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    This one is dedicated to everyone out there

who's facing down their shadow.

 

You aren't alone.



    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Welcome
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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:

––––––––
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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

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

* * *
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Chapter One: All Hallow’s Eve
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As I made my way across Market Square from the bakery back to my potions shop, I dodged a ghost, sidestepped a zombie, and nearly put my boot right through a carved pumpkin.

Fall in the tiny alpine town of Belville was a dangerous time.

The grassy Square, always the center of the town celebrations, was littered with decorations for All Hallow’s Eve. I’d traveled all across Beyond, a world of vibrant cultures and locales all tied together by magic and fairy tales, and yet nowhere—not even in the gleaming magitech cities or the spookiest of swamps—had I seen a place that took Halloween, or more properly, All Hallow’s Eve, so seriously. My somewhat bull-headed friend Officer Thorn had volunteered to oversee the decorating, perhaps because Belville’s one-person police station didn’t give her much opportunity for bossing people around. I could hear her voice booming from the other corner of the park and instinctively put a tree (decorated with monstrous wolf-like masks) between myself and her, thinking as I nursed my chai latte, William probably asked me to go out and get cinnamon rolls this morning because he was hoping I’d get roped into decorating and he wouldn’t have to get up and help me run the shop.

“Hiya, Red!”

The thing about trees is they only keep you hidden from people in one direction. Caught unaware, I gave an un-stealthy jerk as I wheeled to face Luca, town scholar and book seller. To be a “scholar” was a lifelong profession, which came with its own rules and protocol—and was invaluable to any town. Like all scholars, Luca wore a simple black robe and hood no matter if it was rain, sun, snow, or perfectly crisp autumn weather like today. And as usual for him, his green eyes twinkled against his dark skin as he grinned at me from under his hood.

But his smile faded much more quickly than usual, and behind his eyes there was worry as he added, “Why isn’t William with you? You weren’t going out alone, were you?’

“Only to the bakery and back,” I said, showing him my basket of rolls—and a bonus quiche for myself—with a reassuring smile. “No one’s going to abduct me in the town square. Besides, aren’t you out alone?”

“Of course not. I have Frank,” Luca informed me. Sure enough, a wizened white mink doing a very good impersonation of a woolly scarf lifted its head and nodded at me from Luca’s shoulder.

I pursed my lips. Luca’s mink had made a sudden appearance over the summer and ever since had been his inseparable companion. And while I thought it was nice for Luca to have a companion—“pet” wouldn’t be the right word for an ancient, sentient mink, just as it would offend William, my dog-shaped magical familiar—I really wasn’t sure how much protection it provided.

But then, appearances can be deceptive, and I had realized recently that maybe some of my preconceived notions were holding me back. Case in point: Frank had come in very handy during a fight with some bad guys at a wedding.

I shrugged away the argument, and the reminiscing. It was too early in the morning for both; I needed more chai. Or more accurately, I needed more of the caffeine my chai included.

“In any case,” I said, sipping my drink, “I still think we’re perfectly safe in the town square. Maybe not from all the paper ghosts and jack-o-lanterns, but definitely from roadside bandits. I’m not even on a road right now, for goodness’ sake.”

Luca fell into step beside me as I made my way toward the northeast corner of the square, where Red’s Alchemy and Potions sat. “Red, you may be right—I mean, of course you’re right—but it’s that kind of thinking that could get you in trouble. Remember, that’s exactly what got you into trouble last year at the castle, and then again last winter with the miners, too! I’m not saying you did anything wrong, exactly, and I know everything’s fine now, but still—people worry about you, you know? And they aren’t wrong to worry. You’ve been here more than a year now, Red. You know how weird and scary these attacks are for everyone here. It isn’t something to take lightly. I know Officer Thorn can be—bossy, but her idea about sticking together is right. I think it’s right, anyway. Just in case.”

Luca’s gaze on me was earnest—so earnest I had to turn away, staring instead at the crinkly red and yellow leaves under my feet. I got the feeling at that moment that perhaps what Luca was really worried about wasn’t miners or robbers or even Officer Thorn, but me. I got the feeling—as I often had, especially since our attendance at my friend Taiwo’s wedding over the summer—that perhaps what Luca was trying to say was something more like I wish I could look out for you, or even I need you to stay safe because you are important to me.

A fallen twig snapped beneath my boot. I dismissed my feelings. The cold, hard facts of the matter were that Luca had never said any such things aloud, and furthermore that he was a kind, caring, somewhat-over-enthusiastic soul to everyone. Not to mention he was one of my oldest friends in Belville, and had never indicated he wanted to be more.

Alchemists look for facts. That’s what Paracelsus, my old teacher, would have said to me.

“Listen,” I said as we approached my shop’s front stoop, “I’m usually very safe, I promise. It’s not like I go looking for mysteries. I’ve hardly even had time to leave my lab lately, what with all of Thorn’s requests for ever-sticking glue and glow powder for her decorations. Today was just a blip. William woke up grumpy, and he wanted baked goods to cheer him up.”

Luca stopped on the sidewalk and looked up at me innocently as I unlocked my door. “Why go buy them?”

The pure force of his faith in my baking—which is one of my favorite hobbies, but nowhere near good enough to consider actually opening a storefront—made me chuckle. “I would’ve made some, but like I said, I’ve been busy.”

“I get that. I have been too. I’m putting together a display on ghost stories,” Luca said absently as he glanced out at the Square.

This got my attention. The scholar before Luca, in addition to being a terribly cruel person, had always insisted that seasonal displays were “frivolous.” When Luca had worked as his assistant, there had never been any such fun or levity. It made my heart swell to see how much better Luca was making his life now that he was free of Owl.

I paused before I went inside, following Luca’s gaze out into the Square. Thorn and her ragtag group of volunteers marched from tree to tree, looking more like a class of trainees from the police guild than a bunch of holiday decorators. I could hear the officer yelling something that sounded suspiciously like “Hut! Hut! Hut!”

“Luca,” I asked, my good feelings faltering again, “do you think we really will have the All Hallows celebration? What with everything that’s been going on.”

“I wondered that too,” he admitted. “I actually looked back through the town records, because I was curious. Turns out the town council has never canceled a holiday celebration, not even for blizzards or droughts or one wild purple-sprite infestation. So I don’t think they’ll cancel one now—especially All Hallows. After all, the whole point of the party is to scare away evil spirits, right?”

* * *
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William, who had specifically demanded three cinnamon rolls still warm from the oven, ate two at the register during the first hour the shop was open. I’d arranged my shop to have an open floor plan: upon coming in through the front door, a customer was greeted with rows of waist-high shelves and displays, mostly potions arranged by specialty or raw ingredients for various kinds of alchemy. The walls were lined with more potions and books. In the back right corner, tucked under a spiral staircase that led to my apartment, was a snug nook with two plush armchairs and a pot of free tea for customers waiting for special orders—or friends who wanted to visit, more often. To the left was the sales counter, which was usually William’s domain; he used curls of blue magic to operate the cash register and keep up his protective wards on the shop. Behind the register was an internal wall that separated my lab from the public space. I’d knocked out a large window so that I could see William and anyone else in the store, but I often kept the door to the lab locked. The last thing I needed was for someone to barge straight into a chemical reaction or, even worse, the ceramic kiln I kept in one corner. From my lab, I had access to a patio full of potted plants and a teeny backyard.

Punctually at nine o’clock, a rap sounded at that back door. I left my vials of specialty glue on the workbench and pushed my alchemists’ goggles up over my forehead as I went to answer it.

“Hey, Sir Rowan. You know, you could come in the front. As I’ve told you every morning since you started work here last spring,” I added with a weary chuckle, standing back to wave my part-time employee in.

“Good morning, Miss Red,” he said cordially. “And as I have answered you every morning since you were kind enough to employ me, I am quite comfortable with things the way they are.”

Quite comfortable, indeed, I thought to myself as I let Sir Rowan into the shop and closed my lab door behind him. I had to smile. Sir Rowan had arrived in town last winter, hard on the heels of a string of murders and all kinds of trouble at the mine. Throughout the investigation he had clung fast to his miss thises and his my lord thats and his stuffy, yet rather charming ways. Most likely a human with water-fairy blood, he still wore the armor and the habits of an actual knight, despite having settled very happily into Belville (and into a relationship with Daisy, a dragon-in-human-form who lived nearby . . . but far be it from me to gossip). I had to admit, Sir Rowan had a calming, steadfast presence that came in handy around the shop, and he knew his flowers like no one else outside of the proprietors of Belville’s floral shop, A Petal in Time. Plus, William adored him.

“This cinnamon roll is extra,” I heard my grumpy companion saying through the open lab window. “You could have it. If you want.”

“Why, thank you, William. ’Tis convenient indeed, for I came down early this morning, and it has been a long time since my breakfast.”

‘Extra!’ I’m so sure, I thought, shaking my head. But Sir Rowan’s answer was more interesting than William’s deceit. ‘Came down early,’ I’d learned, was Sir Rowan’s discreet way of saying that he’d come to work straight from Daisy’s home high on the mountain, rather than his own magical campsite outside of town. The commute was long and, of late, dangerous. Since I knew we had no customers in the shop, and Luca’s worried eyes were still haunting me, I decided to ask about it.

“Hey, Sir Rowan,” I called through the window without looking up from my glue. “What does Daisy think of you traveling on the roads nowadays?”

“You refer to the reports of highway robbery, I presume,” said Sir Rowan, his tone measured despite the fact that he was eating a sticky cinnamon roll.

William whined. “More than just reports. You should have seen the torn up tarp Officer Thorn brought in last week while you were out. It’d been clawed to pieces.”

“Indeed?” Sir Rowan sounded interested. “And what did the officer wish Miss Red to do with it?”

“She wanted me to run a few preliminary tests on some liquid found on it. I can hear you,” I reminded them both. “Apparently she was doing it at the behest of the person who was robbed, some former mayor or something. And yes, before you ask, some of the traces were definitely blood.”

“Magical blood?” Sir Rowan asked.

“I think so. Or mythical creature, maybe. Which begs my question again—aren’t you and Daisy worried at all, living out in the woods?”

Sir Rowan’s tone was delicate. “One would have to be a fool indeed to attempt to rob or kidnap Miss Daisy.”

“More like dead,” William agreed with a snort. “They’d be dead.”

I rolled my eyes, but I smiled too. Daisy was something of a recluse, but I’d met her a few times—enough to know that a) she was terribly shy, but almost as sweet as Luca and b) William was right. Anyone who messed with her or Sir Rowan would have one extremely angry and terrifyingly huge dragon to deal with.

“That makes sense,” I said. “I just wondered if you were uneasy, that’s all. We can figure out a way for you to stay in town if you ever need to.”

“It strikes me that most of the targets so far have been wagons and travelers with expensive luggage—a far cry from myself and my horse,” Sir Rowan said serenely. “However, I appreciate the sentiment, Miss Red.”

Well, that answers that, I thought to myself as I stoppered up my last vials. And he does have a point. The attacks of the past two weeks would just seem like normal highway robbery, if it weren’t for . . .

“Are you and Daisy coming to All Hallow’s Eve next week?” William was asking Sir Rowan.

“I am not certain. While it is our wish to be friendly with our neighbors, neither of us is particularly fond of made-up spooks.”

. . . if it weren’t for all the ghoulish tales.
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Chapter Two: Knights and Masks
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Before William and Sir Rowan could continue talking about the party—before I could decide whether to voice more of my misgivings—the bell above the shop’s front door tinkled.

“Good morning,” Sir Rowan called cordially to the newcomer. “If there is anything we can assist you to find, please do—”

“No need for that, lad, no need for that.” The voice, and the step, that interrupted Sir Rowan were unfamiliar. I popped my head up from washing my tools in time to see the stranger, a man with graying hair and a heavy limp, glance dismissively over William. “Where is the ‘Red’ advertised as owning this shop? Finder of lost objects?”

“Back here,” I called, before William could say something rude. He hated being overlooked almost as much as he hated people calling him a “dog.” “I’ll come out in just a minute.”

Hastily I dried my hands on my rough apron and blew strands of my long black hair out of my face, thinking. Clearly, the man was new to Belville. In thirty seconds, he’d already created a rather condescending impression—in my experience, the only people who looked at William dismissively were snobs, self-important sorcerers (so, pretty much snobs), or criminals who were about to learn the error of their ways. I wasn’t especially interested in helping any of those three groups find missing objects, but my shop’s sign did advertise “object finding services,” and I figured it would be better if I dealt with the newcomer myself.

I hung up the apron and squared my shoulders before emerging into the shop. I suppose I was bracing myself for a confrontation—but the stranger caught me by surprise.

“Ah, here’s the alchemist,” he said, stepping toward me at once and holding out his hand. “Of course you are Red. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Doctor Goodberry. You can call me Gavin. I just moved into the shop next door.”

My head spun a bit as I processed all this. Dr Goodberry—or rather, Gavin—seemed to be human, or perhaps half elf, well into his middle age. For elves, that would mean perhaps a hundred years old. Gavin’s stoop as he leaned upon a time-worn cane made it difficult to judge his height. His handshake was warm and firm, his fingers pale compared to my tan skin, and his blue eyes lit up as he introduced himself. Salt and pepper hair, a mustache and trim beard, and a thin silk scarf and fine coat over knee-high boots all combined to give him a very self-contained, respectable air.

A self-containment that I did not possess. “Not Gloria’s?” I blurted. Hair and Beauty by Gloria, the salon next door to my shop, was a fixture in Belville. Furthermore, Gloria was my friend—despite a rather rocky start to our relationship.

“Of course not,” William snorted from off to the side, behind the counter. “He must mean Cairn’s old place. I heard it was rented, finally.”

“Your assistant is correct,” Gavin agreed, with a curt little nod to William that made me think maybe he hadn’t been dismissive before, just determined.

“That’s William,” I said automatically, and continued by introducing Sir Rowan, too. In the meantime, I thought, Ah—that makes sense. I was wondering what would ever be done with the old antiques shop. My shop sat on the corner, and the antiques store sat catty-corner to it, across the road leading out of the Square. I’d been in the store often before it closed a year ago. “That space should make a very nice doctor’s office,” I continued. “That’s assuming you’re in Belville to practice medicine?”

“A prudent question. There are many branches of science, as you know yourself,” Gavin answered with a twinkle in his eye as he squared off with me after nodding to the others. “But yes, Red, that’s what I’m here to do. It seems there’s a lack in Belville. I’ve been on the road some years now, and needed a place to settle down. Fortune brought us together, then.”

“Uh huh.” I could tell that Gavin wasn’t planning on a quick stop-by-then-leave sort of introduction, so I decided to make us comfortable. “Would you like to sit for a while in our tea corner, there? William, Sir Rowan—”

“We’ll watch the shop,” William said hastily. I raised an eyebrow at him. It wasn’t often William passed up a chance for new gossip.

But before I could comment, Gavin took me up on the offer. “Very kind of you, Red. The old bones aren’t what they used to be. Ah, to be young again, eh? Though I’ve actually had this injury a very long time,” he said, indicating his leg. Of course, I couldn’t see anything wrong with it past his boot and trousers, but his use of the cane certainly indicated some fragility. As we took our seats in the plush armchairs, he added, “Makes me a better doctor. Gives me some idea of what my patients are going through.”

“Empathy,” I supplied, nodding. “Would you like some tea? I’m trying out a new blend of maple-flavored green today. Of course, I could go get a different one if you prefer.”

“Caffeine,” said the doctor, with a momentary severe glance at my floral teapot on its miniature burner. “Never touch it, myself.”

I hesitated. I’d already started pouring myself a cup. “I could get an herbal blend—”

“Don’t trouble yourself,” Gavin interrupted, smiling again. “I won’t be holding you up long. I’m sure you must be very busy. I see you do all kinds of potions and trinkets,” he said, looking around the shop. “Do you do any tinkering? Magitech, automation, that sort of thing?”

Momentarily, I made a face. I couldn’t help myself. In my opinion the only thing most magitech could do really well was break. Magitech puppets, or automatons—complex machines of gears, levers, and pulleys designed to mimic living beings—took that to its extreme. Besides, automatons and their magical counterparts, animated objects, raised all kinds of havoc and moral issues, in my experience. I avoided them like the plague.

But as customers came in and began to browse, and Gavin turned back to me, I rearranged my frown. “I, um, I don’t, as a rule. I prefer botany and geology, myself. I know the town Witch, Trent, loves to animate objects, though, if you’re looking for that kind of thing.”

“No, no, I prefer to rely on science. Much more precise than magic,” the doctor replied, glancing away. When he glanced back, though, his gaze was kindly. “It was only an idle question. I really don’t know much about the topic. More importantly, I may need to pick your brain about running a business in Belville. Not now, of course, but outside of work hours sometime. If you’re amenable?”

“Um,” I said again, struck a little strangely by the way he said ‘outside of work hours.’ He may not drink caffeine, but I think I still need more of it, I thought wryly to myself.

“Purely as one neighbor to another,” Gavin assured me, smiling now. “I happened to see you earlier this morning with your young man. The town scholar, I take it?”

“Uh—Luca,” I corrected, feeling my cheeks fire up with a blush. “We aren’t dating, but he is a very good friend. And yes, he’s the town scholar. In fact, he would know even more than me about town customs and so on.”

“I’ll bear that in mind,” Gavin said, with a look in his eye that seemed very much like a grandfatherly you aren’t dating yet, you say. “Actually, I was curious because I believe I’ve found some things of his in my new office. Just scrolls and the like—elven history, if I had to guess. They were piled in the back corner of a closet.”

“Probably an oversight of the previous owner’s,” I said, not sure how much to divulge. “You don’t have to rush, but I’m sure Luca would love to have them back. If you find you’re too busy unpacking and settling in, I’d be glad to take them over.”

“I appreciate it, Red, but I think it will be good for me to get out and meet more of the town. After all, they may end up in my office sooner or later.” Gavin said this with the briskness of a seasoned medical practitioner, someone who had seen many injuries, deaths, and sicknesses come and go.

“They might,” I agreed, glancing out at my customers. Everyone was perfectly fine; Sir Rowan was helping a family with neon green glow powder for holiday decorations, and William was ringing up a new soap order for Johann, Gloria’s assistant from next door. “We’ve done okay so far between my own salves and Trent’s charms, but I’m sure most people will be very glad to have a proper doctor around.”

“Especially with this business of the roadside attacks,” said Gavin, with a serious air that made me think we’d reached another subject he’d wanted to talk about.

I surveyed him carefully. “Were you attacked too? Did you lose anything?”

“I was, and I did,” the doctor said, chagrined. “It happened in the very early hours of the morning. I’d left while it was still dark, hoping to get to town early. Little did I know! It was over so fast, I never even got a glimpse of the perpetrator. Whoever it was, they got away with a crate of my best tools and a spool of copper wire.”

“Oh, no,” I said, with true emotion in my voice. All of my tools were very dear to me—I couldn’t imagine any of them being stolen. “I’m so sorry. But if you were hoping we’d help you find them, I’m afraid we don’t deal with stolen objects—more objects lost to time, and that sort of thing.”

“Naturally, naturally,” agreed the doctor. “No, I did not come to engage your services, Red. In fact I think it best if you and all of Belville’s citizens stay out of the forest. Whatever attacked me was too fast—it swooped out of the trees, right into my cart and back up again. No, I would not ask anyone to face it. I was merely intrigued by your many talents.”

“Ah, okay.” I smiled at Gavin. It was a relief not to have let him down, but it was also nice to have someone not tell me to help them with something dangerous, for once.

“I’ve already ordered replacements,” he continued. “There’s no need to dwell on unpleasantness. I’d rather think of the upcoming celebrations. Samhain is important to the town, I take it?”

“It is indeed,” I answered, my smile growing. That the doctor used Samhain, an archaic name for All Hallow’s Eve, did not surprise me. Many traditional folks still did call it Samhain, and took it seriously as a time when the barrier between our world and the world of the dead grew thin. “You probably saw Officer Thorn out there setting up the last of the decorations. If last year was anything to go by, I think it’ll be quite the event. They set up a bonfire in the Square, and have trick-or-treating and pumpkin carving and games for the young at heart. There’s plenty of spooky stories and good food shared, too.”

“And costumes?” the doctor asked, curious.

“Absolutely. Do you have one? I didn’t have one last year, personally, and I was the odd person out. Nearly everyone will have at least a mask on,” I explained, laughing.

Gavin smiled. “Thank you for the warning. I think I can rustle something up. Are there any guidelines you would suggest? What will you go as?”

And William says I’m methodical, I thought, grinning over someone asking for costume guidelines. “Most people dress as something traditionally considered ‘spooky,’ like ghosts, demons, or zombies. This year William wanted us to be undead, so I suppose that’s what I’m going with.”

“Friends can be so insistent, can’t they,” Gavin mused indulgently. “Excellent. That gives me some good ideas to start with. Thank you, Red. I’ll let you get back to work.”

“No problem,” I said as we both rose. “And if you do end up wanting to talk about business in Belville, just let me know.”

Gavin acknowledged this with a firm nod, and made his way out the door. I took a moment next to the counter to get a feel for how things were going in the shop. Sir Rowan was still helping the same family, his hands now full of a veritable rainbow of glow powder. They were clustered in the far corner, examining jars of a fun, viscous potion I’d created just for decorative purposes, because it looked a little like fake blood. A few other lone customers browsed quietly.

“Bit full of himself, wasn’t he?” William murmured so that only I could hear.

I understood that he meant the doctor. “Is that why you didn’t want to talk to him?” I teased, glancing down at my companion.

“He wasn’t all that nice to Sir Rowan, either,” William replied with a sniff. “Besides, I knew whatever he told you, you would tell me. Eventually.”

“Yeah, I get the impression he’s used to being on his own,” I said thoughtfully. I ignored William’s comment, because to be honest, it was true. “But he seemed nice overall. He’s going to return some old things of Cairn’s to Luca, and he didn’t end up asking me to go out into the forest to get lost stuff for him.”

“Good,” said William. “Because if he had, and you had said yes, I’d have had to have Thorn lock you up. We’re not getting involved in theft.”

“I know, that’s what I told him,” I said, chuckling. “You don’t have to worry. I think it’ll be nice to have a doctor as a neighbor,” I added, still thinking. “I know he didn’t make a great first impression, but I’m trying to work on getting better about making assumptions. Maybe it’s the leaves changing colors or something that makes me feel like it’s time for a change in myself, too.”

“Or maybe it’s love,” said William.

“What?”

“Nothing,” William rumbled. “You know, some people think of Samhain as the start of the new year.”

“Oh?” I grinned as I took his meaning. “Well, perfect, then. That’ll be my early resolution: no more letting myself get hemmed in by preconceptions.”
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Chapter Three: Spooks and Ghouls
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Later that afternoon, I’d just finished setting up a batch of lightstick liquid—my home-made lightsticks were selling faster than I could put them out on the shelves—and Sir Rowan was putting together our monthly order from the glassblower’s shop down the mountain when the decorating party in the Square broke up. I knew this not because I could see them (I’d covered the shop’s two picture windows with black silk, cobwebs, and other fun reminders of the season) but because of the sound.

Officer Thorn marched herself up the shop steps with purpose, and when she opened the door, the shop bells jangled like a brass band in a hurricane. Strangely, though, she didn’t announce herself—and I didn’t hear her voice at first. Instead, a dozen other voices flooded in: the volunteer decorators, making use of my free tea.

They swarmed around the waiting nook and the sales counter, and it seemed every single one of them was talking.

“Did you hear? Another cart was attacked, just two nights ago. The night was so cloudy no one saw anything—no one even knew what had happened until the next morning, so there never was any chance to help,” said a werewolf named Sarya, who ran the bakery along with her husband.

“I don’t see why she should be so worried about it. It’s clear that some people are in more danger than others,” hissed a voice in the corner, one I recognized vaguely as belonging to one of the servers at Lavender’s Tavern.

“Nothing like a Samhain with a real criminal about, eh?” the local handy-gnome, gossip, and (apparently) seasonal volunteer, Dusty, was saying loudly to William. “Rangers still haven’t found a trace of anything that’s been taken. And if you ask me, they’re never gonna.”

I was about to pop my head out the lab window and ask Dusty to keep his voice down—and maybe ask for some details, too, because no one was ever as well-informed as Dusty—when the door to the lab rattled. I turned down the heat on the magical burner under the pot of lightstick fuel and went to join the fray, pressing a hidden button on my gloves as I went. Like my goggles, my gloves are almost always on my person. Alchemy isn’t a profession, it’s a way of life, as my old teacher would say. At least with my goggles on my forehead and my gloves converted to fingerless accessories, I looked a tiny bit normal.

But I shouldn’t have worried about my looks. On the other side of the door was Officer Thorn, crowding so close that she was practically one with the wall.

“Red,” she said, in perhaps the quietest tone I’d ever heard her use, “we have to talk. Upstairs.”

“Lead on,” I replied, waving her up the spiral staircase to my apartment. On a normal day I might have teased her for simply assuming my living quarters were open to her, but something about her struck me as too serious to be questioned.

* * *
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My apartment sits directly over the shop, with a landing at the back that the stairs open on to. Technically I have two staircases: the spiral one that leads into the shop, and a more conventional one leading to an exterior door. Both share the landing. Even inside my kitchen with the door to the landing closed, we could still hear the murmur of voices below.

Officer Thorn paced, which in my little studio meant that she walked back and forth from the fireplace in one corner to the dining table in another, passing by the front windows and messing with my light. Fortunately, over the winter, a songbird-sized pixie called Sugar had taken up residence in my kitchen. I could have used a spell or magical traps to kick her out—pixies are like teeny tiny fairies, and since they usually prefer not to talk, a lot of people see them as pests—but like Luca’s mink, she’d been very helpful in the past. As far as I was concerned, she had a home for life. We’d settled into a routine: I cooked, and she watched. With Sugar hovering over my shoulder, I could use her faint pink glow to pour water and start the tea kettle boiling.

And still, Officer Thorn had said nothing. I glanced surreptitiously at my friend. This had to be a record. Unfortunately, it was one that made my stomach clench.

“How was the decorating?” I ventured as I pulled mugs from the cupboard. Sturdy, elven-made ceramic for Thorn, and for me, my personal favorite, a shell-inspired mug with a rainbow sheen on it from my merfolk friends.

Officer Thorn stopped pacing and pivoted so she could look out over the Square, as though considering my question. Instead, she just said, “I saw you this morning with Luca.”

You and everyone else, apparently. “Oh. Well, we weren’t trying to hide.”

“Hmph.”

“I had to get William some pastries this morning. Have you had anything to eat?” I kept talking partly out of embarrassment and partly to fill the unusual silence. Officer Thorn shook her head and kept pacing.

“Ooookayy,” I said quietly to Sugar. The pixie shimmered at me, which at least was more of a response than I was getting from Thorn.

Since I hadn’t had lunch yet, I pulled some leftover cheese out of the icebox and set it on a plate with some apples and a jar of peanut butter. Taking the platter in one hand and my tea tray with a steaming pot and our mugs in the other, I crossed the kitchen to set everything down on the table in the corner.

“Sit,” I told Thorn, pointing to the nearest chair. “And drink your tea. And eat something. And then for goodness’ sake, tell me what’s going on before all this tension makes me implode.”

For once in her life, Officer Thorn did as she was told.

I sat next to her and waited. Though I usually thought of her as bold and brash, truthfully, Thorn was beautiful too, and extremely orderly. I had never once seen her out of her police guild uniform with its shiny buttons and high collar. Her hair was long and black, like mine, but instead of shoving hers ruthlessly in a ponytail every day, she wore it loose and shiny and perfectly cut. To me, that made no sense; but I suppose when you’re half-orc, little things like getting your hair in your face might not matter so much. Officer Thorn’s heritage made her broader, taller, and much stronger than me, and in fact many people in Belville. I have to admit though that I privately thought the coolest part of Thorn being half-orc was her mossy green skin. It seemed to underscore her status as a force of nature.

She nibbled at an apple, made a face, then ate half of it in one go. “Tell Luca not to wander around alone,” she said as she swallowed.

I chuckled. “That’s what he was telling me. And he says he’s not alone, he’s got Frank the three-legged mink.”

“Not enough.” Officer Thorn shook her head and then drained her tea. “I don’t want any of you involved in this business with the roadside attacks, Red.”

“Why? What happened?”

Officer Thorn paused in the middle of pouring herself a new cup, and sighed. “It isn’t just thievery, Red, it’s something worse. I know it is.”

I frowned. Technically, since the attacks had all occurred in the forest rather than in town, a special unit of the police guild called the “Rangers” were supposed to be investigating them. And they weren’t telling anyone in Belville very much. So anything Officer Thorn “knew” was likely based on a hunch, not on evidence.

“They’re bringing in a witch hunter,” Thorn admitted abruptly.

“Yikes, that sounds intense.” I had heard of witch hunters only vaguely—to the rest of us layfolk, witchy affairs are very mysterious. Of course, everyone in Beyond has heard scary stories about witches who went “rogue” or “bad” and started wreaking havoc. Those tales are especially popular at this time of year. But even in all my travels, I’d never met such a witch. And I’d also never met a witch hunter—a mercenary-like person tasked with tracking down witchy rule-breakers.

A witch hunter on the outskirts of Belville? Seems extreme. Since Officer Thorn wasn’t volunteering any details, I asked, “Do they really think the attacks have something to do with rogue magic?”

Thorn glowered, and her answer wasn’t an answer. “The town council’s official policy is to let the Rangers handle it, so I haven’t been involved.” But she rapped her fingertips on the table and added finally, “I don’t like it, and I don’t want you or Trent involved. Or William.”

Ah. Things were starting to make sense. I could see how Officer Thorn might feel protective of her primary magical helpers—Trent and William, and by proxy, me—in the face of accusations of nefarious magic.

“It’s probably all show,” Thorn continued at a growl. “If they were spending as much time investigating the attacks as they are talking about how dangerous they are, they’d have caught the culprit already. Or at least have a profile. Instead they just have a mess of contradictory clues, from the sound of it. They’re probably sitting on it just to get back at me.”

“To get back at you?” I echoed, confused.

“When Officer Ebb called me in to help with that business in Seaside, some of the other officers got jealous,” she explained. With a loud bang as her fist came down on the table, she finally broke. “Why don’t they see this is more important than professional squabbles?”

Though I could understand why Officer Thorn’s growing reputation as a crime-solver—aided by myself and William, of course—might cause jealousy, I was still in the dark. “More important how? You mean because people’s things are being taken?”

“My uncle called earlier today,” she replied, in a somewhat startling non sequitur. But her voice was as intense as ever, so I let her run with it. “He called to check in on our plans. I had to tell him to stay home. Because mark my words, Red, when highway robbery is let to go on like this, sooner or later it ends in murder, and I can’t take that chance!”

“You don’t want him to be in danger,” I theorized, trying to fit the narrative together.

“He was coming to see me,” Officer Thorn continued, her voice thick with emotion. “My—my whole family was going to come. They wanted to see Samhain in Belville. It’s a big time for us, you know, we—it’s considered the end of the year. Most orc families think of it like that. The end of the harvest season. Gods, now I’m babbling,” she said, abruptly turning to hide her face in a handkerchief fished out of a pocket. “I—I told them not to come. This morning. Because those blasted Rangers haven’t solved a thing. I had to tell them to stay home.”

While I had known about Samhain being a big deal in orcish culture, I hadn’t known about this family visit. Thorn rarely discussed her family at all, aside from humorous tales about her brothers. I’d always thought that this wasn’t because she didn’t love them, but because she loved her found family in Belville with equal ferocity. I could readily understand that for Thorn to tell someone she loved not to come see her had been a very difficult task indeed.
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