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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

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: A Promising Start
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We were lost two minutes after the magitech balloon set us down in Helenia. Which was impressive, given that the arrivals hall had been specifically designed to funnel us—and dozens of other passengers—directly to the front doors and the bright, balmy isle beyond. I caught whiffs of sea salt and scrubby pine every time the glass doors opened, and the patterns of sunlight over travelers’ hats and the white station walls were tantalizing. But I had no idea if I had come to the right set of doors, and more importantly, my companions had scattered on the breeze.

Pulling to one side of the wide hallway, I steadied myself against the wall and rose on my tiptoes to scan the crowd. Paradoxically, it was the smallest of my companions that I located first. Sakura was further along than I was, nearer to the exit, but she’d stopped—the crowd was parting around her. Though Saki barely topped five feet tall and normally would have been impossible to find amongst the disembarking passengers, black sparkles of magic holding her pink luggage in the air above her head gave her away. She seemed to be facing two taller people, whose faces I could see: they were clearly having some animated conversation. I could also just barely see that the two strangers were wearing matching visors embroidered with a teacup design. That solved the first mystery: Sakura had wandered off and made new friends. No doubt they were discussing scintillating details of the café-running business.

The second mystery was slightly more perplexing. Looking back the way I’d come, I caught sight of my next companion across the hall and so far back that the crowd was thinning around her. The plume of red feathers rising up from her head made her easy to locate; I honestly wasn’t sure how I’d lost her in the first place until I saw what she was doing. Gloria, my sarcastic, irascible loner of a neighbor, was leaning to one side and walking in tiny, slow steps. With one hand she’d hoisted her duffel bag onto her shoulder, and with the other hand, she was supporting a child by the elbow. The child’s other arm was held by an older adult, perhaps a grandparent, who appeared to be talking Gloria’s ear off as they went along. Judging by the awkward sticks held in the grandparent’s free hand, it seemed that the child had planned to walk using crutches—until those crutches failed, maybe broken by heavier luggage during the flight. Gloria was doing her good deed for the trip, it seemed. When she caught me looking at them, she made a face, rolling her dark eyes upward. I tilted my head in a want me to come back there? gesture, and she shook her head. They’d catch up soon enough.

And that gave me time for a third and particularly thorny mystery. Our final companion, Officer Wilhelmina Thorn—or perhaps just Thorn, now that we were on vacation?—had vanished into the crowd, which should have been nearly impossible. Not only was she half orc, with mossy green skin, long black hair, and a broad stature that made her head and shoulders taller than an average human, she was habitually loud. In fact she was usually the one cutting a path through crowds—a helpful trait when you’re a police officer investigating something (or bringing it to an abrupt halt). She’d been right behind me as we walked down the gangplank. Now, it was only because most people had left that I finally saw her. There was a line of dark windows set into the wall across from me, each bearing a sign along the lines of lost luggage, taxi inquiries, or more generally, tourism. Thorn was systematically going up to each one. By focusing on her and listening closely through the din of voices, I could barely distinguish what she was saying: “Don’t any of you have anything to eat?”

I chuckled to myself. I’d warned her to bring snacks along, and had she listened? Of course not. My brief feeling of superiority reminded me of the two companions I’d left at home—Luca, my fiancé, and most especially William, a magical familiar who would have thoroughly enjoyed this moment. Actually, William would never have let us all get separated in the first place if he had come along. But Sakura had been quite firm when she’d proposed this little trip. It was supposed to be a girls-only adventure, a chance to have fun before I got lost in wedding planning, a chance to relax without any mishaps or crime raising its ugly head.

Off to a promising start, I thought wryly to myself as Gloria came nearer, and Thorn’s inquiries across the hall grew louder. But at least nothing has actually gone wrong. Yet!

* * *
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For all I had my wits about me, I was the last of my friends to actually make it outside.

The trouble was customs. Once I’d waited for Gloria and rounded up Thorn, we all trooped toward Sakura and freedom—only to meet our last hurdle. Just before the doors there were half a dozen desks and a maze of stanchions set up to block traffic. Behind those desks were uniformed officials who asked my friends questions like, “occupation?” and “reason for visit?” before waving them through. But then they got to me.

“Occupation,” the dwarven officer said.

He was staring right at me. I felt like saying, isn’t it obvious? Even though I was on vacation, I still had my alchemist’s goggles on my forehead and fingerless gloves on my hands. Old habits die hard—or not at all.

“Alchemist,” I answered, taking the high road, “and merchant. I run a potions shop.”

I thought this was fairly innocuous, but apparently the customs officer did not agree. He stared at me again, like he was seeing me for the first time.

“Name?” he asked, squinting at the canvas bag on my shoulder.

“Cinnabar Sunset.” I fought the urge to look behind me for whatever he was staring at. “You can call me Red.”

“Why?” His attention returned to my face. His skin was deep and ruddy, his eyes light blue and far more suspicious than I’d been led to believe that most of the people of Helenia might be.

“Um . . . it’s just my nickname?” I flailed a bit for an answer, thinking that he couldn’t possibly be interested in the story of how my future-seeing mothers had decided I would benefit from a daily reminder of the Little Red Riding Hood tropes. “Also, cinnabar is red, generally. If that helps?”

“What materials are you bringing in?” The officer asked.

Apparently, my useless fact of the day had not helped. “None?”

He didn’t look convinced. I knew I didn’t sound convincing, but the encounter was too strange for confidence. I added, “I’m here with my friends for a vacation. I didn’t plan on doing any business in Helenia. Except the usual tourist business, I suppose.”

The official leaned over his desk. “Such as?”

“Um . . . such as buying souvenirs? Paying for boat rides? Getting massages?”

Okay, I’m not actually that good at taking vacations. I did say this had been Sakura’s idea, didn’t I? And where was she in my moment of need? I looked around to see the grandparent and child waving at another customs officer as they moved toward the doors. My friends were standing in a clump outside, enjoying the sunshine. I was the only one who hadn’t made it out.

“No organic materials?” my officer asked pointedly, staring at my bag again.

I bit my cheek and counted to five to keep from informing him that technically, most of what he and I were wearing was organic. Cotton, linen, leather, where did he think these materials came from?

Instead I put on a smile that would have made Saki proud. “Do you mean botanical?”

The officer nodded begrudgingly.

“I was careful not to bring any unprocessed plant materials, including seeds and fruits,” I went on breezily. “I’m well aware that as an island nation, Helenia has to be careful about what pests or diseases reach their shores from foreign climates.”

“That too,” he admitted sourly.

I probably could have breezed right past him, but I paused at that. “What do you mean, ‘that too’?”

“There’s a tax on them.”

“Pardon me, but there’s not,” I said firmly. “Not on anything I might have brought with me purely for personal use.” I might not have prepared for whatever relaxing activities Saki had planned, but I had looked up local rules and regulations. I’d spent long enough as a traveling alchemist before settling down in Belville to know that a traveler’s best friend is information.

At this point we’d attracted the attention of the other officials. One of them walked over to the desk in time to hear my polite protest. With an air of authority and a particularly drab brown uniform, they stood over my interrogator.

“You’re correct, of course,” they told me. “We’re so sorry about that. Of course you’re free to go on. There’s just a little confusion about tariffs that might be put in place,” they added, with a severe look at the officer below them.

The officer had the grace to look abashed. “But . . .”

“Consider this practice,” I told him, softening a little. It probably was tough to keep up with trade and political decisions, on top of dealing with weary travelers all day. “No harm done. I have to say, though, I hadn’t heard about any potential tariffs?”

“It’s all still being decided,” the manager informed me. A scarf decorated with antique patterns covered their name badge. “Nothing you’ll have to worry about on your vacation, I’m sure. Aren’t you with the group outside?”

“I am, thank you.” I understood that I’d been dismissed. Dismissed from customs—like I’d wanted to stay there!

Well, I was a little curious about the mix up. And it was hard not to take a professional interest in tariffs on “organic” “botanicals” . . .

I kept my head down and my increasingly nerdy thoughts to myself until I’d managed to join my friends. It was the air that hit me first. From the high-ceilinged, cool interior of the station, moving into oppressive sunshine was a shock. The sun beat down, of course, but it also reflected off the plaster walls behind me and the white stone terrace beneath my feet. It was like being hit with a heat spell from all angles. Fortunately, the sensation wasn’t scorchingly hot—just surprisingly warm.

Next, of course, I heard Thorn talking.

“I’ve solved a number of tricky cases, myself,” she was saying. As my eyes adjusted to the light and I came closer to the wide planter where my friends stood, I saw that she’d made a friend. A gnome in a blue security vest was sitting on the stone wall holding back broad-leafed ferns, his mouth full of what looked like little bread sticks.

“Not like this one,” he assured Thorn. Saki and Gloria were also listening in, with varying levels of interest. “You should’ve seen him at work!”

“Oh look, Red made it,” Sakura interrupted, sounding rather relieved.

As Thorn turned to me I got a whiff of the snack her security guard friend had shared: fish. Small, fried fishes, apparently. “Have you ever heard of this Quinn person?”

“Have I ever?” I parroted, my mind still half on tariffs and taxes. “No, should I have?”

“He visited here not a moon ago,” the gnome officer informed me. He held out a paper cup in his hand. “Fish straw?”

“No, thank you.” I looked to Saki or Gloria for clarification.

“Good choice,” was all Gloria said.

“He’s some kind of great detective,” said Thorn.

“The greatest,” said her new friend. “A hero!”

“You’re all done here, right, Red?” Sakura asked sweetly. “I think it’s time for us to go.”

Thorn looked hesitant. “Maybe we should hear more about—”

Gloria, the only one of us who could rival Thorn for size, grabbed the off-duty officer’s shoulder with an audible sigh. “Maybe we shouldn’t.”

“Seconded,” Sakura said. “Thank you for sharing a snack, but we really should get to our rental and put down our bags. We’re just here for a fun trip. We promised Red a real vacation,” she reminded us all as she began guiding us away. With the air of a parent telling children not to argue, she added, “Great or not, there will be no mysteries!”
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Chapter Two: Vestiges of Greatness
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The rental villa Sakura had chosen was perfect.

That said, nearly everything about Helenia seemed perfect. Both the island and its capitol city shared the same name, and both were popular tourist destinations. The mountainside around the city was known for ancient temples and a massive carving in the rocky cliff, perched high above the tiled roofs and narrow, winding streets. The mountain and town curved along a wide harbor, the sun glinting off gorgeous turquoise water. We got a good look at all three as we caught a ride on a local wagon with our luggage, crossing town and enjoying the balmy breeze.

Our ride dropped us off in a neighborhood high above the water, where each house—or villa—had a patio covered in vines and its own view of the harbor. The steepness of the mountain meant that neighbors were more likely to be on top or below one another, rather than side by side; each property seemed carved out of the cliffs. The road was narrow, too narrow for our wagon: we’d have to walk the rest of the way over its well-worn stones. After all our sitting and standing, though, I was eager to stretch my legs.

But perhaps not as eager as Sakura was for some proper food! As soon as the wagon let us off at the intersection, she made a beeline for some nearby food stalls. Enterprising souls had clearly realized that tourists renting villas might like to walk down the road and pick up provisions at their leisure. And since Saki had been the one to choose our home-away-from-home, it made sense she remembered the practicalities—like the empty kitchen we were about to find ourselves in. She bought a basketful of vegetables and cheese from one stand, and then waved me over to help her at the second one.

I could smell it even before I crossed the road to join her. The second stall was a bakery cart, laden with fresh bread and adorned with a large picture of a smiling woman with curling horns framing a poofy chef’s hat.

“Welcome to Minotaur Bakeries,” said the person behind the cart—the woman herself, in fact. She was clearly recognizable by those horns. “And welcome to Helenia! Is this your first time?”

“It’s that clear, huh?” I smiled at her as Saki leaned in, examining loaves of country bread and stacks of muffins.

“Everyone gets that look after a long journey,” the baker assured me, friendly. As she spoke, she toyed with a round pendant on a long chain. “But, honey, you have come to the right place! Are you here for the theater? Antiques?”

“Relaxation,” Sakura answered firmly. “And food! That oatmeal loaf looks lovely. Can we get one of those—and one of the pancake mixes, too?”

“Not a problem, dear.” The woman took a jar of flour from a pyramid display by her elbow and tucked it in a burlap bag, followed by the bread. “If you’re looking for good food, try Elysian Moments later. It’s just down the road, and a very popular dinner spot—if I do say so myself.”

“Do you own that, too?” I asked.

The baker tipped her head back, laughing. “Look at you! You’re a sharp one. I like to have little ventures, side projects. They keep me busy.”

“A bar named for the underworld would have to,” Saki commented, searching through her purse for the proper change. “Can we get a bag of cookies, too?”

“Another sharp one, eh?” The woman smiled as she put two bags of cookies in the sack for us, winking at me. Her eyes were large, brown. The way they matched her horns made me wonder if she was oxkin, perhaps. Gloria was phoenixkin, and because of some magic in her blood had phoenixlike qualities, including her plume of feathers; and I knew that many kinds of -kin were possible. “You’ll find Helenia is a place still steeped in the ancient lore,” the baker went on. “Many of the ancient gods remain among us, they say. I’ve always had a soft spot for Hades, myself.”

“And for good baking, if the smell is any indication,” I said.

She laughed again. “You come back later and tell me if you think so after a slice of this bread. You can find these carts all over town!”

As Saki finished the transaction and led me back to our friends, she said, “See? Already off to a good start. Now that we’re actually here!”

“We aren’t there yet,” Gloria reminded her as we joined them.

“At the rate they’re going,” Thorn declared, grinning, “we’ll be locals before we even set down our bags.”

* * *
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We may have thought we were blending in with the locals—for perhaps a minute. That’s how long it took for someone to ask me the purpose of our trip.

Elysian Moments was popular, and there seemed to be good reason for it. The whitewashed building was well kept and cozy, full of tables covered in eclectic crocheted tablecloths and scents of wild mint and honeysuckle. But we were only in it for a minute. A waiter whisked us from the front door to the back, which opened out onto a wide terrace. Fairy lights cast a warm glow as the sun set over the water in front of us. Every small table was crowded, but we were just in time to catch an empty corner at the bar that sprawled across one end of the patio.

I’d barely settled on a stool with Sakura to my left when the stranger on my right spoke up.

“What brings you here?” she asked cheerfully, as though I was no doubt a celebrity with important places to be.

“A very stubborn friend,” I answered, matching her lighthearted tone. Sakura leaned past my shoulder to wave before picking up a menu.

“I have one of those too,” my new companion said. While she was pale and flushed, with a purple summer dress on and gold hair escaping a topknot, the friend she indicated was darker, elvishly slender, and definitely more retiring. Her anxious brown eyes darted away from my glance. “This is her favorite bar!”

When this supposedly stubborn friend spoke, her musical accent gave her away as a local. “Ida, I just don’t think—”

“It’s fine,” Ida assured her. “I’m sure it’ll only be a little bit more.” To me, she added, “We’re waiting for a friend to join us.”

“I hope we didn’t take seats you were saving?” I asked politely.

“Oh, no, by all means, stay right there,” she replied, green eyes sparkling. “You’re just our newest friends, didn’t you know? I’m Idunn, by the way, but call me Ida—everyone does. And that’s Eurie.”

I tried to smile at Eurie, but once again, she refused to look reassured by this friendly conversation. I gave up and focused on Ida, introducing myself and the rest of my friends.

Ida continued chatting with us as we ordered appetizer platters and drinks. Though she and Eurie ordered a second round for themselves, they declined our offer to share food. In fact, Eurie spent most of her time tugging at the springy curls in her shoulder-length brown hair.

If there was any lack in the conversation, though, Ida made up for it. “I’m new here too,” she told us eventually, her third drink propped a little carelessly in one rounded hand. “That is, if you asked Eurie or anyone else, that’s what they’d say! Unless your grandparents’ parents were born here, then you’re new, you know. That’s how it is. My mom and I moved here years ago now, but we’ll always be new.”

“No matter how different small towns are, small town life is the same anywhere,” Sakura quipped sympathetically. “Red and I are ‘newcomers’ in our town back home, so we understand, believe me.”

“Nothing wrong with small towns,” Thorn said around a mouthful of falafel.

“Is there anything you think we definitely have to see?” I asked Ida at the same time.

Her light eyebrows drew together as she thought. In the brief pause, I noticed her jewelry—earrings made of gold and delicately preserved violets, with a necklace pendant to match. “There’s a hike along the foothills that has amazing views of the bay. It’s not very hard,” she added quickly, no doubt seeing Saki’s disapproving look. “And there’s the ruins, and the carving, everyone goes to see those. And they should, they’re very impressive, but, you know—they’re not—”

“Something locals would bother with,” Gloria concluded for her, sounding rather smug.

Ida smiled. “It’s true that people always forget to visit whatever’s in their backyard. My mom and I say that all the time. She runs the botanical garden, by the way—my mom. You should definitely see that. You have to take a boat to get to it, but it’s totally worth it.”

“Are you just required to say so?” Saki teased over her wine glass.

“Maybe, but it is true,” Ida said playfully before downing the rest of her cherry-colored drink. “Eurie and I both work there, don’t we? Eurie’s the resident artist. She puts on the best programs. And she makes jewelry too. She made my earrings, did you see them? Aren’t they sweet?”

At Ida’s insistence, Eurie leaned into the conversation—and at the compliment, it was as though someone had turned on a light inside her. Her face instantly opened, the worry lines smoothing out as she spoke earnestly. “People don’t realize how plants affect everyday life.”

“I do,” I told her, smiling. “I’m an alchemist, I deal with them all the time.”

“Aren’t they amazing?” This time, Eurie needed no prompting. She even returned my smile. “I just love them. I always have. But I never had the green thumb Ida has, so I learned to paint them instead.”

“I’m sure your art is incredible,” I told her, and I meant it. Anyone so passionate about their subject was bound to create something lovely. Her passion reminded me of Luca with his books, and my heart shuddered, reminding me that we are getting married. Luca, in his effervescent way, also had the same passion about me. I’d always been the more reserved one of us two—probably from long years of scientific training, as much as from any personal inclination. But—seeing it in Eurie, seeing the way she blushed and beamed about her art, drew it out in me too.

“My friends and I came here because I’m getting married soon,” I told Eurie and Ida impulsively.

It must have seemed awfully random to them, but Ida cheered and lifted her glass. “Good for you! The world needs more love. Let’s get another round, and celebrate!”
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Chapter Three: Plans Interrupted
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The next morning, I was the first of my friends to wake.

To be fair, I had expected that outcome. Though Saki ran a café and catered to early-morning risers, when left to her own devices she slept in if she could. Gloria was not known to be a sociable morning person either, and Thorn had downed quite a few drinks last night at the bar. Still, when I came in from a morning run and found no one in evidence in the communal kitchen and living room, I was a little surprised.

I decided to take advantage of my good fortune, though. After a quick shower, I tossed on a short paisley sundress and grabbed a magicked mirror from my luggage before heading out onto our little veranda.

The hand mirror glowed blue as I held it up. It was William’s magic, but I knew for a fact that William wouldn’t be awake at this hour either. It was even earlier back home than it was here. Before I left on this trip, William had strengthened the charm on this communications device, making sure that it connected to its partner securely, allowing me to see and talk without fear of the signal being intercepted or lost. After a moment, the mirror’s glass surface shimmered and revealed a wooden ceiling—a shelf full of books—and finally, bright green eyes shining out of a dark, familiar face.

“Red!”

“Luca,” I returned, smiling. I hadn’t been gone even a whole day—and I was very glad to be on vacation—but it was still a relief to see him. William hadn’t wanted the mirror that connected with mine: in fact, he had insisted Luca should have it. So that you two can do that silly lovebird thing you do, he had said.

And we were definitely doing it. Separated by thousands of miles, we grinned at each other goofily. Again, my heart shuddered. “You’ll never believe it,” I told him. “Here we are on a once-in-a-lifetime trip, and everyone else is sleeping the morning away!”

“Frank has informed me that anything pre-breakfast doesn’t count as ‘morning,’ it’s ‘dawn twilight,’” Luca returned with good humor, referencing his shop assistant—a wizened, three-legged mink who tended to dislike anything that wasn’t books or Luca himself. “Not everyone is as energetic as you. You’re lucky I’m up.”

“It’s later here,” I reminded him in my own defense. “Also, you look suspiciously like you never went to sleep.”

“I did,” he protested mildly. But his bookstore was a few blocks from my apartment, which we now shared; he’d rented out his own rooms to some visiting scholars. As if fully aware where my thoughts were going, he glanced at the store behind him with affection. “I just had some work to do and I couldn’t get back to sleep earlier, so I figured I might as well come over here and do it. Turns out, I kind of miss you.”

“I miss you too,” I admitted. “But this place is amazing. Look.” I turned the mirror around so that he could see the view: the tiled patio, the low wall and trailing vines, and then the roofs of town sloping down to a turquoise sea. On the horizon, other islands were visible in the gentle, misty haze of morning.

Maybe it was a little early yet.

Luca whistled appreciatively. “We’ll have to go back there sometime together, if you don’t get tired of it.”

“We’ll definitely come back,” I promised, smiling as I turned the mirror back to my face. “We’ve already seen a bit of the nightlife. Gloria insisted we go to this local bar we’d heard about, where we met two women who work at the local arboretum, which they say is really cool.”

“I’m surprised you’re not there already, knowing you,” Luca commented.

I chuckled. “I know, I woke up a little bit antsy. I’ve already gone running.”

“Is there something bothering you?” Luca knew me very well—in fact, he’d gone with me to visit my home island, a much more deserty place than this, where most of the locals were Seers. My mothers and extended family could practice divination to look into the future or learn about the world around them. I’d never had the skills they did, but I did sometimes get unexpected insights. Or see ghosts, or ghostly unicorns. Mostly, though, my inheritance amounted to very fleet feet and sparkly strands in my hair, with not a lot else to show for it.

I hadn’t thought to check in with my intuition until Luca said something. Now that he had, I hesitated. “I don’t see how it could be,” I said. “I mean, this setting couldn’t be more idyllic. What could be bothering me here?”

“Idyllic places can be dangerous, too.” Luca leaned into his mirror, the dim light in the bookshop catching on the horn that rose up from his forehead and the mossy tattoos that covered his head. Marks that were usually covered up by some handy magic in his scholarly robe and hood. “Not that you’re in any danger at all, I’d imagine. I hope. I’m positive,” he said, sounding not quite convincing. I gave him a look. He laughed and added, “It’s just, you know your track record with such things.”

“Our record,” I reminded him. “Any time I’ve run into a crime, you’ve been right there too.”

“Fine, our track record,” he agreed. “But—it might just be something small that’s making you feel out of place. Maybe just all the travel. But whatever it is, you’ve taken Belville’s police force with you, so you should be fine. And you know William and I would find a way to get there if we needed to.”

“You don’t need to,” I assured him. Inwardly, I rebuked myself for making him worry. Just like Saki had made everyone promise to rest on this trip, we’d also profusely promised Luca and William that we’d stay out of trouble. So much for that, already! But nothing has actually happened, I told myself. Aloud, I added, “I’m sure it’s nothing. I had a weird conversation at customs yesterday—that might be it. But like you said, Thorn would take care of anything.”

A bump and some mild cursing resounded from the nearest bedroom window, indicating that one of my companions was up. I thought it sounded a lot like the officer in question, and smiled to myself at the coincidental timing.

“Her replacements were in yesterday,” Luca said blithely, most likely unable to hear the ruckus behind me. “Asking for maps of town.”

That distracted me. Lately whenever she had to leave town, Officer Thorn would get two enthusiastic young officers, centaurs, to cover for her. They’d trained with her for a while, and had taken over before. I laughed incredulously. “She didn’t make them memorize the geography already?”

“That’s what I asked them,” Luca replied, grinning. “They were very embarrassed, but from what I could gather, Maggie has been testing them.”

“Tell Maggie I say hello,” Thorn said, stumbling out onto the veranda. Her hair was tousled and she was still wearing pajamas, but there was a steaming mug of coffee in her hands. Priorities, I thought, amused.

“Maggie’s not on the call, it’s Luca,” I told her, holding up the mirror for her to see. Maggie was Thorn’s girlfriend, and together they lived in snug rooms behind the police station, so I could well believe that Thorn had tasked her with keeping an eye on the replacements. “How’d you get coffee already?” I added.

“Hi, Luca,” Thorn said, bravely concealing her disappointment. To me, she added, “Sakura’s up. She’s taken over the kitchen. Thought this was supposed to be a girls-only trip?”

“Luca isn’t here,” I pointed out wryly. “No one said I can’t still talk to him.”

“I didn’t realize we’d done enough yet to warrant a report,” Thorn commented.

I chuckled. “Maybe you haven’t. But—”

“Ho!” cried a new voice from outside the veranda. “Who’s making reports already?”

I sprang from my seat, taking the mirror with me. Thorn set her coffee on a nearby table and strode toward the noise. A stranger in a straw hat poked his head around the edge of some vines—a stranger in a straw hat and a police uniform.

“Just friendly chatter,” Thorn told him, with the ease of one professional to another. Though she was wearing purple silk, there was no mistaking her authority. “What’s all this? We didn’t think we had any close neighbors.”

“I tried the front door, but someone just shouted to go away,” said the officer. “So I came back here. This residence is rented to Cinnabar Sunset and party, that right?”

I gulped. From the mirror, Luca’s voice reached my ear. “Red? Are you okay?”

Thorn set her hands on her hips. “How about you tell us what’s going on.”

“I was hoping you’d tell me,” said the strange officer. “Two women went missing from the bar last night, and you were the last ones to see them.”

* * *

[image: ]


“Let’s start from the beginning,” Thorn suggested, five minutes later.

We’d gathered in the living room. Saki was perched on the back of an armchair, apron still tied over her seafoam green nightgown. I had quickly hung up with Luca, and sat nervously next to Thorn on the sofa. Gloria was the only one of us who looked composed: she’d apparently been up for a little while, as her hair and makeup were already perfect, and she wore a black blouse and capris like we might go out sightseeing or shopping for antiques at any moment.

“I can do that,” said the strange officer. As he faced us from his sofa, he almost looked nervous himself, as if he was being interviewed for a job. But unlike me, he seemed to thrive on the feeling. His knees were bouncing, his feet braced, with just the toes of his sandals planted on the ground. His blue uniform looked exactly like Officer Thorn’s, except for those leather sandals and a rather ragged straw hat, which rested on the table between us. And like Officer Thorn, he was large—perhaps part giant, even. His skin was deeply tanned and his wavy hair was bleached blond by the sun. His light blue eyes shone as he leaned forward to speak. “I’m Officer Herakles. Call me Herc. I’m a junior officer down at the police station. They sent me up here this morning to see what you all had to say. You were at Elysian Moments last evening, from dinner time onwards, right? And you met two women there, Idunn Skaald and Eurydice of Korinth?”

“We got there just after sunset and sat at the bar,” Thorn confirmed. The rest of us were only too glad for her to be spokesperson. “Ida introduced herself to Red, here, and kept up a conversation.”

Though it hardly seemed possible, Herc leaned even farther forward. He wasn’t taking notes. He seemed to be physically hanging on to Thorn’s words. “Did they act off at all? Did they say anything?”

Thorn looked down at me, raising an eyebrow. I understood my cue. “They did mention they were waiting for someone, or some people, I think.”

“We’d never met them before,” Saki added. “So we wouldn’t be able to tell if they were acting ‘off.’”

“Who were they waiting for?” Herc asked me.

I thought about it, then shrugged. “I don’t remember any name. Does anybody else?”

My friends shook their heads, and Thorn took over speaking again. “We left at closing time to come back here. It was my understanding Ida and Eurie were heading home too.”

Bold words for someone who walked out leaning on Gloria’s shoulder, I thought, though I kept my face blank. Gloria was smirking.

“Maybe whoever was supposed to meet them was actually waiting outside?” Saki suggested. “There was quite a crowd as we left.”

“There always is. That’s the problem.” Herc sat back, finally, and some sympathetic tension in my own back eased. Judging by his energy and lack of wrinkles, he was too young to worry about stiff joints just yet. His knees still jiggled.

“You’ll find out when you take down our names and details,” Thorn told him, with an almost professorial air, “but I’ll tell you now, I’m a solo officer back home.”

“Are you? Awesome!” Herc leaned over again.

“I am.” If Thorn sounded slightly smug, I figured she could be forgiven. “And I know a tense investigation when I see one. Tracking down friends who have gone missing after a night out is a good cause, but there’s something more here. What are you looking for? What’s got you on edge?”

“Between you and me,” Herc said, glancing around as though he might see eager faces pressed at the windows, “it’s what we’ve already found that’s really awful.”

“But if you found them, why are you here looking for them?” Saki asked.

“No, no—we didn’t find them,” Herc replied. “We only found Eurie. On the cliffs beneath the bar—deceased. An injury to the head. But not on the side where she fell.”

Saki gasped, and my hand flew to my mouth. I could see Eurie so clearly in my mind’s eye, saying, people don’t realize . . . She’d seemed so lit up in that moment, talking about what she loved. Full of promise. How could someone with such purpose meet with such an abrupt end?

Even Gloria snapped to attention. Thorn nodded grimly, as if somehow she’d guessed as much.

“Chief says it could have been an accident,” Officer Herakles continued. “But I saw the scene this morning, and I think it must be homicide.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Four: The Disappeared
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Herc remained looking at Thorn, like a puppy waiting for a good word. Like, I realized, a trainee.

And that was when I knew there was no way we could disentangle ourselves from this investigation.

Meanwhile, Saki and Gloria were clearly thinking it over in their own way.

“She hardly said a word all night,” Saki recalled.

“Hiding something,” Gloria suggested.

I didn’t agree, necessarily, but they were gaining speed as they played off each other.

“How did the two get separated?” Saki added.

“Maybe they didn’t,” said Gloria. “Until Ida turned to crime.”

“No theorizing,” Thorn told them sternly. “We don’t even have half the facts. Isn’t that right, Herc?”

“Absolutely. We know pretty much nothing,” he said, eagerly. “But—I can say—your friend there might not be so wrong . . .”

“Well, we can’t help you,” said the indicated “friend,” Gloria. “We know even less than nothing.”
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