
ONCE UPON A LIE

A Fairy Tale Crimes Novel

Luna Hart

Copyright © 2026 by North Harbor Press

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

First Edition

Also by Luna Hart

Fairy Tale Mysteries, Hidden Secrets, and Magical Stories for Readers Who Still Believe Every Garden Holds a Story.

––––––––
[image: ]
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Once Upon a Lie
A missing girl. A hidden bloodline. A fairy tale kingdom built on secrets.
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A cursed man with a forgotten past must uncover the truth before the monster inside him awakens.
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A cursed mirror reflects more than faces—and the truth it reveals could destroy everything.
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In Luna Hart's Stories

Fairy tales hide secrets. 

Gardens remember the past. 

Magic leaves clues. 

Every mystery begins with a story. 
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Chapter 1: The First Victim
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Saturday mornings belonged to Mara.

The route was the same every week. Down Keswick Lane while the street was still dark, past the hardware shop with the warped awning no one had fixed in three years, left at the corner where the old post office had become a bakery and the bakery smell came through the vents at five-thirty AM even in January. Sherlock moved ahead of her on the long lead, nose working the cold air, making his own inventory of the night's departures. She let him. He was usually more informative than anything she'd find in the case files.

Rainwood in the early morning had a quality she'd come to rely on. The city wasn't awake yet, not fully — the coffee cart vendors were setting up, the delivery drivers were double-parking on Meridian Street, the hospice nurses were finishing their night shifts and the community garden volunteers were beginning theirs. These were the people who maintained Rainwood before anyone else showed up to use it. Mara had been getting up early enough to see them for three years, and she knew, in the way she knew most things worth knowing, that this hour was the city's truest one. Before the performance of the day. Before anyone was watching.

Halda's cart was at the corner of Meridian and Sixth, parked in the same spot it had occupied since Mara moved to the district. Halda herself was a compact woman in her early forties with the particular warmth of someone who understood that the first coffee of the day was not really about coffee. Her talent — she was descended from a minor hospitality tale, the kind that didn't generate much Division interest but produced people of extraordinary practical grace — meant that she remembered not just orders but states. She knew when someone needed to be talked to and when they needed to be left alone. She had never, in three years, gotten Mara wrong.

"Black," Halda said, and handed it over before Mara reached the cart.

Sherlock sat on Mara's foot. This was non-negotiable, apparently. He weighed as much as a small piece of furniture and had never once seemed to notice.

The folding chair leaned against the cart's side, as it always did. Halda kept it for the mornings when someone needed a minute before the day started — when the night-shift nurses came by on their way home, when Crispin from the print shop had bad news to process before going in. She'd gestured toward it for Mara, once, early on. Then she'd stopped, because Mara always took the coffee and went, and Halda was not a woman who made the same offer in the same way twice. She'd found other ways to be useful, and the chair stayed leaned against the cart, and they had reached an understanding about it.

Mara stood in the cold with her coffee and watched the district come to its feet. Rowan from the hardware supply was pulling the awning out on the canal-side building, his breath clouding in the January air. The woman who ran the plant shop on Sixth was taking in a delivery, moving quick in the frost. Somewhere down the block a door opened and closed and a dog that was not Sherlock barked twice at nothing.

She'd kept the routine for three years. It held.

The call came at six forty-seven.

* * *
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Lyra Hastings lived on Morrison Street in a second-floor apartment above a framing shop, and she met Mara at the door with the particular look of someone who had been crying for reasons they couldn't explain and found the inexplicability worse than the crying.

"Come in," Lyra said. Then, in a different voice entirely: "Take your shoes off. I don't want your shoes on my floor."

She stopped. Put her hand over her mouth.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I don't — that's not—" A glance at Sherlock, who was sitting in the hallway with his ears forward and his expression professionally attentive. "Is that a dog."

"His name is Sherlock. He's with me."

Lyra looked at him for a moment. Something in her face loosened fractionally, the way faces did when a dog was present. "Okay," she said. "Okay. Come in."

Mara came in. Sherlock followed. He went immediately to Lyra and put his head against her knee, not asking for anything, just present. Lyra looked down at him with an expression that was almost pain.

"I woke up at four in the morning," she said. "My girlfriend — she was still asleep and I was watching her sleep, the way you do. She does this thing when she sleeps where she looks — she looks relieved. Like she's safe." Lyra's throat moved. "I looked at her and I thought: I wish you'd stop breathing."

The silence in the apartment had a particular quality. Not empty. Loaded.

"It was so clear," Lyra said. "The thought. I've never — I've been with her for six years. I've never thought anything like that in my life. And then I thought it again. And I realized it was me. It was coming from inside me. There was no one else."

Mara was already reading the room. Not the furniture, not the pictures on the wall — the residue. The magical signature that clung to a crime scene the way smoke clung to fabric, faint but specific, identifiable to someone who knew what to look for.

She'd been Evil Queen line long enough to know what corruption smelled like. This wasn't corruption. This was absence — a clean-edged hole where something should have been. Lyra Hastings had a talent the way most Cinderella descendants did: a bone-deep knowledge of when patience would bear fruit, when kindness would be met with kindness, when belonging was real and not performed. She'd spent her adult life working as a community garden coordinator because the talent had always told her: this is where it lands. This is where care becomes something you can hold.

The talent was still there. Mara could feel the shape of it, the outline. But it had been separated from its bearer, cleanly and deliberately, the way you might take a key from a ring without damaging either. Whatever Lyra had lost — the warmth, the orientation toward kindness — it was somewhere else now. Not destroyed. Removed.

"Tell me when it started," Mara said. "Everything you remember about yesterday."

By the time she'd finished the interview, she had: a timeline (onset approximately four AM, no warning), a list of locations Lyra had visited in the previous forty-eight hours, and the distinct sense that she was looking at the first reported case of something that had already happened to more people than she knew.

She photographed the windowsill on her way out. The latch wasn't broken — no forced entry — but the paint around the frame was scuffed in a way that suggested the window had been opened from the outside. Recently. It left a gap of perhaps four inches if you knew how to work it.

Four inches was enough.

Sherlock spent three minutes at the base of the wall below the window, his nose working with the focused attention he gave things that mattered. Mara waited. He came back to her with the confirmation in his posture — same scent he'd been tracking since they arrived, same origin point.

Someone had stood outside this window at night and reached in.

She was on the phone to Director Solas before she reached the street.

* * *
[image: ]


"There are four," Solas said, when Mara arrived at Division headquarters. "Lyra Hastings makes five. All Cinderella line. All reporting onset in the past seventy-two hours. All presenting the same way — loss of the core talent, inversion of affect, full retention of memory and self-awareness." A pause that meant Solas was choosing her next words. "The self-awareness appears to be the worst part."

Mara thought about Lyra's face. It was coming from inside me.

"I need Hartwick," Solas said.

"I work alone."

"You work alone on cases your talent can carry solo. This one requires complementary coverage." Solas set a file on the desk between them. "You can read poison and mechanism. He reads transformation and escalation. Neither of you has the full picture without the other."

Mara looked at the file. Five names. Five people who had woken up as strangers to themselves.

"How long has he been at Rainwood?" she said.

"Eight weeks. He came from the Beast sanctuary. He's good, Mara."

"He's new."

"He's good," Solas said again, which was a different thing and they both knew it. "I've already called him. He'll meet you at the Hastings address at two."

Mara picked up the file.

* * *
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He was already there when she arrived.

She clocked him before he saw her: medium height, solid, reddish-brown hair and the kind of stillness that some people found calming and others found unnerving. He was standing on the pavement outside Lyra's building looking at the wall, not at his phone, not at the street. At the wall. Like it was telling him something.

Sherlock saw him first and went absolutely alert — not in the way he went alert at threats, but in the way he went alert at things he needed to investigate thoroughly. He looked at Mara, ears forward.

"Don't," she said.

Sherlock sat. Pointedly.

Sebastian Ashcroft turned when they approached. He had grey-green eyes that did the same thing Mara's did — took inventory quickly, without making it obvious. She appreciated the professionalism even as she resented the necessity.

"Thornwood," he said.

"Hartwick."

"I pulled the case files on the way over. The window entry pattern is consistent across at least three of the addresses — same technique, same height of approach." He looked at the building. "She's been planning the access points for weeks. Probably longer."

She. He'd read the profile and reached a conclusion. Mara had reached the same one, which was not the same as appreciating that he'd said it first.

"What's your read on the residue?" she said.

"I haven't been inside yet. I was waiting."

That was correct. You didn't contaminate a scene with two readers at once if you could help it. She noted it.

"Sherlock goes first," she said. "Then you."

He nodded. No argument. She filed that too.

* * *
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Inside, Sebastian stood in Lyra's living room for ninety seconds without speaking. Mara watched him the way she watched crime scenes — noting what he moved toward, what he avoided, where his attention snagged. He went to the window. He stood at the center of the room. He crouched briefly near the couch where Lyra had been sitting when the onset happened.

He stood up.

"It's not destruction," he said. "The talent — it's still present in the room. In the walls, almost. Like something was here and left an impression."

"The mechanism separated it," Mara said. "Intact. Removed, not destroyed."

He looked at her. Something shifted in his expression — not surprise exactly. Recalibration. "You got that from the entry point?"

"I got that from the shape of what's missing. She can describe it exactly. You don't describe destroyed things exactly. You describe absent things."

A beat.

"That means restoration is theoretically possible," he said.

"If we find what was taken and understand how it was taken." Mara looked at Sherlock, who was completing his circuit of the room with the methodical thoroughness of someone who understood that details compounded. "Which is what we're going to do."

She said we because Solas had made it a structural requirement, not because she'd decided anything.

Sebastian Ashcroft seemed to understand this. He didn't push against it.

* * *
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Downstairs, on the pavement, he pulled out a notebook and wrote something. Old-fashioned. She noted it in the same file where she noted everything else — competent, prepared, arrives early, handwrites his notes, reads walls.

"Same time tomorrow?" he said.

"Six AM. Division." She looked at him directly. "I work a specific way. I don't rearrange it for partners."

"I don't expect you to," he said.

She waited for something else — a qualification, a negotiation, an attempt to establish terms. None came. He put his notebook away, said goodnight to Sherlock by name, and walked to his car.

Sherlock watched him go with an expression that Mara had learned to read over five years of working together.

"Don't," she said.

Sherlock looked up at her, then back at the departing car, then sat down in the way that meant: noted, but I reserve the right to revisit this.

Mara stood on the pavement in the January cold and thought about five people who had woken up as strangers to themselves, and the clean-edged shape of what had been taken from them, and the very specific sensation of a case that was larger than its first five names.

Same time tomorrow.

She was already annoyed.

* * *
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Chapter 2: The Division

[image: ]


The Division occupied the third floor of a building on Aldgate Street that also contained, on the ground floor, a regional insurance office and, on the second, a consulting firm whose precise business Mara had never managed to identify despite three years of adjacency. The building's exterior was unremarkable: grey stone, large windows, a lobby with a security desk that the Division paid a nominal monthly fee to use as cover. The plaque by the front door listed the insurance company and the consultancy and did not list the Division.

This was intentional.

Most of the descendant community in Rainwood knew the Division existed. The general public did not, and there were reasons for this that had been argued over for decades and had never been fully resolved. The Division's position was something like: the descendant community had spent generations managing its own visibility, and the Division's job was to protect that community, and operating publicly would make protection harder. The counterargument — that secrecy bred the exact kind of isolation that made communities vulnerable — was also valid and was also ongoing.

Mara had been part of that argument for three years. She kept it on a separate shelf from the work.

The third floor had been the Division's for eleven years. It had the worn-in feeling of a space that had been rearranged enough times to stop having an obvious original layout. Filing cabinets lined the south wall, older than anything else in the office — physical records, because the Division had learned some years back that digital archives had a different kind of vulnerability than paper ones. The communal workspace held six desks; only three were currently occupied on a regular basis. Director Solas had a glass-walled office in the corner that she kept half-curtained, not for privacy but because the light came in wrong in the afternoons and gave her headaches.

There was a whiteboard that was never fully erased. Whoever used it last always left something behind: a date, a case number, a phrase. The phrase currently visible under the partial wipe of the previous week's notes was seam access requires proximity, written in red, in a hand Mara didn't recognize. She'd been meaning to ask about it. She hadn't gotten around to it.

The coffee was a health risk. This was understood and accepted. The machine had been donated by a previous investigator, possibly as an act of aggression, and produced something that was technically coffee in the way that a parking structure was technically a building. Mara drank it when she had no alternative and planned her morning accordingly.

She was at her desk by six-thirty on Sunday, Sherlock already installed under the desk with his chin on her boot, when Director Solas arrived at seven and set a fresh file on the board.

"Five," Solas said. "As of this morning."

The board showed: Hastings, L. / Chen, O. / Murphy, C. / Voss, D. / Alderman, R. Five photographs, five addresses, five case summaries in Solas's precise hand. All Cinderella line. All Morrison Street corridor. All onset within seventy-two hours.

"Alderman is new," Mara said.

"Retired teacher. Called at five-fifteen this morning. She'd been sitting with it since Thursday and decided she'd rather not sit with it any longer." Solas uncapped a marker. "Same presentation as the others. Same window entry. Same mechanism, from your preliminary read."

"Same person."

"Almost certainly." Solas wrote a sixth column: pattern. Then: targeted selection. completion-magic subset. Cinderella line only. She paused with the marker. "Tell me what you saw."

Mara told her. The absence, clean-edged and deliberate. The shape of what was missing. The scuffed paint at the window frame, the entry from outside, the four-inch gap. The fact that the talent wasn't destroyed — that Lyra Hastings could describe it with complete precision, the way you described a thing that was gone rather than a thing that had never been.

"Which means restoration is possible," Solas said.

"Theoretically. If we find the storage and understand the mechanism."

Solas nodded. She'd been director of the Rainwood Division for nine years and had the quality of someone who processed very fast and showed nothing in the processing. Mara had learned to read her through what she did next rather than what she looked like while deciding.

What she did next was walk to the second desk and set down a second file.

"I need Hartwick," she said.

Mara had been expecting this. She'd still been hoping not to hear it.

"I work alone."

"You work alone on cases your talent can carry solo." Solas set down the marker. "You read mechanism. He reads state — transformation potential, escalation, whether the victims are still reachable. Your coverage doesn't overlap. This case needs both."

"He's been here eight weeks."

"He came from the Beast sanctuary. He spent four years doing exactly this kind of work in a controlled environment. I've seen his case notes." Solas looked at her directly. "He's good, Mara."

"He's new."

"He's good," Solas said again. The distinction was clear. "I've already called him."

Mara looked at the whiteboard. Five names. Five people who'd woken up as strangers to themselves, who could describe exactly what had been taken because they were fully present for the taking.

She picked up both files.

"I'm meeting him at the Hastings address at two," she said.

Solas nodded. She had the expression she wore when she'd gotten what she needed and was choosing not to make anything of it. "There's a desk." She gestured at the workspace. "Perpendicular to yours. I've set it up."

Mara looked at the desk. It was clean, which meant Solas had cleared it herself. There was a new lamp. There was a mug that did not look like it had come from the building's kitchen.

She did not say anything about the desk.

"I'll file a full report after the Hastings site visit," she said, and went to read the files.

* * *
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The briefing room — a generous name for the windowed alcove off the main workspace where the board lived — was where Solas ran the formal case presentations. It smelled like old paper and the particular staleness of a room used in emergencies and left alone otherwise. The folding chairs had been here longer than the filing cabinets.

At eleven, Solas briefed them both: Mara already familiar with the material, Sebastian Ashcroft reading the board with the focused attention of someone who had absorbed the files en route and was now checking his conclusions against the source.

"The pattern is consistent," Solas said. "Five victims. Cinderella line. Onset within a seventy-two-hour window. All reporting the same mechanism: woke up wrong. Talent inaccessible, affect inverted, full self-awareness throughout." She looked at them. "The self-awareness is not incidental. Someone designed this to be witnessed from the inside."

Sebastian felt the shape of that settle in him the way bad information did — not with shock but with the weight of something that confirmed a suspicion he'd rather have been wrong about.

"Complementary coverage," Solas continued. "Thornwood reads mechanism — how the theft was executed, what was taken, how the absence is structured. Hartwick reads state — whether the talent is genuinely gone or displaced, whether the victims are still themselves underneath what's happening, whether escalation is coming." She set down her pen. "You need each other. I don't expect you to like it."

"Understood," Sebastian said.

Mara said nothing, which Sebastian was beginning to understand was her version of the same thing.

On the whiteboard behind Solas, the phrase from the previous week's notes was still visible at the edge: seam access requires proximity. Sebastian looked at it once. Mara watched him look at it. Neither of them said anything yet.

* * *
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Chapter 3: Sherlock Decides
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Sebastian had been getting coffee at Halda's cart since his third week in Rainwood, which was when he'd figured out that the Division building's coffee was a health risk and that the cart two blocks east was not.

He arrived at six-ten on Sunday morning to find Mara Thornwood already there, black coffee in hand, Sherlock sitting on her foot. She looked at him. He looked at her. Halda looked at both of them with the particular expression of someone who had seen this kind of thing before and found it interesting.

"You come here," Mara said.

"I come here," Sebastian said.

A pause while they both understood something about the next several weeks.

"Cream and sugar?" Halda said to Sebastian.

"Yes."

Halda handed it over. She glanced at the small folding chair tucked against the cart's side — she kept it there, Sebastian had noticed, and occasionally gestured toward it when someone looked like they needed a minute. She didn't gesture toward it for Mara. She'd stopped, he suspected, some time ago. Mara turned back to the street. Sherlock looked at Sebastian with alert, considering eyes and then looked away — not dismissive, just noting. Sebastian filed it and drank his coffee.

The Division briefing room smelled like old paper and the specific staleness of a space that got used in emergencies and left alone otherwise. Director Solas stood at the board with the five case files arranged in a row and the expression of someone who had already worked through

























































[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
},QA FAIRY TALE CRIMES NOVE

fg@;

HALDA'S i
Raimuood's First Light ;

#LUNA HART &

EVEN LEGENDS NEED BROTECTORS.





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





