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Hello Dear Reader! 
I have always loved fairy tales and fairy tale retellings, but surprisingly, as a writer, that's not where I started.
My writing journey actually began with a character in a Dungeons and Dragons campaign that I never got to play. (Thanks, pandemic!) That character became the basis for the first book in my Kingdom Legacy series, Heir of Amber and Fire.
Since the first book had such strong ties to tabletop gaming, a friend suggested I create a campaign set in the world of the Kingdom Legacy series. And so The Mysterious Magical Emporium was born, and I'd love to send you a FREE copy! Just sign up for my newsletter at www.rachanee.net/newsletter, and your new campaign will be sent to you right away.
So grab your friends, grab some dice, and grab a copy of The Mysterious Magical Emporium, and get ready to spend some time in the kingdom of Calia with your new friends, Jennica, Beyan, and Taryn! 
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  A Notice 
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To the citizens of Woodside: 
There has been a recent rise in violence in the neighboring Littlewood Forest that gives our fair town its name. Several animals, both small and large, predator and prey, have been found dead, the cause unknown but a result of obvious unnatural attacks. We have also had an increase in reports of attacks on people traveling through the forest. The attacker or attackers move with such stealth and speed that the victims have been unable to identify who or what is attempting to harm them.
The majority of the attacks have occurred between sunset and dawn. 
Caution is advised if you choose to traverse the woods. 
Signed,
Joven Marley, Mayor of Woodside












  
  Prelude

Musings From the Past
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When I was a child, my mother used to call me O.A. O.A., as in  overactive. An overactive imagination, one that couldn't be tamed no matter how much she scolded me to calm down or tried to curb my fancies.
I'd often play on the kitchen floor in our family bakehouse, pretending the spilled flour was fairy dust that would change my appearance or grant me wishes. Mama wasn't pleased with my whimsy, but she dismissed it as harmless play.
Until that day. 
It was Daypito, the end of the week and our kingdom's traditional day of rest. The shops in our sleepy town of Woodside would be closed, and Rowena's Bakeshop, my mother's namesake bakery, was no exception. I loved Daypito, because it meant that I would get to spend uninterrupted time with my Mama. And my beloved grandmother, my Lola Cerise.
Lola Cerise, my mother's mother, had lived in the neighboring town of Cedarbrook for as long as I could remember. Well, perhaps neighboring was a bit of a stretch. Cedarbrook was close by, but it was on the other side of the large forest that lay in between our two towns. Nearly every Daypito, Mama and I would make the hours-long trek through the woods to visit Lola Cerise. My lola resided in a quaint little cottage that I could spot as soon as we reached the forest's edge. 
Seeing the cottage's chimney smoke curling cheerfully up into the sky, I had released Mama's hand and ran ahead, calling out, "Lola! Lola Cerise!"
The front door had opened, revealing my grandmother standing in the doorway. With a happy smile and arms open wide, she had scooped up my little five-year-old self into a big, enthusiastic hug. I had laughed and squealed as she carried me inside and set me down, then waved my mother in.
The visit had gone as usual, with my mother and grandmother chatting over tea and me playing at the table and, later, on the floor. And as usual, I had not paid attention to what the grown-ups were discussing. 
But what had grabbed my attention were the funny little faces I saw staring at me, peeking out from behind potted plants or between knickknacks on my grandmother's bookshelf. 
One face had slightly resembled Mister Arran, who lived down the street from Mama and me. The portly gentleman always had a smile on his face for Mama and a wrapped sweet in his pocket for me. Except this face was rounder and ruddier than Mister Arran's, and much smaller—about the size of my outstretched hand.
Other faces hadn't looked human-ish at all. And yet, despite their strange features, my innocent self hadn't been scared of them.
One little creature with pointed ears and overly large eyes, whose entire body was just slightly taller than my chubby pointer finger, had flitted about me and landed on my head, then my shoulder. Its tiny feet had tickled, making me giggle and clap my hands in delight.
My mother and my grandmother had turned to look at me, curious as to what was causing me such glee. Looking around in wonder, I had said, "Lola. Mama. Who are all these funny little people?"
Both women had stilled, with two very different reactions. At first startled by my question, Lola Cerise's face grew proud, her eyes misty. But Mama's face looked thunderous. She started to rise from her chair, like she wanted to grab me and run out of the cottage right then and there.
Later, when we had returned home, Mama had knelt down so she could look me in the eyes. "Claret, whatever you thought you saw at your lola's today … you didn't."
"But, Mama …"
"It was just a figment of your overactive imagination," she had said firmly. "You didn't see anything. So don't say anything about it, to anyone."
A few weeks after that visit, Lola Cerise came to Woodside, in one of her rare visits to our side of the forest. Much to Mama's annoyance, she had presented me with a special gift.
A cape that swirled around my ankles, it was made of a lovely rich red velvet and had an oversized hood. When I pulled the hood over my head, Lola Cerise had laughed at the sight. I could barely peek my head out from under all that fabric.
"It's a bit big still, but you'll grow into it," she had said, showing me how several inches of fabric had been sewn into the cloak, creating an extra wide hem, but allowing for the cloak to be lengthened later, when I grew taller.
"It's too much," Mama had protested. "The fabric alone probably cost two months' wages."
"Oh, hush," Lola Cerise had told her daughter. "Don't you worry about the cost. Claret will have this for years, so the price doesn't matter."
"Mother—"
"Besides," Lola Cerise had continued. "You know as well as I, she might need this someday. Best for her to have it sooner rather than later."
Mama had fallen silent at that, her lips pursed in obvious disapproval. But she had only huffed, then turned on her heel and walked back into the kitchen. Baking was her answer to everything. If she was happy, she baked. If she was mad, she baked. When my father had died after his horse had thrown him, Mama had baked. Perhaps that was why she had decided to open the bakehouse in the first place. What else was she going to do with all the things she created?
As the sound of clanging pots and pans punctuated the air, Lola Cerise had knelt down to look me in the eyes. 
What is it with grown-ups and them wanting to be on my level? I had wondered.
Out loud, I had said, "Thank you, Lola Cerise. I love my new cape."
My grandmother had put her hands on my cloaked shoulders as she regarded me solemnly. "Claret, my darling. I'm so glad you love it. A lot of care went into making this cloak. I sewed it with my own hands, and wove my own charms into it."
I had nodded. I didn't understand what she meant, but I also didn't know the right questions to ask. So I had just nodded.
"Every time you come to visit me, wear it," Lola Cerise said. "If you keep it safe, it will keep you safe. Do you understand?"
I hadn't, of course, but I couldn't say that. Instead, I said, "Yes, Lola Cerise."
She had smiled. "Good." 
She had kissed me on the forehead and then stood. "My darling, darling girl. I know you'll do me proud someday."
Since then, I had kept my promise. Whenever I traversed the forest to see my grandmother, I wore the red cloak she had given me. Whether or not it actually kept me safe, I didn't know, but the joy in her eyes whenever she saw me in it was enough reason for me to keep wearing it. 
As the years passed, I forgot about the strange tiny beings I had seen in Lola Cerise's cottage. Mama never talked about it, and since the topic instantly upset her, I stopped bringing them up. And despite my grandmother's urgings, I never saw those little creatures again. So, it was easy to dismiss them as just what Mama had said they were—figments of my overactive imagination.
Although the two most important women in my life were often at odds with each other, there was one warning they both agreed on. Once I was old enough to visit Lola Cerise on my own, they drilled this caution into me: always stay on the forest path. 
Lola Cerise would tell me that if I strayed off the path, I might very well find myself stepping into Faerie, as Littlewood Forest served as a gateway to that mythical land.
For Mama's part, she just said that it would be too easy for me to get lost if I left the road. The forest, ancient and wild, had a way of claiming unwary, unsuspecting travelers. It was the closest admission to magic that Mama had ever gotten.
And as I grew taller, Lola Cerise had lengthened the cloak as she had said she would, and it still was as soft and vibrant as it had been on the day she had presented it to me. 
Perhaps that was the cloak's true magic.






  
  Chapter 1
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"Claret? Claret, dear, can you come here and mind the shop for a bit?" 
I stopped mid-sneak and sighed. Turning on my heel, I called out, "Sure thing, Mama. I'll be right there."
The interior door that separated our home from the bakeshop clicked shut. I cast a longing look at the gorgeous day framed in the window, then trudged away.
Really, it was my own fault. I had just been about to slip out the back door that served as the primary entrance for our private home, but as I reached up to take my red cloak from its peg by the door, I had gotten lost thinking about the time my beloved grandmother had gifted it to me. 
I don't know why. I had worn this cloak countless times, and usually didn't reminisce on its history. But today, for some reason, thoughts of the past had snuck into my mind and distracted me from leaving.
Sighing, I hurried down the hallway, towards the front of the building and our bakeshop. Grabbing a plain linen apron from where it hung, I pushed through it and entered the family bakery. 
It may have been Daypito, the traditional day of rest, but the inside of the shop looked anything but restful. The counter was swarmed with impatient customers, with many more crowded behind them.
My poor mother rushed around, her stress palpable. "Claret, I'm so glad you're here. If you could fill some orders while I check on the ovens …"
"Go, go." I shooed her away.
The next few hours passed by in a blur of taking orders, fetching items, getting payment. And then, repeat and repeat and repeat. Mama ran in and out of the bakeshop, refilling various food trays before going away to bake more.
Through the two large windows up front, I could see the store's wooden sign, "Rowena's Bakeshop," hanging outside. As time wore on, I eyed the light outside. The day was going by fast, but hopefully there would be a break in customers soon and I would be able to leave.
Finally, the crowd thinned. Mama came through the door, holding yet another tray of bread.
"This should be the last of it," she told me, placing the tray down on the counter. "Whatever we have out is it for the day."
"Oh, good," I said. "Do you still need my help? Otherwise, I'm going to head out."
Mama frowned. "Head out? Where?"
I sighed as I started to undo the strings of my apron. "It's Daypito. My day to visit Lola Cerise."
Mama's frown deepened. "It's been so busy, I forgot." She paused. "I guess we'll be closing soon, though."
"You don't really need me anymore, then, right?" I prodded.
"Honestly, Claret, I would prefer it if you didn't go over there every week. I know she's your grandmother, but the stories she tells … I'm just glad you're old enough to have discernment."
"Oh, Mama. You know they're harmless—"
The bell over the bakeshop door rang out, signaling the arrival of a new customer. I stepped back from the counter, hoping I could slip away. But I was trapped, with Mama on my right and the bakery wall to my left. 
I gave an annoyed sigh. "We're closed!"
Mama hissed, "Claret!"
But I was beyond caring. I wanted to get to Lola Cerise's. "I mean, we are still technically open, but what's left is it. No more special orders to—"
My voice trailed away as I looked up into the most hypnotizing pair of green eyes I had ever seen.
The owner of said green eyes startled. "Uh, hello. I hope I have the right place." He glanced around, then turned to look out the window and peer at the sign. "This is Rowena's Bakeshop, correct?"
"Yes it is, young man," my mother said, nudging me slightly so she could address the newcomer squarely. "Forgive the confusion. How can I help you?"
"Oh." He cleared his throat and eyed me sidelong. Belatedly, I smoothed my face into … well, if not a welcoming expression, at least something more neutral. "Mayor Marley wanted me to give you this."
He plunked a piece of paper down on the counter. Mama picked it up and carefully looked it over. Her eyes widened. "Oh my goodness! He wants how many pastries in two weeks?"
The young man shrugged, brushing back a strand of dark hair that fell in his face. "I didn't read the message, madam. I'm just the messenger."
I narrowed my eyes at him. "I've never seen you before. Are you really the mayor's messenger? Or his secretary, perhaps?"
"Neither. I'm the new sheriff, just arrived in Woodside this morning." He extended a hand. "Hunter Tavish."
I gaped. "But you're so young!" Our last two sheriffs had been much older, the prior one around my Mama's age, and the one before him closer to Lola Cerise's age.
The man laughed, rich and melodious. "Please accept my sincerest apologies for that, Miss …?"
When I still didn't make a move, Mama swooped in. Taking Sheriff Tavish's hand, she gave it a firm shake. "Well met, sheriff. I'm Rowena Pangati, and this is my daughter, Claret."
"A pleasure, Madam Pangati." He looked at me, eyes twinkling. "And Miss Claret."
I nodded stiffly, just barely polite. Goodness, how much deeper could my embarrassment get?
"I'm glad I was able to get the mayor's order to you before you closed for the day," Sheriff Tavish said. 
"Yes," Mama said, looking over the note again. "My goodness. Between this weekend's festival and now this order, I'll be working overtime. If I'm going to get everything done on time, I should probably start right away." She began muttering to herself. "I'll need to check my stock. Do I have enough flour? And other supplies …"
"I'll stay and help you, Mama," I said, resigning myself to forgoing the visit to Lola Cerise.
Mama waved away my half-hearted offer. "No, no. You go on and see your lola. Don't forget to bring the basket with you."
"Where does your grandmother live?" Sheriff Tavish inquired politely.
"Past the forest, in the next town over. Cedarbrook."
Was it my imagination, or did the sheriff suddenly stiffen? "Oh. I'd be happy to escort you, if you like."
"Thank you, but I really don't need—"
"What a lovely idea!" Mama interrupted. "If it's not too much trouble, Sheriff Tavish—"
"It's not."
"—Then I would feel much better if you accompanied Claret. Really, that's just wonderful."
Glad Mama thought so. I had been looking forward to a quiet walk—by myself—to my grandmother's. After the flurry of customers, I just needed some silence to decompress. It didn't look like I'd get my wish. 
Although the new sheriff was terribly handsome, and he seemed nice enough. As walking companions went, he wasn't a bad choice.
Not wanting to waste any more of the day, I sighed and pasted what I hoped was a grateful smile on my face. "Again, I thank you, sheriff. Let me hang up my apron and get my things, and I'll meet you out front."
Sheriff Tavish nodded. "I'll be waiting. Good day, Madam Pangati."
He left the shop, the overhead bell ringing decisively in his wake. 
"Go on," Mama said. "Don't keep the new sheriff waiting."
"First you didn't want me to go, now you do?" I grumbled as I removed my apron. "Make up your mind."
Mama clarified, "I didn't want you to go by yourself. Not that I can stop you anyway." 
She added under her breath, "So stubborn, like some other women in this family." Then, in a louder voice, "Now that you have that handsome young man to accompany you, I'm not so worried."
I'd be just fine on my own, I thought, but I knew better than to say that aloud. Ever since the mayor's notice about the attacks in Littlewood Forest had been posted around town two months ago, Mama had, understandably, fretted about my weekly visit to Lola Cerise's. I had even stopped visiting my grandmother for a little bit, just to appease my mother. 
But I missed my grandmother, so eventually I pushed to start visiting her again. And when I had made several trips into the forest and returned home unscathed each time, Mama had relaxed. Somewhat. 
Mama locked the shop door. "Go out the back, honey. Send my love to your lola. And don't forget the basket!"
"I will! And I won't!" I promised. I pushed through the door that separated the bakeshop from our private residence, grabbing the basket from the counter and hanging up my linen apron. I continued through the house. Before I exited out the back door, I made sure to grab my red cape, hurriedly throwing it around my body and tying the strings at my neck.
Rounding the house, I walked towards the front, where Sheriff Tavish waited at the bakery entrance. Seeing me approach, he stood straighter. 
"Oh, Miss Claret! I didn't expect you to come from that direction." There was a slight question in his voice.
"Shall we?" At his nod, I began walking. Sheriff Tavish fell into step beside me. "Mama would prefer we use the front entrance only for the bakeshop. Anything personal, we use the back door. It's just a way to keep business stuff separate."
"That makes sense." He eyed my cloak appreciatively. "That's a beautiful cape. It's certainly eye-catching."
"Thank you." I beamed. "My Lola Cerise—my grandmother—made it for me, some time ago. I always wear it when I visit her."
"It's very fine craftsmanship. And what a lovely red color." His eyes twinkled. "For some, it's a lucky color, too."
"I don't know if it's brought me any luck," I shrugged. "But it makes me feel closer to my lola to wear it. And it makes her so happy to see me in it."
We turned down Main Street, passing the small complex of buildings that housed the mayor's office, the courthouse, and the sheriff's office. "There's your new office." 
"Yes." Sheriff Tavish smiled. "It will be a while before I can settle in, though. There's quite a few repairs that need to be made, first. The building's a bit … unusable, right now."
I chuckled. "That's a generous way of putting it."
He chuckled along with me. "I will admit, I was a bit dismayed when I saw how bad the building had been allowed to get. Holes in the ceiling, cracks in the walls. Not to mention the hay and manure on the floor?"
"Oh, yes. I think it was used as a temporary barn after the main one burned down."
"That explains it, then." He shook his head. "I'll do my best to get it repaired quickly, but that depends on how long the investigation takes."
"Investigation?"
We continued down the road, out of Woodside. The cobblestone of Main Street gave way to the dirt path that would lead through the forest to the next town, where my grandmother lived.
"Yes," Sheriff Tavish affirmed. "I was hired to investigate the recent attacks."
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I shivered, despite the early spring sun's warmth overhead. I pulled my cloak tighter around me, finding comfort in the familiar, worn cloth as Sheriff Tavish and I entered the wood. 
"That makes sense, given all the tacked up notices around Woodside," I said. "And you should always be careful in Littlewood Forest. Any forest, really. But still, I don't think it's that bad."
"It's not?" Sheriff Tavish raised an eyebrow. "And why do you say that?"
I shrugged. "I've traveled through these woods by myself most every week, since I was a child. And I'm still alive."
He smiled, his eyes twinkling. "Then you must know some special secret. Care to share?"
I blushed in spite of myself. "There's no secret. I'm just watchful, I guess."
A surprisingly easy silence fell between us. 
"My goodness, where are my manners?" Sheriff Tavish said out of the blue. "Here, let me carry your basket."
"It's all right, you don't need—" But my protests went unheeded as he gently removed the basket from my arm. 
"Wow, what's in this thing?" He sagged slightly under the weight, but I couldn't tell if he was exaggerating or not from his teasing tone.
"Go ahead and look, if you're so curious. Just don't spill anything."
The sheriff tweaked aside the bright red cloth and peeked inside. "Well, now I know your secret. If you get lost in the woods, you have enough food here to last you for at least a week."
I chuckled. "It's for my lola—my grandmother. Mama puts any bakery items that she deems unfit for selling in this basket, and then we give it away. Usually to the neighbors, or for charity. Or to Lola Cerise. And since Mama can be a perfectionist, the basket gets full rather fast."
"Ah. That's very kind of you both."
"It's more Mama than me."
"But you're taking the time and braving the forest to deliver it." He tucked the cloth back around the top of the basket. "Don't worry, your secret is safe with me."
I smirked. "Thanks." Eyeing my companion sidelong, I asked, "So how did you end up in Woodside?"
"I have roots here," Sheriff Tavish said. "My family goes back several generations in and around Woodside, although they left a while ago. When I heard that the sheriff's position was open, it seemed like a great way to return to a place with so much history for my family."
"Oh, that's lovely. Although it's a shame that you were hired under such troubling circumstances. We haven't needed a sheriff in Woodside for a few years. When the last one moved away, Mayor Marley didn't bother to hire a new one. It's kind of a sleepy town. Hardly anything bad happens here. Except the recent attacks, of course."
"When did they start?"
I frowned, thinking. "Just after the winter thaw. Before that, the townsfolk had found a few dead animals in the forest, but we all thought some poor beast had woken up during the winter and was cold and hungry and trying to find whatever it could. But when people started getting hurt, the mayor thought something else might be happening."
"Well, I hope to figure it out soon, so Woodside can get back to being quiet and safe."
The rest of our walk passed pleasantly, with Sheriff Tavish asking me general questions about life in Woodside. I didn't think there was much to tell—as I had told him, Woodside was a sleepy town—but, as my mother ran a beloved bakeshop, we knew most of the townspeople. After all, everyone needed bread, right?
I'll admit the conversation distracted me a bit, but Littlewood Forest didn't seem any different than usual. Aside from the occasional bird flying through, or the brief glimpse of a deer, it felt pretty safe to me. We passed through the deepest part of the forest without incident, and soon the trees began thinning.
"We're almost to Cedarbrook," I said. "My lola lives on the outskirts, just outside the forest."
"Not far, then."
"Not far at all." I paused. "Will you be heading back to Woodside right away? Or …?"
"I don't have any business in Cedarbrook to keep me there. Unless you would like an escort back?"
"Not really." At his amused look, I added, "Not that this hasn't been pleasant. But I don't want to detain you, if you have other things to attend to. I'll be able to get back to Woodside on my own just fine."
"If you're sure?"
"I am." I nodded for emphasis. "Lola makes sure I leave well before sunset. If our visits run late, then I just stay overnight with her and return in the morning. But I don't usually stay that long anymore. As she's gotten older, she wears out easily, and I hate imposing on her like that."
"All right, then," Sheriff Tavish said as we broke through the tree line. "I did want to hunt some game before the light fades."
The dirt path continued on, leading to a small house just a few feet away. Beyond that, we could see chimney smoke rising from the town of Cedarbrook.
"I guess this is where I take my leave," I said, holding my hand out expectantly, palm up, for my basket.
But instead of giving it to me, Sheriff Tavish turned my hand over and kissed the back of it. Then he held out my basket, closing my fingers over the handle. 
"It was a pleasure, Miss Claret," he said. "I hope to have the pleasure of accompanying you again soon."
With a nod and slight wave, he turned and headed back the way we had come. I watched him disappear into the forest, trying to ignore the tingly feeling that his kiss on my hand had created.
I shook my head, then shook my hand out for good measure. Nope, the tingles were still there.
Silly Claret, I told myself as I approached the house by the road.
I stepped up to the door and knocked. From within, an elderly woman's voice called out. "Who is it?"
"It's Claret, Lola Cerise."
"Oh, my darling Claret! Come in, come in!"
I tested the door. Unlocked. Smiling to myself, I went in.
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I stood in the doorway, letting my eyes adjust to the dim interior. The curtains were closed, but I knew this house by heart. 
From down the hall, my grandmother's voice called out. "Claret! Claret, my dear, sit down. I'll make us some tea."
I heard rustling, and hurried into her bedroom. Lola Cerise was struggling to get out of bed. I rushed to her bedside to help her sit up.
"Oh, there you are, my dear. Thank you. What a good girl you are."
I reached down and hugged her, noting her frail frame. "I'll take care of it, lola. You stay in bed."
"Nonsense. I'm perfectly capable." But she didn't try to stand.
"Take your time. I'll get things ready."
I went back into the main room, opening the curtains to let in some light. And promptly sneezed at the dust that kicked up. When was the last time she had cleaned in here? 
I left the basket of baked goods on the small wooden dining table by the window. I took my red cloak off and hung it up near the door. 
In the kitchen, I put the kettle in the fire to boil, then rummaged around the cupboard. Finding two mugs and two plates, I brought them over to the table.
My grandmother lived in a modest one level house, with the kitchen and main room in the front and two small bedrooms in the back. Lola Cerise usually kept a clean home, so if it was dusty in here, it meant her hip must be bothering her again. 
And the other thing about my grandmother—she loved the color red. 
It wasn't just the cloak that she had so lovingly made me years ago. Everywhere I looked around the cottage, items in all shades of red met my eyes. Crimson curtains. Burgundy furnishings. Rose and ruby colored knickknacks on display. Pictures with red as the dominant color. Even one scarlet painted accent wall, despite the high price for such colored paint. 
It wasn't all red—there were several lovely green plants on display, as Lola Cerise also loved the outdoors. And of course, not everything she purchased could be red. But if it was, then she most likely owned it.
I paused, narrowing my eyes as I stared at the wall. Perhaps my eyes were still blurry from my earlier sneezing fit, but it looked like part of the wall had moved? Just a little shadow, no bigger than my hand. But that couldn't be right. Lola Cerise's inanimate knickknacks couldn't move. 
I sniffled and wiped at my eyes, then took up a rag and began cleaning.
A high-pitched giggle floated on the air. I looked around sharply, but didn't see anything. The laughter came again, followed by a hasty shushing.
I shook my head in disbelief. I must have been hearing things. Imagining sounds into existence, as my overactive mind sometimes did.
And there—now I heard real sounds. Uneven footsteps, coming down the hallway. I looked up to see Lola Cerise making her slow way towards me.
Throwing down the rag, I hurried to her side. "Lola! I told you not to get up!"
She chuckled, a slight wheeze coloring her laugh. "And I'd be a pretty poor hostess if I just let you do all the work."
"Come, grandma." I helped her over to the little dining table, making sure she was settled before I began cleaning again.
"You don't have to do that." She waved a weak hand at me.
"I don't have to, I want to." The kettle whistled. I went back into the kitchen and took it off the stove. "Sugar?"
"No, thank you, dear." Lola Cerise sighed and leaned back. "How did I get such a wonderful granddaughter?"
I laughed. "I don't know. Just lucky, I suppose."
I finished arranging the tea tray and brought it over to the table. After I poured cups for both of us, I sat down. "Mama sent you some sweets."
"Mmm, I can see that," Lola Cerise said approvingly. She pulled off the cloth covering the basket and began looking over the contents. 
"Lola," I chided her, "you really shouldn't leave the door unlocked. There have been some animal attacks in the woods lately. What if some wild animal broke in here?"
My grandmother leaned over and patted my hand. "There's nothing to worry about, my dear. That door—and this house—is fully warded. No human can break in here, and no Fae creature can come in, unless invited. I'm perfectly safe."
"Oh, lola. While I love your confidence, I don't know where you get your superstitions from."
Lola Cerise tsked. "It's not superstition, silly girl. It's bona fide fact. The Fair Folk can only enter a building if expressly invited by one who is deeply connected to it."
"If you say so," I chuckled, used to Lola Cerise's fanciful tales. She often talked about the Fair Folk, one of the many names for the magical otherworldly beings known as the Fae. 
Not that the Fae, or their realm of Faerie, existed. No one in Woodside or Cedarbrook had seen a Fae in several generations. The old traditions—such as leaving little offerings in the woods or in one's home to appease them—had long since died out.
She knew I didn't believe in her silly stories. But that didn't stop her from telling them, or insisting that they were true.
She stilled, her eyes honing in on mine with surprising focus. "Oh, my Claret. You used to listen and believe when you were little. As much as I love your mother, I know Rowena has closed your mind to believing. But you must remember the things I've said. For as sure as your red cape will keep you safe from the evils outside, so will all the stories I've told you."
Her seriousness unnerved me. "Of course, lola. If you say so," I repeated, this time with more gravity.
I changed the subject to lighten the mood. "Speaking of Mama, she tried to play matchmaker today."
"Oh, really?" My grandmother's eyes twinkled. "Do tell, my dear."
"He's new to Woodside. A little older than me, about mid-twenties, I think. He's the new sheriff."
"Ooh. I must hear more."
The afternoon passed in a blur of conversation and good company. In between cups of tea, I made sure to clean up as much of the house as I could, despite my grandmother's protests. 
Finally, Lola Cerise looked out the window and frowned. "It's later than I thought, my dear. You should get going, before it gets dark."
"Right after I'm done with this." I held up the broom I was using to attack the dirt on the wooden floor. "I'm about halfway done."
"No, no," my lola said. "I can finish up. You shouldn't waste any more time."
"Spending time with you is never a waste," I said. But I put the broom down against a wall.
I hugged Lola Cerise and kissed her cheek. "It was so good to see you, lola. I'll be back next week."
"It was so lovely to see you, my dear." She gave me an extra squeeze. "Now, get home safely."
"I will." I put my cloak on and grabbed the basket. As I opened the door, I turned and gave a little wave. "I love you, lola."
"I love you, Claret."
"Don't forget to lock this behind me!" I closed the door on my grandmother's laughter.
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I wasn't too worried when I passed the tree line, but as I walked deeper into Littlewood Forest, I realized lola had been right about my needing to leave. It was much later than when I normally went home, as evidenced by the deep shadows already forming around me. 
It was no matter. I would be fine. I had walked this path countless times, and nothing had ever happened to me. I knew these woods, and I knew how to take care of myself. I would be fine.
Still, I started to walk faster. 
My skin started to prickle, but I didn't know why. The light was fading, but I knew it was still too early for true night. 
I stopped, realizing why I felt so uneasy. Usually, the woods were full of sounds. Birds and bugs, chirping and buzzing. Small animals darting about in the undergrowth, or larger animals making their way through.
But the entire forest was quiet.
I suddenly became acutely aware of the noise I was making. Each footfall against the dirt path. My increasingly panicked breathing.
Should I stop and hide? Or keep moving?
If I hid, it would be too easy to get disoriented in the dark forest. I didn't know how long the danger would be present. Or what the danger even was. And sunset was fast approaching.
I was about halfway through the forest. It wouldn't matter if I turned around to go back to Lola Cerise's or continued towards home. Either way, it would take me the same amount of time.
I didn't want to wait in the forest for whatever was out there to go away. I would much rather be inside—either my home, or my grandmother's—tucked away in a nice, cozy bed. 
I shivered. It was getting colder, quickly. I pulled the hood of my cloak up, wishing I was already in that nice, cozy bed.
That decided me. I was going home. I crept forward, trying to minimize the sound of my passage. I gripped the basket handle tighter in my sweaty palm, brandishing the makeshift weapon.
A few steps. And a few steps more. 
Nothing happened.
I relaxed a little. Perhaps whatever was out there had gone.
I hoped.
I continued on for a few more moments, but something still seemed wrong. I stopped, straining to listen.
Silence.
I started walking again. Stopped. And started again.
There—that was it.
I could hear the sound of my steps, but with a strange echo. They seemed a little too loud to my ears. 
Some creature was tracking me, matching me footstep for footstep. 
I picked up my pace. So did whatever was following me.
I kept going, willing my mind not to dwell on the notices Mayor Marley had posted all over Woodside. Or my earlier conversation with Sheriff Tavish.
I've traveled through these woods by myself most every week, since I was ten. And I'm still alive.
Was that a snarl I heard coming from the trees?
Oh, dear. Please, let this not be the day that I'm proven wrong.
Another guttural growl sounded, louder and more menacing. 
Without breaking stride, I turned my head ever so slightly to my right. A small glint flashed in the growing darkness.
Forget caution. Breaking one of the cardinal rules of woodland survival—never run from a predator—I broke into a run. The mysterious creature stalking me followed suit.
I ran as fast as I could. At any moment, I expected my follower to jump out from the trees and attack me. But, surprisingly, it just kept pace with me.
The trees began to thin out up ahead. I was nearly to the forest's edge. 
The last of the light faded. Twilight settled around me.
With a low moan that crescendoed into a loud roar, my pursuer sprang at me.
I screamed. The creature swiped at me, catching the edge of my cloak. It hissed and yelped, dropping the cloth as if it had been burned.
It was a close call, but I wasn't going to stick around to give it another try at me. With the last of my energy, I sprinted down the path, through the tree line—
—And ran right into something solid and unmoving.
I screamed again. Wielding my basket like a club, I swatted at the obstacle over and over. 
Strong arms encircled me. Perhaps to calm me down, but I suspect also to still my attacks. "Woah, woah. Hold on, there."
I twisted in the person's grasp, to no avail. With my arms pinned, I moved on to the next best thing.
My booted foot made satisfying contact with a leg. 
"Ow!"
The arms around me loosened, and I stepped back, breathing hard, basket weapon at the ready.
"Miss Claret! Please, stop! It's just me, Sheriff Tavish."
His words clicked in my head just as the town lamplighter finished his task on Woodside's Main Street. The soft yellow glow bathed the sheriff's face and form, proving the truth in his words.
"Oh my goodness!" I clapped a hand over my mouth, embarrassed. "Sheriff Tavish! I am so sorry. I didn't mean to hit you. I was just so scared. I thought you were …" I broke off, realizing I was babbling.
"It's all right," he said. "I know you weren't trying to hurt me. At least, I don't think you were?" Amusement laced his voice.
"No," I affirmed. "I was coming back from my grandmother's, and something was following me. I tried to make it back to Woodside as fast as I could. I was able to escape it. Barely."
The sheriff's face was grave as he regarded me, then the woods behind me. "Did it harm you at all?"
"N-no. I don't think so. But—" I paused, thinking of my unknown attacker's hiss of pain when it had touched my cloak. 
"But what?"
I hesitated. Should I tell the sheriff about it? But it seemed so bizarre. And I had been so panicked. Maybe I had imagined it. I decided against saying anything.
"Nothing. I'm just surprised I managed to get away. It tracked me halfway through the forest, and hardly seemed winded."
"Hmm. Interesting." He looked between me and the forest again. But we were—thankfully—alone. "You look shaken, Miss Claret. Let me escort you home."
"Oh, no. I'm fine." I took two steps and my knees buckled underneath me.
Sheriff Tavish's arm shot out, grabbing my elbow to keep me upright. When he was satisfied I was steady on my feet again, he said, "I insist. Allow me."
He took the basket from my unresisting hands and offered me his arm. Gratefully, I took it and allowed him to escort me home under the comforting, safe yellow lamps of Woodside.
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The next day was so normal that I began to doubt that the event in the woods had ever happened. I woke up, got dressed, and, after a quick breakfast, I went to help Mama with the bakeshop. The morning passed by in a blur of baking (mostly Mama) and fetching things for patrons (mostly me).  
I had just finished wrapping up the purchases for a group of three women when Mama asked me, "Claret? I was putting some rolls in the basket and couldn't find the red cloth that covers it. Do you know where it is?"
I waved at the exiting trio, then turned to Mama, my eyebrows furrowed in confusion. "Isn't it with the basket?"
Mama shook her head. "No. And I searched all around, but it wasn't on the floor or in the house anywhere."
Oh, dear. Apparently I hadn't imagined my twilight trip through the woods. I must have dropped the cloth when I was fleeing the mysterious creature.
But I hadn't told my mother about what had happened. If she found out, she would understandably worry—and then probably forbid me from visiting Lola Cerise unless she could accompany me. But since the bakeshop always kept her so busy, it would be weeks before she would be able to get away and go with me.
I loved my lola dearly. And frankly, I was much closer to her than I was to my mother. I didn't want to go that long without seeing her.
But now, since I had lost the covering, I would have to confess. I braced myself for the inevitable, and opened my mouth to speak.
The bell above the shop door jingled.
I promptly closed my mouth as Sheriff Tavish strode into the shop.
"Hello, sheriff," Mama said. "How can we help you today?"
"I believe this is yours." He held up a red cloth.
Oh dear, oh dear. I was in for it now.
Mama reached out and took it from him. "Wherever did you find this?" 
She ran loving fingers down the length of the cloth. "My mother gave this to me as a gift, years ago, when the bakeshop first opened. She said it would bring the business luck. It's silly, I know, but I like having it nearby."
I gave Mama a sharp look. She didn't often talk about Lola Cerise—at least, not in such a wistful manner. 
"I'm glad I could return such a valuable keepsake, then, Madam Pangati."
Mama shook out the cloth, dislodging some dirt and leaves. She frowned. "Oh, my. Why is it torn?"
She was looking at the sheriff, who was looking at me. He paused. I stared into his eyes, imploring him not to give me away.
"It was just outside the bakeshop door," he said smoothly. "Please forgive me. I stepped on it, that's how I noticed it, and when I tried to pry it from my shoe, it stuck to the bottom and I ripped it by accident."
I finally found my voice. "I must not have noticed it fall when I came home last night. It was a bit later than when I usually return. Thank you for returning it." 
With a giddiness I didn't expect, I added, "And it was probably leftover honey glaze, that caused it to stick to your shoe. Take care that you don't have a line of ants following you home."
"It was my pleasure. And I'll be sure to do so." His emerald eyes danced with amusement. And a question.
"I think such a chivalrous act deserves a thank you," Mama said. She swept a hand around the room. "Pick whatever you like. On the house."
"Thank you. Hmm. How about that?" He pointed at a berry tart.
Mama wrapped one in paper, but when she was about to wrap a second, he stopped her. "Madam Pangati, I'll only take one."
"Nonsense," she said. "Please. I insist."
He paused, then smiled. "All right, then. I'll eat it right away. Thank you, again."
"Of course." She turned to me after she handed Sheriff Tavish the tarts. "Claret, while it's quiet, can you run to the mayor's office? Tell them I'll have the order ready on time, but we'll need to borrow a cart and horse from them, if possible. Also, if they have any special requests, they should let me know right away."
"All right, Mama." 
"And when you get home, please take care of this." She waved the basket cloth at me. "Since you're the one who lost it, you can be the one to clean it and patch it up."
I groaned. I hated sewing. "All right, Mama." 
"I'd be happy to escort you to Mayor Marley's, Miss Claret," Sheriff Tavish said. 
I was about to decline—after all, the mayor's office was located in town, not in the woods—but then changed my mind. With a smirk, I said, "That sounds lovely, sheriff."
Mama beamed, as if she had suggested he accompany me herself. "Take your time, Claret. I can handle things back here."
"I'll see you out front."
Sheriff Tavish nodded and left. And for the second time in as many days, I found myself walking around Woodside with the handsome new sheriff. 
As we walked away from Rowena's Bakeshop, I asked him, "Where did you find that cloth?"
"It was inside the woods," he said. "From the way you were swinging that basket around last night, I'm not surprised it dropped from it."
"Inside the woods?" I frowned, thinking. "But I didn't hit whatever was following me with my basket. Just you."
The sheriff smirked. "How fortunate I am, then, that I'm the only one you deigned to attack."
I nudged him lightly with my shoulder. "Yes, consider it a privilege."  
"I was surprised it blew so far in, though," he continued. "I don't recall having a heavy breeze last night."
We hadn't, that I remembered. At least, I didn't think we did? I had been
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