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    In fairy tales, goodness to animals is almost always rewarded.

So it only seems fitting to start this series by recognizing the fluffy dog and the grumpy tortoise who came together to inspire Red's most constant companion.

Thank you. My story wouldn't be the same without you.
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​Author’s Note
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Beauty and the Alchemist is the first novel in The Alchemical Tales, but a number of short stories did exist before the events that take place here. Don’t panic! If you’re the sort who prefers to read everything in order, the relevant short stories have been collected in a prequel called The Carousel Capers. You can get a free ebook of it by signing up for my newsletter at ellehartford.com, or you can purchase a print copy at your bookstore of choice. 

(You can also hold off and read Carousel after Beauty–after you’ve decided if my newsletter is worth a look. Sure, you’ll already know about a couple of mysterious figures, but you can still enjoy mythical horses and wild capers!)

All that said, you do not need to have read The Carousel Capers to solve, or simply enjoy, this mystery. Our narrator, Red, will happily explain all the characters you encounter in these pages. She’s lived in Belville only six months, and while she did manage to anger a certain local criminal, she’s still learning the ropes of this little magical town.

However you choose to read them, I’m excited to share Red’s adventures with you!
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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:

––––––––
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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

––––––––

[image: ]


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

* * *
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Chapter One: Life in the Hood
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Once upon a time, a beauty fell in love with a beast, and she cured him—that’s the story everyone tells. But what if, instead, he betrayed her and she murdered him?

I’m sure such a thing has happened, at least once. If there’s one thing that living in a fairy tale world has taught me, it’s that any story, no matter how familiar, can be written with a new ending.

I come from a family of Seers, and when my mothers gave me the nickname Red—yes, like Little Red Riding Hood—they knew what they were doing. They told me it was a reminder to keep my eyes open. To always look closely to find the truth. I used to think that maybe they were making fun of me by giving me that name, because I never seemed to see the world the way the people around me did. When at last I left my home behind to become a traveling alchemist, no one was surprised.

No one else was surprised, that is. I ended up being quite surprised, not least when I chose to settle in the rural town of Belville and instead of peacefully making potions, I began running into crime at every turn.

I suppose I set myself up for it.

But there’s nothing I hate more than feeling out of control of my own life. That’s why I snuck out the front door of my shop while the earliest of the sun’s rays stretched over Belville’s cobblestone streets. An autumn chill tugged at the edges of my cloak. Giant oaks and maples standing sentinel in Market Square seemed to watch with interest. Luckily for me, I didn’t see any witnesses who might talk.

Red’s Alchemy and Potions. The wooden sign swinging in the autumn breeze above my door was nice enough, but I’d come to accept that it was inaccurate. I’d thought Belville was the perfect place to focus on alchemy: the local mountains and forests provided plenty of minerals and plants, and constant trade and travelers would be good for business. I’d intended to solve mysteries in my lab, not out in the woods. But since my arrival only two seasons earlier, I’d earned a reputation in town.

With a sigh, I set up my rickety old ladder. Steadying a brush and a small pail of everlasting gold paint—my own recipe—in one hand, I made the climb. Today was the day that I would really own my new role in town. No more hiding or protesting.

Or so I thought.

My mother would tell me it was cosmic justice that as soon as I figured I’d get a jump on fate, fate—in the form of an absent-minded bookseller—got the paint-splattered jump on me.

“Oh Red, I’m glad I caught you,” a friendly voice said as I finished the final s on my sign’s new subscript, and object finding services. I wobbled atop my perch as I glanced down at my visitor: Luca, Belville’s local scholar. To be a “scholar” was almost like being a witch or a Seer—it was more a way of life than a job, complete with its own training (via correspondence course) and wardrobe (black robes, always). Many towns across Pastoria had a scholar, or even a handful of them. Luca served Belville as historian and bookstore manager. “Listen, I have to run but I thought I should warn you because—well, it’s really bad, but try not to tell anyone, okay? Not yet. It’s really bad. Owl escaped from jail. I think he must have murdered his g-guard and—Red! Are you okay?”

Would anyone be “okay” after tumbling down from atop a ladder that may as well have been two old brooms held together with twine?

Or, moreover, upon hearing that a deadly criminal was, rather than awaiting judgment, roaming the countryside free as a bird?

Three weeks before, I’d helped the police catch Owl and retrieve a number of magic artifacts he’d stolen from all over town. A strange accomplishment for an alchemist, I’ll admit, and the truth is I wouldn’t have been so involved if Owl hadn’t been so beastly toward Luca. For all his quirks, Luca was one of my best friends, and Owl had been his boss at the bookstore—his cold-hearted, antagonistic, sometimes violent boss.

On top of struggling to make sense of this danger, I now had to deal with gold paint flecked all over my goggles and throughout my long black ponytail. It’s a very minor point, but my hair already had tiny glittery threads interwoven in it, courtesy of my Seer heritage—something I usually tried not to advertise.

“Red?” Luca leaned over me as I lay on the sidewalk. When we both were standing he only had a couple inches on my five-foot-nine, so to see him looming against a purple morning sky felt comically out of proportion. I had to bite back a laugh.

Come on, Red, I thought to myself. I stared at the mess around me, trying to focus. Against the deep brown of my skin, traces of the paint looked like the veins in polished jasper.

Luca, however, had apparently lost patience with my marveling. His normally bubbly voice sounded harsh. “Red!”

“Urgh.” I’d landed right on my back. Even if I’d tried, I couldn’t say much more. As I rolled to my side and began to stand shakily, my mind raced. How could Owl have escaped? And why does Luca know all about this if no one’s supposed to tell anyone about it?

“I, um, I like your sign.” Seeing that at least I hadn’t lost any brain function, Luca fell back on a habit of his—that is, continuing to talk to fill a reeling silence. He shuffled around me, the hem of his dark scholars’ robes drifting through my sparkly just-like-gold-plating paint.

“Good, because you’re going to have bits of it on that outfit forever,” I mumbled.

“Oh, it’s fine. I’ve got a bunch more at home just like this one.” Luca’s brightness faded as he helped me up. He repeated, “Are you okay, Red?”

“Wonderful.” I shook my head, trying to get a grip on my morning. “Luca, what happened?”

For a moment, Luca’s green eyes met mine, and he sobered. The shadows cast from his robe’s hood across his dark skin heightened the worry in his face. “I don’t really know. I think—I think he might have murdered the guard they brought over from Pine. Did I say that already? I—I just can’t imagine how he did it. I think Thorn’s organizing a search for him. But I don’t think you should—I mean, you should stay here, okay? I only told you about it because I had to tell someone, and, well, you need to stay safe. While he’s around, the last thing you should do is go out into the woods alone.”

* * *
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After delivering this somewhat baffling warning, Luca bustled off to the bookstore. My own shop presided over the square’s northeastern corner, diagonal from Lavender’s tavern—a local landmark—and down the street from Officer Thorn’s police station. Apparently this location made my shop the perfect place for gathering information. So my magical, highly independent “pet,” William, had informed me. He used that as his excuse for spending most of his days in the bay window, watching passersby, until I insisted at least three times that he ought to be helping in the shop.

William had once been a sorcerer’s familiar. Despite looking like a big black sheepdog, he could do a few protection spells and, mostly, offer unasked for sarcastic commentary on any given situation. At that point, so early in the day, I knew William would still be asleep. That meant I’d have to clean up the mess on my own, but more annoyingly, it meant I had no one to share Luca’s monumental news with. I couldn’t very well stop people in the street to talk it over. Everyone in town knew Owl as a criminal, but a murderer on the loose was something else.

Quickly I glanced over my shoulders, wondering if any early shoppers had been near enough to hear Luca talk. The streets were bare except for a few farmers straggling in to the grocer’s across the square. But just as I breathed my sigh of relief, I noticed that there was someone watching me.

Two someones.

“Better and better,” I whispered to myself.

Two pointed, pale fairy faces peered out from the darkened window next door to mine. I knew them: a pair of sisters as tall as my elbow, who worked at the salon, Hair and Beauty by Gloria. Gloria herself seemed to exist on another planet and had said about three words to me since I’d moved in. The fairy sisters, on the other hand, were known for saying as many words as possible to as many people as would listen. Putting my head down, I scuttled into my shop for some cleaning tools.

Red’s Alchemy and Potions comfortably filled the old brick building I’d purchased almost a year ago. The second floor housed a snug studio apartment which William and I shared, and behind the building, we had access to a tiny, scruffy yard. But the shop floor and the workroom behind it were my true pride and joy. The main room held exactly what I advertised: all manner of potions, mineral samples, inventive powders and goops, some dried herbs, and a few odd books and scientific tools. Behind the sales counter a smaller room served as my workshop, where I could make more stock or work on custom orders—anything from lightsticks to false gold to solidifying goo.

I bustled through the chest-high shelves and island displays, grabbing a mop from its hiding place. On my return trip out, I swiped half a dozen cleaning potions out of a bookcase built into the wall. Bright blue liquid swirled as the glass jars clinked against each other. Because I’d risen so early—a habit leftover from years of traveling—I had time to wash away, scrape up, or dissolve most of the paint on my doorstep before most folks in Belville had finished breakfast. Warm scents of cheese omelettes and wild-raspberry scones floated across the Square from Lavender’s as I finally headed inside to make some strong black tea.

This “keep your head down and do your work” approach worked for me throughout a busy—but luckily, criminal- and rumor-free—morning. I’d already sold a dozen growth potions, a handful of vials of quicksilver, one made-to-order solution and a suspicious amount of powdered amethyst when lunch time hit. With it came a change in my luck: another visitor, this one about as opposite to Luca as could be. She swept into my empty shop like she owned the place.

“I’m organizing a search of town in half an hour. You are not invited.” Officer Thorn helped herself to a mug of the tea I keep on hand for customers. Today’s blend was calendula and chamomile and I must say, it seemed to work wonders on my friend the police officer. She seemed remarkably calm, if a little tactless.

“If I’m not invited, then why did you have to come by my shop to tell me about it?” I asked, my hands on my hips. Ever since I’d arrived in Belville, no amount of lab coats or shop ownership had been enough to prove to Thorn that I am a scientist and a merchant, not a wannabe-police assistant. It’s common in rural areas of Beyond for police officers to recruit unofficial help, but Thorn—with her usual style—often took this to an extreme.

“I had to come to tell you to keep out of it.” Half-orc Officer Thorn sat primly in the armchair I kept for folks waiting for orders. Though the plush chair was large, it was barely big enough for her. She was probably twice my weight and a good foot taller than me, light green skin and serious muscles peeking out from the collar and cuffs of her military-style uniform. As usual, she was perfectly made up. “I’m trying to keep this one quiet. Or I was trying. I’d hoped I could track him down myself this morning, and leave no one the wiser. But none of the usual tracking spells did the trick.”

I ran a hand over my forehead and shook loose yet more flakes of paint. “Well, Luca seemed pretty worked up about it, and I think he has reason to be. We are talking about Owl, right?”

“He escaped sometime late last night.” Thorn’s brown eyes narrowed as she downed her tea. “Luca told you? How did he know about it?”

“I assumed he was on his way from talking to you.” Thorn made her way through another cup of tea as I settled my hip against a nearby shelf. “He didn’t come to you this morning?”

“No, and what’s more, he didn’t say anything about it when I was over at the bookstore just now.” Thorn rubbed one hand over her long chin before shrugging the matter off. “That’s scholars for you, always knowing things they shouldn’t. Not unlike alchemists, eh, Red?”

“So you don’t know where Owl’s gone?” I ignored her question with one of my own.

“That’s what the search is for. My bet is he’s holed up in that ruined castle out in the woods. There’s enough ancient magic hanging around that place to make any tracing spell go haywire, if you ask me. But this is one I don’t want you getting mixed up in, Red. No running off into the forest or confronting the criminal on your own, you hear?”

“That’s exactly what Luca said, no running off.” I nodded along. “Exactly who do you people think I am, the avenging spirit of Robin Hood?”

“We all know how you felt about him at the end,” Thorn insisted, setting down her cup and leaning forward over her knees. “Goddess knows some of us sympathize with you. Belville hasn’t seen a criminal like that in decades.”

I eyed her skeptically. “You’re the one who wants to run off.”

“But you have to be more careful this time around, Red,” Thorn continued, louder. Without giving me a chance to ask more careful than what?, she added, “He’s got an accomplice this time, a real flesh-and-blood one. I know you and Luca had some story about a ghost lurking around that old castle, but that wasn’t it. I’m talking about a real person strong enough to carry out murder.”

“Wait. Someone really has been murdered?” I bolted up, glass vials and jars tinkling in my wake.

“Right in the station.” Thorn pulled back self-consciously. “I’m making the official statement this afternoon, so you’ll know soon enough. The victim was Vic—terrible cosmic irony there—you know, the extra guard that came in to help me? Nice guy. Merfolk. He’d taken the night shifts for me, and when I went in this morning I found him on the floor, dead by a blow to the head.

“It could even be more than one murder,” she added before I could comment. “Before the Guild sent Vic, I had the Witch make up some animated helpers for me.”

I grimaced. Witches and their helpful spells were respected members of rural towns all across the county Pastoria, and I happened to like the one who lived in Belville, but still, in my opinion magic wasn’t something to trust around criminals.

Thorn must have thought my reaction was about enlisting the Witch’s help. She went on, “It’s an allowable procedure. In the Guild guidebook and everything. He just magicked a couple broomsticks and a flowerpot, but they had powerful protection spells on ’em. This morning they were all in pieces. Plus, all the wards around the place had been busted through, and Owl’s chains were broken. When I finally got the mess cleaned up, I realized they took the keys I used for that old castle. It’s good luck I carry spares.” Officer Thorn tugged at one pointy ear. “Do you think it is murder if the animated object also had a live object inside? That little geranium must count for something, right?”

I pressed my own fingertips over the bridge of my nose. “I am not going to debate the morality of animated objects with you. Who in Beyond would help Owl?”

“If I knew, I’d have them in custody.” Thorn shrugged her massive shoulders and added, “I got the Witch involved, first thing. He says it was probably the work of a sorcerer’s gimmick, the kind that might have been sold during the summer festival. A high price, mind you, but still freely available.” Thorn glanced at the back staircase. “Where was that assistant of yours early this morning?”

“Asleep in the upstairs window, as usual.”

“Are you sure? Could be one of the gnomes made him a recording device and—”

Abruptly the snoring above us ceased and William’s gruff voice came radiating through the ceiling. “I can hear you, you know. And familiars can’t use ‘gimmicks’.”

“Good,” Thorn shouted. Then she looked back at me. “How about Gloria? She’s the one shop owner I haven’t been able to get in touch with.”

I shrugged. “I haven’t seen her. But then, I usually don’t.”

“She’s been out,” William’s voice informed us through the rafters.

Thorn looked intrigued. Before I could comment on the manners of conducting an interview on two floors, she called back, “How do you know?”

“Everyone coming out of the salon’s been covered in fairy dust and smiling.”

The officer and I exchanged a glance. William’s observation was glib, but he did have a point. Gloria wasn’t the sort who stood for stray sparkles or cheery grins.

“I’ll keep poking around after the search,” Thorn decided, levering herself out of the chair. “The way I see it, we’re sure to find him out there. No need for dramatics. If you want to do something, come to Vic’s vigil this evening. We’re holding it out by the lake.”

“We’ll be there,” I promised for William and myself.

Little did we know then that the story wasn’t as simple as Officer Thorn wished.
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Chapter Two: Lights Over the Lake
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That evening, the nearly-full moon shone brightly over an unusually quiet town. Many cultures all across Beyond considered the full moon to be a time of power. In Pastoria the full moon was a time for trials; Owl had been due to face justice in Pine, the county seat, in just two days. I could only imagine what kind of reminder that waxing moon was for Officer Thorn.

Across Beyond in small towns where people mixed, like Belville, there was often a police presence. But the police were part of a guild, just like any artisan or skilled worker. Large decisions like retribution were out of an officer’s hands, though it was customary for a town to hold onto their criminals until the last minute. That’s when a local court would mete out punishment (usually some sort of magically-bound indentured service at the nearest police guild). No one in Belville had seemed too sad about the idea of Owl being shipped off to become someone else’s problem. No one had thought we might be marking the occasion by mourning a murder.

As soon as William and I closed up the shop, we headed out to the lake for Vic’s vigil. Neither of us had known him very well—he’d only been in town a week at most, and he’d kept to the police station—but still, his unfortunate end deserved sympathy and respect.

“Not to mention,” said William, when I pointed this out, “the whole town will probably be there.”

“What, are you worried about fitting in?” I teased him as we ambled through the darkened streets.

William snorted, his breath misty in the cold air. “More like I need to catch up on my gossip.”

I rolled my eyes but said nothing, opting only to pull my cloak tighter around my shoulders. The sun had not yet fully set, but the tall forest and mountains surrounding Belville on three sides meant that shadows started early. Even down by the lake, which formed the southwestern edge of town, it was sure to be chilly.

We had to cross through the entire town to get there, passing by Luca’s bookshop as well as clusters of homes. Belville was a quaint mishmash of peaked roofs, wood-burning chimneys, and crooked lanes. Walking through town always made me pensive, even when there wasn’t an unfortunate death to contemplate. In my days as a traveling alchemist, I’d been all over Beyond: through smoky, gleaming magitech cities, across dangerous swamps, even over the deserts of the Shifting Sands. Belville was nothing like anywhere else I’d been. It was straight out of an old storybook.

And thinking of Vic, wondering about his poor family, made me think of my own roots. If Belville, and indeed all of Pastoria, was a stronghold of traditional ways and magic, so was my home island. I’d left because I’d thought a more scientifically-minded community might be more comfortable for an alchemist. And yet I ended up here! I sighed. My mother always told me that fairy tales and magic have purpose, but I preferred my purposes to be clear and direct.

“Remind me,” I said, speaking to William without preamble (he was used to it), “to write a letter to the island when we get home.”

“What do you think I am, an alarm clock?” William shook his fluffy ears. “I still don’t see why you don’t get a magitech communicator or a speech spell. You’re probably the only alchemist in the world without some kind of telephone.”

“I am not,” I retorted. “Most of the old masters chose to be more reclusive. It helps them focus.”

“So you say. But I remember you drooling all over all the gadgets they had in Brass!”

I grinned briefly. William and I had been together for years; I’d first met him on the road outside a big university. He’d chosen to come along with me and he liked to think he was keeping me safe from my “cursed optimism,” but I knew better.

“You’ve seen for yourself how little magitech they use in Belville,” I told him. “Even if I had bought one of those ‘gadgets’—which, may I remind you, cost about as much as we used to make in a month—there’d be no one here to help me fix it when it inevitably broke.”

William sneezed, startling a family of elves who walked along the street across from us. This argument was a familiar one between us, a pleasant distraction from the sadness of the evening. And for once it looked like I’d talked him into a corner, instead of the other way round.

After a moment, he said, “If we’re going to be staying here, and you’re going to be branching out into new businesses, you might at least help this teeny town modernize.”

He gave me a beady-eyed look through the evening shadow, a look which clearly said that he’d seen my addition to the shop sign and did not approve. I suppressed a laugh. I hadn’t expected him to like it: for a traveling companion, William was extremely resistant to change.

Much like the residents of Belville. “Please. No one’s going to convince anyone here of anything they didn’t come up with themselves,” I said. “They’re quite happy with their magic lights and elemental ice boxes. Bringing in magitech and steam would only be a headache for everyone.”

By this point we’d neared the beach, and any comment William wanted to make was silenced as a figure straddling the line where the dirt road met the sand waved to us. It was Cairn, owner of the antiquities store catty-corner to my potions shop and resident “little grandmother.” Her pale wrinkles, wispy white hair, gingham dress, and tendency to refer to everyone as “dear” were something of a fixture in Belville. I wasn’t surprised to find that she’d taken over organizing the vigil.

“We’re gathering down by the water,” Cairn said as William and I drew closer. “Take a candle from the basket, here, and would you mind signing the scroll there on the table? We’re sending it back to the Guild, and they’re sending it on to Vic’s relatives.”

“No problem. Thanks for doing this, Cairn.” I glanced around while William rooted through the candle basket as though some of the little white tealights might be better than others. Behind Cairn a line of carts and wagons ran parallel to the shore: parking for people who’d chosen not to walk, or fly, if they were capable. The sun burned brightly at the edge of the mountain across the lake, casting red and yellow streaks over the water. All along the curved beach, people milled beside calm waves. The atmosphere was quiet and thoughtful, but I could smell cinnamon in the air. Someone had stopped at the bakery before leaving town.

“Not at all, dear. Thank you both for coming,” Cairn said. She watched benevolently as I leaned over William to sign the scroll set out on a temporary table.

“Did they find Owl earlier?” A normal dog would have had to carry the candles in his mouth, but William’s voice was unmuffled. The tips of his black fur glowed starry blue, the color of his magic. Tendrils of the stuff curled around the candles he’d chosen, hovering just beside his shoulder.

I looked up just as a grimace flickered across Cairn’s face. She reached up to give my shoulder a reassuring pat as she said, “No, the search was inconclusive. But they will, don’t you worry.”

We left Cairn to welcome other newcomers and headed down to the beach. Even though it was lighter here than in town, the temperature dropped several degrees as we neared the water. I tightened my cloak again, surreptitiously checking out what other people had worn. Many had shown up in somber tunics and coats as a sign of respect for the dead, as I’d expected. However, my people believed that nothing’s worth wearing if it isn’t bright as a gem under the tropical sun, and in that regard I remained true to my heritage. My lightweight autumn cloak swirled in vibrant orange with a green leaf motif.

Deciding that it wasn’t worth worrying about my wardrobe, I began scanning the crowd for Officer Thorn or Luca, or any other friendly face. Amid the dark mourners, it was hard to distinguish Luca’s scholarly robes. But Thorn couldn’t do anything but stand out in a crowd, I reasoned, and furthermore I expected her to be officiating the event. I’d just caught a glimpse of her presiding over a cluster of people of all shapes and sizes when I heard William groan beside me.

I turned back toward him. “What is it?”

Even before the words left my lips, I knew the answer. And that was fortunate, because William had no time to respond.

“Red! William! We’re so glad you could come! Isn’t it just such a nice night for an event? Aren’t you so excited to see the candles all lit up? We’re going to float them over the lake!”

We’d been cornered by the fairy sisters, Ari and Stella. Despite giving the impression of being joined at the hip—complete with speaking in unison—they’d ensured our participation in the conversation by flanking us. Ari stood in the sand to my left; Stella, held aloft by a pair of magic iridescent wings sprouting from her back, hovered beside William.

“It’s a pity it has to be for such a sad event,” Ari continued.

“Yes, I think we should do this sort of thing more often, but for fun!” said Stella. The two were almost identical, small-boned and elf-like, with big shimmering eyes and expressive hands. The main distinguishing factor was that Ari glittered head to foot in gold, while Stella was pink from the toes of her slippers to the fringe of her short hair.

“Hey Ari, hey Stella,” I said politely. “Did Gloria come with you?”

“Gloria? Why would you be looking for her?” said Stella.

“Pfft. She’s been out all day,” said Ari.

“Not that we mind, because we handled the shop!” Stella reminded her sister.

Ari brightened. “It was nice. And she always brings fun flowers from the castle when she comes back from her walks! She’s good with them, you know. Sometimes she even finds roses. It’s because she’s part-elf and has plant magic!”

“Well, from what William said, it sounds like you two did great watching the shop,” I said, trying to stay on one topic at a time. This prompted them both to look curiously at William, and—knowing his feelings about creatures who spoke in unison or wanted to do things purely for fun—I hastened to add, “Hey, do you think you’d ever go and open your own salon?”

“Us go? Away from Belville?”

Both sisters looked shocked, and I couldn’t help but smile. The reaction was typical of most residents. The fairies quickly dismissed the idea, instead asking if we’d known Vic. When I admitted we hadn’t, and asked what they knew of him, they faltered again.

Stella’s nose wrinkled. “He didn’t smile very much.”

“And he only ever wore his uniform,” Ari added. “Like he was always on business.”

“Well, the police do take their job seriously,” I said, struggling to be the voice of reason. “Especially in cases like—”

“He never came into the salon,” they said together.

This seemed to be the final note on Vic, as far as the fairies were concerned. Again I hid a smile. Fairies in general were known for glamour magic—that is, making things appear different than they really are. It was clear that appearance was very important to Ari and Stella. But I could also understand why Vic might feel he had more important matters on his plate.

“Speaking of police,” I said, “I want to go talk to Officer Thorn. Do—”

“Oh, we’ll catch up with you later!” said Ari.

“Byeee, tell her we say hello,” Stella waved.

William grumbled as we turned and walked across the beach. “You should have said that at the beginning.”

“I didn’t want to be rude. And besides, they—” I paused, thinking back over Ari and Stella’s conversation. “Wait. Did they say Gloria’s been out at the castle all day?”

“Something like that.” William sniffed at the lake breeze as we ambled past strings of groups along the shore. “Why, what’s it to you?”

“William.” I stopped in place as the realization hit me. “Officer Thorn said Owl was probably at the castle. But if they didn’t find anyone in the search, then Gloria could be in danger!”
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Chapter Three: Into the Forest
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“Hey! Where do you think you are going?!”

Oops. For the second time that evening, I stopped dead in my tracks. I’d made it about three-quarters of the way back up the beach, with William trailing behind me, before Officer Thorn’s voice rang out.

I turned to face the officer, whose skin seemed to glow strangely in the light from the torch she carried. She fixed me with a disapproving look. “You’re going out to investigate on your own.”

“I am not!” I protested.

“She thinks Gloria’s lost at the castle,” William said. “Though if you ask me, Gloria’s probably in cahoots with Owl. At the castle.”

“We checked the castle during the search. Empty and as overgrown as ever,” Officer Thorn said. Nonetheless, she lowered her torch a little, thinking. “You say Gloria still hasn’t shown up?”

“Nope.” Speaking quickly, I filled her in on what Ari and Stella had said. I didn’t tell her the rest of my plan, namely, that I had been headed to the castle to look for Gloria. My plan wasn’t as reckless as William made it sound: everyone in my clan was born swift-footed, so I could be there and back quickly if all went well. But the Officer wouldn’t realize that.

Instead, she insisted on coming along for another search.

“Wait,” I sputtered, “don’t you have to run this ceremony?”

“Me? No, Lavender will, along with the Mayor. She always does. It’s an old town tradition,” said Thorn. “Vic would understand. Three of us makes a good stealth party. But there’s not much daylight left. Onward! March!”

* * *
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And that’s how I found myself striding into the forest at night.

Exactly what I’d been warned not to do.

Under my cloak I shivered, but nothing would make me turn back if Gloria really did need help. And besides, Officer Thorn and William did make an excellent search party. William would be able to sense spells performed nearby. And on the physical side, what creature could we possibly meet in the forest that would give the hulking officer and her gnome-sized club a run for their money? Belville was a gentle, pastoral place. Before Owl went rampant, the most dangerous thing around town was William’s attitude.

And though Officer Thorn had made note of Luca’s stories about a ghost in the castle, she clearly had no fear of any paranormal traps herself. If a ghost tried to haunt her, she’d probably laugh in its face.

As we followed the dirt road out of town, disappearing under the tall fir trees, I decided to test my theory.

“Hey, Officer,” I asked, looking up at Thorn. “Have you met Jade yet?”

Officer Thorn didn’t pause. In fact she hardly stopped whistling to ask, “Jade? Is that the new server over at the diner?”

William, who trotted along beside us, snorted.

I sighed. “No, no. Jade’s a—a spirit, I guess. He—I think ‘he’ is right—he’s the being we thought was working with Owl?”

“Right, the ghost.” Thorn squinted into the darkness around us, then at me. “Owl never said anything during interrogations about a ghost minion, Red.”

“Well, like I said, I don’t know if Jade’s a spirit or a ghost or what.” Or if Jade was being controlled by Owl, or maybe controlling him. I bit my lip. “Are you sure you never met anyone like that? Mostly invisible except for bright eyes and pointy elfish ears?”

“Can’t recall,” Thorn said.

No surprise there, then. Maybe it was for the best, I mused. In silence, the three of us crossed over the small bridge that marked the end of “town” territory and the beginning of “creepy castle” territory.

“You don’t really think there’s a ghost at the castle,” Thorn pressed. To our left, just off the road, vine-covered walls loomed into view.

“We’ll find out if there is or not,” growled William. The tips of his black tufts of fur glowed blue in the dark. Most likely, he was using magic to try to sense anyone hiding nearby.

“And we’re not letting it escape,” Officer Thorn agreed, looking down at him. “You stay here and stop anyone trying to leave. Red and I will go and have a look.”

* * *
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No matter whether they believe in ghosts or not, all of Belville’s residents can agree that the castle—it’s the only one for miles, so it’s known simply as “the castle”—is creepy. On a particularly stormy day during the summer it had simply appeared, without any living creatures on the premises (but with a few suspicious bones). Set back from the dirt road, nestled on the mountainside behind high walls, full of pointy spires and old rotting wood, it wasn’t a particularly hospitable place. Its isolation about a half hour’s walk outside of town probably made it a great criminal haunt, though.

Together, the officer and I entered the castle grounds the usual way: clambering through a hole in the old walls caused by a fallen tree. The night, which had been still and cloudy outside the castle walls, changed the moment we entered. It became brisk and filled with distant howling, like a strong wind had surrounded us but not yet made itself felt. Thorn frowned and shook her head when I started on a beeline for the vine-covered side door.

“Perimeter check first,” she said firmly, holding her club at the ready.

“Fine. Lead on.” I fell into step behind her once more. Though from the outside the castle was barely visible, inside the grounds it dominated the landscape. Unlike most old castles, this one was made of wood, which gave it a “spooky haunted stump” feel. It cast deep shadows over a rugged, wild yard; even its rounded corners felt eerie in the night. The shadows cast by the twirling towers seemed to shift and follow our path.

Thorn paced along the side of the castle and circled the first corner, every movement alert. I, too, was wary. What had felt like a chilly, mournful night by the lake now felt like the winter solstice, and I hadn’t had time to grab any lightsticks from my shop on the way here. As we walked, I tugged my goggles down from my forehead so that they covered my eyes. Along with my gloves, my goggles are my most useful tool, and I’m never without them. The specially-made lenses adjusted magically to the dark, helping me see.

Thorn paused in the deep shadow at the base of the tower and looked across the back of the castle. In the broken starlight, the panes of an old glass greenhouse gleamed.

“You hear that wind, right?” I asked, glancing around from behind the safety of my goggles.

“Course I do.” She shouldered her club and continued on.

But she didn’t make it very far. About two-thirds down the length of the greenhouse, she pulled up short.

“Did Luca ever figure out where this castle came from?”

“No,” I said, feeling a tug of sympathy for my friend. As the town’s resident scholar, he was called upon to know an awful lot. “Why? Having second thoughts about investigating it at night?”

“Doesn’t matter what time it is.”

I looked around us, wondering what had made Thorn stop. At last I shrugged and agreed. “Crimes can happen at any time, I suppose.”

Thorn’s response to this bit of philosophy was to trudge away again. I hurried to keep up.

The wind rose as we rounded the second corner, but there was nothing to be seen—only the same towering bushes on one side, and the unfeeling wooden castle on the other. Thorn prowled down the narrow path in between, batting away vines with her club.

When we hit the third corner, I stopped dead. It felt as though a bucket of ice-water raced down my back. The darkness was so thick that even with my goggles, I could barely see beyond my own hand. The front of the castle stretched away into inkiness.

Thorn, already a pace ahead and nearly disappearing, looked over her shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

“Something here,” I mumbled incoherently. “There’s something wrong with being here. Don’t you feel it?”

“To tell you the truth, I’ve never been haunted, so I wouldn’t know what it feels like,” Thorn replied blithely.

“Can you—can you actually see? I can’t see hardly anything.”

“Maybe your glasses failed.” Thorn waited while I cautiously rose one side of my goggles, ignoring her jab at my equipment. To my naked eye, the castle grounds were swarming with shadows. Struck by vertigo, I hastily put my goggles back in place.

“I don’t think that’s it.” I sucked air into my lungs. The fastest way out of here is forward, I reminded myself. Gritting my teeth, I took a step toward Officer Thorn. “Just stay close, okay? No bounding off after evidence or what have you.”

She grinned, her long teeth flashing. “We want whoever’s out there to come bounding to us, Red. That way we can ask them about Gloria. Or Owl.”

“Once again, your unique style has me out in danger,” I muttered as we began to walk. Focusing on my ire made the trip through the darkness less interminable. “If I’d have run into this alone, I’d’ve had the sense to stay away.”

“Ha!” Thorn laughed—too loudly for my taste—and refused to explain the reason for her amusement, instead saying simply, “The sooner we catch Owl, the better.”

“I don’t think Owl is what’s making these shadows,” I said.

Thorn was impervious. “Then it could be Gloria alone, and that’s worse. Stop complaining, Red. I didn’t want to get you involved in this, but it’s better to be here with company.”

“Let me think.” Again I focused to distract my nerves. I wasn’t scared of hauntings, exactly. Ghosts didn’t bother me; surprises did. My people were a desert island people, a wide-open-spaces-where-you-can-see-for-leagues people. Not a close-quarters-come-and-fight-me people, as apparently Thorn’s were. “The fairies said Gloria comes here for flowers—”
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