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Prologue
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There are a few things I have to tell you for this to make any sense.

The first is that I’m a shadow witch.

The second is that I run a cafe in a small town called Belville, and I’m pretty good at it (aside from getting up in the mornings).

The third is that one of my best friends is an alchemist named Red, and she tends to get into trouble. She can tell you all about that herself in her own book. But for now, suffice it to say that when I tried, last summer, to throw her a celebratory girls’ trip before her upcoming wedding, in a beautiful and very popular ancient city called Helenia, no less, what we ended up doing was getting embroiled in local disappearances and helping the police bring down a prominent business leader who’d turned to crime.

The fourth is that a judge later ruled that said business owner should not be allowed to hold on to, nor to profit from, any of her property gained during the time of the crime.

The fifth is that said business owner then decided to leave her unfinished “divine health resort” to me.

[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One: Legends
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Sakura

I’m not a particularly health-conscious person. An accident in my youth left me with prosthetic legs from the knee down and a firm conviction that as long as I have most of my body parts and they’re working sort-of properly, I’m fine. It also helps that my interests tend to run to love and food rather than, say, running marathons.

Nor am I a person who attaches much significance to matters of divinity.

And I’m not a big fan of resorts, either.

But on this particular winter day, I was tired and confused and disappointed in myself enough to admit that maybe a resort was what I needed. Maybe. From the main street in Helenia, I looked up, up, up. (I’m also not a particularly tall person.) Helenia is famous for being an island surrounded by sparkling blue waters and featuring one very large, hopefully dead volcano. The city itself is plastered to the volcano’s side, a bunch of cobblestone streets and white buildings with tile roofs and terribly steep staircases, all spread out along the crescent-shaped harbor behind me.

And we were headed all the way up that dead volcano in a glorified chair lift.

Tourists of all stripes were waiting patiently in line, filling up gondola after gondola and being whisked into the air. Whisked at a rumbling, mechanical pace, in any case. On my last trip to Helenia, I’d missed this particular tourist attraction. Serene beaches and restaurants boasting live music were more my speed. But, this trip wasn’t about my enjoyment—it was business.

One glance at my companion was all that was necessary to confirm that. Bertram was tall, thin, and as straight-backed as the clipboard he carried close to his chest. He’d been talking nonstop. I was starting to wonder if his presence was some sort of test. Or if perhaps this “inheritance” was all some kind of elaborate revenge.

“Work on the extension of the gondola line is now complete,” he was saying. “So access is no problem. This was Phase One of the plan, you understand—there has to be a way for the construction supplies and machinery to get there, of course.”

I frowned. I understood that a resort wasn’t viable unless people could get to it, but I’d figured that it was supposed to be, you know, divine and untouched and nature-y. Not something that required heavy equipment to create. “Machinery?”

“Obviously. It takes a lot of heavy equipment to create perfection,” Bertram said with a matter-of-fact nod. His perfectly curled brown hair brushed his perfectly tan forehead, and I had to wonder how much machinery that had taken.

“But . . . why?” I turned and looked at him properly now. His collared shirt, a pale pink which I approved of, had been ironed. Was he the one ironing his shirts? Was he the one who’d been in charge of ironing the resort into shape, too? He certainly seemed to know a lot about it, for a business assistant. I was pretty sure that was how he’d introduced himself. When he gave me a perfectly bland, blank look, I explained, “I figured the resort site was chosen because it already was perfect? ‘Divine,’ wasn’t that the word?”

“Right, sorry,” Bertram said, with a sort of bob and weave of his head which seemed to be his approximation of a chuckle, “it’s ‘divine’ because of the pond. Technically, a reflecting pool. It’s a creation most likely ten to twelve centuries old of rough-cut local stone, with an unknown depth. One hundred feet wide by three hundred feet long, extending back toward the mountain peak. It takes up the majority of the . . . plateau, I believe the geology people called it. You hadn’t heard of it before? The tourist brochures call it ‘The Gods’ Reflecting Pool.’ You’ll hear locals refer to it as Hideaway Lake. Of course, you’ll also hear them talk about a monster, but—”

“Ohhh,” said someone else—someone new. One of our fellow gondola-riders was leaning over my shoulder: not a difficult feat. It was an elf with a suncreened nose and wide, excited eyes behind their heart-shaped pink sunglasses. Somebody clearly not bothered that winter in Helenia was nowhere near as balmy as the popular summer months. “Are you talking about The Lake at the Edge of the World?”

I joined the elf in eyeing Bertram. Was he?

And here I’d thought I was in for a bit of respite after the disastrous way I’d left things in Belville.

“Ah, some people do call it that, of course,” Bertram admitted. This time it was a head dip, not a bob and weave. So he wasn’t amused by the name: he seemed to dislike it. Too dramatic, most likely. “Only the more sensational divine pilgrimage tour packages,” he added, proving my point.

“I heard it was under private ownership now, and no tours can go there,” the elf said helpfully. “Are you saying you know one that does? My friends and I are dying to see the monster!”

“I hope not,” I replied, projecting my voice up to make space for myself the way my height could not. I’ve found a light tone works best for getting people’s attention, and the touristy elf was no exception. I had their full attention for the first time as I went on, “You heard right, and the site is closed. If you want to get to it, I’m afraid you’ll have to time-travel back to the summer and make yourself instrumental in the capture of Rhea Minotaur. Probably argue with her too—that’s probably what did it,” I added under my breath. Note to self: pick fewer arguments?

But when I know I’m right, I have a dangerous habit of expressing it.

“Oh.” The elf looked about as confused as I was. I’d taken one look at Bertram and carefully stowed my confusion away as soon as I’d arrived, though.

“The gondola is docking now for the cliffside carving and outlook,” said assistant said, in his firmest, snobbiest tone. Maybe he hadn’t appreciated my flippant tone regarding his previous employer.

The elf was being tugged away with the crowd disembarking, but they paused for just a moment and turned back to me. “Can you time-travel?”

“Not that I know of,” I replied. Fully resisting the urge to face palm. “Have a nice tour. Bye!”

If only it was so easy to get rid of this new assistant!

This time, though, Bertram waited until the gondola was empty except for himself and me. He nodded at the driver at the head of the cabin. He didn’t even say words, just nodded. What was this? A new language of head movements? I refused to adopt it.

As the gondola lurched back into the air—have I mentioned yet that air travel and sea travel try my stomach?—Bertram reestablished his grip on his clipboard. “As I was saying, the reflecting pool is the center of . . . a considerable amount of local legend. It’s unfortunate, though of course, it also adds to the appeal of—”

“Like what?” I interrupted.

Bertram had to tilt his head down to look at my face. I waited until he said, with a new, very faint tone of strain emerging in his voice, “‘Like what,’ what?”

“The legends,” I said, giving him a cheerful smile this time. “What are the legends? Why are tourists and locals talking about monsters?”

“Ah,” he said. I got the feeling he was longing to rifle through his clipboard. Had he really not expected me to be interested? “There are . . . numerous legends, of course. But there has never been a confirmed sighting of any monster, and most accounts can’t even agree what it looks like. It’s all nonsense, I wouldn’t bother with it if I was you. They say it can sense your deepest fears—patently ridiculous. The other legend you’ll hear is that somewhere on the opposite side of the pond is a staircase, also made of stone, which ascends to the peak of Mount Hallow and, from there, to the realm of the gods. But we really can’t—”

“Is there?” I asked sweetly. He was dismissive of the monster but cagey about a staircase, and I wanted to know why. When Bertram opened and closed his mouth several times with no success, I took pity and added, “Presumably someone has climbed to the top of the mountain to look? Sounds like it’s been there a long time. Surely the thought has occurred to some enterprising soul.”

“Of course, of course,” said Bertram, clutching his clipboard so hard his knuckles went white. “The fact of the matter is, it’s just a small bit, ah, dangerous. But people have been to the top of the mountain. Of course. We assume that must be the case. As you say, it’s been there . . . a while.”

“Making assumptions doesn’t sound like good business practice,” I said, my voice now bordering on saccarine. I’ll be the first to admit I have a certain villainous streak. Bear in mind that you’re not meeting me on my best day, won’t you?

“Right, yes. That’s true,” said Bertram. “But, ah, the problem is, we don’t have any verifiable reports from anyone who’s made it to the top. Just—rumors.”

I let him think about that for a moment. While he stewed, I turned to look out the gondola windows again. The breeze was chillier now, and we were a truly dizzying distance from the harbor. But it didn’t matter: there wasn’t any need to look behind us. The view in front of us was more than enough.

The trees were beginning to thin out. A ridge rose above the treetops—a ridge that was clearly our destination. We were close enough to it that the mountain peak was totally obscured for a moment. But then we rose just enough, and it popped into view, sharp and imposing against Helenia’s perfect blue sky.

Belville was also set on a mountain—not quite so high up, though. Had you asked me if I wanted to purchase more property, my first thought wouldn’t have been more mountainside land . . . it wouldn’t have even been my twelfth thought. But even I had to admit that this was gorgeous. It looked exactly the way it ought to look. Rugged, quiet, and ancient.

“You’re saying no one’s made it to the top and come back,” I mused, looking at that mountain peak.

“That’s correct. Actually,” said Bertram, quite suddenly, “it’s not just that. There were also reports while building the gondola station—some of the workers were spreading rumors. I wouldn’t have bothered you with them, but you’ll probably hear it soon enough. People think the site is haunted.”

And that was the moment that the gondola cleared the ridge, and the “site” was in full view. The lake really was a perfect reflection pool—it was glorious—but I saw instantly why people called it “Hideaway Lake.” The mountain wasn’t mirrored in it. Not even a rough outline. Instead, the lake was pristinely, calmly blue. The trees waved gently in the wind, a wind that carried the smell of crisp water and the barest suggestion of alpine snow.

It was love at first sight. This site could be as haunted and full of monsters and stairs as it wanted to be. I wasn’t going to change a thing.
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Chapter Two: Butterflies
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Marcus

Waiting comes naturally to me.

And, because I have lived in Helenia for hundreds of years, so does knowledge. My acquaintance at the airship station informed me that a shadow witch had arrived. I’d long known of the court’s decision and Rhea’s strange bequest. I was familiar with the land concerned, as well. It looked much as it always had, aside from the new gondola station perched on the edge of the cliff. It was a modern monstrosity of wires and glass. I suppose all these things must be. But I knew it was only a drop in the bucket compared to the all-inclusive resort Rhea had planned.

I stood contemplating the station in silence. The late winter sun was warm on my shoulders, and the birdsong from the forest surrounding the pool was quite pleasant. Normally, I might have come up here to walk among the trees and see the new shoots of early flowers rise from the dirt. Such meditations were my primary solace—had been a singular source of contentment for months. A time when I could will myself back into waiting.

But now, knowing that the waiting would soon become something else, there were butterflies dancing through my veins.

The gondola docked smoothly, and two figures alighted on the wooden deck. They were shaded by a narrow roof, but the construction was open-air, without walls; I could see her very clearly. Her white hair shone softly in the shadow. Her bright blue eyes were weary, tired, but otherwise she had not changed.

Naturally, neither figure had expected to be met with any person in such a remote location—let alone me. Though I was watching her, I was aware that the second figure saw me and jerked half a step back.

“Pluto? Why are you here?”

That he knew me by name was not surprising, but merited thought. I glanced at him and recognized one of Rhea’s assistants. The memory came back reluctantly. She’d once sent him to me in search of magical artifacts, years ago . . . A notable effort on her part, as most of Helenia had believed—and still believed—that I ran an illicit market of ancient items. Where once I was thought to be a lord of the underworld, now I was rumored to be a lord of crime. To some, it didn’t matter. Either they knew better, or they didn’t know enough.

Rhea had always been the latter, and her assistant had been no different. I nodded an acknowledgement and returned my attention to her. “I’m here to discuss business with Sakura.”

She had her hands on her hips, the yellow fabric of her skirt flaring out just past her knees. The look on her face said she was choosing her words. I tucked my arms behind my back. I had no idea what she might wish to say to me after six months, and my hands were shaking.

“Oh,” said the assistant, meanwhile. “Right. The business with the ghost? Or the monster?”

I will admit I am considered something of an authority on ghostly matters in Helenia, by those who know more than the rumors of illegal trade. But I had not heard of any such concerns at Rhea’s resort. If I had, I might have tried to meet Sakura before she reached the gondola.

“I’m not here on business,” she declared, her lips pursed.

This appeared to catch the assistant by surprise. I let him ask his questions, studying the exchange.

“What?” he asked first.

She turned to him and crossed her arms. Though she was considerably shorter than both him and me, she was by far the most intimidating of us. “I’m here to rest. It is a resort, isn’t it?”

“Not yet,” he sputtered. “There’s the construction—Phases Two through Thirteen—to go over, and the plans for the spa—we’ll need approval to go ahead with levelling the forest, and then of course there’s the legends you wanted to know about—and the ghost—”

He was looking at his clipboard as he spoke. He didn’t see how her chest was swelling, her expression indignant.

But the magic I had seen her wield so adeptly last summer was gone. Curious. I had no doubt she still had it, but she didn’t seem to be using it—not even to shift her pink luggage, which was settled chaotically at her feet.

“Bertram,” she interrupted at last, in a sweet tone which with her was dangerous, “Take the afternoon off. In fact, take the next few days off.”

“What?” he asked again.

“Go home. Go out. Whatever you like. Your sole job right now is assisting me as I take ownership, right? And as your new boss, I’m saying, scram. Give me a few days to think. If I hear another word about phases or machinery, I’m going to curse your clipboard. Okay? This gondola can give you a ride back down, right?”

“Yes,” he admitted, uncertainly. “But—you can’t stay up here?”

“It’s mine, isn’t it?” Sakura replied lightly. “I see a cabin over there. A worker’s cabin, I take it? Excellent. You have the keys? Good. Leave them with me, and go back to town. Enjoy your afternoon,” she added, more kindly, as he complied. Bertram the assistant was packed back into the gondola and headed down the mountain before he could think of another word to say.

And then she turned back to me.

“Marcus Antoine Pluto.” Her arms were still crossed as she regarded me, the new keys dangling from her fingers. My heart lurched. To use a person’s full name was rarely a good sign. Among magic users it could even be dangerous, as they used the knowledge to cast powerful spells over each other. But the hold Sakura had on me was no spell.

As she stood at the edge of the station, steps above the ground, her face was still in shadow. I had to look up to meet her gaze. It was not encouraging; but then, I had done very little worthy of encouragement.

“Listen,” she continued matter-of-factly, the lightness gone. “I’ll hear what you have to say, but I have to warn you. I—I’m not the same person I was six months ago. Things are different now. Like I said, I’m not here on business. I’d rather it wasn’t brought up.”

The falter in her voice broke my heart. What had happened to her since summer? I should have tried to reach out to her: I felt that very keenly. But I had been too shy then, and I was too cowardly now.

Not a becoming look for someone long-lived enough to know better. I dropped my gaze to the bare ground at my feet.

“I’m not trying to be mean. I just need you to understand.” Sakura’s voice had softened, though she didn’t move. That was good. If she came near me, I felt I might break apart.

Last time I saw her, she kissed me.

And now she wanted to talk about anything else.

In fact it was clear she needed to talk about anything else. Something must have distressed her, indeed; and while I couldn’t ask about it, I reminded myself that I could do as she wished. “Sakura,” I said. “Please be careful. No doubt you know it as well as I do, but—I suspect Rhea had some ulterior motive in bequeathing you this place. Surely she did not mean well. It is not a popular project in town. The idea of leveling ancient forests alone is bound to create protest. And the idea that it might be haunted—”

“Do you know anything about that?”

She was looking at me keenly. Even when I had been the one hidden in shadow, I felt she could see everything about me. She knew that I often dealt with the spirits of those passed on. Somehow, she’d seen through every shield and known the whole truth of my existence the day that we met. The mask of divinity I used to obscure my expressions had never worked on her. She saw everything, though I did not understand how, nor why it held her interest. With dark hair, dark eyes, and dark gray skin, I was never the one of my siblings who stood out.

“I had not heard anything,” I admitted. “But I do not consider the idea unlikely. This site has been home to many temples and refuges over the years. Many are fascinated by it.”

“Many could be fascinated by Rhea’s money,” Sakura pointed out.

I knew only as much about Rhea’s affairs as I had learned through the trial. Until she had embroiled Sakura and her friends in a mystery, I had not bothered to give her much thought.

Sakura sighed, and I glanced back up at her, watching her shoulders fall. “For the record, I agree with you,” she said. “I doubt this was some kind of ‘thank you’ for getting her arrested—not that it was only me who did that, but anyway. The question is how much she didn’t mean well. Maybe she set up some kind of weird vengeful scheme, sure. Or maybe she just wanted me to suffer through lectures about development from Bertram for a few days. Who knows?” She shook her head, her short hair swinging past her neck. “Is that all you came to say?”

I did my best to hold her gaze, helpless.

“Right, sorry.” She smiled, just barely, rueful, sweet. “I did just ask you not to bring anything else up. Okay, um—thank you, for going along with that. Like I said, I don’t mean anything against you . . . it’s just, I have a lot to sort through at the moment. But don’t worry. At this point, I dare a ghost or scheme to try to mess with me, honestly.”

“Do you truly intend to stay up here?” I asked.

“I do.” The look on her face said she would take no more argument on that fact. “And the first thing I’m going to do is sit down and make a cup of tea.”
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Chapter Three: Noises

[image: ]




Sakura

I made it all the way to the cabin at the edge of the woods without once tripping or looking back. I had to, because I could feel him watching me. (I did manage to drop a suitcase at one point, but I recovered it quickly.)

I paused on the little wooden porch, fiddling with the unfamiliar keys. Maybe it had been rude of me not to invite him in? But gods above, this cabin, while large enough to have been visible from the gondola station, was far too small to house the both of us. Seeing him in person again was enough. The thought of being with him in an enclosed and private and probably very cozy and intimate space was . . .

I dropped the keys, and cursed myself.

Look, all this would have been lots easier if I had been using my magic, sure. But I wasn’t going to risk it, not with him still standing near the station, waiting. He hadn’t protested at me leaving, but he was going to make sure I got inside my new accommodations, I knew that much. He was old-fashioned that way.

That’s the thing about gods. They’re inevitably behind the times.

Still, it was kind of nice. If I wasn’t such a ball of chaos, I would have appreciated it. But as it was, I didn’t much like the idea of someone witnessing me bang my knees on my suitcase and try literally the same key twice in a row, scratching the lock on the old door.

Through a combination of gritted teeth and silently threatening the door with everlasting curses if it didn’t let me in—neither of which probably worked, but I was doing my best—I finally got the lock to turn over. Without risking so much as a wave over my shoulder, I chucked my bags inside and hopped after them.

Gods. I don’t ever hop.

I stood there recovering for a long moment. My back to the door, my eyes squeezed shut. I wanted to cry, but reminded myself I hardly had the right. I’d ruined a lot of peoples’ days lately. I couldn’t complain if my own was not going well.

Then something else inside the cabin scratched.

My breath caught in my throat. I hadn’t even bothered to look around. Was something else in there with me? Someone else?

I listened as hard as I could. All I could hear was the air wheezing in my chest. Though the afternoon was bright outside, the cabin was dark inside, shaded by the porch and layers upon layers of dust. I considered my options.

Then—and this will tell you a lot about my priorities—I inched to the right. There was a window beside the door, overlooking the porch and, beyond it, the lake. I peered out and could just barely see the station through a layer of dirt. Empty. Marcus was gone.

With a full-body sigh of relief, I whirled around, lifting my arms, letting my magic free.

I don’t know how it is with normal Witches—not really. Or with sorcerers or fairies or deities either, when you think about it. There are a lot of ways to be magical in Beyond, but all I can really speak for is my own way. And it’s a pretty unusual way—shadow witchery, I mean. Normally, kids who have magic go to schools and learn and follow lots of rules and then take posts being official Town Witches or scholarly sorcerers or what have you. Shadow witches just kind of . . . hang out on the edges. Some choose to, and some—like me—never had a chance to be anything else. It can make people uneasy, using magic that’s a little bit wild. I mean, fair enough, honestly. I’d had my share of mishaps.

Oh, but actually using the magic. As my hands rose through the air, sparks flew around me, scattering out into the cabin, filling the space. Illuminating what was hidden. It was a feeling like nothing else. Like expression, like safety, like connection all at once. For a moment as the unspoken spell flared, I was completely at one with my new home-away-from-home.

And I was fairly certain that there wasn’t another person in it. Ghostly or otherwise.

No, there was just me, and my bags toppled over next to my feet. The main room I’d come into was square, and housed a small unfinished coffee table, as well as a ratty old couch on the back wall. The wall to my right was taken up by a large, lovely hearth. To my left, past the front door, was a long, narrow kitchen that extended to the back corner of the cabin, where another dusty table stood on uneven legs, accompanied by a similarly listless chair. There was a very dubious ladder at the back of the living room, and a door that led to a shadowy tub-shaped thing which I hoped signalled functioning plumbing.

Hmmm. So far, so good.

To be honest, I’d packed my bag without thinking about where I might stay when I got to Helenia. In the back of my mind I’d half assumed that Rhea’s resort would be mostly finished, and I’d be taking up temporary residence in some boring, off-white generic hotel room. This was infinitely better in comparison. But it still needed quite a bit of work.

I set about making the space livable. Shadow magic draws power from the emotion of the witch using it—that’s why it’s called shadow: in order for it to really work, you have to face a lot of your own feelings—like jealousy, anger, or shame—that we usually prefer to keep hidden. Our “shadow self,” the less acceptable or glamorous bits. I had plenty of angsty power to draw upon at that particular moment, but it still wasn’t the kind of magic that can simply create something from nothing. (Very few magic practitioners can do that anyway—the exception would probably be creation deities. But we’re trying not to think about deities right now, you know.) So, while I could use magical energy to locate a broom and shove it across the floors, and do the same with rags and a bucket of soapy water for the walls and windows, I still had to do some things myself.

I sat on the floor beside the front door, not bothering to move my luggage before I tugged the main compartment open. I often travel with candles, and I always travel with tea and my favorite cup, complete with glass stirring stick topped with a little butterfly. I put the candles on the mantel above the living room hearth, promising myself I’d go back outside and gather some wood later.

By now the kitchen was reasonably clean, and much brighter. Turned out, the filmy curtains above the sink had completely torn off during my over-zealous magical cleaning. No matter: a new set of curtains was just another thing on the list.

The list?

I caught myself, watching my thoughts as I rifled through cupboards and found an old copper pot. Washed it and filled it in the rough stone sink. Settling it on the old stove, lighting the burner with a little spark, I realized that I was making a list.

New sofa, with nice fluffy cushions. Proper chairs for the dining nook. Pretty curtains. A living room rug. More tea cups and a teapot . . .

I bit my lip. And proceeded to make tea directly in the copper pot, like an absolute heathen, just to make a point to myself.

This wasn’t a holiday and it wasn’t starting over in a gorgeous new place. It was . . .

Penance?

I turned away from the word. Listen, in general, I am good about facing my emotions and dealing with them head-on, so that my magic doesn’t get away from me. In general.

Life wasn’t feeling very in general right now. And since I was alone on top of a mountain and no one else could conceivably get hurt—any further—by my actions, I decided to ignore the knot in my chest for a little while longer.

Instead, I sat down on the one chair and pretended it wasn’t at an angle. I sipped my tea from my special cup and pretended I didn’t miss my cafe. And then I stood up and steeled myself to go back out into the woods, like I often had to gather firewood, and it was no big deal.

I mean, it’s just sticks, right?

Living in Belville had spoiled me.

I locked the cabin door carefully behind me, then took an actually good look around the porch this time. The roof extended down over the space, blocking the sun. A very unreliable-looking railing at each end connected the front beams to the sides of the house. I was not a carpenter, not by any means, but my brother was. All I’d have to do was invite him out here and his big-sibling instincts would kick in, and surely . . .

No.

Biting the inside of my cheek firmly, I strode down off the porch, stumbling across the one uneven step. A path created by many work boots rather than by design led to the station, another led down along one edge of Hideaway Lake. I took the second, and turned off again to go around the cabin, into the woods.

I quickly ran out of any path. This slowed me down a little. I am not, by nature, a hiker; my main experience with the forest in Belville was watching it from the comfort of the main road in and out of town. It seemed odd to simply walk into the trees, like I hadn’t been invited.

But there wasn’t any other option if I wanted heat in my cabin tonight. Normal Witches have lots of magic-fire spells, but their spells require ingredients and preparation. Shadow magic is more innate and instant. It doesn’t need words or bits and bobs, but it does need constant monitoring. It is not, in short, a responsible way to maintain fires.

My magic shimmered around me as I stepped between the trunks. Sort of an anxious habit—not one I’d used in years. But the cloak of black sparkles reassured me now. Everybody’s magic has a color unique to them, a shade or an undertone or dual sparkle that marks them out. Mine is black, not because it’s shadow magic, but just because . . .

Well, I’d spent a lot of years wondering about that, to be honest. Shadow magic can be any color: it’s just magic like anybody else’s. The color reflects the person, not the energy itself. I’d long ago embraced my black sparkles: they reminded me of spooky things and fearlessness. But these past few days . . . let’s just say I was feeling it more in an “old crone warning off others” sort of way.

Something snapped to my left. A branch. Right? I turned to look, a little dazzled by the sun streaming through the trees. Behind me, there was that scraping sound again, and the scattering of dry leaves.

I whirled, hands up. My magic flared around me. There was nothing.

I sighed, and shook my head. If Rhea had sent me out here to get haunted or eaten by some kind of forest monster, she had another think coming. All I had to do was focus. Although—well, the other thing about magic is, there are a lot of low-level things you can set up. Like charms that can be bought and used by non-magic users, or glamours like the one I used to change how my shoes looked: after years of use, those were basically ingrained in my fairy-made feet. But in this case the most useful would be wards: shields, really, which most magic-users put on themselves each morning with just a word or two, or a special amulet, or some grounding practice.

I hadn’t been doing that lately. Which was probably another reason I was so jumpy . . .

I tripped over a branch submerged in dead leaves. Remembering that that was why I was out there, I leaned down to collect it. It was dry and scratchy—and about as long as my entire cabin, something I realized as I tried to lift it. Apparently, it was more dead tree and less branch. I dropped it, but then realized I could snap some branches off it. Easier than reaching up to branches still on trees!

I’d snapped two, then three, and was getting the hang of this when I heard the echo.

I tested it. Yep, there was no doubt. Each time I snapped a branch, something else in the forest was snapping something just out of sight.

Surely that wasn’t normal forest animal behavior?

I clutched my bundle of sticks. Would it be enough? Should I head back to the cabin?

Nonsense. Nothing was going to run me out of the forest.

I walked back to the edge of the trees again, though—better safe than sorry, in this case. I looked for more fallen trees there, keeping one eye on my sunlit surroundings. But I never saw anything. Just leaves on the ground, the occasional thorny bush, tree trunks . . .

I’d wrestled a particularly thick tree branch off of the forest floor, and was feeling very proud of myself, when something just behind me snorted.

As I’ve said before, I don’t hop.

I did, however, shriek. I managed to keep hold of my sticks—just barely. Again I whirled around, magic reaching out through the trees. But nothing was there—how was nothing there? I’d heard it right behind me!

Something whooshed overhead, and I was officially done with being in the woods. Pride and stubbornness be cursed!

I clutched my sticks to my chest and began walking, very quickly, back to my cabin. Running was unwise, given how uneven the ground was. But I was almost there. Something was crunching behind me. The sun was setting already—when had that happened? My cabin wasn’t too far away, but it was quickly becoming shadowed.

That was when I realized that my cabin apparently had a back door.

The thing behind me that I somehow couldn’t sense but knew was there let out another snort, and I forewent being wise as well as being proud. I sprinted for safety. 
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Chapter Four: Coffee
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Marcus

“I’m surprised at you,” said Quinn Doyle. He leaned back in his chair, casually finishing off an almond croissant. “All night, staying down here in town? Then again, maybe I shouldn’t be surprised. You do have a talent for holing yourself up.”

“I do not,” I said. My own croissant and coffee were untouched. I had shown up at Quinn’s house at daybreak: not very polite nor very practical, as I knew he kept odd hours and slept late whenever he could. However, I hadn’t been able to help myself. When he answered the door alert and awake, I’d thought I was in luck. But instead, all he’d done so far was insist we go out for breakfast and then persist in making fun of me.

“You do,” he said, with confidence. “How many times have I seen you since summer?”

“I haven’t been doing much business,” I protested.

“You’re making my point,” Quinn returned. Then he settled his chair back on all four legs and leaned over the table, smiling at me. “But you didn’t have to wait for business to come by, you know.”

“I was planning to come by when I knew you were leaving,” I said, rather stiffly.

“Ah, yes, your contacts.” Quinn settled back again, his smile becoming thoughtful. “I still find it hard to believe you have such a network, and yet you do not do anything with it.”

I dropped my gaze and poked at my croissant. Quinn Doyle was someone whose opinion I greatly respected. This was not a common occurrence. He’d lived in Helenia for several years, and had built himself a practice as a consulting detective. When buyers would contact me looking for ancient artifacts, I would often ask him to look into them. Despite the rumors to the contrary, I took pains to make sure my business—such as it was—operated for the general good.

Quinn himself was a young man, pale-skinned and dark-haired, with gray eyes which often seemed to be laughing. Though his taste in clothes was old-fashioned for the time, running to button-down shirts and tailored vests, he was invariably well-informed and could disguise himself with ease. Sometimes he seemed so very much younger than I, full of curiosity and energy. Sometimes, he seemed far older, old enough to scold me for something I’d done—or neglected to do.

“Eat it, don’t poke at it,” he told me, when I did not speak. “Even you need to look after yourself, you know. Especially if you think you’re in for another epic showdown.”

Quinn, in his capacity as detective—and as my friend—had been involved in Rhea’s capture as well. He’d decided shortly after that he would leave Helenia, but had yet to go. The thought occurred to me now, as he watched me slice a piece of croissant and eat it with knife and fork, that perhaps he had been waiting for this. For me. I glanced up to meet his gaze. “Do you think such a thing is likely?”

“Not as much as you do.”

I swallowed. “In any case, the point is that I won’t be involved. But if you—”

“Hold on,” Quinn interrupted with ease. We sat at the streetside corner of a cafe just off main street Helenia—far more his environment than mine. Even surrounded by tourists and breakfasters, he was relaxed. We’d been seated here long enough that the cafe had filled up, and the street outside was busy with shoppers. “Run it by me again,” he insisted. “Why aren’t you involved?”

“She doesn’t need me to be,” I said, hiding my face in my coffee cup. The coffee itself was terrible. Perhaps because I had let it sit untasted for so long.

“I got the impression last summer that she might want you to be,” Quinn said, his gaze steady on me no matter how much I attempted to hide.

“She said things have changed,” I replied.

Quinn gave me one of those skeptical looks, at which he is particularly skilled. His dark brows came together in the middle, and his lips were pursed.

“I didn’t ask her to explain. And I don’t want you to either,” I went on hastily. One can never be too certain with a detective. “I just thought perhaps it would be best if you . . . took a look into this ghost business.”

“Ghost business,” Quinn repeated, still skeptical.

“If she wanted you to,” I added.

“Right. Never mind the fact that you are the one with the power to—”

“Not here,” I interrupted, glancing around anxiously. After centuries of living, it wasn’t like me to be so self-conscious. Perhaps I had been too reclusive in the past few months. Nevertheless, I enjoyed the measure of anonymity which my reputation in Helenia granted me. The rumors were so exaggerated that they obscured me and my actual abilities in uncertainty. If asked, every single person in the cafe would report a different version of my “crimes,” and give a different description of my supposed appearance.

“Very well.” Quinn’s face remained vaguely amused. “How do you propose we ask her permission for the ‘ghost business’ investigation, then?”

I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I possessed the ability to transport myself and Quinn to the resort, of course, but I did not believe it was ethically sound to do so uninvited. Waiting for her yesterday had been an imposition as it was. But I had been hopeful then.

“Hmmm.” Quinn smiled. Though I do, in fact, cloak my appearance, and have been told that my expressions rarely vary, Quinn was one of those who was sharp-eyed enough—and familiar enough—to follow my unspoken thoughts. “I thought as much. You don’t want to go see her yourself. What if she came to see you?”

“What?” The pastry I’d swallowed dissolved into butterflies at the thought.

“Or if, for example, she happened to see you while on her way to see something else. Like coffee,” Quinn suggested.
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