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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:

Happily

accept that we share the same home

––––––––
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Ever

remember that what you take, you must also give

––––––––
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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: No Strings Attached
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“This is your last chance,” I warned William. “Want to relive the glory days?”

“It’s hardly ‘reliving’ anything when your boyfriend will be there,” he snorted.

I stood at the door to our small apartment and settled my traveling bags at my feet. The early morning light streaming in through the bank of windows facing Market Square gave the cozy studio a warm glow, and for a moment I regretted leaving—a strange new feeling.

“You don’t miss the traveling days at all?” I asked William, more gently.

He shifted in his spot on the couch, turning his head so he looked away from me. A magical being—a “familiar” with just as much attitude as magic—William looked like a big black sheepdog, but he could be as expressive as an actress on stage. “That isn’t the point. Someone has to watch the shop. One of us should be responsible, after all.”

“Neither one of us has to watch the shop,” I reminded him, a little exasperated. We—well, I—had been preparing for this trip for weeks. The shop had been William’s main objection all along, but it made no sense. Red’s Alchemy and Potions was mine, and if anyone should be worried about keeping the business going, it’d be me. “Rhys has things under control. This isn’t the first time he’s held down the fort, remember?” My employee and one of William’s good friends, Rhys, was a former knight with an eye for detail and a penchant for writing daily reports. He was probably more responsible than William and me put together. I leaned my shoulder against the door frame, staring across the little kitchen at my best friend. “What is it really, William? You know you don’t have to come if you don’t want to. I’m not going to force you to do anything. I just don’t see why you’re being so . . . weird about it.”

“You’re being weird,” he grumped.

I hesitated. Normally I would ignore this attitude as a fit of pique. Though he was intelligent and protective, William could be petty sometimes, too. But I couldn’t help but wonder, now, if he really meant it . . .

. . . But what is weird about me going on a trip? I fiddled with the edges of my embroidered traveling cloak, my tan skin standing out against the dark red border. When William and I met years ago, I’d been starting out as a traveling alchemist, going from town to town selling potions and doodads. Just as I’d left my magical Seer heritage behind, he’d left behind his former life and was looking for new adventures. We’d spent years on the road before settling down in Belville to open a shop. I’d worked hard to get the store and my lab up and running; we’d only been on a handful of vacations since settling down. Does William really prefer it that way? Does he feel so strongly about staying in Belville?

“Well, either way, it’s only five days,” I said uncertainly. “The conference itself is only three, but Luca wanted to get there a day early, and we don’t want to rush on the way back.” I’d told William all this before, of course, but something about this strange goodbye made me cling to the facts. “The city should be pretty windy and cold this time of year, so I don’t want to stay any longer. Not to mention it’ll be full of tourists for the holidays. But I thought it’d be neat to show Luca a few of the sights while we’re there. It’s his first time, you know.”

Actually, that was why I was going. It was Luca’s first time for a lot of things: first time attending a conference, first time in Brass, first time in a big city, first time traveling so far from Belville (aside from a few memorable trips to Seaside). The conference itself was an event for scholars and booksellers, like Luca; I wouldn’t have any part in it at all. But Luca had been nervous about going, almost determined to stay home, and I hated to see him like that. Besides, a trip to Brass was a good excuse to stock up on rare alchemical tools and supplies.

None of that reasoning, spoken or unspoken, made any impact on William. His large black nose was turned resolutely from me. I sighed.

“Well, you know how to reach me, I guess. Let me know if you decide you want a souvenir. We’re going by balloon from Pine, so I’ve got to head out soon if we’re going to get there in time. I guess I’ll . . . I’ll see you in a few days, then.”

William said nothing, so reluctantly, I gathered up my bags and turned to go.

It was actually a relief when, instead of walking through the open door, I ran right into something solid and warm.

I stumbled backward into my kitchen, reeling, and got an eyeful of black hair as the incoming Officer Thorn tossed her head. Her half-orc heritage gave her mossy green skin, impossibly broad shoulders, pointed ears, and a toothy, no-nonsense smile. She was, as always, perfectly made up in her guild-issue uniform, boots sparkling, long hair swaying like she’d just emerged from Gloria’s salon next door. My five-foot-nine barely reached her chin.

“Oh, Red, I caught you,” she declared unnecessarily. “Good. Gather round, both of you. This is big.”

“Bigger than the balloon I need to catch?” I demanded, fully distracted from the pain of leaving.

“You mean the balloon we need to catch,” my friend the police officer corrected me. Impervious to the look on my face, she pressed her way farther into the kitchen, opening cabinet doors and peering into the icebox as if she owned the place. Sugar, a tiny sparkling pixie, shot out from her little nest above the kitchen window and began chittering angrily, circling Officer Thorn’s head. I shook my head again, trying to make sense of my morning. Thorn demanded, “Don’t you have any food?”

“Luca and I are meeting at the café,” I said, doing my best to organize my thoughts. “In about five minutes. So can you please tell me what’s going on?”

Officer Thorn freed a roll from the breadbox on the counter—one of the rolls I’d intended for William, to keep him fed and happy while I was gone—and devoured half of it in one bite before explaining herself. “I’ve been called in to a special case in Brass. Timing couldn’t be better. I need your help on this one.”

“Why?” I asked suspiciously as I tried to calm Sugar down.

“There’s a question of partiality among the local force,” Thorn said, through the remaining half of her roll. “That’s why they’re calling in an outside investigator. As to why I need you, I have a feeling this one will be magical. And not in a good way. The primary witness so far is a rock child named Meteor.”

“A child?” I asked.

“A rock child?” Across the room, William’s ears perked up. “In Brass?”

“That’s the whole problem,” Officer Thorn said, licking her fingers. “Some big political dispute going on in the city right now about ’em. The official name is ‘magical near-life forms.’”

“‘Near-life’? That’s a terrible thing to call someone,” I said indignantly. “Why, that could include automata, magical puppets or animations, or even—”

Familiars, like William. It didn’t need to be said. At least, I didn’t feel the need to say it . . . But Thorn was oblivious.

“Rumor has it a familiar is one of the victims,” she informed us, looking hard across the room at William. “Some kind of magic broom, if my intel is right. Why aren’t you ready to go?”

I cleared my throat. “Oh, he isn’t com—”

“I am ready,” said William, hopping down from the sofa. Ignoring me and focusing on Thorn, he added, “You can explain what happened along the way.”
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Chapter Two: A Friendly Conscience
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Before I could ponder William’s sudden change of heart or Officer Thorn’s perpetual hunger, they’d swept out of my kitchen and down the stairs like an exiting plague of locusts. The lid of the breadbox clattered in their wake.

“Okay, well, it looks like it might be just you in charge for the next few days, Sugar,” I told the little winged fairy hovering by my shoulder. Despite my efforts to reassure her, my voice shook. “You’ll be alright? You can always hitch a ride up to Daisy with Rhys, if you want to.”

The pixie shimmered at me. She’d been haunting my kitchen for two years now, and rarely chose to speak. Instead, she communicated in aerial gestures and little bits of light. Most pixies in Belville lived either high on the mountain with the reclusive Daisy, or in a hidden headquarters in town . . . and in the sudden silence of my soon-to-be-abandoned studio, I found myself relating more to Sugar than ever.

“Alright, if you’re sure,” I said, interpreting her shimmer as an encouraging go on, I’m fine, Red. Her moods, like William’s apparently, could change on a dime. But she was always honest about them. I smiled. “In that case no raiding the pantry. Stick to the bread box. And if anything happens, get Rhys or Gloria—she’s promised to look in each evening after she closes up the salon.”

Rather than hear about our neighbor’s plans to check in, Sugar had begun ineffectually pushing me toward the door, her tiny hands tangling in the black hair of my ponytail as she struggled against the weight of my head. She usually liked playing with my hair and its intermittent iridescent strands, marks of magic I’d never known what to do with. Sugar could always be relied upon to see half-hidden truths. I laughed. “Okay, so I’m stalling. I’ll go now, promise. Be good, okay?”

The pixie was a warm ball of light, illuminating the kitchen as I slung my duffel bag over one shoulder and tucked my lab case under my arm. I glanced around once more—just long enough to see that the sun had fully risen over Market Square, and the winter morning had begun—before stepping outside and locking up behind me.

Outside my kitchen door was a little landing, and from there a staircase took me down to the back of my shop. Red’s Alchemy & Potions was my pride and joy, my anchor; now that William had so gleefully abandoned it, I felt a little pang. I locked my outer door and resisted the urge to head into my lab. I’d already made all the potions for the week and cleaned everything up yesterday. There was nothing more to be done. In a few hours, Rhys would come into work—he’d long since been trusted with a key to the shop—and he’d run the sales floor, leaving the lab behind it safely undisturbed. Though I would have trusted him with my equipment in a pinch, he seemed to prefer selling and tidying to brewing potions or distilling fools’ gold. “My days of experimenting are over,” he liked to say. In many ways, it made him a perfect assistant, because I loved to lock myself in my lab and get lost in alchemical processes. Experiments and science were where I felt safe.

However I knew that if I poked back into my lab now, I’d just lose more time. So I cut across my back patio, its potted plants covered and tucked in for the winter, and made my way into the street.

Belville’s streets were quiet this time of morning, especially on such a chilly day. I came around the corner of my shop and was faced with a misty, empty Market Square. The trees stood watch quietly, a lingering smell of frost in the air. Thorn and William must have gone ahead to Saki’s, I thought with a sigh.

The Pomegranate Café was the one lively storefront along the Square, its dark pink siding and prim white trim hardly containing all the bustle and brightness of Belville’s early-morning coffee drinkers. It was immediately to my right, on the same corner as my own store. My friend Saki, or Sakura, had opened the café nearly a year ago now and had quickly seen success—as much because of her tea and coffee as because of her match-making ways. Rumor on the street had it that because Sakura was a shadow witch, her advice about love and relationships was certain to be true. If a little blunt and sometimes dark. Fortunately, Luca and I had not needed to turn to her for match-making services . . .

The moment I crossed the front porch and entered the café, I was met with not only my boyfriend but the errant William and Officer Thorn as well. The three of them stood at the end of the sales counter, tucked away to the left, staring at me over a sea of tables and sofas.

“Hi, Red!” Luca, unsurprisingly, was the first to speak. Even in a café full of early risers and go-getters picking up orders or working at tables, he was the brightest presence in the room. Like all scholars in Beyond, he wore floor-length black robes; but today his hood was thrown back over his shoulders, exposing dark brown skin and deep green tattoos peeking out from beneath closely cropped black hair. He also sported an old-fashioned aviator’s cap, no doubt in honor of the balloon ride we’d soon be taking. Beneath the leather cap with its fluffy white lining, his green eyes shone. The moment I made it within arms’ reach, he pulled me into a hug.

Our bags slung and knocked into each other awkwardly, but I didn’t care. Luca’s hug was the highlight of my morning so far.

“I ordered you a spinach, sweet potato, and egg pasty and chai with almond cream and extra cinnamon syrup,” Luca said, still talking as he let me go. “It should be ready any minute. Saki said we can take the mugs with us as long as we bring them back. Actually she threatened me with a rather serious anti-theft spell. I’m not sure how it will work given that Brass is a full five-hour ride away from Belville—”

“Rest assured, it will,” said the shadow witch in question. Perhaps five foot tall, capped with a bright white bob and youthful blue eyes, she smirked at me from behind her counter. Today, her Pomegranate apron was burgundy red, layered over a hot pink sweater and under a white fuzzy scarf. As she passed two tall ceramic to-go mugs to us, she added, “Here’s your order. Just give me a minute for the officer’s mocha and William’s peppermint bun. Glacial’s warming up the pastries in the kitchen. Why are there so many of you? I thought it was just you lovebirds going,” she teased over her shoulder as she returned to her machines.

“I don’t suppose they’ve explained it to you yet?” I asked Luca, still ignoring Officer Thorn and William hovering nearby.

“They haven’t, they just showed up behind me in line,” he told me. Turning to William specifically, he asked, “Did you decide to come with us after all?”

There was so much joy in Luca’s question that I couldn’t bear to look at him. It made my heart, hidden under cloak and thick winter tunic, feel like it might overflow. Luca is and always will be a complete sweetheart, but he was genuinely excited and accepting of William. Everyone in Belville accepted William; he didn’t give them much other choice, after all. But still, in this particular instance, Luca’s sweetness made me just want to burst.

Naturally, though, Officer Thorn barreled her way right over the moment. “We’re both coming,” she informed Luca. “There’s been a murder.”

Sakura’s well-run café ground to a halt for just an instant. Officer Thorn was many things—many of them good—but discreet was not one of them. Fortunately, most of the citizens of Belville were polite enough to pretend to return to their own business.

For his part, Luca looked stricken. I found myself inwardly cursing Thorn—Luca was really excited about this, his first in-person conference of scholars, and I hated to think anything could ruin it. “Someone in Brass, you mean?” he asked. “I mean, it must be, otherwise why would you be going there, right?”

“We haven’t heard the details yet,” I told him.

“We’ll talk it all over on the way there,” Officer Thorn agreed, suddenly becoming aware of how the entire two-story café was leaning in to listen.

“Mocha and food,” Saki announced, returning to the counter across from us. “And don’t worry about leaving your new recruits in charge of the station, Officer. We’ll make sure they’re well taken care of.”

* * *
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I doubted Officer Thorn was the type to worry. But I was, and all my friends knew it.

As we piled out of the café, hands full of breakfast, Luca still brimming with questions, William leaned into my leg. “See? Everything’s going to be fine.”

“Big words from someone who didn’t want to leave in the first place!” I hissed back. “We are talking about that later. Just because we suddenly have a million things to talk about doesn’t mean I’m going to forget.”

“I knew she’d say that,” Officer Thorn was saying meanwhile. “I knew it’d be fine. Ruff and Tuff are nearly up to snuff.”

“Nearly” being the operative word, I thought, re-shouldering my bag as we made our way across the Square. “Ruff” and “Tuff” were mostly-affectionate nicknames that the town had developed for Officer Thorn’s latest trainees, a pair of centaurs who seemed to do everything together. They’d arrived at the beginning of fall and so far their most remarkable feat had been putting on a wild dancing display at the town Halloween party on the Square. Between the two of them they had four times as many legs as Thorn, but about half the confidence. Their hearts were in the right place, though. And if Saki said she would help keep the peace, she meant it.

But I had other things to worry about.

“Red and I made arrangements with the boat club for someone to ferry us over to Pine,” Luca was telling Thorn. Despite any misgivings he may have had, his voice was upbeat. “We’re supposed to meet them at the dock. I think they said they’d take the old fishing boat, so there should be plenty of room. Don’t you have any luggage?”

“They’ll have everything I need at the station in Brass,” Officer Thorn said confidently. “Besides, I have my go bag.”

She did, indeed, have a slim black bag hanging from one shoulder, like she was the cool kid in school. I hadn’t noticed it before, but now that William and I walked behind her and Luca, it swung in front of my nose like a mesmerist’s watch.

“Exactly how much notice did you have about this case?” I asked, doing my best to keep my voice down as we passed businesses and apartments lining the street.

“The request came over the wire half an hour ago,” Officer Thorn said. “I would’ve been on my way already if all your dithering hadn’t slowed me down.”

She said it affectionately enough that I didn’t suppose she minded too much. Besides, it was our travel plans she was crashing.

“Say bye to Frank,” Luca said whimsically as we passed the bookshop on the corner. Though the lights were on, it was doubtful that Frank—an ancient mink who worked as the bookstore’s assistant—was actually watching for us. He had promised to watch the bookstore in Luca’s absence, but he really wasn’t a very social creature. “Anyway, Officer, were you hoping to get there faster than balloon travel? Because maybe you could go ask Trent—”

“No Witches needed,” Thorn interrupted. “The incident happened last night. With this kind of situation, a few more hours won’t hurt.”

“We still haven’t heard anything about the situation,” I muttered.

As we started down the hill to the lake, Officer Thorn turned and grinned over her shoulder at me. “Oh, Red. Don’t you know that patience is a virtue?”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three: A Tall Tale
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Officer Thorn seemed to enjoy making me wait. The four of us huddled in silence on the boat ride across the lake, eating our pastries and turning our backs to the damp breeze. Once we got to Pine, the local county seat, all we could focus on was how to find the balloon station in time. Though I had been to Pine before, it had been years since I’d ridden in a magitech balloon.

The station, as might have been expected, was on the outskirts of town. Pine sprawled out across the hillside above the lake, bigger and busier than Belville, but still not so large that we couldn’t cross it on foot. We huffed and puffed our way up the steep cobblestone roads until we came upon an old stone building, big enough to be a castle. It was wide and impressive and just the sight of it made Luca perk up further . . . but I couldn’t help thinking to myself, I bet it’s stone because they tried building a wood one first and it burned down!

It’s not that I am, by nature, a pessimist. Not exactly. It’s just that, in Beyond, sometimes there’s a little competition between magic and science. On one side you have Witches and spells and familiars, and on the other you have botany and geology and alchemy and . . . well, magitech. Most of what folks call “magitech” is actually steam-powered technology, so intricately designed that it seems like magic. It tends to be elaborate and showy and, frankly, unreliable. It also tends to give more serious science a bad name.

Let it not be said that I am prejudiced—after all, I adore William, and the local Witch, Trent, is basically a younger brother to me. But I do usually avoid magitech when possible. And out in the wild backwoods of Belville, it is extremely possible. But when in, or going to, Brass, it would be more difficult.

“Come on, Red,” William muttered as we joined the throngs filing through the station to board the balloon. “They never explode any more. Usually.”

I knew he was being negative on purpose, so I didn’t dignify his comment with a response. I had to focus on buying our tickets, anyway. Full fare for me, half for William . . . it was common practice, so I usually didn’t give the matter another thought, but this time it did give me pause. I remembered what Officer Thorn had said the new term in Brass was: magical near-life forms. Technically, it was true. As a created, magical being, William wasn’t considered “alive” in the same sense that I was, and that was why he got half fare.

For the first time, I realized that maybe this didn’t sit very well with me.

But in the surge of the crowd and the stress of making sure we didn’t lose Luca, I soon set that particular worry aside. Actually, it turned out to be quite convenient that Officer Thorn came along—not that I’d admit as much out loud. Her confidence and bulk was enough to cut a path for us through the throng; all I had to do was hang on to Luca, keep one eye on William, and follow in her wake.

Because of the confusion and slight delay in our morning plan, we ended up in perfect time to walk right on to the balloon. After buying our tickets, we went up and up a series of stairs and magical lifts until we got to the dock, spanning the roof of the building. The balloon itself was massive—not the largest I’d ever seen, but as large as the building, easily. It stretched out like a sleeping whale, bullet-shaped, a patchwork of blue and green canvas. Beneath it, the passenger cabin was slung like a baby calf clinging to its mother.

We made our way up a gangplank and into the cabin. The main hall was just that, a long hall with windows on either side, and beneath each window, tables framed by plush booths. Concessions stands sold overpriced popcorn and all kinds of drinks; puzzles and games and toys were available for rent or sale, too. But Officer Thorn was all business. She led the way to an empty table and claimed it like an explorer in unsettled land, slinging her backpack into the corner before sliding in herself. William hopped up next to her, and Luca and I fell into the booth facing them.

The tables looked nondescript, a whitewashed pine. But as soon as we were sitting, I could feel the slight distortion that came with ingrained spellwork: a noise-canceling spell, certainly, and perhaps a privacy spell as well. I was no magical expert, but I noticed William sniffing the air, testing the spells himself. He seemed satisfied, and I trusted his judgment.

“Alright, then,” said Officer Thorn, leaning over the table with both elbows. “Let’s finally get down to it.”

I caught Luca’s eye out of the corner of my own, and we exchanged a humorous look. Oh, “finally,” she says? Across the table, William sneezed.

“Here’s the deal,” Thorn continued. Her voice was gravelly, as low as it ever got. Between this display of discretion and the spellwork around us, I felt certain that the happy families and travelers around us were none the wiser. “It came in over the wire this morning. Murder in the Maplehouse district in Brass.”

“That’s where the conference is,” Luca interjected, his eyes worried once more.

I put my hand on his arm without a second thought. It was a comforting, but also a wait-and-see gesture. I kept my gaze on Thorn.

“There’s a full station in Maplehouse, of course,” Officer Thorn went on, as I knew she would. “Three recruits, six officers, and a chief. The chief’s an old friend of mine; asked for me particularly when they saw how things were starting to go.

“I already told these ones,” she added to Luca, indicating me and William with a shrug of one massive shoulder. “But I guess I might as well tell you—”

“How about you start at the beginning,” I interrupted, “and tell us all everything, right now, as if we hadn’t heard anything yet?” Because we basically haven’t, I thought.

“I vote for that too,” William panted.

With a lurch, the balloon above us was unmoored, and began to take flight. For a moment we lost Luca as he turned to the window to watch Pine fall away. I put my hand out, asking Thorn to wait, grinning at my country boyfriend’s excitement. Once the balloon was well into the air, we resumed our huddle.

“Settle down and listen up,” said Thorn. “This is everything I know. There’s a big campaign going on in Brass right now. At Yule, they’re going to be voting on a new proposal—something about the rights and recognition of magical creations. Familiars, charmed children, the like. It’s a hot topic all over the city, to hear my friend tell it.

“As things stand now, there’s this term they use—‘magical near-life forms’—don’t give me that look, Red, you said I should go over everything, and this is part of it—that covers familiars, magically-created kids, puppets, those automata thingies Red’s always going on about, and whatever else I’ve forgotten.”

Luca was nodding along. “It’s a big theoretical issue at the university, too,” he said, when I caught his eye. “There’s going to be several papers on it at the conference. I have a friend in Brass who says that for people on both sides it’s a very personal issue. Which I completely understand,” he added, with a look at William.

William seemed to be focused on Thorn, though.

“Right. So,” Officer Thorn resumed, “the local Guild decided that they’d better bring in an outside opinion, what with this being a political matter and whatnot. You always have to remember, the primary goal is to make sure the victims—or, if they’re gone, the witnesses—are being fairly heard. That’s the guiding principle of the handbook.”

By “you,” naturally, I assumed Officer Thorn meant police guild recruits. Often in the throes of a new case, she forgot that William and Luca and I were citizens, and that not all citizens had memorized the police handbook the way she had.

“The crime has to do with a familiar, then?” Luca’s voice was a little breathless as he leaned in.

Officer Thorn glanced seriously at each of us, her brown eyes dark. “Two victims: a gnome who went by the nickname ‘Bricky,’ and a familiar known as Sweep. Some kind of magicked sentient broom, I take it. Both found attacked with a kitchen knife in Bricky’s home early this morning.”

William had startled, and I was uneasy, too. “You said there was a witness?” I asked.

“Not to the actual crime,” Thorn said, to my immense relief. For Luca’s benefit, she went on, “A child who lives in the neighborhood, one rock child named Meteor, overheard signs of a struggle. Since the front door of the apartment was locked, Meteor ran to the local police station for help. Unfortunately, the station didn’t take the kid seriously, and Meteor ended up running to an entirely different station before anyone responded to the call. By then, it was too late for Bricky and Sweep.”

“They didn’t take Meteor seriously because of them being a child?” Luca asked quietly. “Or because a rock child is a magical near-life form, so they thought it might be a magic prank or something?”

“The latter,” Officer Thorn confirmed. “You see, then, why they’re bringing me in.”

“Us in,” William corrected, his words barely more than a growl in his throat. I looked at him in surprise as he continued, “Has anyone else been threatened?”

“No threats or claims of responsibility as of yet,” Officer Thorn reported. “Local staff will be finishing up initial interviews and processing the scene now, and they’ll brief us when we land.”

“Luca has a conference,” I pointed out. “And while I do feel for Meteor, and Bricky and Sweep, I’m not sure what I’ll be able to do for you, Thorn. I mean, a police station the size of Maplehouse’s must have forensic scientists or alchemists on staff already.”

“I don’t want you because of your alchemy, Red,” Officer Thorn said unexpectedly. “Isn’t it obvious?”

I glanced at Luca, who looked concerned, and then at William, who ignored me. “Um, no?”

Thorn sighed heavily. “You’re the one who got Magica to talk,” she reminded me. Technically, that had been both Luca’s and my own doing, but I didn’t think to correct her. Magica had been at the center of a Cinderella-type mystery over the summer. Fairy tales do that often, in Beyond—repeat themselves, in slightly twisted or even murderous ways. Sometimes just recognizing the pattern of the tale wasn’t enough; sometimes you had to take a good close look at its characters to really understand what was going on. I knew that personally. After all, my mothers had been very purposeful in giving me the nickname Red.

“This wouldn’t be Cinderella, though,” Luca said, still quiet. “If questions about life are involved, it’s probably . . .”

“Pinocchio,” William growled.

“And you, Red,” said Officer Thorn, “are the perfect person to act as the bridge between living and near-life.”
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Chapter Four: Wish Upon A Star
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For the first few hours of our flight, I brooded.

The trouble was that Officer Thorn was absolutely right. Alchemy has a reputation for crackpots and the endless search for Philosopher’s Stones, but at its heart, it is the science of transformation. It is the science that brings all the others together in pursuit of making things better. The phases of the moon and the botanical particulars of a glowing moss? An alchemist combines those to make ever-popular light sticks. The geological makeup of shale and the physics of pressure and the slipperiness of time? Combine those, and you have an alchemical slime potion. As my old teacher used to say, alchemy takes hidden strengths and brings them into the light. So, theoretically, it wasn’t a stretch for Officer Thorn to say I was in a good position to help her understand and mediate between all different kinds of witnesses and suspects.

But I don’t understand magic, I thought rebelliously, watching on as Luca and William competed in completing a puzzle—Luca with relish, William begrudgingly, moving little wooden pieces with tendrils of blue magic. And I had had my own bad experiences with “near-life forms” while living as a traveling alchemist . . .

It usually wasn’t the creations’ fault; it was often the creators themselves who were a bit off, if not to say, downright immoral. I mean, just take William as an example: he’d run away from the sorcerer who created him—a very unusual thing for a familiar to do—and seemed entirely happy to be rid of him. To be free. Maybe that’s why it bothers me, I decided. Because it’s so hard to say when a creation should be free of its creator. Or even when, and how, to give the creation a choice.

“Look, Red, it’s a map of the desert isles,” Luca said. He kept his voice down because Officer Thorn was snoring in her corner, but his hand found mine, capturing my attention. He gestured at the completed puzzle, which had been magicked so that it sparkled and moved, blue waves lapping along the edges of a golden brown archipelago.

“Did you choose that one on purpose?” I asked him, suspicious. The scene made me feel uneasy; it reminded me of how intuitive and magical my family, a group of Seers, was. I had always been the black sheep.

“No, Red, he just happened to get a picture of your homeland from the stack of dozens of puzzles,” William said, sounding bored. “I’m going to go find a snack.”

Frowning, I watched him hop out of the booth and trot off, tail in the air.

“Is it me,” Luca said gently, “or is this more resistance than is normal?”

One glance at my boyfriend told me he knew far more than he’d let on. For as bright and distracted as he could be, there was a deeper side to Luca too, a darker side that had endured curses and abuse. His comment now was purposeful, a quote from before we’d started dating, a time when William and I had been fighting and Luca had been trapped on the sidelines. And to add to that, the puzzle he’d chosen . . . He sees it now, too, then. I sighed, releasing tension I hadn’t realized I’d been holding all along my shoulders.

“I’m sorry,” I told Luca. “I really don’t know what’s going on with him. He didn’t seem to want to come at all, until Thorn showed up with her murder case. And I’m not even sure why that changed his mind.”

“Are you really not sure?” Luca’s free hand played along the edges of the puzzle, drifting over waves so blue it seemed like his skin ought to come away dyed.
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