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    Before we begin,

I'd like to acknowledge the giants whose shoulders I stand upon . . .

 

Be they authors of fairy tales,

humorous satire,

Golden Age mystery,

classical myth,

or Victorian drama,

their influences have shaped these characters and this story.
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Welcome

[image: ]




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

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

There are only three rules:

––––––––
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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: Winter in the Air
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I should have been opening my shop, but my first thought was to find—and potentially thaw out—my neighbor, Gloria.

Sounds dramatic, right? I was in a dramatic mood when this all began, that’s for sure. My mother always told me that in daily life, the difference between comedy and tragedy came down to attitude. Attitude, she said, was the main way we protect ourselves. And Gloria’s attitude was much more formidable than mine, so it would have made sense to think that she could protect herself.

But even so, I felt responsible for her.

“William!” I called down the stairs, still stumbling in the dark. “William, will you go out and check next door?”

“No. I shouldn’t even be up this early,” came the distant reply.

I ground my teeth. The thing was, in a world like Beyond—a world where you had gleaming magitech cities, thorny fairy tales, undersea kingdoms, and fairy magic all on the same earth—people like my mother who liked to talk about “attitude” were probably right. Folks in Beyond often liked to say that we were all re-living variations of the same old stories.

Given that my winter morning had begun with a crack in the kitchen window and dusty snow and icicles all over my tiny studio apartment, I felt like our street had been hit by some arctic pirate story.

That was probably exaggeration on my part. But still, a broken window was cause for concern.

“Morning, Red. You look a sight,” William added as I appeared at the top of the stairs.

I glowered at my companion, a magical talking dog. When I’d simultaneously stubbed my toe and discovered the mess in my kitchen earlier, my cursing had been enough to send him down into the shop for cover.

“Unless by ‘sight’ you mean ‘vision of beauty and grace,’ I suggest you keep your mouth shut,” I growled back. The menacing effect was probably marred by my limp as I came down the spiral staircase from my apartment above the store, but I didn’t care.

William made a noise which I chose to believe was a cough.

Around us, the shop was dark and quiet. Flickering street lamps and the dull hum of a winter wind beyond the big bay windows reminded me that not all was peaceful, though. The problem with being from a tropical climate was that I never, ever seemed to get used to winter.

Especially not a winter wind that brought intruders along with it. “Go and check Gloria’s, won’t you, please? If you don’t run out and do it, then I will, and we both know how well I fare in the snow.”

William watched me for a split second, fuzzy ears cocked and his black fur giving him the appearance of a shadow in the gray morning. “If you’re that worried, then fine,” he decided, bounding down from the chair he’d perched on. In a moment, he was out the back door, leaving an icy blast of wind in his wake.

Nonetheless, my alchemy shop was snug and cozy—unlike my apartment. I leaned against the wall behind the sales counter, taking a moment to calm myself down. I’m sure it was nothing, and she’s fine, I thought, looking around. All the rows of potions and alchemical ingredients and reference books stood perfectly in order. A citrus smell from my cleaning potions lingered in the air, mixing with the evergreen scent of a new line of sparkling candles I was testing out for the season. The staircase from the apartment came down in the rear corner of the shop; in front of me was the sales counter, and behind me, I’d painted the accent wall behind the counter a lovely green. Through an interior window, my lab beckoned.

While waiting for William’s report, I shouldered my way through the side door and into my true refuge. My lab had once been a small working kitchen, with stone tiled floor and sturdy appliances. Shortly after I’d bought the building and set up my shop, I’d added the interior window so that I could keep an eye on the sales floor while restocking potions or making custom orders. It was orderly and peaceful.

Except that this morning, a faint glow flickered from my burner. I narrowed my eyes at the magical flame. Really? Is something else going to go wrong already?

“I started some hot water,” William said helpfully, bounding back in through the back door. “You know, in case your battle with the kitchen didn’t work out.”

“Thank the goddess,” I muttered, pulling on an apron and heading over to the workbench at once. Usually I was very careful about keeping food out of the lab, but I did keep extra mugs and freshly bagged tea in one of the cupboards just in case. Every rule had its exceptions, after all. Pulling out an elf-made ceramic purple mug and a packet of the strongest black tea on hand, I asked, “So, how is Gloria? Was her shop broken into, or anything? I’m guessing since you’re back so fast, she was okay.”

“She wasn’t even there,” William informed me, shaking himself dry of snow and continuing into the shop. As he reclaimed his seat on the stool behind the counter, he added through the interior window, “I just talked to Johann. You know, the new guy who’s her assistant in the salon now? He lives above it in the apartment the fairies used to use. He said it was quiet all night there. No broken windows.”

“Well, that’s good. And yes, I remember Johann, thank you very much,” I grumped. Normally I wasn’t one to start my mornings so antagonistically, but also normally, my mornings didn’t involve break-ins—even tiny ones. “He’s been in Belville for nearly a month now.”

“Two,” William corrected helpfully. “He came right after the fairies left.”

The business with Gloria and the fairies was probably why I was overprotective of her. Well, the fairies and a blackmailer named Owl and a certain adventure with a local haunted castle, too. Everything had turned out fine—the fairies, who had been manipulative and cruel as Gloria’s assistants in the salon, had gone, and Owl’s murderer had been charged for her crimes. And that was two months ago already? I shook my head, still trying to get a grip on my morning.

“I know what you’re going to say next,” William sniffed, his wet black nose in the air. “But the break in the window wasn’t those fairies, and it wasn’t my ward’s fault either.”

I sighed, certain that he was right. William had originally been a sorcerer’s familiar with a specialty in protective magic when I found him on the road years ago. He continued to work the magic that he’d been created as a familiar to do: wards—basically magical shields—which protected us and our building.

“Yeah, I guess that makes sense.” I focused on pouring a stream of steaming water over my tea leaves, pursing my lips as I did so, even though I knew William wasn’t even looking at me. “If it was the fairies coming back for revenge, there’d be a lot more glitter around, anyway.”

“Well, it wasn’t. I keep telling you, Red, they’re long gone by now.” William snorted. “It was a fey spark against a natural limitation of my spell, if you must know.”

I set down the kettle. “Run that by me again, in layman’s terms, please.”

William sighed and shook his floppy ears as though I was being obtuse on purpose, as though he didn’t know very well that our arrangement had always been that he took care of the magic, I took care of the science. “Something very small and naturally magical, like a pixie or a soot sprite, was trying to get past the ward at a place where it was already weak. And why was the ward weak, you ask? Well, because someone had to go around last season making friends with all kinds of ghosts and shadows, didn’t she? And what did her new friends see fit to do when they wanted a word? Did they ring the doorbell like normal visitors?”

“It is too cold for another lecture about Jade,” I groaned.

“Ha!” William shook himself again. This time he nearly knocked himself from his perch on the stool, which was too small for his furry butt.

This had become a recurring conversation between us in recent months. William would allude to me getting myself “in trouble” while helping Gloria and the local scholar, Luca, clear up Owl’s murder. I would make some protest, such as helping friends was a good thing; everything turned out just fine; our shop sign did advertise that I could find lost objects, as well as make potions; or that he himself had been quite involved with that investigation. Then William would make some eloquent comment about me being too trusting and too easily duped by mysterious shadows named Jade, which he somehow managed to boil down into one expressive “Ha!”

Never mind the fact that Jade had turned out to be an alter ego of Luca’s, and therefore completely incapable of harming so much as a homicidal fly.

William had to scuffle to realign himself on the stool, and I smirked at him as I passed a wide-mouthed mug of tea out to him through the window. With tendrils of deep blue magic, which curled like galaxies in the dimness of the shop, William accepted the offering. He slurped it down without hesitation, despite the fact that it was scalding hot.

We non-magical folk had to be a bit more cautious. I cradled my own mug against my fingerless lab gloves and mused. “Jade came to that window two months ago, as you so gleefully pointed out about Johann and the fairies. Don’t you check and strengthen those wards all the time?”

Now it was William’s turn to growl. “Are you accusing me of negligence?”

“Hey, stand down,” I said, putting up a hand. The last thing I needed to add to my morning was a magical brawl. We were already running a bit late in opening the shop. But, with the storm outside, I doubted we’d get too many early morning customers anyway. “I’m just trying to figure out what happened. I thought your protections were supposed to be unbreakable.”

“And they are. I said something wanted to enter. Did you see any signs of a creature of any kind actually entering through the window?”

“No,” I admitted. I’d checked for footprints, claw marks, ransacked foodstuffs, and anything else suspicious while cleaning up the kitchen, but hadn’t seen a thing. “So what are you saying, the weather could get in but the creature couldn’t?”

“Weather doesn’t count,” William said, his buried snout in his mug.

“Great, then you can be the one to sweep up snow and scrape ice off the sink next time,” I informed him.

William snorted. “You could’ve just waited for it to melt.”

“Oh, and make an even bigger mess?”

“Tell me you closed off the window, at least.”

“Of course I did. I’m grumpy and tired, not careless.” I stuck my tongue out at him. Over his shoulder, I caught sight of a smudged shape in the street. It seemed to be a person looking in our window. A glance at the clock on the wall confirmed that we were, indeed, running late. “Thanks for humoring me and checking on Gloria, at least. We can figure out the rest later,” I told William, setting down my tea. “For now, you get the lights and the safe, I’ll get the doors. Anyone brave enough to come out today must be desperate.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two: Mine, Mine, Mine
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I’d said anyone out in this weather must be desperate, but I’d overlooked the fact that some people didn’t mind the snow as much as I did. And on top of that, enthusiasm in some can be just as dangerous as desperation in others.

“There you are, Red!” Officer Thorn’s voice cut through the mumble of afternoon business.

Without turning to look, I knew that the good Officer herself would be cutting her way through the few shivering customers picking over warming powders and elixirs of protection. I set the rest of my newly-made vials of quicksilver down in my corner display of magical elements and rose to face her.

Despite some ancient magic in my blood, I’m human—so when I rose, I made it to about five foot nine. That was nearly a foot shorter and perhaps a hundred pounds lighter than Officer Thorn, who was half orc. Once she alluded to the fact that her siblings hauled freight and worked as bodyguards for a living. She, on the other hand, opted to join the police guild. Her gorgeous black hair, mossy green skin, and shiny uniform all appeared completely impervious to the winter weather outside.

“Where else would I be?” I asked her, raising an eyebrow. Thorn was one of my oldest friends in Belville, and she knew full well how I felt about frostbite, so there wasn’t any need for me to glance at the gray world outside the window to make my point. Instead, I looked over the lanky form tagging along behind Thorn’s massive shoulder.

“Off to the mines,” Officer Thorn replied with a wink. Perhaps her chipper attitude served as a buffer from the weather. I looked back at her quizzically, waiting for the pun—because with Officer Thorn, any strange utterance was usually a pun—to reveal itself. I’m already at work, I reasoned, so she can’t possibly mean . . .

“Did you forget?” Officer Thorn crossed her arms and glanced at our silent observer, who still seemed to be attempting to hide in her shadow. This feat was made difficult by the fact that the unnamed third party was even taller than Thorn. To this person, Thorn said, “See, I told you. You may think Belville’s just a small town, but it’s three jobs together trying to keep everyone around here in line. Aside from the mine and the usual crime that comes with trade, the shopkeepers can’t even keep dates straight.”

“Said ‘shopkeepers’ can still hear you perfectly well,” I retorted, and groaned as I remembered. The day before, I’d received a note about a mysterious new discovery at the mine, along with a request to serve as a third party authenticator for it. “You’re talking about the meeting with Lark today to go over the new ore, right? I didn’t forget, I just thought the meeting would be canceled because of the weather.”

I’d also thought that perhaps, as a bit of a reprieve after my morning, the universe might let up about this whole “trekking out to the mine to adjudicate some weird rock samples as the local expert” thing. But apparently my luck for the day was consistent.

“Come on, Red,” said Thorn, grinning a wide grin full of pointy, sparkly teeth. “If we canceled plans because of a bit of bad weather, we’d never get anything done.”

“Well, we could make Lark leave her precious mine and come over here for once,” I muttered rebelliously.

“Lark prefers not to leave the mine during business hours—says it’s not worth the hassle navigating the trails with her chair, and she hates being driven. Now, have you two met?” Thorn ignored my grumblings and stepped back, nearly knocking over a freestanding shelf of dried flowers. The person behind her startled violently and did in fact knock over a vase of moonflower. Several customers sniggered as they left.

“I haven’t been introduced,” William barked from the sales counter.

A glance around the shop showed me we were now alone, so I waved off our clumsy visitor’s apologetic murmurings and bustled to the back corner to get the broom. As I took care of the cleaning, Thorn spoke loudly enough to be heard throughout the room.

“This is Maeve,” she informed the shop at large. Maeve shuffled like a giraffe trying very hard to impersonate a lamp post. “She’s here to learn the ropes. After that business with the murder and the castle and the books, the Guild thought we might use an extra hand out here in the sticks, so they’ll be sending trainees from time to time. Gets ’em a bit of practical experience. What do you say, Maeve? Tell them a little bit about yourself.”

“Um,” said Maeve. I finished my sweeping and stood up, leaning on my broom as I craned my neck to look at Maeve’s face. Maeve seemed also to be stooping to look at me. “I’m, um, a new trainee. At the police guild. Over in Pine. You can call me Maeve. Or ‘she’.”

Such specifications are sometimes useful in Beyond, where you get people in all shapes and persuasions. But from the way Maeve clasped her arms around herself, I wondered if she had told us that because she was more worried about her appearance than she needed to be. Her uniform, a darker and more somber version of Thorn’s military-esque outfit, fit well and looked well cared-for. Whereas Thorn never wore any kind of headgear, Maeve had opted for a large woolen beret. Neither her height nor the hat completely obscured the fact that her head was smooth and bald, her skin a dull gray.

Across the room, William set his paws up on the counter and the edges of his black fur glowed, a sure sign he was using magic. “Bit of Reaper in you, is there?”

“William!” I reprimanded. “Not everyone wants to tell you their inner secrets.”

“It’s, um, not really a secret,” Maeve assured me, although the tuck at the end of her long mouth—as though she was biting her lip—made me think I’d been right, that she was worried about her appearance. Reapers are to the spirit world as wood elves are to forests: they walk the line between life and death. They could be found all across Beyond, because they were necessary everywhere—they helped souls move on to the next stage, whatever that might be. But just because they were ubiquitous doesn’t mean they were well-loved. Not everyone in Beyond was comfortable with mortality. And it didn’t help that Reapers often had a skeletal appearance.

There wasn’t anything frightening or ghoulish about Maeve, though, aside from the fact that she looked about two feet too tall for her frame. And that could mostly be chalked up to a lack of confidence.

“It’s my Da,” she continued at a mumble. William pricked up an ear, perhaps to hear her better. “I don’t—I don’t have any magic though. They ask you about that in training. Ma told me once when I was a child I had kind of, um, a sense for it. And that for a minute I was holding a bird and, uh—”

“By all that’s Just, trainee, there’s no need to babble,” Thorn interrupted, not without kindness. “The dog is William, and like Red said, he doesn’t have any right to know your business. The important one for you to meet is that one there, with the goggles and the broom.” She gestured at me. “That’s Red. She’s my unofficial assistant,” Thorn explained with a toothy grin, ignoring William’s huffs. “Official assistant, meet unofficial assistant.”

“I’m an alchemist,” I corrected as I shook Maeve’s cool hand. No amount of saying this ever persuaded Thorn not to treat me like police backup, but I kept trying anyway. “Hence the goggles.” I ran my free hand self-consciously over them, always perched on my forehead. Say what you will about fashion, but nothing could beat the convenience of carrying my most useful tool around with me on my head. Plus, the goggles kept my long dark hair out of my way, and helped obscure the glittery strands that might draw attention to my mystic heritage. “Welcome to Belville, Maeve. It’s not usually this snowy,” I added with a smile. “Winter came early this year, it seems like.”

“Please. There’s barely a foot out there,” Thorn protested. She made it to the front of the shop in three short steps and yanked the door open, letting snow come swirling in around her knees. Turning back with a grin, she added, “Get your cloak and boots, Red. It’s time for us to leg it.”

* * *
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I left William to handle any remaining customers for the day—or, more likely, to plot his revenge against Officer Thorn. He hated it when people referred to him as simply a “dog.” Grabbing my warmest cloak, a lush purple felt lined with enchanted blue velvet, along with knee-high boots and my tool belt of Useful Things, I followed the officer and her trainee out into the snow.

Belville is the quintessential small town. Nestled deep in the rural district known as Pastoria, Belville was the sort of place where everyone knew your business and any strangers who did more than pass through with the trade caravans became Public News Item Number One. That said, Belville didn’t lack for much—while technically the town was surrounded by forest, a lake lay along the southern outskirts, and along the northwestern border forested cliffs give way to what locals know simply as “the Mine.”

The Mine was huge. In fact, as someone who frequently dealt in rocks and minerals, I knew well that the complex in the mountainside outside Belville wasn’t just one mine—it was a dozen, or even more. The whole operation was run by a coastal elf named Lark. She originally brought her business to town because she was building a railway out to the seashore—at least, that’s what she told people; her tactics had sometimes clashed with the town’s desires, though, and Officer Thorn might have said something different. Since summer, Lark had been expanding her system of caverns and tunnels. Most folks in Belville were happy to see their business increase, even if they were a little leery of miners who came in from out of town. More miners meant more people buying lodging, food, and clothing, particularly during the winter months. But I had my reservations about the new ore Lark and her miners had found.

“I’m saying this for the last time,” I told Thorn for perhaps the fifth time in the past twenty-four hours, since news had hit town of Lark’s latest discovery. “The miners did not find a vein of ‘Quintessence.’”

“How do you know if you haven’t inspected it yet?” Thorn yelled back cheerfully. She led the way as the three of us hunched along the mountain trail to Lark’s headquarters. Maeve took up the rear.

“Because there isn’t any such thing as an ore of quintessence,” I retorted. Above my head, snow-laden branches watched impassively. For the moment, finally, the storm had abated. “A quintessential ore, sure. That you could have. But you’d get that ore after days, or even moons of alchemical preparation. Quintessence is a product of distillation—sort of like the spirit inside the physical item. It’s not something you find just lying around in a tunnel.”

“It wasn’t just lying around in a tunnel,” Officer Thorn reminded me matter-of-factly. “A team of outside contractors here to help with the mining spotted it in a slag heap. No one’s sure where in the mine it actually came from. That’s part of the problem.”

“The problem is that it’s a natural impossibility,” I muttered.

“You keep saying long words, Red, but all I hear is professional jealousy.”

I snorted. Even the breath coming out of my lungs tasted like ice. “How can I be professionally jealous of Lark or her contracted miners when none of them are alchemists?”

“Um,” said Maeve.

Thorn and I both stopped at once, our boots crunching in the silence. It wasn’t anything about Maeve’s tone that gave us cause for alarm; it was simple surprise, because Maeve hadn’t spoken since we’d left the shop. Now, we were halfway up the mountain, a mere moment away from Lark’s semi-permanent camp. The trail ran below a cliff ledge, which would soon give way to the plateau we’d be climbing up on to in a minute.

But Thorn evidently felt there wasn’t a need to rush. She squinted up at her lanky assistant.

“I just, had a feeling,” said Maeve. She shuffled, drawing attention to the fact that despite her size, her feet didn’t sink into the snow drifts. Now there was something I could be jealous of: not having to clean snow out of every crevice of your boots when you got home.

“Had a feeling about what?” Thorn asked, one hand on her hip. “The ore?”

“No. That, um, that weird shape over there.”

Maeve gestured several yards down the trail behind us. Trees shaded one side, while snowdrifts piled against the rock wall on the other. Pulling my goggles down over my eyes and activating the zoom feature, I could see some specks of brown and neon green among the pure white lumps.

Brown made sense; minor rock slides happened on the mountain all the time. But neon green? Not at this time of year. I hesitated uneasily for a moment before retracing our steps, following the trail Thorn’s large feet had plowed.

“Good eye, Maeve,” Thorn said as she fell into step behind me. When the three of us huddled around the suspicious drift, Thorn was the one to reach out and brush away the snow.

And when Thorn’s hand revealed no bit of plant matter or forgotten equipment, but a crumpled tunic and a cold body, I wondered if Maeve’s eye was what had sensed the disturbance after all.
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Chapter Three: White as Snow, Black as Night
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“Whoever it is, they’re dead,” said Maeve.

Officer Thorn and I exchanged a glance as we bent over the unfortunate snow drift. Belville sat squarely in a rural county called Pastoria, where many people chose to hunt for their food or care for a farm. As such, dealing with death was a matter of life for most locals. However, soft-spoken Maeve sounded suspiciously teary.

“Correct,” Thorn agreed, straightening. “And in this weather, they’ll keep, for a minute. Here’s what we’re going to do. Maeve, you come with me. Lark’s offices are just up around the bend. Let’s go see what the miners know about this, shall we? Red, you stay here and keep an eye on things until we get back. Make sure nothing’s disturbed. We’ll just be a moment.”

“You owe me,” I informed Thorn, thinking, a little bit of snow in the kitchen this morning was nothing compared to being told to stand in a snowdrift while Thorn has a chat.

About a death. I shivered, hoping the poor soul had gone peacefully.

“All the hot tonics and pasta you want tonight at Lavender’s, on me,” the officer promised me as she steered her assistant down the trail. “Consider it a reward for a job well done!”

“A job I haven’t done yet, and was never hired for,” I muttered under my breath. Still, I couldn’t help but perk up a little at the thought of dinner. Lavender ran the local tavern and made wonderful food.

As Maeve and Thorn vanished around the corner and up the hill, I contemplated my situation. In the face of this unfortunate death, my trials at home didn’t seem so significant. What was a vengeful fairy, a little ice or a broken ward here and there, really?

Unless the broken ward wasn’t an accident. I puffed out a cloudy breath, glancing over the body beside me. Part of me couldn’t help but wonder if the same applied here.

Judging by Thorn’s cheerfulness as she’d left me behind, I figured she assumed the death was an accident—maybe someone had fallen from the cliff above during the storm. It wasn’t at all impossible; in fact, it was likely. But I hesitated to make the same assumption. It’s not that I’m a pessimist—far from it. It’s just that when I was an apprentice alchemist, I’d had one maxim drilled into my head every day: never make assumptions. Let the experiment show you what is true.

I couldn’t see much of the lifeless person beside me, though. They must have been a miner, I thought, because who else would be so far out on the mountain? Thorn had only uncovered enough to make sure that the person was beyond hope of saving, and I didn’t want to uncover more—partly out of respect for the dead, and partly out of respect for Thorn’s evidence-gathering later. Though my friend the police officer could come across as abrupt and bull-headed, I knew she took her work seriously.

There’s nothing more to learn right now, I decided. Rather than dwell on morbid details, I took in the scenery. The tree trunks across the trail returned my gaze patiently, as though they were simply waiting for me to go away before resuming some secret party. Knowing the forests around Belville, maybe that was an option. As I breathed deeply, the clear scent of snow and spice of fir came to me—along with something else; some other scent, something almost like lakeweed, just underneath everything else. I breathed again.

And as I held my breath, trying to identify the strange smell, my ears caught a snippet of song.

“Waiting for the day your ship will come in. . .”

It was a low voice, muffled, but definitely there. Somewhere above me. I craned my neck, letting the hood of my cloak fall back as I looked up the cliff face.

“The tide’s gonna turn . . .”

“Hey!” I called, stepping back onto the trail for a better view. “Hello?”

“Eeeek!”

Snow crunched and heavy boots thudded as someone thirty feet above me did a double-take. After a moment, a dark, bearded face appeared over the cliff. Had it not been for the snow, I don’t think I would ever have seen him: from a distance, he looked like he was made of rock.

“Who’s that? ’Sat you, Raven? You pulling a trick on me?”

“Hi,” I said again, trying not to chuckle at his surprise. “Not pulling any tricks—sorry to scare you. I live in town. I didn’t think anyone else was out here.”

“Of course we’re here,” the singer retorted. “Where else should we be?” Then, as though a thought had occurred to him, he added, “We aren’t late for the shift, are we? I told Pigeon that we oughta get going—”

This time I did laugh. “Slow down! I don’t know anything about being late.” The last words went ashy in my mouth, though, as I thought of Thorn and punniness and the whole reason I was standing alone on the mountain trail. I chose my next words more carefully. “You work at the mine, I suppose?”

The head tilted to one side. “Don’t you?”

“No, I’m—”

“Then why are you out here?”

Before I could explain—before I could decide how much to explain—another voice called across the ledge. “Who are you talking to, Goose?”

“Come over here and see this, Snow,” the singer—Goose—replied. “There’s a person down there on the trail. Maybe she’s seen Raven.”

My eyes fell to the form in the snow between me and the cliff. “Er, maybe. Do you two have a moment to come down here and talk?”

* * *
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The last thing I wanted to do was spring a dead body on someone, but I knew every bit of evidence now would help Thorn later. Plus, I didn’t want to lie to my new acquaintances. And by the time it occurred to me that I should have kept my mouth shut from the beginning, Goose had already scrambled down to meet me.

Goose, it turned out, was a dwarf. The rocklike appearance of his face and gruffness to his voice made sense now, as did his work in the mine. I’d heard rumors that dwarves once had lived only in caves because if sunlight hit them, they’d turn to stone. These days, though, dwarves walk freely; whether because of magic charms to protect them from sunlight, or because the whole story had been bunk in the first place, no non-dwarf could say for sure.

Standing proudly as high as my shoulder, with a broad grin reminiscent of Thorn’s, Goose contemplated my boots, cloak, and various tools. “You aren’t a miner,” he decided.

“Nope. Actually,” I said, figuring I may as well get one of two hard parts out first, “I came up here with Officer Thorn.”

The person trailing after Goose—Snow, if I had to guess—went very still at this comment. This was just another sign that the two were outsiders. No one in town was afraid of Officer Thorn, because everyone knew better than to cross her in the first place.

Snow watched me over Goose’s shoulder. She only accomplished this by standing several yards back along the path, because whereas Goose was maybe five feet tall, Snow was more like four. As with Goose, Snow’s heritage needed no explanation. She was, in fact, oddly reminiscent of the fairies who had bullied Gloria—aside from her coloring. Her bright orange, thickly woven miner’s clothes did nothing to hide her slight frame and icy pale skin. Her eyes were so blue I could see them clearly despite the distance, and her hair was the kind of deep black that looked cobalt in the light, like the very depths of night. Snow was clearly an elemental fairy.

Three guesses as to her element, I thought wryly. I don’t need nosy William for that.

“Have you seen Raven?” Goose asked me as I sized up my visitors. “He looks like me. Last we saw him, though, he was wearing green.”

Green. The detail struck a heavy chord in my heart. “Listen,” I said to them both, as kindly as I could. “There’s a chance I’ve seen him, but I’m not sure. And it might come as a nasty shock for both of you. Do you want to—”

“He’s there, isn’t he,” a new voice cut in. From behind Snow, another dwarf had emerged. He immediately came down the path and put an arm around the fairy, the look on his face both terrified and concerned.

Snow shifted. “What makes you say that, Pigeon?” she asked the newcomer, her voice bright and deft like cut ice.

“Why else would he be gone, and the police be here, right by our camp?” Pigeon returned. Goose was staring back at him now too, and it was clear to me that Pigeon had some authority in their group. He pointed past me. “Raven’s in that drift, isn’t he? He—he must have fallen from the cliff. Oh, Snow, I knew coming to a mine we’d never seen or dealt with before was a bad idea!”

Snow caught her breath with a gulp and buried her head in Pigeon’s blocky shoulder. Goose turned to me again, but he didn’t move forward. “Raven—fall? But he wouldn’t! None of us would ever do a clumsy thing like that!”

I bit my lip. Before I could offer sympathy, though, Officer Thorn—with Maeve and a veritable crowd in tow—came round the corner behind them.

“As far as we know, he did,” Officer Thorn announced grimly. “And the best thing you can do now is help me figure out how or why it happened.”

* * *
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An hour later and the crowd of us hadn’t moved from the trail. Officer Thorn held her ground.

“I understand he’s one of your crew, but I need to take him to the station for an examination. No, Lark, I’ll have no argument from you about this. And I expect everyone to give statements, understood? Yes, I know I said it was probably an accident. It probably was. But this fellow here—Goose—says it couldn’t have been, and that strangers have been seen wandering around his camp. You have to respect that. We have to make sure we follow procedure.”

Thorn turned from a belligerent mine owner and sullen miners to nod at her assistant. Her assistant, however, was staring rather dreamily at Snow. Snow was staring stonily at the cliff above Raven’s body.

“He’s our brother,” Goose sniffed. “We stick together.”

“He was my employee,” Lark interjected. The elf sat regally in a magic, purpose-made wheelchair that made me sick with inventor’s envy every time I saw it. Floating atop a revolving orb of clear sea water, the machine had every hallmark of merfolk technology. It was far from an inconvenience; Lark treated it like a mobile throne. Still, the fact that she’d made her way down the trail—despite her clear preference to stay at the mine—showed she was taking this very seriously. “And as such, I expect to be kept abreast of your investigation. I have the mine and the rest of the miners to consider, you understand.”

Officer Thorn nodded stiffly. “Of course.”

“And I expect you to investigate quickly,” Lark added, her aquamarine eyes flashing. “We have several important deals to fill, plus the new ore awaiting adjudication. This is not a time for any strangers interfering with our business.”

At that, her sharp gaze turned to me. I returned her look coolly; it seemed like any thoughts of new ores were eons ago. But maybe it’s not so irrelevant after all, I thought. This “mysterious stranger” information had come from a distraught Goose; Snow and the other dwarves had been mum on the subject, and Lark had expressed outright disbelief. But Officer Thorn had said that a group of outside contractors had been the ones to find the ore . . .

What if Raven—or all the dwarves and Snow together—were the ones who found the ore? I wasn’t sure what the implications of that could be, but I didn’t like it. I don’t particularly believe in coincidences, and making such a discovery—then winding up dead—seemed like awfully bad luck.

To add to that, Lark was waiting on me, as a neutral third party, to certify the new ore. Once she knew what it was and where in her mine it had come from, I reasoned, that could be very good for her business, too. If this ore really is so unique, it could be worth a lot. I wonder if the stranger—or the dwarves—were somehow already tied up in potential deals for it.

If they had been, Thorn wouldn’t have a hard time finding motives for murder.

And even if they hadn’t, there were more important things going on.

“I’m not looking at any ore until we can lay Raven to rest,” I declared. I avoided using the word ‘quintessence’ on purpose, and I could tell it rankled Lark. But what I really wanted to do was buy Thorn’s investigation some time—and maybe afford Snow and Goose and the others a little protection as well. “It’s a matter of respect.”

“Not to mention I’ll be needing Red to help with my own examinations,” Thorn chipped in. She winked at me before turning back to Lark. “You can be sure we’ll go exactly as fast as needed.”

“If that’s the case,” said Lark, “I see no need to remain out here in the snow. You may take charge of the body for now.”

With one last glance at me, she turned and retreated up the trail. Did I imagine it, or did she look a little impressed? I wondered. Ever since Thorn and I had stumbled into the mine the previous summer, Lark and the officer had had a push-me-pull-you relationship. I thought that perhaps they both secretly enjoyed the challenge.
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