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    To everyone out there working to protect natural wonders and uncover the secrets of the world around us.
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​Welcome

[image: ]


Long, long ago, a coven of witches created a world just beyond ours—a realm of fairy tales.

In Beyond, humans rub shoulders with mythical creatures, and magic mixes with science.

There are only three rules:

Happily

accept that we share the same home

Ever

remember that what you take, you must also give

After

struggle will always lead to new beginnings

So, if you are ready . . . you are welcome here.

* * *
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​Cast of Characters
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Top thirteen, in alphabetical order

––––––––
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Doug: faun; herb seller in Belville’s market

Dusty: handy-gnome and jack of all trades, best friend to William

Jack: mysterious newcomer to Belville, much distressed

Keith: new in town; long-lost relative of Lavender, and Jack

Lavender: longtime tavern owner of Belville; relative of Jack’s

Luca: bookseller and scholar, complicated past; friendly to a fault

Olivia: fresh police recruit assigned to Belville to learn from Officer Thorn

Red: alchemist and child of Seers, full name Cinnabar Sunset

Rowan, Sir: old-fashioned knight; works at Red’s Alchemy & Potions; first name Rhys

Thorn, Officer: half-orc policewoman in charge of keeping law in Belville; first name Mina

Trent: official Witch, lives in a Hut outside of town; serves as healer for Belville

Vesper: reclusive sorcerer with a long history in Belville

William: canine familiar, capable of protection magic and plenty of sass
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Chapter One: Waiting and Wondering
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When you venture out into the world, you learn to trust your judgment. But sometimes, for one reason or another, you get cooped up and start to doubt yourself.

I’d spent yet another morning huddled in my lab. Torrential rain pounded at the back door—as it had every day for the past week. The only sound from the potions shop beyond was William snoring.

Since William and I had settled in rural Belville four and a half years ago, we’d endured our fair share of storms. But this autumn was shaping up to be in a class all its own. If it rained any more, I thought the whole town might just slide off the mountain and into the lake. That, or the lake itself would rise up and swallow us. And yet it did keep raining, more and more, and we’d yet to fall victim to any terrible disaster.

Of course, that’s how it’s supposed to go, right? All across the magical world of Beyond, people have devised spells and magitech and tricks of architecture to protect themselves from flooding. My own potions shop was no exception—with protection magic being William’s specialty, we were safe in many more ways than one. I was grateful, truly, but I was also itching for a change of scene. I’d grown up in a desert climate where storms whipped in and out of town, sometimes in minutes. Stuck under my work bench, my feet bounced nonstop. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something would happen, and soon.

I took a sip of the steaming matcha perched on the window between my lab and the potions shop. Though I had a strict rule against food in the laboratory when I was working, I’d grown quite lax over the past seven days.

Everything is fine, I reminded myself. It’s good to have a chance to catch up on potion-making.

Belville’s official celebration of Samhain, otherwise known as All Hallow’s Eve or Halloween, was only ten days away. As the only alchemist in town, I’d been asked to supply glow powder and weak glamour potions—not to mention a cartload of ever-sticking glue to secure the decorations that would adorn Market Square. Because of all my time spent indoors lately, I’d even managed to come up with a new kind of lightstick that shone with black light, giving an eerie effect that the local kids would love. And all this business was on top of my usual seasonal orders for things like overwintering fertilizer potions, warming powders, and holiday soaps or cleaning potions for those preparing to host out-of-town family. Autumn was a pretty profitable time to be an alchemist . . .

. . . That’s if there’s actually a Samhain festival at all, I couldn’t help but think.

I took another sip of matcha and shook my head, willing myself not to be so morose. But that was the trouble: it wasn’t just that I was bored. I was worried.

There was no reason to be, of course. Sure, our first few autumns in Belville had seen some crime—a mysterious haunted castle at first, and then a string of seriously frightening attacks the year afterward. But life in Belville was quiet and idyllic, on the whole, and it had been a long time since my friends and I had been drawn into an investigation. Months, at least. And to be fair, that one murder investigation over the summer had occurred while we were visiting my parents back in the Blue Desert Isles, many hundreds of miles away . . .

I shook my head again. No, it wasn’t crime I was worried about. And it wasn’t weather-related disasters either—not really. Actually, it was something much closer to home.

My partner, Luca, was what truly troubled me.

Out on the shop floor, William’s snores ended in a snort. There was the sound of paws stretching across the wooden floor as he woke. A moment later, he had perched himself on the stool behind the sales counter—from which he could peer through the interior window at me.

“You don’t look like you’re working very hard,” he observed.

I pushed my lab goggles up over my black hair, the better for him to see me roll my eyes. William was a magical familiar, a being that had been created by a sorcerer but had personality and power of his own. In William’s case, it was protection magic and sarcasm—not necessarily in that order. He could be a pill, but he was deeply loyal. Besides, he was my oldest friend.

He also was, for all practical purposes, a big, fluffy black dog. At some times wolfish and at other times sheepish, he was, at present, just smelly. “Hard to work around here when it smells like wet dog,” I told him, smiling wryly.

“You’re just looking for excuses. I don’t smell.” William shook himself self-righteously, his soft ears flapping.

“Was it worth it?” I asked.

William gave me a long-suffering look, something he’d perfected over our years together. His magic, usually a deep blue sparkle, crackled faintly over his head in answer to my question. “Not even a bit. Cursed cloud cover’s too thick.”

“It’s like having a solar-powered mining assistant,” I chuckled, momentarily distracted from my own woes.

“Har har,” said William, unamused. For reasons I didn’t fully understand—as an alchemist, I handled scientific matters, and left magical expertise to William himself—his magic was strengthened by time spent under the stars. He was forever going out for late-night walks by himself, replenishing his power. Apparently, though, walks in the rain were not effective. “See how funny you think it is when all the shop wards fail.”

I stopped laughing. “Is that possible?”

“Ha! Got your attention,” said William smugly, shifting on his stool before answering. “But no, not really. I’ve invested so much time and power into the protections on this place that by now they’re basically part of the woodwork. They’ll linger a long time after we’re both gone, most likely. I was just being dramatic to make sure you were listening.”

He narrowed his dark eyes over that last point, and I blushed. I should have reminded him that he is always dramatic, but my guilty conscience spoke for me. “Why? Have I been that distracted lately?”

“You have,” William confirmed. “And don’t bother telling me it’s because you’re busy with potions. The only customers we’ve had for days are the ones with long-standing orders, and you could make Gloria’s soaps in your sleep by now. You’re just hiding back there, stewing.”

Someone woke up feeling confrontational, I thought. But I had to admit he was right. My little lab room was like a safety blanket, tucked around my shoulders. I sighed, running one hand through my long ponytail. Instead of answering directly, I asked, “Has Luca seemed different to you lately?”

“Actually, I thought he seemed pretty unconcerned for a purveyor of books and guardian of old town records in the face of the rainstorm of the century,” William said, glibly. I didn’t bother replying; as Belville’s resident scholar, Luca had certainly protected his bookstore from rain, of all things. William huffed and added, “Do you really not know?”

My head snapped up from contemplating my work bench. “Know what?”

“You don’t know?” William stared at me.

“Know what?” I repeated, my worry quickly becoming annoyance.

In that moment, there was a thundering noise at the back door of my lab. It was far too familiar to be the storm.

No, I knew at once that it wasn’t a force of nature—it was Belville’s police.

* * *
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To be fair, Officer Thorn is just as brash and inexorable as any hurricane or flash flood.

She established herself in an old armchair in my shop. Though most of my shop floor was taken up by wall-mounted shelves of potions and shoulder-high rows of dried flowers, powdered minerals, and other merchandise, I kept a cozy space in the back corner next to the register for people waiting on custom orders—or for visiting friends. Two armchairs sheltered by an old bookcase flanked a side table set with a tea tray. Most of the tea I made was sold at the local café, but I liked to offer new experimental or seasonal blends for free to brave customers.

Officer Thorn was nothing if not brave. A steaming cup of rosehip and clove herbal tea looked almost like a child’s toy in her hands, and her booted feet stretched out halfway across the fluffy red area rug. Her mother was an orc, which meant Thorn had mossy green skin, long pointed ears, and a toothy grin. She was also perhaps twice my size without being much taller. She was tall—easily six feet—but most of her bulk was muscle. As always, she was wearing her perfectly tailored blue police uniform, and her long black hair fell straight and shiny behind her shoulders.

But today her brown eyes were worried, her brow creased. “I’ve had strange tips before, but never something quite like this.”

“You still haven’t explained anything,” William reminded her. He remained on his stool behind the counter, but I’d come out of my lab to join them. Sometimes, physically pushing Thorn through the interior door to the shop was the only way to get her out of my lab, where she was akin to a bull in a china shop.

“Someone came by to see you in this weather?” I prompted, leaning against the counter with my matcha in hand.

Thorn shook her head. “Anonymous letter pushed through the mail slot. Only came a minute ago, but I didn’t see a soul on the road. Brought it straight here—see if you can make anything of it.”

She fished in her pocket and pulled out a scrap of folded paper, holding it out for me to take. I did so, settling back against the sales counter so that William could read it over my shoulder:

A child has been kidnapped and is being kept on Belville Mountain

Just one line, inked in refined capital letters. The paper itself was clean and white, but the upper part had been torn off, leaving a jagged edge.

“Not much to go on,” William observed.

I have to admit—at first I was just glad it didn’t have anything to do with Luca. The unfortunate timing of Officer Thorn’s visit had set butterflies going in my stomach. I took a deep breath now, trying to focus. “What about the parents? Has anyone come forward to say their child is missing?” I asked.

Thorn tossed back half her tea in a gulp. “No one yet. That’s the strange thing. Why write such an impersonal note about such a personal crime? Think it’s just a Samhain prank?”

“If it just happened, maybe the parents haven’t realized yet,” William pointed out grimly. “Or maybe the kid was brought here from somewhere else. Doesn’t your guild have a wire system or something?”

This comment was calculated to annoy, because William knew full well that the Police Guild did have a magitech system that enabled each station to communicate with the others. Because Belville Station was tiny—just Officer Thorn and the occasional new recruit getting some on-the-job training—we’d often seen Thorn reach out to other local stations for assistance. Of course, that was just for information; when it came to actual backup, she usually recruited townsfolk—like ourselves. As such, she was very familiar with William’s brand of teasing.

“No active cases within fifty miles,” she replied matter-of-factly. “The newbie’s stationed at the desk in case anything comes in. But I don’t have a good feeling about it.”

“It’s not a funny prank, if it is one,” I agreed. “I can run some tests on the ink and paper for you, but it seems a little beside the point right now. I suppose that is why you brought it over, though?”

Officer Thorn downed the rest of her tea and poured herself a fresh cup from the pot. “Might as well see what you can get from it. For now, I’m treating the case as serious. It’s the only way. What about you? You haven’t heard anything lately?”

She squinted at William, who whined. “I’m magical and clever but I’m not omniscient.”

“No, you’re an omni-gossip,” Thorn said, ignoring our groans at her attempted pun. “I thought you might have heard rumors I hadn’t.”

“Oh, is that why you really came over?” I asked, amused.

“Well, I haven’t heard anything.” William waved his nose in the air—probably indignant about having to admit that he knew nothing. He and his friend, Dusty, were definitely the prime gossips in Belville. Officer Thorn knew her sources well.

There was a pause as our guest drained her second cup of tea and we pondered what to ask next. In the muffled silence, I heard my lab door open once more.

“Good afternoon, Red, William!” a new voice called.

I was reluctant to give up thinking about the strange note, and yet I hated to be rude to my one official employee. William was a handy assistant, of course, but he got room and board and entitlement as his wages. Sir Rowan, on the other hand, could find employment elsewhere if he so chose.

Not that he would. Since his arrival in town a few years back, he’d settled in very well. Once a knight of fairy tales and legends, with all the chain mail and courtly manners to show for it, he’d relaxed bit by bit into small town life. As a result, he now managed to call me simply Red, rather than Miss Red, which had made me feel like an old-timey school teacher. He’d also invited us to use his personal name, Rhys.

I knew it was Rhys without looking, of course. He was the only person, aside from Officer Thorn, who insisted upon entering the potions shop via the back door—more pertinently, via my lab, which I usually kept off-limits during work. He also was the only person who had perfected the art of cloak-wearing to the point where he could open a door, even in this storm, and not bring in bucketfuls of rain with him. For that, at least, I was appreciative.

He’d just finished hanging said cloak on a hook in the corner beside my kiln when I poked my head over to catch a glimpse of him through my open lab window. “Hey, Rhys,” I said, stowing the note for now. “How’s the mountain? Still there?”

“It would take quite a storm indeed to have such a lasting effect on Belville Mountain.” Rhys arched one dark brow over a friendly smile as he turned around. His skin was pale, especially compared to my brown tones, but his hair was just as dark as mine and his eyes were startlingly blue. He stood almost too tall for my little lab, and yet he had a way of moving that made him seem instantly suited to whatever space he entered. Even now he bowed slightly, as though it was entirely natural. But even in a crisp white shirt and green shop apron, his posture said try anything and you’ll be beat before you begin.

He was very handy around the shop. Not for beating miscreants—we rarely had any of those—but because he adored organizing things.

And William, in turn, adored him. “Rhys! Officer Thorn needs your help.”

“Does she?” Rhys emerged from the lab and turned to find Officer Thorn, as though he had known all along she was waiting in that armchair. “I would be happy to be of assistance after my shift.”

“She can make her own calls, thanks very much,” Thorn retorted, eyeing William. But then she turned to Rhys with a more professional air. “You and Daisy haven’t seen anything amiss? Strangers on the trails, new campsites popping up, that kind of thing?”

“None. One would have to be very foolhardy to camp in this weather.” Rhys lingered by the door.

“Are the pixies worried about all this rain?” William asked.

This was enough to distract him momentarily. “Not as of yet. But you know how my lady Daisy is,” Rhys answered fondly.

Rhys and his “lady,” Daisy, lived high on the mountain along with a magical tree and a bunch of tiny pixies. Daisy had inherited the task of looking after all that magic, and tended to be reclusive—and worried. Personally, I didn’t blame her in the least. Looking after a shop was the extent of my power; I couldn’t imagine looking after a herd of magical creatures who considered the entire mountain to be their home.

“You might as well tell him everything,” I said to Officer Thorn. “He and Daisy could keep an eye out, at the very least. And he’ll see me running tests anyway.”

“I wouldn’t pry,” Rhys said, mildly.

Nevertheless, Thorn filled him in on the possible kidnapping case.

“How terrible. We will naturally do everything we can to help,” Rhys said, once she was finished. “But as of this moment, no useful information comes to mind. You might consider going to Daisy herself, however. At this moment, she and Luca should still be in the Pomegranate Café.”

“What?” My mug slipped in my hands, even as I tried to sound casual.

“Didn’t you know?” Innocently, Rhys turned to face William and me. His eyes were clear, his tone bland. “Luca went out to see the old keep with Daisy today.”
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Chapter Two: The Usual Lineup
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The Pomegranate Café was a one-minute walk from Red’s Alchemy and Potions, sitting on the same corner of Market Square. As I made the trek in my rubber boots and large umbrella, it seemed to take ages. And that was even with Officer Thorn next to me, hurrying us along.

The potential case should have been my first priority, I knew that. But I found it difficult to feel as urgent as Thorn did. I was, frankly, distracted. I wouldn’t say I’m a jealous person. I’m not even the sort of person who gets regular feelings about things—premonitions, gut instincts, and the like. My parents are Seers, but I don’t have a divining bone in my body. I’ve gotten better about recognizing my feelings, and yet . . .

Luca had been my best friend since I settled in Belville, and we’d been dating for two years. He basically lived in the apartment above my shop with me. Until a few days ago. Suddenly, he started having evening meetings and staying over at his bookshop apartment instead.

Who has meetings in rain storms like this? I wondered for the umpteenth time as we splashed through puddles on the cobblestone street.

Fortunately, the rain was loud enough that Officer Thorn didn’t bother trying to talk over any more of her case.

In fact, the white siding and plum pink trim of the Pomegranate was hardly visible through sheets of water. Its little porch and patio furniture, usually an adorable outdoor space full of customers reading books from the nearby lending library, looked about as gray and forlorn as I felt. But the light pouring from the café’s windows was a soft yellow, friendly and inviting.

As soon as Officer Thorn opened the door, in fact, some of my melancholy was whooshed away with the warm air. Sofas and tables under the front windows to either side of me were full of people chatting. Even the second floor balcony brimmed with tea drinkers and readers. Scents of cinnamon and pumpkin wafted out from the kitchen at the back, and behind the counter to the left side, I could see Sakura’s white head bobbing back and forth as she worked her tea pots and espresso machines.

I also spotted Luca and Daisy standing at the register. Without thinking about it, I wove through the café tables to meet them, the officer trailing behind. Rhys had told us we should come find them here, and yet still, somehow I felt like an interloper.

“Red!” Luca’s dark face shone with a wide smile as he turned and saw me. No one could possibly feel unwelcome around Luca. He wore the long black robes of his scholarly profession, as usual, the hood shading his bright green eyes. “What are you doing here? I thought you’d be busy at your shop. Hi, Officer Thorn.”

“Rhys just got in, and suggested we find you here,” I mumbled. “Hey, Daisy.”

Daisy, a tall woman with red hair and freckles, smiled shyly at me. As usual, she was under-dressed for the weather in cutoff shorts and an oversize sweater. She and Rhys came from practically immortal heritage, and along with long lives, they both seemed to have developed a disdain for passing fads like seasonal attire.

“I need a minute to talk with Daisy,” Officer Thorn said, doing her best to be discreet. Her best was still loud and official enough that several people at nearby tables craned their necks to look at us.

“We’re almost done here,” Daisy said quietly, biting her lip. Most people in town were so used to Officer Thorn that I rarely saw anyone get nervous around her. But it was truly uncommon for Daisy to come down from the mountain, so perhaps she’d not had the chance to become accustomed to our bold officer.

“You have good timing,” said Luca, agreeably. “Do either of you want something? I haven’t paid yet. We just ordered cocoas. Would you like one too, Red?”

“I have matcha back at the shop to finish,” I said, unreasonably reluctant to join in anything as nice as hot chocolate.

“One wonders why you came here then,” Sakura called in a singsong voice from behind the counter.

I glowered at her. Sakura, owner of the Pomegranate Café and also a dear friend, was entirely unflappable. She beamed angelically back at me. Ironic, considering that she was actually a shadow witch and had once been under suspicion for murder. With her big blue eyes, rosy cheeks, bobbed white hair, and penchant for frilly dresses, looking innocent came naturally to her. Unfortunately, so did insight and confrontation.

“Red?” Luca asked, when I didn’t reply verbally. “Is everything okay?”

“Try not to hold up the line, won’t you?” Sakura added with a cheeky grin.

This time I stuck my tongue out at her. The Pomegranate was probably the only business in town—aside from Lavender’s Tavern, perhaps—that was busier because of the massive storm. There wasn’t actually a line at this moment, though, and I knew she was just doing her best to stir the pot.

“I’m fine,” I said finally. “I don’t want anything. Thanks though. I just, um, wanted to . . . help out Officer Thorn. And hear how your meeting went?”

Alright, not my best effort. I never said alchemists made great liars.

“Meeting?” Luca looked uncertain, and busied himself with paying Saki for the drinks. While she turned around to gather some mugs, black sparkles crackling around her as she used magic to lengthen her prosthetic legs and help her reach a high shelf, the rest of us drifted along the counter to the pickup section at the end. Officer Thorn crossed her arms, practically tapping her toes. Daisy remained silent. Luca cleared his throat. “Ah, that is, it wasn’t anything important, you know. Just checking on the old fort up on the mountain. There’s some interesting local history there, right, Daisy?”

“I first met Rhys there,” Daisy agreed in a low voice, so soft it was hard to hear her. I doubted that moment was exactly what Luca had in mind when he talked about town history, but then again, Daisy was the single most powerful protector of Belville Mountain, so maybe it did matter who she associated with. Under her thoughtful green-eyed gaze, I squirmed.

“Well,” I managed, trying to wedge myself into the corner where the wall met the counter top, “were you worried it was flooding or something?”

“Oh, no,” said Luca, “it definitely won’t flood.” At this, a thought seemed to strike him, and he looked up at Daisy nervously. “Er, that is, it has taken on a lot of damage in recent years. The outer wall is still a bit broken in places. So we decided it’s really not suitable for, uh, keeping any records there.”

Keeping records there? Please. Even if the bookstore was running out of room—which was perpetually the case—I knew Luca would never consider storing important documents so far away from town. The “old keep” was an ancient stone fort hours away, straight up the mountain. Scholars, apparently, could be even worse liars than alchemists.

“Did you see anything while you were out there?” Officer Thorn finally burst. She stood at the corner of the counter, crowding the rest of us in. “Anything unusual?”

“No,” said Luca, looking at Daisy again, “at least, I don’t think so?”

“It depends what you mean by ‘unusual,’” Daisy whispered unhelpfully.

“Any other people?” Officer Thorn asked pointedly.

“Oh. No,” said Daisy, as Luca shook his head. “I would know if there were strangers around.”

“Aren’t we all strangers, in one way or another?” Saki observed, her eyes dancing with mischief as she slid two piping hot cocoas, one covered in thick whipped cream and sprinkles, one drizzled with caramel, over the counter.

“We were just, um, doing a bit of a survey,” Luca explained, reaching for the mugs.

“There’s still the Lost River Outlook,” Daisy said. She accepted her caramel cocoa demurely as Luca passed it to her, his hand shaking a little. After a preliminary sip, she focused on him rather than on the officer nearby, adding, “Perhaps Red would like to go with you to see that one.”

Luca sputtered and his cup clattered back to its saucer, leaving whipped cream on his nose.

“Careful,” said Saki. “They’re hot.” With a little wave, she left us to loiter and returned to her register to help the next customers.

“Yagggh,” said Luca, expressively. “That is hot. Um, that’s not such a bad idea though, Daisy. What do you think, Red? I was planning to go see it tomorrow. Daisy says it’s about an hour out of town. Would you like to come too?”

“She’d better,” said Officer Thorn, eyeing me over their shoulders. I got the feeling this might be payback for William telling her what to do earlier. But underneath that, it was clear that she really was concerned. She went on, “Because I’m about to ask Daisy to help me with a search effort. I can’t promise it won’t last through tomorrow.”

I watched both Luca and Daisy, still uncertain exactly what I was stepping into. “Sure, that works,” I said at last. “Rhys comes in at lunchtime tomorrow, so I could go then. We can keep an eye out on our way, too.”

Strange notes about kidnapping aside, how much trouble could one old “outlook” really be?
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Chapter Three: Off on Adventure
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Apparently, Officer Thorn wasn’t ready to commit to a full-scale search just yet. After talking a little more with Daisy, she left to check in at the local school and at the police station, in case her “newbie”—Olivia, an older recruit who was hoping to make the police guild her second career—had heard any news. She left us all under strict instruction not to go spreading rumors before she was able to cover all her bases and figure out if the note was true. Given how packed the café had been, I privately thought that much of the town had probably put two and two together. But, I was grateful for a quiet evening inside, and curious about how the next day would develop.

Despite my cautious hopes, the morning’s mail brought even more confusion.

Though this particular confusion had nothing to do with Luca, I found myself sharing it with him as we set out from town on foot that afternoon. He was always a good listener, and it was a nice, neutral topic.

“Zady has been gossiping about me,” I announced. My breath huffed white in the air, and a light rain still fell on my umbrella. But somehow, the dirt road out of town was reassuring under my boots. My next words didn’t come out quite so petulantly. “I got a box from Paracelsus this morning and he mentioned her specifically.”

“She did warn you that she writes to him, too,” Luca said at my side. On our trip to the Blue Desert Isles, he’d become fond of both my parents.

I sighed. We passed the police station, squatting quietly at the edge of town, and headed for the thick forest. Much of the woods around Belville were evergreen, the trees old and tall, their tops disappearing into the mist today. It was such a different sight from the lab bench I’d been staring at for a week straight. I could practically feel the knots along my spine untangling. “I know, she did. And I know you think it’s cute. You’re not wrong. But it is a little unnerving to realize that your mother and your old mentor still talk about you. Still! I’ve been out on my own for years!”

Luca chuckled, shaking droplets from his dark umbrella. “That’s fair, I guess, but you do lead a pretty interesting life. You can see why they’d talk about it.”

“It was never my intention to start crime solving.” I caught Luca’s eye from the corner of mine, and finally smiled. Even the rain didn’t seem so bad. “You know what he sent me? Notebooks. And a task. He said, since he’d heard so much about my investigations from Zady and I was clearly becoming ‘even more talented than anyone had predicted,’ maybe I could find the source of a strange glowing wildflower for him. It’s rumored to come from Belville Mountain, but it’s not from the pixies’ hideout—I already asked Rhys when he came in today, and he didn’t recognize its description.”

This time, Luca tipped his head back and laughed outright. “You’ve been given homework!”

“I have,” I agreed, though I didn’t feel miserable about it any more. “Because I’ve done too well in all my other ‘extracurricular’ activities, according to him and Zady.”

“I suppose that’s the risk you run,” Luca mused. As we followed the road into the forest, the world became more muffled, the rain on the leaves above our heads falling without reaching us—as though we were walking along the bottom of a lake. His voice steady, if a little quieter, Luca added, “I wonder if Officer Thorn was feeling the same way. Aside from this new search effort, it’s been peaceful around town lately.”

When Thorn had questioned Daisy on the Pomegranate’s damp porch, Luca had naturally been involved and heard the whole tale. It seemed more like a puzzle to me than ever. “She stopped by early this morning to see if I’d learned anything helpful from the note, which I hadn’t. But she did say no one’s been able to figure out what child might be missing. So it does seem like a wild goose chase at this point.”

“Maybe she could use some homework, then,” Luca said.

“Her homework is running the volunteer effort for the Halloween fair, and she assigns it to herself every year,” I pointed out dryly. “I’m surprised she hasn’t insisted everyone hang up fabric streamers and paper skeletons around the Square already, even with the search and the rain.”

“Give it a few days. I just finished the bookstore displays this morning,” Luca said, modest satisfaction creeping into his voice.

Modest satisfaction was about as close as Luca ever came to being proud of himself. He had a tumultuous past and had inherited his bookstore from someone who’d treated him terribly. Even so, he’d come a long way toward regaining confidence since I’d known him, and he’d always remained optimistic.

Reminded of how we’d both grown together, I smiled over at him. “What theme did you go with this year?”

“I set up the children’s section with spooky stories again,” Luca said, eyes alight. “But I thought it might be fun to try something even scarier for adults. I pulled together all our archived news articles and books about true crime topics from all over Beyond. Did you know there’s a few old cold cases right here in Belville?”

“And William assured me it was such a sleepy town when we moved in,” I observed, amused mostly by Luca’s enthusiasm. The forest around us was so still, like we were the only people on the mountain. It was hard to think seriously about crime. “Does Officer Thorn know?”

“I’m sure the Police Guild has a system for keeping track. Here, we’re supposed to take this path—Daisy gave me instructions,” Luca said, interrupting himself to point out an overgrown trail that led up the mountain side, above the main road. I followed him onto it, my breath quickening as the path began to climb. In front, his face hidden, Luca added, “Anyway to be fair, one of the cold cases was actually mine, so she definitely knew about that one. And solved it, with your and William’s help.”

I frowned at the roots and dirt beneath my feet. It made sense—Luca had been entangled with a dramatic case involving curses, a lost castle, and an ancient secret society when we’d met him. But I was surprised any record remained of that at all. “Are all the unsolved cases really that old?”

“There’s one even older.” Luca’s voice turned speculative. “Belville’s been here a really long time, and even though it’s difficult to be certain of anything the farther we go back into history, we do have some records from centuries ago. Given how long-lived some people are, there might even be people in town who remember those times.”

I thought this over. I was breathing heavily now, stiff and sore from too much sitting in recent days. Talking was no longer easy, but I could ponder. Daisy and Rhys were suitably long-lived, but Rhys was a relative newcomer in Belville, and Daisy’s family had









[image: ]





















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Alchemical Tales

‘TANGLED {JP

0o
Eigﬁtﬁ
in the
award-winni ng
- series
>
x X
x

Elle Hartford





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





