stuck the light bulbs?”

      Paris shook her head but laughed still. “Anyway, Subner, give it a chance. Keep an open mind.” She turned to Faraday. “In the meantime, you have the antidote?”

      The squirrel nodded. “Yes, thanks to you getting the second part. Good work.”

      “Yes, and you helping Haunted Harbor has really put me in a better mood,” Mama Jamba related, smiling out the picture window. “I sure love that haunted fishing village.”

      Paris looked at Faraday. “You’d find it fascinating. There were ghosts and conspiracies and all sorts of strangeness. The mystery was really complex and set in a fishing village. It made for a lot of oddities.”

      “Sounds interesting,” he said. “I’m glad you solved the mystery.”

      Paris winked, hiding a smile. “Yeah, thankfully we didn’t catch any red herrings.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Cedar Lake, Piney Woods Hills, Texas, United States

      Things had gotten far worse in the small East Texas town since the first time Paris and Faraday had been there. Walking through the town center made her heart hurt, taking in the way the place had suffered from neglect. Trash and debris were strewn everywhere. In a short period of time, the lawns had been unmanaged, the grass had grown high, and the weeds were taking over. No one cared about anything except for the bare minimum, like eating, which only perpetuated their nihilism.

      Paris couldn’t fathom what would happen to the world if the drug nihil spread like this. Thankfully, she didn’t have to worry about that. Not only did they have the antidote and would be curing the people of Piney Woods Hills, but they could heal anyone infected by the drug going forward. It had been wonderful that Faraday was a part of eradicating the drug in the first place, but that was a hard thing to maintain, as proven by the fact it came back. Curing what the drug did was a much better option.

      After speeding through the town filled with zombies, Paris made her way to the lake. It would be her job to start there, healing that water source. Faraday would work with the team he’d assembled on the crops and soil. What he’d put together for that was quite impressive. Along those lines, he’d organized more help to fix other parts of the town. Hopefully, by the end of the day people would be waking from their dazes and starting to care once again. It would take a lot of concerted effort. For Paris that started with the lake and then the other water sources.

      The large manmade lake sat quite still, not even a duck or any other animal around enjoying the area. Nihil had sent people and animals to their homes and burrows and nests to just simply exist. Gone were the days of playing in the grass or splashing through the water, or flying through the trees.

      Glancing up at the branches overhead, Paris felt the twinge of pain again at the lack of life. It felt wrong, and she knew exactly why Mama Jamba had been so upset. This was her planet, and she’d created it with life. Yes, humans and animals were flawed and hurt each other and made mistakes. They also laughed and loved and played. Life needed extremes. It needed bliss and happiness. It needed sadness and anger. What it didn’t need was indifference—which did nothing to evolve people to new levels.

      Paris glanced at the diamond and sapphire ring on her finger and smiled, grateful that she’d found love, but knowing it took a lot of pain to get there—as it should. There was no happiness without sacrifice. There was no heartbreak without love. Who would want to live in a world where no one cared? Not Paris. And she believed that once allowed to be cured, the people of Piney Woods Hills would agree, wanting their life and emotions back.

      Kneeling by the water’s edge, Paris pulled the vial of blue liquid containing the antidote from her jacket pocket. It was amazing to her that this one small bottle was enough to fix the entire lake stretched out in front of her. Faraday said it was potent and that once it touched one molecule of water, they’d spread.

      Water was apparently the easy way to fix the nihil problem. Fixing the crops and soil was more challenging, but that hadn’t deterred the squirrel. He’d found a brilliant solution, employing their resources. Paris glanced up at the sky. She looked forward to when everything fell into place, saving Piney Woods Hills and stopping Jackson Zelle’s efforts at revenge.

      Popping off the lid to the container, Paris poured the blue liquid into the lake. It spread instantly just as Faraday said it would, covering the surface of the water in a shimmering effervescence that glowed as it progressed and then faded moments later.

      Standing, Paris drew in a breath, wondering how long it would take for the fish, turtles, and other animals to wake up. She longed to feel the life of the Earth once more.

      A noise overhead caught Paris’ attention. She jerked her head up to spy a brown blur. A tail. A branch of leaves waved in the air as if something had just sprung off it.

      Paris narrowed her eyes, swearing she’d just glimpsed the hints of a monkey in the tree. A monkey moving. A monkey watching her. But why? They’d only do that if they were curious and someone under the influence of nihil wouldn’t have such an emotion. But if it was part of spreading the drug then it would be spying on her, especially now that she was stopping their efforts.

      Scanning the branches overhead, Paris noticed the movement of a few branches as if something had just travelled across them. Glancing over her shoulder, she moved forward, heading in the direction she believed the monkey went.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Cedar Lake, Piney Woods Hills, Texas, United States

      Pippen, Kang’s companion, cackled from the tree above him. He glanced up, having been lost in thought. Hanging around a town of emotionless people was draining in itself. Kang had promised to see the job to completion. Jackson Zelle had reason to believe there would be problems, and he’d given Kang orders on how to deal with things in such a case.

      The monkey overhead pointed, perched on a branch just above him. Understanding the nonverbal gesture, Kang glanced around the trunk of the tree. The lake was in the distance, some fifty yards away, then he spotted the woman known as Agent Paris Beaufont.

      She wore her usual black leather jacket, pants, and boots, the same as the last time Kang had seen her. She’d been snooping around Piney Woods Hills then, too.

      He narrowed his eyes on the woman and saw she was carrying an empty container in her hand. It appeared this time she was doing more than just snooping. He looked out at the lake. It had been placid before, all of the creatures in and around it still for the most part.

      There were several ripples across the body of water. In the distance, a fish jumped. A bird dove overhead. The wildlife around the lake was starting to wake up from their daze. If that was true, then that meant it was only a matter of time before the people of Piney Woods Hills also awoke from their nihil comas.

      Kang studied Paris for a moment. She’d paused, looking up and then around. Searching. She sniffed the air and turned around, going the opposite direction from where Kang and Pippen were stationed.

      Pulling out his phone, Kang pulled up a text message to Jackson Zelle. They hadn’t communicated a lot, but the mastermind would want to know about this.

      Kang: We have a problem

      The other man’s reply was almost instant.

      Zelle: What?

      Kang: She’s here.

      Zelle: And?

      Kang: I believe she has the antidote.

      Zelle: You said that it would be difficult to make.

      Kang: I didn’t say impossible.

      Zelle: Tell me exactly what’s happened there.

      Peeking out from behind the tree trunk, Kang studied the lake and the area around it. Whereas it had been quiet and empty before, now it was coming back to life. It was as if it was the first day of spring. Grasshoppers could be seen launching across the shores. Dragonflies sped across the water’s surface. Ducks paddled across the lake.

      He returned his attention to his phone.

      Kang: She’s put the antidote in the water. It’s undone nihil.

      Zelle: Can you redose?

      Kang shook his head. Those who didn’t understand potion magic didn’t get how these things worked. Nihil was a drug. What Agent Paris Beaufont would have to use to combat it would be an antidote. It wasn’t a band-aid. It was a cure. A vaccine.

      Kang hit two keys on the phone, losing his patience.

      Kang: No

      Zelle: Then you know what to do.

      Kang held his breath, realizing it had come to this. He didn’t really care. What was this place to him? Just like any other—just a place. And this was a job. One of his last and he and Pippen could live on the beaches of the Maldives, away from the city and people and the annoyances of everyday life. Jackson Zelle paid him, but he wanted more.

      He let out his held breath and typed out another message.

      Kang: This will cost you double.

      Zelle: Just do it.

      Kang smiled. It looked like retirement might be sooner rather than later.

      Pulling the vial of poison from his robes, the potion’s master smiled, showing a mouth of missing teeth. This would be easy. All he had to do was empty this small container into the actual water supply. Its effects may not affect everyone, but what did he care. A deal was a deal. He was doing what he’d been told.

      Before he’d been contracted to put nihil in the food and water supply, making the people of Piney Woods Hills nihilistic. Now, he’d poison them, taking them out for good. Then he and Pippen could forget about this place, the man with burn scars and all the shady jobs he’d done.
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      Cedar Lake, Piney Woods Hills, Texas, United States

      Paris was no monkey’s fool. She had seen the creature in the trees. She’d heard him jumping around. What really confirmed things was she smelled him. Her demon senses gave her many enhanced abilities, and smell was one of them.

      It wasn’t that Paris was really acquainted with what monkeys smelled like, but she knew that something was out of place. It was like her olfactory database had flagged something as not being right.

      That was why Paris took a detour around a group of trees. She could have gone straight in the direction she thought that the monkey had fled. However, she thought that would get her spotted, so she went around, liking the idea of an element of surprise. Paris didn’t know who the man with the monkey was, but she absolutely sensed that he was evil. Her best guess was that he worked for Jackson Zelle. And that meant he was about to meet a day of reckoning.

      Sliding behind a large acorn tree trunk, Paris peeked out the other side to where she believed she’d find the man with the long white beard.

      She squinted. Bit her lip. Looked around.

      The man wasn’t there, but she could have sworn that was where she’d caught sight of the monkey descending from the treetops.

      Looking around, she tried to determine where she might have gone wrong. Something clicked overhead. Paris looked up and instantly regretted it.

      Three things happened in quick succession. Something large dropped straight onto her head. The monkey screamed and jumped away after dropping the hard object. The man with the mustache and probably a criminal record shot out from behind a nearby tree, sprinting in the opposite direction.

      Paris would have sprung after him, but the object hit her squarely on the head, knocking her down to the grass and making her see stars. It had assaulted her straight on the forehead and nose, causing her tear ducts to go into overdrive. Her vision was suddenly blurry as she lay on the cushy grass, frustrated and annoyed by the cheap shot delivered from a monkey.

      Paris pushed up to all fours, shaking her head to clear it of the pain and tears. She squinted at the object that fell from the trees to see what had nearly knocked her out.

      The laugh that fell out of her mouth was automatic. Only Paris Beaufont would get assaulted by a monkey with a birdhouse.
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      Outskirts, Piney Woods Hills, Texas, United States

      “Are you sure this is going to work?” Lunis asked, tucking his head down under his wing to peer at Faraday working to secure equipment on the dragon.

      “Of course,” Faraday answered, securing the containers of powder of the antidote he’d rapidly created thanks to the magitech crystal equipment he made to reproduce the substance.

      The blue dragon had his wings outstretched and was holding them up so Faraday could get everything into place before the long flight.

      “Let’s go over what you’re going to do one more time,” Faraday said, sweating as he worked fast, knowing that time was crucial.

      “I fly over the plants, and Sophia releases the antidote,” Lunis answered.

      “I think he was hoping for more specifics,” Sophia said, standing nearby, her arms crossed and a smirk on her face.

      “I’m a crop duster,” Lunis stated tersely.

      “You’re helping to save an entire city,” Faraday countered.

      “Yeah, it’s really sad what’s happened here,” Sophia said, looking around at the fields and the town in the distance. “Even from the sky, when we flew in, I could tell how lifeless this place is.”

      Faraday nodded, continuing to make last-minute adjustments to the containers secured to the dragon. “That’s why it’s crucial we spread the antidote to the crops. We have to get it to the population of Piney Woods Hills any way we can so that no one suffers from nihil any longer.”

      “They can’t overdose on the antidote, can they?” Sophia asked.

      “No, it’s safe,” Faraday said. “Once they get it, then the drug won’t work on them.”

      Sophia smiled proudly. “Then fixing the crops is the least we can do.”

      “I have this friend—”

      “No, you don’t,” Sophia interrupted the dragon.

      “Sadly, he found these kids stealing his wheat,” Lunis continued. “It gave him an awful headache, so he ran out to his field and yelled—”

      Sophia brandished a fist, waving it at her dragon. “If you say migraines, I will cancel your Roblox account.”

      He huffed, smoke issuing from his nostrils. “He yelled at them to stop, and they ran off.”

      Sophia sighed, shaking her head at him. “That’s what I thought.”

      “Anyway, later the kids were arrested,” Lunis went on. “They were charged for going against the grain.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You just can’t stop, can you?”

      “Why would I want to?” he asked, glancing at the field of vegetables beside them. “What type of crop is this one?”

      “You wouldn’t recognize it,” Sophia teased. “That’s arugula and romaine.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. I wouldn’t. Where’s the Cheetos crop?”

      “At the store.”

      Faraday scurried out from below the dragon and looked up at him. “You’re all ready to go.”

      “Great!” Lunis exclaimed. “Do I need to change?”

      “Into what?” Sophia asked, climbing onto her dragon’s back.

      “My crop top.”

      Faraday groaned, shaking his head and giving Sophia a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry. I can relate. Paris tortures me with bad jokes.”

      “They aren’t bad jokes,” Lunis said, backing up and preparing to take off, looking rather clunky with the equipment.

      “Do you know what to do?” Faraday asked, looking up at Sophia.

      “Absolutely,” she affirmed. “Don’t worry. We’ll have all the crops dusted in no time.”

      “Yeah, we’ll start with this romaine here,” Lunis said, taking off. “Lettuce begin.”
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      Outskirts, Piney Woods Hills, Texas, United States

      As Paris ran in the direction she’d seen the man and monkey flee, she rubbed her forehead that was throbbing. The corner of the birdhouse had smacked her in the face, almost between the eyes. She wasn’t sure if she was more frustrated about the fact that she was assaulted with a sweet little home for birds or that it was done by an evil monkey.

      If she had any doubts about the strange man and his animal, she didn’t anymore. He was definitely behind the nihil and probably trying to stop her efforts to spread the antidote. Because not only wasn’t he going to be successful. He was going to be stopped. This man had nihil, and if he got away, he could spread it in other places. Yes, Paris had the antidote, but she didn’t really want the job of going around and vaccinating populations.

      The man with the crafty monkey might have gotten a head start, but Paris was faster. Much. Her enhanced senses gave her numerous advantages. She caught sight of the man as they came to a field of crops. There were tons of low vegetables to the left, lettuce, carrots, radishes, and potatoes. To the right were the orchards.

      Paris wasn’t surprised when the man veered into an apple orchard. He was twenty yards up ahead, and she could easily catch up with him. When the monkey jumped into the trees, Paris slowed, realizing her dilemma. She was walking into a battlefield. The monkey was the sniper, and his bullets were apples. No, they couldn’t kill her, but dodging those suckers while keeping up with the man wouldn’t be easy.

      Shaking her head, she swallowed her pride and dove into the dense set of trees overflowing with shiny red apples, all ripe for picking—and throwing.
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      Outskirts, Piney Woods Hills, Texas, United States

      The hot Texas wind whipped through Sophia’s hair as she and Lunis tore through the sky. In most towns, people would look up as the blue dragon and rider flew over their city, majestic and mysterious. Especially now that Lunis had equipment strapped to him.

      The people of Piney Woods Hills wouldn’t care if the dragon was about to drop bombs on them. They didn’t look up as they trudged through the roads. They didn’t care about anything and that was completely evident.

      Okay, are you ready to do our first pass? Sophia asked in Lunis’ head.

      Yes, he replied. Let’s start with the field on the other side of that apple orchard.

      It’s wheat.

      Oh, right, he said. I couldn’t see it real well. It’s a bit grainy.

      Sophia shook her head. She saw figures sprinting down the road between the crops. She watched and took note of a few things: who they were, who was chasing who, and where they were going.

      Was that Paris who just ran into the orchard? Lunis asked casually as he lined himself up in front of the wheat field and Sophia prepared the equipment for dusting.

      Yes, I believe so.

      Was she chasing an Asian man with a monkey?

      Yes, again, I think so.

      Cool, just checking, Lunis said. We’ve got a job to do, but if she wants to get up to monkey business, that’s her deal.
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      Town Square, Piney Woods Hills, Texas, United States

      Agent Ron Opal liked just about everything. He loved nature. He loved business. He loved love. Which was why he was happy to be back working at FGA as an agent and delighted to have Paris Beaufont as his boss.

      Most of the old agents for the Advanced Love Branch refused to return because either they’d moved on, been jaded by the history of the departments there or most likely, they didn’t want to work for a woman. In the past, agents at FGA had been men. And fairy godmothers were women. No one ever questioned that status quo. And then Paris Beaufont came along.

      Agent Opal didn’t much care if she was a woman. He was interested in getting back to work and helping love to prosper. From the get-go, he liked Paris. She was someone he thought he’d enjoy working for. She’d make changes. That didn’t bother him. She’d progress. That would be nice. She was definitely going to make a fair number of enemies, as evident by their current predicament.

      As the Director of Finance, Jackson Zelle had been with FGA for as long as Ron could remember. No one knew he was a bad seed. But Paris, well maybe it was her halfling status. Her demon blood. Or just her attitude. But she had a way of drawing out the bad guys and making them chase her.

      But Paris wasn’t backing down. She was fighting back. And more importantly, she was fixing the bad things that bad men did.

      When her little squirrel helper asked Ron and the others at the Advanced Love Branch if they’d help with passing out an antidote in East Texas, he jumped at the opportunity. Ron liked helping. He liked being a part of things. What he didn’t like was nihilism. That was on the short list of things that made this well rounded man upset.

      Looking around the town square of Piney Woods Hills, it soured his stomach to see all the residents milling about listlessly. They didn’t have a care in the world, but not in a blissful way. In a nothingness way.

      Fortunately, if they could get the antidote, then they’d wake up. It was a small town, but still, getting every resident dosed, was definitely a challenge. Paris and her squirrel were handling the major food supply. Therefore it was up to Ron and the others to get those who had been drugged at the restaurants.

      Holding a tray of what looked like cups of blue slushies, Ron strode over to a group of women. They were simply standing around looking at each other but not talking. “Can I interest you lovely ladies in one of the blueberry slushies? They help beat the heat.”

      Not only did none of them answer him, but they didn’t even look up, so stuck in their dazes. These people were really far gone. Much longer like this, and they’d stop taking care of themselves. By many of their unkempt appearances, that had already started.

      “Hey!” Sissy cheered to a nearby group of kids. “You kiddos want a sweet treat? Best thing you ever had!”

      The kids walked by her like she was a ghost, ambling with no enthusiasm and seemingly no destination.

      Sissy turned with her tray and gave Ron a frustrated look that said, “What do I do?”

      He shrugged, not having any luck himself. These people had no desires and therefore weren’t interested in the free treats. They ate, but only out of necessity, and they apparently weren’t hungry.

      Misfit, dressed in all black and sweating, held her tray of antidotes disguised as slushies noncommittally as she passed by a group of couples. “Hey, take one of these.”

      Like robots, each one reached out and grabbed one. They threw back their heads and slid the ice drink into their mouths. Swallowed. Then went back to looking at the ground.

      Misfit caught Ron and Sissy gawking at her. She shrugged, holding her empty tray. “They don’t care about anything. Don’t appeal to their sense of desire because they don’t have one. Instead, just tell them what to do.”

      “Good one,” Ron cheered.

      “Nice thinking,” Sissy said, hurrying over to the group of kids.

      Ron re-approached the crowd of women just as the couples who received the antidote appeared to wake up from their dazes. This was working. It was working fast. He wasn’t sure why he was surprised. Paris Beaufont didn’t mess around. She got things done.
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      Apple Orchards, Piney Woods Hills, Texas, United States

      When Paris was done with this mission, she wasn’t going to want to see a monkey for a very long time. It wasn’t that she was holding all monkeys responsible for this one’s bad behavior as much as she would need time to mentally recover.

      Diving behind a tree trunk, she made herself as small as possible as a series of apples flew by. She had to give it to the monkey. He had a pretty killer arm.

      Hearing the rustling, she guessed the monkey had gone back to running, and so she did too, pursuing him and the man ahead. When the monkey ran, so did she. When he stopped to grab apples, she took shelter. It had gone like that for a while, and now they were almost to the end of the orchard.

      She could only imagine where the man and monkey would go next. Maybe a butcher’s barn? Then she could have the fun of darting from knives thrown by a monkey. That wouldn’t be adding insult to injury or anything, she thought morbidly as the monkey jumped into a tree on the last row. He was going back into attack mode.

      Paris paused behind a tree, glancing the opposite way to see where the man could be headed. On the other side of the orchard, there were woods. Behind that, she could spy a set of buildings. Strange buildings. Something that smelled of chemicals. But not in a bad way. In a clean way.

      Paris tried to remember what was located there based on the map of Piney Woods Hills that she’d studied before they came there. She closed her eyes as apples whizzed by. One hit the tree and burst, sending chunks of apple around.

      Yes, Paris could have sent an attack at the monkey, but that didn’t at all seem like a fair fight. Yes, he’d assaulted her in the head and thrown a few dozen apples at her. But it was hardly fair to fight a monkey. She’d win…right?

      The image of the map swam into her mind just as the rustling commenced, signaling the monkey was on the run again.

      Water treatment plant, Paris remembered. On the other side of the woods was the place that processed and sent out the tap water for all of the town. But if the man was going there, then it must be…for sinister reasons. It had to be. She simply knew Jackson Zelle too well. He’d failed at making his relatives and their town numb. So he was going to take them out. But not if Paris had anything to say about it. And she absolutely did.
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      Water Treatment Plant, Piney Woods Hills, Texas, United States

      Paris knew she was right about this man. She simply knew that he was there to do something evil to the water supply. She didn’t need evidence to know this with certainty. And yet she had it as soon as she broke through the trees and got full view of the water treatment plant.

      The man was already on the other side of the railing for the first tank, which was connected to the six. He had something in his hand. It was a small bottle, and he appeared to be trying to uncork it.

      “No!” Paris raised her hand and threw a stunning spell at the man. It shot across the distance, but he had too much time to dart out of its path on the catwalk that went over the tank.

      The man rolled to the railing, catching himself. The vial of whatever he had fell from his grasp and rolled into the grass on the other side. The man’s eyes widened when he saw Paris. She narrowed her gaze and grinned.

      Directing her hand to the spot where the vial lay, she made to summon the object. It hovered off the ground steadily as though suspended by wires. Carefully Paris drew it to her, not wanting to risk breaking it near the water source.

      The man was working on getting over the railing but looked disoriented. He had caught some of the stunning spell even if he darted away from most of it.

      Paris was about to speed up bringing the vial to her when a sharp stabbing pain shot up her leg. She dropped her gaze to find the monkey with his teeth piercing her leg. “Get off, you rabid flea bag!” Paris yelled, kicking the creature off. She tossed him a few yards away, where he landed in the grass, unhurt.

      She couldn’t believe she was concerned for the monkey, but it didn’t feel right to hurt him since it would be such a decisive win, even if he’d already battered her pretty badly. When Paris jerked her focus back to the vial, she was crestfallen to see she'd dropped the summoning spell. The object lay in the grass, halfway between her and the man.

      This also wasn’t a fair fight, but the man was going to get her full wrath. Paris took off at a full sprint, using her demon blood. She blurred in the air, running so fast she felt her feet come off the ground. She moved like a monster, and she caught the fear in the man’s face when she jumped over the vial and instead made him her target. He had done bad things, and he was going to have bad things happen to him. That’s how it worked in her world.

      The man froze, his arms beside him and face full of uncertainty. He looked behind him, searching for options. There were none. He wasn’t going to know that until he woke up in his prison cell.

      Springing off the ground, Paris jumped straight into the air and threw her injured leg in a kick. When the man turned back, his mouth fell open and his eyes went wide. His face was a mask of absolute horror as she twisted and her leg came around and slammed into the man’s abdomen, propelling him straight up and back. He flew several yards until he landed in the water tank on the other side of the railing. The man was still conscious as she could hear him choke and sputter. When the blue dragon soared in their direction, he had to realize he wasn’t getting out of this free man.
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      Water Treatment Plant, Piney Woods Hills, Texas, United States

      Faraday arrived at the edge of the woods by the water treatment plant in time to see three very important things. Two didn’t demand his attention. The third, well, he thought he could find some energy to devote to it.

      The first was that Lunis and Sophia, having finished crop dusting, were flying over to a tank of water to retrieve the man behind the nihil drugging of the food and water. He was sputtering in the tank and looking for an out, but there would not be one.

      The second thing of interest was that Paris, who had bite marks on her leg and was bleeding, was retrieving a strange vial of liquid from the grass. She eyed it with disdain, shaking her head.

      The third was something Faraday thought he could deal with. He sprang forward, nimble and fast on his front and back feet, and arrived at the monkey’s back just as the animal seemed to come back from a daze. The monkey shook his head and looked at the man struggling, then at Paris. He directed his focus forward to where there were more trees and an escape. He was about to flee, and Faraday knew it.

      This monkey belonged to a bad man. Which meant he wasn’t so good himself. Bad men were cowards. So was the monkey, taking cheap shots and doing the bidding of evil people. The monkey was going to hightail it and leave. Faraday refused to laugh at his own pun and swore never to tell Paris about it. He was going to do something else for Paris though. Revenge.

      Just before the monkey was about to spring for his escape, Faraday cleared his throat. A sharp, catching sound.

      With his back to him, the monkey froze and slowly rotated his head over his shoulder. He saw Faraday.

      The monkey’s eyes widened. He made to move forward, but Faraday sensing he’d use this chance to flee, jumped into the air and threw his back foot across the monkey’s face. The monkey’s head jerked to the side as his body slammed to the ground. He collapsed to the grass at once, completely passed out. Knocked out by a squirrel.

      Faraday grinned. He looked down at the pest, feeling victorious and happy. He could get behind this whole butt-kicking, another thing he wasn’t going to tell Paris about.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Water Treatment Plant, Piney Woods Hills, Texas, United States

      “You knocked out the evil monkey!” Paris exclaimed with delight as she ran over to Faraday. “You’re my hero!” She scooped him up into her arms and hugged him tightly.

      “Well, I sort of had to,” Faraday said, allowing her to squeeze him. “He was going to flee like a coward.”

      “Do you know how much I wanted to drop kick that jerk?”

      “I saw the bite on your leg,” Faraday said. “I know you well enough to know that you don’t pick on anyone who isn’t your size or much, much bigger.”

      Paris laughed, turning to face the tank of water where Lunis and Sophia were retrieving the man who had realized there was no escaping his fate. Lunis reached out and easily grabbed the guy from around the shoulders with his claws before pulling him out of the water.

      “What do you want us to do with him?” Sophia asked. “Bind him and take him to magician jail?”

      “Or I could eat him,” Lunis offered.

      Paris and Faraday chuckled. “No, but yes to what Aunt Sophia said. And can you take the monkey to…monkey jail?”

      “Can I keep the monkey?” Lunis asked, flapping his wings to keep them in place.

      Sophia shook her head, mock anger on her face. “No, you already have enough pets.”

      “I just have you,” he teased.

      “And you don’t want an evil monkey,” Paris stated, glancing down at the knocked out monkey. “That thing is awful.”

      “Yes, we can cart both of them away,” Aunt Sophia said with confidence. “What about the town? Are you done?”

      Paris pulled out her phone to check the love meter. Her face brightened immediately. “It’s recovering. It’s not all the way there, but it’s not at zero. We did it.”

      “You did it,” Sophia told her. “You’re amazing.”

      Paris grinned at her friends. Her family. “I could never do anything without the help of those around me.”

      She thought of Aunt Sophia, Lunis, Wilder, and Simi, who got Subner’s sword.

      She thought of her team helping to pass out samples in the town. Of the blue dragon and his rider who dusted the crops here. Of Sherlock Holmes and King Rudolf, who helped solve a mystery and save Haunted Harbor. Of Bermuda Laurens and Hemingway, who helped her get the flower and maintain her sanity.

      Paris looked down at the ring on her hand, thinking of the man she had promised herself to. She thought of the people she’d promised to protect. Paris was only strong because she had so many.

      Paris loved her life. She wanted to spread that love all over the world, and she would.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Fiftieth Floor, Saint Valentine’s Office, Matters of the Heart, FGA Tower, New York City, New York, United States

      Behind his large desk, Saint Valentine appeared small. He was the same man Paris remembered with his charm and sincere gaze, but he was weaker. Skinnier. Grayer.

      He was sick.

      She could no longer live in denial. It was obvious in his slow movements and the way it took him longer to respond. Before, he had been sharp and witty and sweet. He was most of that still, just less.

      Paris had asked Aunt Sophia about Heals Pills and if they’d work for the leader of FGA. She said it was complicated. The short answer was no. If he was dying, then they couldn’t bring him back. For that, the actual cure for his ailment had to be found. Heal Pills, the magic elixir that Aunt Sophia and King Rudolf owned and Ramy Vance sold at the shop was more for small things. It grew back hair or made magicians pretty or got rid of the common cold. It didn’t make the old young or make the dying live.

      After a long moment of reviewing Paris’ reports from her cases, Saint Valentine lowered the tablet and regarded her with keen interest. “You must find it very difficult to be you.”

      She laughed, not having expected that. “You have no idea, sir. I offend most. My best friends don’t like my jokes. Those who shouldn’t be, are afraid of me. Those who should be, aren’t. I’m really good at making enemies.”

      He chuckled at this. “I meant it has to be hard to keep living up to your own standards. I heard what you did based on the plummeting levels on the love meter in one town. When I heard that you innovated the love meter for regional use, I was impressed. That was ingenious.”

      “Faraday gets all the credit,” she gushed.

      “What I was saying, when I heard that you set off on this mission to save one single town, not even contacting the main office, I was not surprised. It's you. My other agents, they would have passed it off. Given it to someone lower. Put together a team. Complained to me. Instead, I don’t even hear about what you do until it’s done and done right and everything is better for it.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      He held up his hand, pausing her. “My point is that when I heard, I thought, that’s just Paris for you. Then I caught myself because that’s not fair. You do things better than most and faster and easier. It sets your standard that we all hold you to, and then you don’t get credit for being exemplary.”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      He smiled, his blue eyes lighting up. “I once had an artist friend, as we fairies tend to be, loving to create beauty. Everything he painted was a masterpiece by anyone’s standard. It was hard for him, but not like it would be exceptionally hard for others. He was devoted to his craft and saw the painting through tirelessly until the end, but still, it only took him a few days to create. It would take another artist years. He created hundreds of masterpieces. After a while, people just nodded and smiled when he finished another breath-taking work. You know what? He quit.”

      “That’s horrible,” Paris seethed, suddenly angry for this unappreciated artist.

      He nodded sensitively. “It was our fault. Because he created for him, but he also did it for us. We stopped seeing what he did as hard because he made it look so effortless. We stopped appreciating when he created as priceless beauties because he made them over and over again and made it seem so easy. In the end, we ruined him by not holding him to the standards of everyone. Because by those standards, he was extraordinary. So he quit.”

      Paris pressed her hands to her heart, hurting for the lonely artist.

      “He’d create a new painting,” Saint Valentine went on, looking out the window, seeing a long-ago memory. “We’d say, oh, another good one, chap. Put it in the corner with the rest. Then someone who had struggled would do something half as good with a hundred times more effort, and we’d put him on our shoulders and parade him around.”

      Paris sucked in a breath, feeling suddenly heavy. “I’m sorry, I’m not sure I’m following you here, sir. Can I ask, what does this have to do with me?”

      “I’m afraid Paris, that one day, you’re going to save this world, and we’re going to say, ‘good job there. Put it in the corner with the rest.’”

      “Oh.”

      “You see, when you’re extraordinary and do it so often and seemingly effortlessly, people don’t appreciate you. I want you to know that I do.”

      “I know that sir,” Paris argued.

      “You might, now,” Saint Valentine said, sounding tired. “One day, if I can’t sit with you and tell you these anecdotes and remind myself of how incredible you are by any standards, I want you to remember on your own. Greatness can be lonely. Greatness is usually achieved with lots of hard work that no one sees. Then you save the world and we all say—”

      “Good one. Put it in the corner with the rest,” Paris interrupted, finishing his sentence.

      He nodded, sad.

      “Sir, are you okay?”

      “I’m old,” he answered. “I’m old by any standard. I’m tired. I’ve been at this for a long time, not wanting to give up, not thinking that I should because it would all go to waste. Only now do I think I can get some rest.”

      “I can help,” Paris offered. “I can take anything off your plate. I’m really close to getting funding. I can help with the board.”

      He nodded. “I’d like that actually. And the funding will literally save us. We can’t stay afloat much longer. But I feel bad having you be the one who had to save us.”

      “But I want to,” Paris stated. “You brought us this far. I can help going forward.”

      He nodded. “And Jackson Zelle is out there. Barney and I haven’t uncovered anything about his company yet, but hopefully we will.”

      “I’ll stay vigilant,” Paris said. “Kang, the man he hired to spread nihil, isn’t talking, but maybe he will.”

      “He probably won’t.”

      Paris nodded. “Well, still, if we know that Jackson Zelle is out there, then we can be ready. We know he’ll attack. We just have to stay alert.”

      “We will,” Saint Valentine promised. “We also have to take time to rest and to celebrate. Big wins like saving small towns, haunted ones, and engagements.” His blue eyes darted to the ring sparkling on her hand. “I believe congratulations are in order.”

      She smiled. “Thank you. My engagement party is tonight. Did you get the invitation? Will you be there?”

      He gave her a tender look. “I hope you know I wouldn’t miss it for the world. I will take every opportunity I’m granted to see you smile.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

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

      Paris stood at the border of her property, Subner on the other side. When Papa Creola pulled down the wards that kept the Protector of Weapons out, Paris didn’t know what would happen. She didn’t know if the angry elf would race over to the man standing only twenty yards away and kill him at once. It was all he’d been trying to do for a long time.

      Subner stared at his brother behind Paris. Then his eyes darted to the steel case in her hands. Wilder had made it and said it would prevent Subner from sensing the weapon before he opened it. The Protector of Weapon’s assistant had done quite a lot to keep the sword hidden from his boss. It was better that way. This had to be a shock to Subner. It had to make him remember.

      “You have something there,” Subner said, no question in his voice, pointing to the box.

      “Yes,” Paris replied, waving Subfar to approach. “You have to open it first, and then you get to decide what you’ll do next. If you want to kill your brother, then do it, but you have to open this first.”

      “You’re repeating yourself,” Subner muttered, but his gaze was on his brother.

      Subfar arrived beside Paris, looking just like his twin but different. More animated. Less hostile.

      “What is it you have there?” Subfar asked, also not aware of what was in the case.

      Paris noticed that neither brother really acknowledged the other. Maybe it was too difficult. Too awkward. Or maybe they didn’t know how.

      “I have something that you need to give to Subner,” Paris said, looking up at the Protector of Wealth. “I hope once you do, that it fixes things between you two.”

      “Killing him would do that for me,” Subner muttered.

      Paris shook her head, hoping that’s not what happened here. It could be though. In the magical realm, twins shared power. And when one died, the other inherited their power. That’s why Aunt Sophia was powerful. Sadly, it was why many twins killed each other. However, in Subner’s case, it was because he felt betrayed by the man who was supposed to work with him, not disrupt justice and balance. Paris could only hope things would change and forgiveness would soon be the result.

      Paris handed the heavy box to Subfar.

      “So I’m supposed to give this to my brother from me, although I don’t know what it is?”

      Paris nodded. “Trust me. It’s from you.”

      The brothers had forgotten their past. That was evident in the way that not even a hint of what could be in the box registered on their faces.

      Subfar took the box and lifted it in the air, holding it in front of Subner’s face. “Brother, it’s a been a long time. I’m sorry for that. I’m sorry for betraying you. I hope that this, whatever it is, helps you to forgive me. If you allow me to survive, you’ll see that my time away has changed me. I want to live by your values. I want to protect.” He lowered the box to waist level and held it out. “For you.”

      Subner considered his brother’s words with pursed lips, not seeming to believe him. Then very hastily, like he was opening a box of socks he didn’t want, he unlatched the lid and threw it up.

      He froze.

      His eyes widened. Subfar, holding the box at his chest glanced down. A grunt of disbelief fell from his mouth, a sound between a bark and cough.

      Subner stumbled back. Clapped his hand to his chest. Pressed his lips together and shook his head. Paris couldn’t believe it when his eyes welled up with tears.

      “Originalis,” Subner said, reaching out his shaking hands.

      Subfar was shaking too. The box in his arms seemed unable to hold it. He crumbled to his knees, lying in the grass between them. Then he came around to perch in front of the sword. It was beautiful, with a gold hilt and large rubies and beautiful craftsmanship.

      Both men were on their hands and knees, bent over the weapon, looking at it like it wasn’t real.

      Subner reached out again and, this time caressed his fingers over the weapon. He nearly smiled and looked at his brother with a look that seemed to say, “It’s real.”

      Subfar laughed. “Originalis. It’s really here. I…I…I thought I lost it.”

      “Me too,” Subner said, not taking his eyes off the weapon, as if it would disappear if he did.

      “I tried to get it back,” Subfar explained. “I couldn’t, and then you were so angry and I fled. And I’m sooooo sorry.” He was sobbing, shaking his head of black hair. “I’m so sorry, brother. I was overcome with power and greed. I gave away my first gift to you. I gave away that which didn’t belong to me. I gave away the most powerful weapon in the world. The very first. Made for you, from me, a symbol of bonding. I broke it.”

      “You made a grave mistake,” Subner said, sitting back on his heels. “It’s been undone.” He reached into his pocket and retrieved a large golden coin. It had strange symbols on it and glowed in the light of the sun. Paris knew it was priceless.

      Subfar wailed again, covering his face. “The coin. My coin. The very first. The one you made for me.”

      Subner nodded. “Also called Originalis.”

      “I’ve looked everywhere for it,” Subfar said, his eyes blurry.

      “I took it when I learned you gave away my sword,” Subner said, sounding ashamed.

      “Of course you did,” Subfar said, but now he was almost laughing. He reached for the coin but hesitated.

      Subner pushed it into his hand. Closed his fingers over his coin. Pressed his own hands into his. Looked him in the eyes. “It’s yours, brother. It’s always been yours. My symbol to you. Our bond as protectors.”

      Subfar nodded. Smiled. Indicated the sword. “It’s yours. It will always be yours. I promise that. I’ll never betray you. I’ll always protect alongside you. If you forgive me.”

      Subner laughed. It was so strange to see laughter on his face transforming it into something warm and light. Then he threw his arms around his brother and hugged him. Hugged him tightly and with a genuine force that spoke of their bond.

      Whether Paris imagined it or it was real, it felt like the world was suddenly more in balance. Because the Protector of Wealth and the Protector of Weapons were bonded once more, the world would have more peace going forward.
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      Little Pleasures Farmhouse, Outskirts of Boulder, Colorado, United States

      “How did you get this?” Subner asked Paris, having gotten to his feet. He was holding the box with his sword.

      “It wasn’t me,” she admitted. “I was told that to heal your rift,” she indicated the two men, “and fix things I needed to remind you of where you came from. So as I do, I enlisted help. All credit goes to Sophia and Wilder and their dragons. They broke into the kingdom of Annapurna and fought the beast guarding Originalis and got it back for you.”

      “Wow,” Subfar said, shaking his head. Then he looked at Subner and smiled. “You have good friends.”

      Subner pursed his lips, looking at Paris. “She’s not my friend. She did this so that you’d help her.”

      Now she was pissed. “I did this because it was the right thing to do. I can make money in lots of different ways. Yes, I need help. I did this because the powers that be said you two needed to fix things.” She threw up her hands and stormed back to the house, needing to get ready for the party. “Whatever, Subner, believe what you will. I don’t want either of your help.”

      Subfar ran over, halting in front of her. “He’s just sensitive. Always has been. Don’t worry. I know you’re good. Most would seek me out for their riches. Their own gains. You want me to save a company that saves love. I can’t see how that helps you at all.”

      Subner had arrived beside them, still appearing sullen, as usual.

      Paris regarded him with annoyance for a moment before looking at Subfar. “Well, I happen to believe in it, and I happen to need your help to save it, or it will be gone forever.”

      “I’ll help,” Subfar stated.

      Paris smiled.

      “For a price,” he added.

      She sighed. “I get it. You realize I have no money, so what is it that you want?”

      Paris remembered that Mama Jamba had very pointedly told her she had to give Subfar whatever he wanted in exchange for his help. She couldn’t fathom what that would be but guessed it would be some convoluted mission.

      A coy smile unfurled on his face. “I want your first born child.”

      Paris’ chest rose ever so slightly, but she was careful to not make any sudden movements or expressions. She had to make this appear hard as if she was struggling with the notion. As though she wouldn’t want to do it, rather than she couldn’t.

      Her eyes drifted to Subner, wondering if he knew the truth. If he did, his expression didn’t give anything away.

      She glanced back at his brother and then let out a heavy sigh. Bit her lip. Sighed. “Is there anything else I can give you?”

      He shook his head. “You can’t ask any questions. I want your first child, whenever it is born, as my successor, and in return, immediately, I’ll give you the means to secure unfathomable wealth for your cause to support and save FGA. Those are our terms and agreement.”

      He held out his hand for her. “Do you agree?”

      She cut her eyes to Subner and could have sworn he gave her a minute nod, encouraging her to do it. She knew what she was about to do was wrong. But she needed the money. She didn’t have to give him a child right away. It wasn’t her fault she couldn’t give him a child ever, and she was promising something she couldn’t have.

      Paris remembered what Mama Jamba had told her. She’d said for her to give him whatever he wanted. So therefore, she reached out and made a deal with the Protector of Wealth—to give him her firstborn child.
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      Little Pleasures Farmhouse, Outskirts of Boulder, Colorado, United States

      “I don’t think I’m supposed to see you before the party,” Hemingway said, striding up to Paris in the closed study on the second floor.

      She giggled, hearing footsteps coming down the hallway. “You’re not supposed to see the bride before the wedding, you silly goof.”

      “You look beautiful,” he said, looking at her in her elegant lavender dress, her hair pulled back on one side. It was something that Christine and Holly had put together, as well as the sapphire jewelry, which matched her engagement ring.

      “You look very handsome,” she said, running her hands down his suit. It was such a different look from his flannel work shirts, although she wasn’t sure which one she preferred. She liked that he could wear all kinds of clothes and make them look great.

      The party was getting started downstairs by the sounds of it. Paris had something to do first. When the knock sounded at the door, she knew the time was approaching to come out with her secret.

      Her mother poked her head through the door and smiled, catching sight of the couple. “There are you are? The party is starting. You wanted something, Pare?”

      She nodded, wanting to crumble into her mother’s arms. Instead, she smiled, looking at her mother as she came into the room wearing a black and white dress that was so perfect for her—sleek yet badass. Her father followed her mother into the room, wearing an elegant suit similar to Hemingway.

      “Congratulations,” Paris’ father said to Hemingway, shaking his hand as Liv gave Paris a hug.

      She pulled away, looking at the sexy dress. “Pare, you look more lovely than I can remember, and I remember everything.”

      “Thank you,” Paris said, her voice betraying her.

      Liv tilted her head to the side. “Something’s not right. You’re not okay, are you?”

      Paris nodded, not able to lie to her mom. “I have something to tell you. I have something to tell you all before we can go downstairs.” She looked up at Hemingway, next to her father, both men giving her a serious look.

      “Hemingway, I have something to tell you before you can marry me or maybe marry me.”

      He suddenly looked so hurt. “Pare, what it is? Why would you say that?”

      “I’m a halfling,” she began, tears already running down her cheeks against her permission.

      He actually laughed at this. “I already knew that.”

      She sucked in a breath. “Because of that, I’m not…” Paris looked at her mother and then her father and then back to her fiancé. “Because of…well,  it’s no one’s fault. It’s just the way it is. But because of being a halfling, you should know that I can’t have children… Ever.”

      “Oh,” he breathed, his eyes shifting several times. Paris couldn’t tell if he was relieved by this news, having expected something worse or if this was the worse news.

      “I know this is important information when you’re committing your life to someone,” Paris continued. “I wanted you to know. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before." She looked at her parents. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you either. I just didn’t want to—”

      “If you dare to say disappoint us, then I will sing at your wedding, and you’ll be so sorry,” Liv threatened, breaking the tension as she did so well.

      Hemingway laughed loudly. Stefan too. Paris looked at her loved ones in confusion.

      “What?”

      “You think that not being able to have children is a disappointment?” her mother asked her.

      Paris nodded, the tears falling again.

      “Pare, have you looked in the mirror?” Her father asked. “You are the most incredible child. The one that was wanted for her power. The one who is so unique there is none like her.”

      “So unique, I’m a mule,” Paris stated.

      “So,” her mother challenged. “You’re our mule. We don’t need grandchildren. We only ever wanted you. I don’t know if you’ve heard lately. You’re extraordinary. You could never disappoint us. Never.”

      Paris had known her parents would love her unconditionally. Nervously, she brought her eyes to Hemingway’s, but that didn’t last long because he rushed over, cupped her face in his hands, and brought her nose close to his. “I don’t care. That’s all you need to know. I want you. I want a life forever with you. I’d take you however I could, and that’s never going to change. You couldn’t disappoint me even if you tried because you were made to make me happy. I’m certain of that.”

      The tears obstructed her ability to see, but that didn’t matter when Hemingway pressed his lips to hers. He kissed her with an unconditional love she was certain she would feel from him all her life.
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      Little Pleasures Farmhouse, Outskirts of Boulder, Colorado, United States

      The party was magical. Quite literally, it was put together using magic, with everything glamoured to be incredibly beautiful.

      As Paris and Hemingway came down the stairs with her parents behind them, she was rendered speechless by the decorations. For that reason, she was grateful that she’d told all of them about Subfar’s agreement and that it had to remain between them about her infertility. They agreed, none of them put off by the deal she made. They seemed to think it was smart and that if Mama Jamba had encouraged it, it would work out. Liv laughed, thinking it was cute she'd get tons of riches for nothing. Paris somehow didn’t think it would go quite that way, but she’d deal with that later.

      Uncle Clark had outdone himself, putting fairy lights everywhere. There was a fountain in the center of the dining room, and the band was none other than Punch Line. Every face staring at them when they came into the room was smiling, and Paris realized how loved she was right then.

      “Are you wearing a tux again?” Paris asked Faraday, who was riding on Uncle John’s shoulder when he and Aunt Alicia came over to greet the couple and offer their congratulations.

      “I like the look on occasion,” the squirrel said, bowing slightly. “And you look very beautiful.”

      “Very,” Uncle John agreed, kissing the side of her cheek and offering Hemingway a handshake and hug.

      “Bermuda said that you all had an adventure recently,” Aunt Alicia said, absolutely glowing in her maroon dress.

      “Oh, you spoke to her?” Paris asked, surprised.

      Uncle John cut his eyes to his wife’s discreetly. “Yes, she’s working with us on something.”

      “Oh?” Paris asked, intrigued, thinking it was a business plan or something.

      Uncle John nodded. “Well, as you know, I’m a Mortal Seven and have no successor in the event that something happens to me.”

      “Wait, what are we talking about?” Paris asked, confused suddenly.

      He waved her off and laughed. “Logistics and family.”

      Aunt Alicia laughed too. “John is always so practical, but honestly, we want to have a family. But mortals and magicians can’t breed easily. It’s not impossible, as King Rudolf and Serena are evidence, but it takes time and…rituals. Anyway, Bermuda is helping us. I thought she told you.”

      Paris shook her head, looking to Hemingway, who copied her movement.

      “Well,” Uncle John said. “We are hopeful. And yes, I can’t have the Caraway name die on the board for the Mortal Seven.”

      Aunt Alicia playfully slapped him. “Oh, would you stop with that?”

      “You find it cute and you know it,” he teased.

      “I wish you all the best with it all,” Paris said, gripping her uncle’s arm.

      “Thanks and now, I think we better take Faraday to get some punch,” Uncle John said. “It’s all he’s been talking about.”

      “Pare, there is real fruit in the punch in the form of ice cubes,” the squirrel said.

      “You can’t miss that,” Paris said.

      Uncle John pointed to Clark, who suddenly materialized beside them, looking sharp in a suit. “You can thank him for that and the decorations and about everything else. All I did was tell him to hang things higher or lower and taste the food.”

      “Someone has to,” Uncle Clark said, smiling at the three as they made their way to the punch bowl.

      “Congratulations to you both,” Uncle Clark said, leaning in and hugging Paris and then Hemingway. “You know that I adore you both and especially that I approve of your choice.” He looked at Paris. “No one works harder than you two, and I think you’ll make each other happy because you already do. That’s key.”

      “You’re with us here all the time so you’d know,” Hemingway told him.

      “True,” Clark answered.

      “The decorations are stunning,” Paris gushed. “Do you think you can lend some of your help to spruce up my department space at FGA? It’s an absolute dump, and I’m not even exaggerating. Like there’s black mold and a junkyard.”

      Uncle Clark chuckled. “Of course. Renovation magic is my forte.”

      “Everything is your forte,” Hemingway offered.

      “Love is Paris’,” Uncle Clark said and leaned in closer. “I took your advice and asked that mortal from the House of Fourteen out.”

      “And?” Paris asked.

      “She said yes,” Uncle Clark answered, looking around the dance floor, which was starting to heat up. “I think she’s over there. Her name is Stacy Harkness, and things are really going well. I’ll introduce you.”

      “I’d love that,” Paris replied. “I’m so happy that you took the chance.” She glanced up at the man next to her. “Nothing great happens in your life if you don’t take a chance.”

      “That’s definitely true,” Hemingway said, looking down at her with love overflowing in his eyes.

      “I’ll go and get her and be back soon,” Uncle Clark said, seeming giddy with excitement. Paris had never seen him like this, but that gave her hope he was finding something meaningful. He was definitely writing a new chapter in his life since he’d never made romance a priority.

      Alone with Hemingway, Paris continued to gaze into his eyes, grateful they’d found each other. Reading her thoughts, he picked up her hand, the one with her engagement ring. He lifted it and kissed her ring.

      “I love you for all you are. And all you’re going to be. And no matter what, I’ll aways make you my world.”

      She pulled him in close, hugging him. Grateful that she had this man. That he wanted her. That they shared this love. Grateful that she knew a love like this.

      As a bonus, it made her a better agent for FGA. Paris couldn’t rest until she ensured everyone who wanted love was loved. She wanted those who deserved it to feel the way she did right then. Unconditionally and unabashedly in love with their soulmate.
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        The story continues with book eight, The Courageous Believer, available at Amazon.
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        Claim your copy today!
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JULY 24, 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!

      I’d like to finish these author notes by sharing one of the most rewarding author experiences I’ve had in a long time. But first, I want to tell you why you can’t take me anywhere…wait, let me finish. What I meant to say was, you can’t take me anywhere without me finding inspiration for a book. And probably also making a scene. And a friend. And offending someone. Maybe the person I just befriended.

      Where am I going with this? Patience, dear reader.

      Often the Scotsman, AKA Craig, and I find ourselves on vacation or a cool new spot or having an adventure. You’ll remember the puffins from the last author notes and the island of Staffa.

      On several occasions, Craig has been trying to relax on a balcony with a view or hang out poolside at a resort or just be anywhere and I’m like, “Oh, that rooftop would be perfect for a fight scene.” Then I go on and on about how Paris could be jumping over things and hiding behind air conditioning units and fighting bad guys from up high.

      Recently, we were staying in a sleepy fishing village in Scotland called Oban. He's all relaxing, closing his eyes and trying to enjoy the quiet. I’m all like, “Oh, what if someone poisoned the waters here and the fish were all contaminated, but it didn’t kill people, instead it made them nihilist?! And because this is a small area with limited restaurants, the whole community becomes infected. It all happens in this seemingly idyllic village too which makes it even more sinister.”

      He cracked an eye open and was like, “Where do you want to go to dinner?”

      I knew the idea for this book would be about food from the beginning. The universe loves to help me with out with books. So right before I’m outlining this book, I find myself on a plane to London next to a woman who was telling me about how her brother is a farmer in Malibu. I was like, good timing and that got my creative wheels churning.

      Then later that day, I’m on the plane to Scotland, and I’m sitting next to a guy who was writing a book about the history of restaurants. That really got me thinking. It was fascinating stuff learning about the current evolution of the restaurant industry. Did you know that Americans go to restaurants like 500% more than Europeans? Stay home people and make a meal. I say that, but the hardest job I have every day is feeding myself.

      Anyway, then I find myself in Oban and all the ideas for the food related book really started to come together. And so, this story was born. I infected the food supply through the water and soil and restaurants (for those of you who can’t make your own sandwich).

      Okay, now that I’ve told you how I got the inspiration for this book, let me tell you how it was the biggest time crunch I’ve ever had. And I’ve had major ones. I’ve written 30k words in a weekend to finish a book on time. And I always finish on time.

      But there were more than a few wrenches thrown into my schedule this time. For one, it’s summertime and Lydia spends most days making noise in the house and asking me what she can have for a snack. I see why my mother often told me to go play in the road as a kid. Obviously I don’t want Lydia to do that.

      Also, to make the schedule even tighter, there was a rather large editing problem with the last book. We fixed it. I’m fine…mostly.

      And then also the Scotsman was here and we had summer plans like weddings to attend and parties and other social engagement.  

      Oh, and I decided that for Lydia’s 11th birthday party, I’d construct a big top tent in my living room. The kid hasn’t been able to have a birthday party in over two years. And I don’t know how long she’ll want themed parties. So when she asked for a circus themed party (and you all know how much I heart the circus), I was like, yay! My cardboard cutouts of Hugh Jackman and Zac Efron from the Greatest Showman weren’t helpful at all.

      So needless to say, with all the activity, once Craig was gone and Lydia’s party done, I had 4 days to finish the neglected book. And I only needed to write 2/3rds of the story. Roughly 45k words...

      Back up a week. I got this email from a reader. I get the most lovely emails from you all telling me how much you enjoy the books or relate or love the Beaufonts. Some of you blame me for keeping you up at night, reading. Sorry. Not sorry.

      Anyway, on this occasion, a reader sent me a note telling me how my books helped her spend the time when her husband was in the hospital. Later, after he unfortunately passed away, the books got her through the hard times and kept her “up right.”

      The universe is always supplying me with inspiration and motivation. How could I not write this book when I was reminded of how my stories help others. Yes, I tell bad dad jokes and offend hippies in my books, but they entertain you all. And sometimes just taking our minds off things with a blue dragon who plays video games and burps is enough. I’m not writing the next great American novel, but I’m doing something that helps. And if it is just helping one person get through a painful time by making them laugh, well that’s enough.

      And so, it was that note from that reader that spurred me on for four days. It reminded me why I push to create a story when I'm tired. It reminded me why I find the best story when a shorter one would do. It kept me going.

      Yes, I wrote the majority of this book in 96 hours, but I did it. And I don’t want to do it again. I don’t think that the story suffered for being written in such a short amount of time. Actually, if anything, I stayed in the story—living and breathing it. When I woke up on the 5th day and there were no more words to write, I was a little sad. I missed writing…because I’m sick like that.

      
        
        Much love and Peace,

      

        

      
        Tiny Ninja
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AUGUST 5, 2022

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for not only reading this story with these author notes as well.

      So, normally, I do not harass brand new friends and make them enemies like my esteemed collaborator.

      A couple of years ago, Judith decided that I was working too much. However, I didn’t see it that way.

      Working is life, right?!

      Didn’t she understand this? Couldn’t my wife see that creating new stories, building a business, and all of the other items (like checking the sales to make sure everything is going OK ten times a day) were important for a human being?

      Apparently, it wasn’t.

      It took Judith a couple of tries to get me to relax on Sundays. In the beginning, it was very much taking a cat and tossing it into water. All the emotional dopamine hits I was receiving every day made my Sundays feel boring and blah.

      Eventually, I started to feel like Mondays were like working for a normal company. A few of you might remember what I mean. Sunday night was here, and you were depressed, lethargic, wishing that the weekend was not over when Monday’s sun comes up over the horizon?

      I had fallen into the old trap! For some reason, breaking apart my day-to-day activities with a day off made me feel like I was working “for the man” again.

      Versus working to accomplish something.

      It took me a couple of months to change my structure (by rarely ever planning or setting meetings on Monday) to allow me to feel like I was just moving from one day to the next and then into working again. Mondays became about me doing things I wanted to do in the business, not reacting to what others needed me to do.

      This allowed me to have a Sunday off and a Monday, which made me feel like I was enjoying working again.

      So, this is how you find me working now. Most Mondays, I don’t schedule stuff, and I rarely schedule stuff for Friday afternoons.

      Tuesdays are for most of my major operations meetings, and Wednesdays are for miscellaneous operation meetings and some author meetings.

      Thursdays usually entail meetings with third parties (whether these are audio companies, technology companies, authors, etc.), and if I have any overflow, it occurs on Friday mornings until noon.

      Saturdays are for me to work on whatever I want, and Sundays are for rest.

      We continue Mondays again with things I want to work on (or need to work on) with no set dates, and I ease back into the week, and the cycle starts all over again.

      It took me the better part of a year and a half to work through this, and for me, it works efficiently to keep my mental state aboveboard.

      One of the next times I write some author notes, I’ll mention how I don’t go stir-crazy working from home all the time.

      I look forward to seeing you in the next book and talking about different things!

      Like harassing my collaborator, but that’s just a perk of the job.

      
        
        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/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Sarah Noffke Reading Order]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOKS BY SARAH NOFFKE

          

        

      

    

    
      For a complete list of books by Sarah and a suggested reading order, please visit:

      

      
        
        www.sarahnoffke.com/reading-guide/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT SARAH

          

        

      

    

    
      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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      Sign up for the LMBPN email list to be notified of new releases and special deals!

      https://lmbpn.com/email/

      

      For a complete list of books by Michael Anderle, please visit:

      www.lmbpn.com/ma-books/
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        Connect with Sarah and sign up for her email list here:

      

        

      
        http://www.sarahnoffke.com/connect/
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        Website: http://lmbpn.com

      

        

      
        Email List: http://lmbpn.com/email/

      

        

      
        https://www.facebook.com/LMBPNPublishing

      

        

      
        https://twitter.com/MichaelAnderle

      

        

      
        https://www.instagram.com/lmbpn_publishing/

      

        

      
        https://www.bookbub.com/authors/michael-anderle
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