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Fairy Tale Crime Files

Once Upon a Lie
A missing girl. A hidden bloodline. A fairy tale kingdom built on secrets.

What the Beast Remembers

A cursed man with a forgotten past must uncover the truth before the monster inside him awakens.

What the Mirror Told

A cursed mirror reflects more than faces—and the truth it reveals could destroy everything.

Fairy Tale Garden Club Mysteries

The Fairy Tale Garden Club
Some gardens grow flowers.
Others grow secrets.
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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 ONE: THE COASTAL ROAD
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The case file arrived on Tuesday as promised.

Mara read it at her desk while the Morrison Street corridor did its seven-thirty things outside the window — the coffee cart rotation, the delivery trucks on Meridian, the man who walked the same route with the same terrier at the same pace regardless of weather. She had been back in Rainwood for six days, long enough that the Ridgeline case had settled into its proper compartment and she could feel the district's ambient temperature clearly again without the mountain cold interfering.

The ambient temperature was not what it had been before the Fairchild case.

It was warmer now than it had been during the investigation — the return of the stolen talents had fixed that, and she had confirmed the fix thoroughly in the week after the warehouse. But there was a note underneath the warmth. Something that read at the edge of her talent as a kind of thinness in the connective tissue, a place where the kindness that moved through the district every day moved with fractionally less ease than it used to. Not gone. Not even noticeably absent to someone who hadn't known what was there before.

She noticed.

She had been thinking about it since the sanctuary's east garden, where she'd stood with Sebastian and felt the Ridgeline scar for the first time and understood it was the second of something. Two cases. Two tales. Two permanent marks.

Whether someone is choosing these tales specifically, she'd said.

She read the new case file and added a third column to the shape she was building.

Three confirmed victims. Snow White line, all of them. Coastal posting — a town called Greyhaven, four hours south on the coastal road, at the place where a river met the sea. The local Division contact was a woman named Fen Okafor who had been handling the victims carefully and had called in outside support because she'd assessed her own coverage honestly and found it insufficient. Talent mechanism: unknown. Onset: staggered across ten days, the first victim reporting twelve days ago.

The symptom description in Fen Okafor's notes was precise for someone working without the right talent to name what she was reading. Mara read it three times.

All three report that one specific perceptual capacity has been removed. They can identify threat, danger, and bad intent with accuracy that appears undamaged. What is specifically absent is the complementary read: the ability to recognize when a threshold is genuinely safe. They know when they should not go forward. They cannot feel when they should.

Mara set the file down and looked at the window.

Snow White's resolution was not the prince or the kiss, which was not the right reading of the tale in any version worth reading. It was the moment after. The moment when she woke and had to decide what to trust. She had been inside danger for so long that the ability to know genuine safety — not the absence of danger but the active presence of it — was the specific hard-won wisdom the tale carried. Its descendants kept it as a talent. The ability to know when a door was real and when it was a door-shaped trap.

Remove that, and leave the danger-sense intact, and you produced people who could identify every threat but could never feel that anything was safe. People suspended at the threshold between the past and the future with no instrument that told them the step was possible.

She already had the shape of it before Sebastian arrived at six-ten.

* * *
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He came in with the quality he'd had since Ridgeline, which was different from how he'd come in the first month — settled in a way that was not relaxed but had ceased to be braced. He put his bag at his desk, looked at her desk and at the file, and said: "Coastal posting."

"Greyhaven. Snow White line. Three victims, same mechanism."

He picked up the file.

She watched him read. He read the same way she read — quickly, then again, then sideways, cross-referencing against what he already knew. His talent was running even through the reading, the Beast-line transformation-read working on the document itself, which was not really what the talent was for but was a habit she'd observed in investigators who had strong passive reads. He was feeling the quality of the reports. The shape of the grief inside the language.

"The talent gap," he said, after the second pass.

"The complementary pair. Danger-sense and safety-sense. They come from the same root. Someone understood the mechanism well enough to separate them."

"Better than Fairchild," he said. "More precise than Corvin."

"Yes." She had been sitting with this. "In both previous cases the perpetrator worked with a specific but limited expertise. Fairchild understood the Cinderella-line talents because she'd spent a career researching them. Corvin understood the Beast-line confirmation register because he'd experienced its absence personally." She paused. "This — separating complementary functions within a single talent line — is a different level of understanding."

"Someone from the Snow White line itself," Sebastian said.

"Or someone taught by one."

He set the file down and looked at the Morrison Street corridor. It was a habit she'd noted: when he was running through implications, he looked out rather than down. Like he needed the larger space.

"Maris has more to tell us," he said.

"I know."

Maris Threshold had been their resource since the Rainwood case — not Division, not formally anything, but the woman in the bookshop on Aldgate Street who carried the threshold-guardian line and had been reading the fairy tale architecture longer than most people in it had been alive. She'd told them things at each case that she'd known earlier and had been careful about sequencing. Mara had begun to understand that the sequencing was deliberate and not cautious — Maris gave them what they could carry when they could carry it. It made her occasionally maddening and consistently necessary.

"I'll call her before we leave," Mara said.

"When do we leave?"

"Tomorrow morning. Six."

He nodded. No negotiation. She had learned, over the Ridgeline case and its aftermath, that the absence of negotiation from him was not passivity. He had opinions; he offered them when they were useful and held them when they weren't. The Ridgeline mountain at night, the decision to stay for the cabin confrontation — those had mattered and he'd said so. Departure time for a drive he hadn't done before and couldn't improve on didn't matter. He understood the difference.

She called Maris.

* * *
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The conversation took twenty minutes. She used the small office off the main workspace, the one with no window and one chair, that she went to for calls that required full attention. Sebastian was at his desk when she came out. Sherlock was on the rug between the desks, which was where he went when both of them were working and he'd assessed that no immediate physical deployment was required.

She sat. She did not pick up her pen.

Sebastian waited.

"The Snow White mechanism," she said. "Maris says it's more complex than either previous case. Not the theft — the theft is precise, as Fen Okafor's notes describe. What's complex is the restoration." She paused. "In the Fairchild case, the talents were separated and contained in physical vessels. Returning them required proximity and intent from the perpetrator or an investigator who could handle the seam. In Corvin's case, the confirmation register was stored in a structure he'd built himself, reversible because he'd built the reversal in." She paused. "Whatever is happening in Greyhaven, Maris thinks the storage mechanism is different from both of those. She said she'll have more when we can describe what we're actually reading."

"She's working from what she has," Sebastian said.

"She's been working from what she has since the beginning. She has more than she's given us yet." Mara looked at the file. "I think she was building toward something and we've given her a third data point."

"The pattern," he said.

"She didn't call it that. She said the three cases were related in a way she'd suspected after the second and could now describe with more precision after the third." Mara looked at the Morrison Street corridor. "She wants to see us before we go. This morning, if we can."

"Aldgate Street?"

"An hour."

He picked up his jacket.

* * *
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The bookshop smelled the same as it always did — old paper, woodsmoke, something organic and resinous underneath that Mara had never been able to name. The bell above the door was original to the building. The cat that lived on the second shelf of the antiquities section was not Maris's, exactly, but had decided to remain.

Maris Threshold was eighty-one years old in the way that some people were eighty-one — more present, not less. She had the quality of attention that came from a very long practice of listening to things most people talked over. Her talent was the threshold read: the ability to know where the meaningful distinctions were, the seams in things, the moments and places where one order gave way to another. In the fairy tale tradition, the threshold-keeper line was rare and not attached to any single tale. It crossed them all.

She had tea ready. She always had tea ready. Sherlock went to the rug by the woodstove immediately, as he had the two previous times, with the conviction of a professional returning to a known workspace.

Maris sat across from them at the low table.

"The Rainwood scar," she said, without preamble. "You've been reading it."

"Every morning," Mara said.

"And the Ridgeline scar, before you left."

"Yes."

"Describe the distinction. In your own words, from your own read."

Mara had been doing this in her head without quite knowing it. "The Rainwood scar runs in the ambient daily-trust register. The kindness that moves through the Morrison Street corridor every day — the small transactions, the held doors, the impulse to extend goodwill without knowing the outcome — it runs at a slightly lower temperature than it used to. Functionally normal. Permanently not what it was." She paused. "The Ridgeline scar is different. It runs in the community's capacity to witness change over time. The sanctuary's read of transformation — not just individual change but the social legibility of change — it's slower. Marginally. But it will be slower for the rest of that community's existence."

Maris looked at her for a moment. "Two scars," she said. "Two tales. Two foundational capacities." She picked up her tea. "What do they have in common?"

Sebastian said: "They're both load-bearing."

Maris looked at him. Something in her expression shifted — not surprise, the particular attention of someone who has heard the right answer said by the right person.

"Yes," she said. "Both are foundational capacities in the architecture of human reconciliation. Kindness — the willingness to extend goodwill without guaranteed return — is the first thing required for any repair between people. It has to exist in the ambient before anything else can grow from it." She set down the tea. "Transformation — the capacity to believe, and for the community to confirm, that a person is not fixed in what they were — is the second thing. Kindness creates the environment. Transformation justifies the risk of trust." She looked at them both. "What do you think the third foundational capacity is?"

Mara had been thinking about this since the coastal road, since the case file's description of what had been taken.

"The ability to know when a threshold is genuinely safe," she said. "Not to be free of danger. To be able to feel that this particular moment, this specific door, is real. That going forward is possible."

"Yes." Maris's voice was careful. "Kindness creates the environment. Transformation makes the risk conceivable. And the Snow White capacity is the instrument that tells you: now. This moment. This person. The door is open." She looked at her hands. "Without all three, reconciliation between people who have been severed — by harm, by estrangement, by time — becomes theoretically possible and practically unreachable. You can have goodwill and believe in change and still stand at the threshold forever because you have no instrument that tells you when the step is safe."

The bookshop was quiet.

"Someone is targeting the load-bearing capacities," Sebastian said. "In sequence."

"I believe so." Maris was careful with the word. "I will not tell you I am certain, because the evidence of three cases is suggestive but not proof. What I will say is that the sequencing is correct. If you wanted to dismantle the infrastructure of human repair without announcing what you were doing, this is the order." She paused. "Kindness first — the ambient. Transformation second. Trust third. Each one builds on the previous. Damage the ambient and the transformations become harder to sustain. Damage transformation-witnessing and the trust instruments stop working, because there's nothing for them to confirm."

"Someone who understood the architecture deeply enough to plan this," Mara said.

"Yes."

"The perpetrators in both previous cases understood their specific talent mechanism but not the whole architecture," Sebastian said. "Fairchild knew Cinderella-line talents. Corvin knew the Beast-line confirmation register. Neither of them seemed to know they were part of something larger."

"No," Maris said. "I don't think they did. I think each perpetrator acted from their own grief with their own specific knowledge. The pattern, if it exists, is not in the perpetrators. It's in — whoever found them."

The room held this.

"What comes after the Snow White capacity?" Mara asked.

Maris looked at her tea for a long moment.

"I'll tell you more when you've worked the case," she said. "Not because I'm withholding it. Because you'll hear it differently when you've read it."

Mara looked at her. She wanted to push and knew better. Maris was not evasive for evasion's sake. The sequencing was deliberate.

"Tell us what to look for when we read the mechanism," Mara said instead.

"Look for what it stores," Maris said. "The previous two cases stored the talent differently — one physical, one structural. The Snow White line has a particular relationship with reflection. With seeing what is actually present rather than what appears to be." She paused. "Whatever they took, they stored in something that involves that principle. Something that holds a copy of the real thing rather than the real thing itself." She looked at them both. "The key distinction will be between the theft and the copy. If you can find what the mechanism is reflecting, you'll find where it's being held."

She stood, which was the signal that what could be given had been given.

Sherlock rose from the rug, shook himself once, and went to the door.
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CHAPTER TWO: GREYHAVEN
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They left at six the next morning.

Sebastian drove the first half, which was new. In the Ridgeline case he'd offered and she'd declined, automatically, because driving was where she thought. But that had been a mountain road he knew and she didn't, and the prior case had given her something — not comfort exactly, more like the knowledge that comfort wasn't the relevant category. She let him drive because it was a four-hour coastal road and there was nothing to prove.

He drove the way he did most things — with the full, unhurried attention of someone who didn't leave partial effort anywhere. He knew the coastal road a little, he'd said the night before, from a case three years ago that had been someone else's by the end. He'd passed through Greyhaven heading south and hadn't stopped.

Sherlock took the back seat in full certainty of his right to it, distributed himself across the available real estate, and fell asleep before they reached the city limits.

The coast road ran different from the mountain road. Not better or worse — differently textured. The land rose on the left and fell on the right toward the sea, which appeared in intervals between the bluffs, grey-green and deliberate in the February morning. The towns along it were working towns: fishing harbors, canneries, boat repair. The kind of places built because the sea required attending to, not because anyone had decided they'd be pleasant.

Mara read the case file again. She'd read it twice the day before, but reading it from the road, an hour south of Rainwood, produced different things.

The coast road had a different rhythm from the Rainwood streets she knew. The surface was good but the curves were frequent, the kind of road that required attention rather than the habitual competence she brought to Rainwood driving. She read the attention Sebastian was giving it — not tense, just present, the full professional attention he brought to anything that required it.

She thought about the distinction she'd been building since the briefing. In the Rainwood case, the victims had lost something they could describe precisely: the warmth was gone, the kindness that had been native to them was somewhere else. In the Ridgeline case the absence was more structural — the confirmation that something had arrived, the specific signal that said: this is real, this counts. In both cases the victims had retained the awareness of the loss. They knew exactly what was missing and could describe it in precise language because they'd been using the missing thing for years.

The Snow White capacity was different.

The Snow White capacity was a sensor, not an action. It didn't produce anything. It read something — the quality of a moment, the genuine versus performed quality of a threshold. Its absence wouldn't be felt as an emptiness the way kindness's absence was felt. It would be felt as a blankness. You'd reach for the read and find that the read didn't complete. Like reaching for a word and finding it's not there — not the same as not having learned the word. The sensation of a gap.

Three practitioners who had spent years relying on a sensor they could not feel working anymore.

She thought about what that would do to the work they did. Petra Caswell sitting with two people who needed to come back to each other, and finding the sensor returning no signal. Not wrong. Not danger. Nothing. Making the judgment call on what she could see and infer and had learned in twenty-six years, without the specific instrument that had made her practice what it was.

She thought about Joss Renner with his fourteen pending placements.

She thought about Edie Solano.

"The magistrate," she said.

Sebastian looked at her.

"Forty-three years of cross-validated accuracy," she said. "She's been meticulous about it. Documenting her reads against outcomes. That level of rigor isn't just professional habit — it's someone who knows their talent is unusual and wants to be sure it's doing what she thinks it's doing." She paused. "If the safety register has been removed and the wrongness register is intact, she can still feel when verdicts are wrong. She cannot feel when they're right." She paused. "For forty-three years she's used both registers simultaneously. Now she has one."

"She'll have retired from the bench," Sebastian said.

"Retired. But she won't have stopped being consulted. Former magistrates get consulted. The community trusts her read because she's earned it over four decades." She paused. "And now
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