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    To everyone who has enjoyed The Alchemical Tales,


and to readers who showed me the strength of Cinderella—





Thank you!


This one is for 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

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

* * *
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​Chapter One: Just One Bite
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If it hadn’t been for Sakura’s café, I never would have gotten involved.

Well—to be fair to Sakura—if it wasn’t for my love of exotic flavored chai teas, I would never have gotten involved.

Probably.

“I’m so sorry,” I said, to the young person I practically bowled over as I went for a personal record in “popping into the pick up counter at the Pomegranate Café and dashing back to the potions shop.” Tea splashed everywhere and the scent of cinnamon and vanilla filled the busy café. I kept talking. “Wow, I really didn’t see you there, let me help—”

But the person was already on the ground, and not because I had knocked them over. They were on their hands and knees, sopping up the spilled tea with one of the Pomegranate’s handy cloth napkins.

Not only did I feel awful, I realized as I stared down at the unfamiliar gray-streaked head that I didn’t know this person at all.

“You should also be sorry because you stole his drink,” Sakura sang out from behind the counter. “This one’s yours, Red. You ought to know by now that yours is always the gold mug!”

I ought to have, and normally I would have. But the truth was, I’d been running around like a headless chicken with an overdue to-do list all morning. I was so behind, I might as well have been operating in last week.

Haste is the enemy of speed, I could hear my mother say. Look, Cinnabar, you were rushing and you made a mess; now you have to take longer to clean it up.

I took a deep breath. And when that didn’t work, I took another, and reminded myself that the best thing I could do was be present.

“I’m so sorry,” I repeated, a little less frantically, to the gray-haired stranger. “Please, let me buy you another one. Saki—?”

“Already on it,” the café owner chirped back. Her pale face and pink apron bobbed amid gleaming espresso machines and stacks of ceramic cups as she passed another steaming drink over the counter. “One black cherry coffee with cream for Coal!”

“Coal,” I repeated, extending my hand down to the stranger to help him up. “Is that you?”

“Y-yeah. I guess,” he said, looking down at his hands as he spoke. He accepted my help as if he thought I might have a tack or a bit of slime concealed in my palm.

I pursed my lips. Four different custom orders were waiting for me back at the shop, plus I had to run out for more sweet moss later and I had a date that night; I didn’t have time for “I guess.” But as I watched Coal, I reminded myself to be kind. He was barely more than a kid, after all, skinny and a little disheveled, only as tall as my chin. His white collared shirt hung loosely on his shoulders, and his leather boots were muddy, tied with mismatched laces.

“Coal came in with the carnival last night,” Sakura informed me. Apparently, she was all caught up on her drink orders, because she found a moment to lean over the counter and speak conspiratorially. “He was asking me about work opportunities here at the Pomegranate, but I have a feeling he’d be more interested in your line of work, Red. Why don’t you two take a seat over by the window and talk?”

If I didn’t have time for guesses, I really didn’t have time for interviews. But just as I was about to refuse, Coal looked up at me, and I clocked two things: first, his eyes looked much older than I’d expected, and second, he seemed to be biting his cheek to hide a smile.

“Please,” he said. “I’m a really good worker, but things just aren’t good for me at the carnival any more. I have to get out.”

I glanced back at Sakura, but the witch-turned-barista was gone. There was nothing left to do but grab Coal’s drink and take it to a table to sit with him . . .

. . . Because by this point, everyone in Belville knows I’m a sucker for a traveler in need. Or a newcomer looking for a change. Or even an outsider who ends up accused of murder . . .

I guess, looking back, I was bound to get involved with the carnival and its silly masked ball—whether tea had been spilled or not.

* * *

[image: ]


A heavy early-summer rain pounded against the Pomegranate’s picture windows as Coal and I took our seats. I did my best to set aside my worries and keep my mind open. An open mind is essential in Beyond—after all, living in a fairy tale world may come with magic and fun things like steam-powered traveling carnivals, but it also comes with hidden dangers. Not every tale ends the way you think it will, and not every hero is, well, a hero. Small-town Belville was a perfect example of this. I’d settled in the alpine town three years ago hoping for a quiet place to practice alchemy—and instead I’d run into murder and mystery at every new turn.

And I myself knew what it was like to be the stranger accused of crime. I’d spent years traveling and studying my craft before I’d scraped together enough money to buy my own shop. Not every encounter in a new town had been pleasant. How much worse would it have been, I thought, if the people giving me grief were actually traveling with me, and I could never leave them behind?

At least, that was my rudimentary assumption about Coal’s problems so far. From the way he watched me across the little wooden table, pale green eyes wavering with trepidation, I felt fairly confident about my assumptions.

“Hi,” I said, since Coal seemed to be waiting for me to start. “Let’s start over. You can call me Red. Yes, that’s ‘Red’ like ‘Little Red Riding Hood,’ and yes, I know my hair is actually black.” I smiled at him, trying to use humor to prove I wasn’t going to bite. “I run the potions shop right across the corner from here. However, I feel like I should tell you up front that I don’t have the budget—or really the need—for extra staff right now. So that’s going to be a hard sell. I can give you advice about settling into town, though, if you need it.”

“Are you sure?” Coal leaned forward over his coffee. “The carnival itself is twenty-four new people in town. It’s really more like a circus, with acts and actors and everything. And that isn’t counting anyone who comes to see it. We always draw a big crowd. There might be a rush on things like lightsticks or even mending potions.”

Well, he sure knows a thing or two about business, I thought, watching him carefully. We had in fact seen high demand for both those things, on top of the usual seasonal demand for specialized fertilizers and water-repelling products. That was part of the reason my shoulders were so tense and my feet were already aching at eleven in the morning.

“I could even mop floors and dust, if you’d just let me work for a few days,” he pressed.

I shook my head. “I appreciate your willingness to work, Coal, but I already have two assistants.” More like one and a half, technically, since the talking canine-shaped magical creature known as William only worked when he felt like it. But that was more detail than Coal needed to know. “And one of them, Sir Rowan, is very particular about his cleaning procedures.” That was true: after a year and a half of working at the shop, Sir Rowan had pretty much taken over all maintenance. “Besides, I have to be pretty careful about the people I hire, even for small things. My workshop is attached to the store, and it’s my responsibility to make sure there are no accidents. That makes sense, I hope?”

Coal slumped back into his seat, but he nodded. “Alchemy is the science for people who like adventures and can weather explosions,” he said, as if reciting from a textbook. “That’s what my dad used to say.”

“Well, your dad isn’t so wrong about that,” I replied, amused. Of course, alchemy was also the science for people who wanted to spend years toiling as an apprentice before they saw so much as a speck of fools’ gold, but again, that was detail that Coal didn’t need to hear.

“He’s gone now, and my mom, too,” Coal said. Before I could get out the words I’m sorry for your loss, he sat back up and added, “Is it true alchemy is about transformations? Do you think you could teach me?”

I choked back a sip of my tea, a little exasperated. If I didn’t have time to hire, I certainly didn’t have time to teach. I’d never considered taking on apprentices of my own. And even if I did, Coal was a little older than usual. I would have guessed his age at nineteen—old enough to see independence on the horizon, but young enough to insist on spontaneously-created careers. Rather than refuse Coal outright, I asked, “Is it the transformation part that especially appeals to you?”

Coal nodded, and glanced around the café as though he thought someone might be listening in. Then he leaned toward me again, pushing his coffee mug aside. “I’m half naiad,” he informed me. “My father’s people could transform into full-on lake guardians. They made the carnival generations ago as a real carnival, a place where people would come together. They didn’t want to be just circus curiosities, not when there’s real power in my family. Some of my cousins are still on the crew today. That’s how it gets around so easy: they can all manipulate water. But I’ve never been able to,” he concluded.

Naiads, I knew, were water spirits—they are to water what some elves are to forests. It took some piecing together, of course, but I could see what he wanted. I could also hear the pride in his voice, even desperate as he was. “Coal, I understand the desire to explore your heritage, especially when you can see others around you who seem to be more ‘in’ it than you are.” Actually, feelings like that reminded me of my own upbringing with mystic Seers in the desert, who had always seemed far more magical and perceptive than me. “But that’s not really what alchemy is for. Alchemy is about transformation, yes, but not on living bodies, and not into something you’re not. It’s more about making herbs and minerals into the best versions of themselves.”

“But I am a naiad,” Coal insisted. “I’m descended from Melusine. Even if only half.”

“Yes, but—”

“And I don’t want to be just like them any longer!”

I fell silent, watching him again. Something, I thought, was just a little off. The way Coal was nervous around authority and so eager to prove himself reminded me of my friend—well, to be fully honest, my new boyfriend, Luca. Luca was extremely dear and his efforts to overcome a manipulative former boss meant a lot to me. I wanted to be sympathetic to the desperation in Coal’s voice, but there was something in his eyes—a hardness—that I wasn’t so sure about. The rain drops outside had eased, and in the wake of that calming sound, I felt uncertain.

“Just say you’ll come to the carnival tonight,” he pleaded. “Then you’ll see. You’ll see how it is for me there. What they’re like. You’ll see why I have to get away.”

Well, we’d already planned to go. “Of course,” I said, releasing a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “And if there’s anyone else in town you want to talk to, I could suggest Lavender, over at the tavern, or maybe Officer Thorn—”

“No,” Coal said emphatically. “Only you can help, Red. Please?”

I hid my frown behind my steaming tea. “I’ll do what I can, Coal, but I really think—”

“I have to go,” he said abruptly, standing. “Now that the rain has stopped, I need to get back. Thank you for saying you’ll come. You’ll see!”

He left in such a hurry that for a moment I remained sitting, staring out the gray window, wondering if he’d seen something I hadn’t.
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Chapter Two: Love Spells
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“Naiads,” Sir Rowan informed me, once I’d made it back to the shop, “are naturally volatile, and not to be trusted.”

“But on the other hand, they aren’t all like the so-called ‘Lady of the Lake,’” William chimed in. Though he looks just like a big black sheepdog, William often knows far more than I do about old legends. He’d stuck his head through the interior window between the shop and my lab in order to be part of the conversation. “Rumor has it that this carnival was started by Melusine. Maybe she wasn’t interested in swords and kings.”

Fortunately, the ring of the bells atop the front door interrupted what promised to be a long and tedious discussion of waterfolk-related mythology. But even as William turned to help our newest customer, I could feel Sir Rowan staring at me.

I pulled off my lab gloves, set my chin in my hand, and sighed. My chai was long gone, and lunch time had passed, too. I’d come back from the Pomegranate and managed to get most of the custom orders done or started, and it was time for a break.

No doubt Sir Rowan agreed with me, and that’s why he’d come into the lab. Normally he stayed out on the shop floor with William. There was plenty to do out there: floor-to-ceiling shelves lined two walls, full of potions that could always use straightening or dusting; the waist-high shelves and displays of alchemical tools, oddities, and powders in the aisles often needed refilling; and the cozy nook beside the large counter often required straightening. A few armchairs for waiting customers and some free tea waited there—strictly my experimental blends of tea, which sometimes Saki was good enough to purchase for Pomegranate. William remained behind the counter whenever he was working: there, he could perch on an old worn stool and survey everything going on. Right behind him was my window, and a door beside the counter led to my lab. Though it had everything I needed—tile floors, a small kiln in the corner, a back door leading out to the patio, cabinets of ingredients, and a sturdy workbench, my lab did not have a lot of space. Normally I insisted people wait for me out in the shop, and I often locked the door.

But Sir Rowan, despite being every inch as polite and demure as one could expect a fairy tale knight to be, sometimes refused to adhere to “normally.”

“Rumors about Melusine notwithstanding,” he said, clearing his throat to reassert his presence, “I do not believe it wise to become involved, miss.”

I shifted to stare down the length of my workbench at him. “I don’t know anything about Melusine, and I don’t know very much about naiads or carnivals either. But Sir Rowan, you ought to know better than to label an entire group of people as ‘volatile.’” Especially a water-related people, I couldn’t help thinking, given that ‘volatile’ usually means fire. The thought made me chuckle a little, but only internally. I was tired of explaining myself; Sir Rowan and William had already made me go over every detail of my encounter with Coal during quiet moments in the shop.

With pale skin, clear blue eyes, and black hair always impeccably combed back, Sir Rowan could impersonate a statue sometimes. Today, he wasn’t bothering. His frown clearly communicated that he didn’t feel chastised in the slightest, and instead was about to argue with me. I resorted to the big guns: “What would Daisy say if she heard you talking like that?”

Whatever he had planned to say, he swallowed it. He even managed to look a little chagrined. “My lady is a much better person than I am.”

“Well, I don’t know about that, but she is a sweetheart.” I smiled, thinking of the reclusive Daisy—whom Sir Rowan almost always referred to as “my lady.” “Anyway, listen. I appreciate that you are concerned. I am too, although maybe not for the same reasons,” I admitted, and Sir Rowan nodded—a tacit agreement to disagree. “To me, the whole problem of Coal feeling like he can’t stay at the carnival because of someone else seems like a bigger deal than some old stories about naiads. And—” I hesitated, tugging at the edges of my lab coat.

Sir Rowan lifted his eyes to the ceiling, his voice mild. “Consummate observer that you are, miss, I’m sure you’re aware that you only perform that particular tic when you’re thinking of the local bookseller. When the issue at hand is not one of the heart, you generally content yourself with disarranging your hair.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere.” But the comment broke through my worry, and I grinned at Sir Rowan. “‘Disarranging,’ huh? I didn’t realize that me running my hands through my hair was so annoying to you.”

“Ladies,” said Sir Rowan, “should always—”

“Oh, stuff it,” I interrupted good-humoredly. I had no illusions about being a lady; my hair was held back by a ponytail and my magical safety goggles, for goodness’ sake, not a tiara or flower crown. Not to mention that the one special thing about my appearance—the fact that my hair has tiny iridescent streaks woven in amongst the black—was something I usually tried to hide, not show off. It was just another way to avoid the subject of my heritage.

“—be aware of the image they present,” he finished. “That’s all I was going to say, miss.”

“Uh huh. Thanks. So I guess you, being the true observer here, already have seen the solution to my problem?”

Sir Rowan stood back on his heels—he never sat at work, despite William’s lazy influence, and my own—and steepled his hands. “By ‘problem,’ I presume you refer to the uncomfortable resemblance between young Coal’s situation and Mr. Luca’s former circumstances.”

“That, and the fact that I’m going to the carnival with Luca tonight to see the opening show,” I added. It was easier to talk about my misgivings when Sir Rowan said them aloud first, but the thought still sat in my stomach like a lump of lead. “And Coal is definitely going to find me and want to talk. The kid was nothing if not determined. And so that means he’ll talk to Luca too. And Luca will want to help . . .”

“Is that so bad?” Sir Rowan asked gently.

“It isn’t bad at all. It’s adorable,” I said, miserably. “But what if it gets him into trouble?”

“And by ‘trouble’ . . .”

“I don’t mean some sword-swinging contest with a legendary naiad,” I supplied, sticking my tongue out at Sir Rowan. “I mean that it might—what if it—well, I’m worried that it’ll bring up . . . unpleasant memories, I suppose.”

For a long moment, Sir Rowan remained silent. He just stood there, tapping his fingers together, one at a time, as if in thought. I knew him well enough to suspect that he wanted me to think. But my heart rebelled at the notion.

“It strikes me,” he said finally, addressing the ceiling again, “that trying to keep Mr. Luca out of trouble was the reason for your delayed happiness.”

“My—? You mean our—? Oh.” I blushed as I put it together. “You mean us dating. I held back for a long time because I was worried about getting him into trouble. Well, yes, that was part of it . . .”

“And how,” said Sir Rowan, gravely, “did Mr. Luca react to that at the time?”

“Um, not well,” I admitted, my blush now an inferno. “He didn’t like it. In fact he might have lectured me about it a few times . . . Yeah, okay, I get your point. No protecting Luca.”

“Protection is one thing, miss,” Sir Rowan replied. “Prevention is quite another.”

“Okay, no preventing, then. He should be able to make his own choices. I know you’re right, I do, but—” Helplessly, I turned, as though I might find the perfect words—and instead I found William panting at me from the shop window. Apparently, our recent customer had concluded their business and left.

“You can’t prevent him,” William agreed unhelpfully. “Because I want to go look up stories about Melusine, and the bookstore is the only place around here to do that.”

* * *
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William didn’t get his chance for research that afternoon. Shortly after my employees had finished haranguing me about my relationship prowess (or lack thereof), business picked up—with a vengeance. Just like Coal had predicted, many of our customers were strangers, full of talk about the carnival’s opening night. They all wanted lightsticks and glow powder, and I was soon sold out of the jokey fake gold coins I kept on hand as trinkets. I quickly abandoned my lab and went out to help Sir Rowan and William on the shop floor. All three of us were run off our feet as, just outside the front bay windows, the sun set over Market Square.

“Fools’ gold coins,” I murmured to William as we left through the front door. After the chaos of closing and cleaning up, it was our first semi-quiet moment. “Why’d everyone want those? I mean, I put the fake insignia on them quite clearly. No one at the carnival will think they’re real.”

“It’s not just about money, Red,” William replied as he lingered on the front step, waiting for me to lock up. “It’s about favor. Throwing gifts on stage after a particular performance is like casting a vote for your favorite act in the carnival.”

“Alright, smartypants,” I said, grinning down at him. “So what was with the lightsticks and glow powder? They aren’t planning to throw those, are they?” My lightsticks were made of a specially-reinforced glass that was recyclable, but very rarely breakable, so those wouldn’t really be a hazard; but I shuddered picturing a carnival atmosphere full of sparkly dust from all those glow powder vials we’d sold. Sometimes running a business—particularly one with some dangerous wares—felt a little bit like running a daycare. Do I need to make the vial lids spill-proof, maybe? I worried.

“You’re such a stick in the mud,” William told me, fortunately with some affection. He nudged at my leg as we set off down the street, which was still full of shoppers and soon-to-be attendees of the carnival. “No, they’re not going to throw those. Probably. That’s for waving lights and decorating their clothes while they’re watching the show.

“Because it is going to be dark by the time the show gets going,” he added. “And not everyone is surrounded by the halo of romantic light that you and Luca are.”

“You hush,” I protested, half laughing, half mortified. I nudged him back. “We are not. I know very well that evening falls around eight these days, thank you very much.”

William snorted. “And when’s the last time you ate? Or are you surviving on Cupid’s nectar?”

“That just sounds weird. Besides, it’s because of the shop that I missed lunch. And—shoot. I had hoped to leave earlier, but we’re so late as it is. Do you think Luca would mind if we just bring some sandwiches to eat on the way down?”

“You know him better than me,” my companion retorted, weaving around a horde of excited children. “I think the real question is if he minds a third wheel tagging along.”

“He knew when he asked me that you wouldn’t want to miss the carnival’s opening night,” I replied, grinning. “You’ll probably have to entertain yourself afterward, though.”

“Gross,” William said. “I don’t even want to think about what you two will be doing.”

“Comparing notes about the performances and debating the history of traveling theater, of course,” I said, innocently. With one last grin at William, I ducked into the local pizza and sandwich shop, The Third Slice, to get some food to go.

For as rural as Belville is, its central park—Market Square—is a true blessing. Not only is there the Pomegranate and my shop at one corner, and Belville’s proud tavern sitting on the other, the remaining sides are lined with all kinds of shops. The Third Slice was usually a quick lunch place, especially since I enjoyed cooking dinner at home when I had time. But that evening, it was jammed full. Fortunately, the servers knew my usual order, and were happy to throw in a sandwich for Luca, too. When I rejoined William on the cobblestone sidewalk, we only had a short walk just past the edge of the Square to reach Luca’s bookstore.

As Belville’s resident scholar, Luca had inherited his shop from his old mentor and boss, Owl. All across Beyond, it was common even for small towns to have at least one scholar, who performed a very specific role: looking after a collection of books, some of which were usually for sale, housing the town’s records, and serving as a resource for anyone with questions about local history or lore. With his enthusiastic personality and love of careful research, Luca made a particularly fine scholar—but of course, I may be a biased source. I’d be the first to admit, though, that he wasn’t a particularly detail-oriented shopkeeper. Let’s just say that Belville’s book store could have benefited from Sir Rowan’s mania for cleanliness . . . If Sir Rowan could ever be convinced to set foot in the dusty, jumbly, full-to-the-brim shop.

“Red, I was just about to come looking for you!” Luca tumbled from the bookstore’s front door just as we arrived, and greeted me with a hug that immediately melted away all the tension in my shoulders. I nested my head alongside his and hugged him back one-handedly, clinging to my bag of takeout and smiling like salvation had just dropped from the sky.

William might have been onto something about that halo . . .

“It’s been so, so busy,” Luca continued cheerfully, stepping back to acknowledge William too. “I put up a poster at the tavern advertising these new ‘Guide to Carnival’ pamphlets I made up, and boy, did they sell! I ran out before lunchtime, and had to get Leo to print me more using the newspaper’s equipment. I only just managed to close up, and I was feeling so bad because I haven’t had time to change or anything, but it turned out just right I guess! I’m so happy to see you,” he concluded, without so much as a pause or hesitation.

“Okay, deep breath,” I teased him, as we fell into step. The crowd around us flowed naturally down to the pier on the lake, where the carnival was set up.

“What would you even change into? Another robe exactly the same?” William added, prancing on my other side.

“The same, but less dusty maybe?” Luca confessed with a grin. His scholar’s uniform was always long, black robes, usually with the hood up to conceal marks leftover from an old curse.

“I didn’t have time to change either,” I admitted, also grinning. Fortunately, my outfit of red tunic over brown leggings and tall boots was less work-related than his.

“You look great though,” he assured me. “You always do.”

“I’m not going to sit with you two if you’re going to be like this all night,” William complained.

Laughing, I opened up my takeout bag and distributed our on-the-go dinner. While William loudly chewed on his kabob, holding it aloft with blue magic, Luca took his sandwich with the gratitude of someone who hadn’t eaten in days. He immediately promised to buy carnival snacks and dessert.

“I’ll hold you to that,” I told him between bites of my creamy salad wrap. “Although I have to admit, I really don’t know what to expect. Maybe I should have pre-ordered one of your carnival guide pamphlets.”

“Oh, Red, you know me better than that.” Luca held his sandwich aloft and, with his free hand, drew a crumpled but shiny pamphlet from his sleeve. “I saved you one, of course. But I wasn’t sure if you would want it, seeing as you might have already been to lots of carnivals, when you were traveling and all.”

“We were always too focused on work,” I said, because I knew William would groan if I said what I was really thinking, which was Luca, I don’t care if it’s a treatise on breathing—if you wrote it, of course I want it. I took the pamphlet with a smile which I hoped conveyed at least a little of how I felt. Luca’s green eyes shone against his dark skin, making me think he got the message.

“That’s just her excuse,” William declared, jolting me back down to earth. “The real reason is Red hates fun.”

“I do not!”

“And steampunk or magitech.”

“Well . . .”

“And she never, ever knows when to take a break.”

“No breaks tonight,” announced a new voice—a brash voice. Officer Thorn. She cut deftly through the crowd, headed straight for us. “Unless it’s a break in my new murder case, that is.”
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Chapter Three: Behind the Scenes
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Luca reeled at Officer Thorn’s announcement, but I was more used to her behavior. I narrowed my eyes and waited for more information. By that time, we’d made it down to the dock, the magically-lit carnival ship anchored nearby. The ship’s name, Luna II, etched beside a fanciful shark, was visible on the wooden hull; so were multiple signs for the “After Midnight Carnival.” In short, we were far too close to the excitement to act rashly.

“So, who got murdered?” William asked loudly. Suddenly, the crowd was giving us a wide berth.

“Keep your voice down, or I won’t let you come along to do the magical investigations,” Officer Thorn retorted—as though being pressed into police service was a treat. William was such a meddler at heart that in his view, it probably was. I exchanged a wry look with Luca as the officer shooed us onto the beach to one side of the dock, where everyone else was lining up to purchase tickets for the floating carnival beyond.

“The tip came in not ten minutes ago,” she continued, her own voice low and rumbly. The four of us huddled together in the falling darkness. “A letter at the police station. Caught me right before I was about to do my rounds and check on the crowd.”

She gestured behind her shoulder, where carnival-goers had resumed chattering happily. As Belville’s only police officer, Thorn was a common sight at any event. Like Luca, she wore a distinctive uniform—although hers was truly a uniform, a military-esque coat with shiny buttons over perfectly pressed trousers and polished boots. She also stood out because she was literally a head taller than the average person in the crowd. As a half-orc, Officer Thorn had the raw muscular power—and intimidatingly pointy teeth set against mossy green skin—that made her job as a solo police officer go much more smoothly.

Except, of course, when it came to investigations. All hands on deck, she liked to say, whenever the possibility of murder reared its ugly head. Given that the carnival itself was on a ship—and knowing how much my friend the police officer adored puns—I fully expected to hear that comment at least twice this evening.

“What kind of letter?” Luca asked as I studied Thorn.

She looked at him askance, her long and silky black hair trembling in the evening breeze. “Does it matter?”

“Well, it could,” said Luca reasonably. “There’s letters that come through the post, of course—those could be traced, and you’d know they must have been sent at least a day ahead of time. Then there’s hand-delivered letters, or magically-delivered letters, which some scholars posit are actually much—”

“Luca.” I interrupted his lecture with a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Let’s focus on the threat for now, and consider the letter more fully later.”

“Best idea either of you has had all evening,” William grumbled.

Officer Thorn, meanwhile, was checking off details on her fingers. “Hand-delivered letter. Didn’t see the deliverer. Says someone aboard the ship’s going to be murdered. And that after the show, the body might disappear.” Thorn looked up at us over her now-clenched fist. “The way I see it, that adds up to an impromptu raid. I’ll need you all to be my support. Red, you’ll help with the physical investigation, like always. William, you’re on magic duty. Luca . . . you can be crowd control.”

Despite the seriousness of the situation, I did raise an eyebrow at that. My boyfriend was very learned and good-natured, but he wasn’t exactly the commanding type.

“Stop giving me that look, Red,” Thorn told me. “You might be sad to be missing the carnival, but it’s even sadder for the pool soul who could be murdered.”

“But you don’t know who, and you don’t know where on board the ship?” I asked.

“That’s what we’re about to find out. Come on.”

Without waiting for a vote, Officer Thorn straightened up and started for the ticket booth. She plays nice with the town council, but maybe she’d be happier in a dictatorship, I considered muttering to Luca. Seeing as she’d been right about the seriousness of murder, though, I decided to hold my tongue.

Luca, William, and I trailed in the officer’s wake. She cut the long line like it didn’t even exist. Fortunately, the people we’d interrupted were Belville locals: the baker, Ginger, and his kids. They knew Thorn well enough not to protest.

The same couldn’t be said for the two ladies selling tickets, though. At first glance, their identical surprised faces made them look like sisters.

“I’m here in an official capacity to investigate a serious threat,” Officer Thorn began.

“A threat?” squeaked one of the ticket sellers.

“I’m afraid we already have most of the audience on board,” the other one said quickly. “Beginning announcements have already started. The show must go on, you know.”

Safe in Officer Thorn’s shadow, I watched the two women carefully. Upon inspection, the quick-talking one looked older—perhaps she was the squeaky one’s mother. They both had brown skin and very slender frames, but the daughter wore a brightly-colored leotard that looked like a performer’s costume. The mother, with her dyed-red upswept hair and low-cut sparkly crimson dress, looked very much the diva.

“If I uncover anything dangerous, we’ll have to get everyone off the boat,” Thorn was saying, her chest puffed up in her best you-don’t-want-to-question-me stance. “For the time being, I’ll conduct my search belowdecks while the show is going on.”

“Belowdecks?” the girl in the leotard repeated, shooting a wide-eyed look at her mother.

“Then the threat has to do with the ship, and not with the show,” the diva decided. Behind her upturned chin, I thought I could hear a bit of a quiver in her voice. “Very well, I will escort you. Magica, you can finish up here and close the booth before you’re due on set.”

“I will,” the girl replied, as her mother swept out of the makeshift booth.

I was a little surprised when we came face to face with our new guide beside the booth. She couldn’t have been much taller than five feet. And in the bright lights of the dock, her dark brown eyes flashed with a peculiar haughtiness—a look that reminded me of someone, though I couldn’t quite place who.

“My name is Anastasia Willow,” she informed us, as though a more cultured group of investigators would have recognized her already. “I’ve been in the carnival business for over twenty years. I will be able to tell you anything you need to know, I’m sure.”

“I’m sure,” William echoed to me in an undertone as, once more, we fell into step behind Officer Thorn.

“Does she remind you of someone?” I whispered back.

“Yeah. A gossip,” he replied.

Well, when it came to gossips, William was the authority. Particularly since he spent so much time in the window seat of my studio apartment, observing their activities to compare notes with his friend Dusty later.

“Did you hear? We’re starting by touring the staff quarters,” Luca dropped behind Anastasia and Thorn to inform us. “I know it’s under unfortunate circumstances, but still—we’d never be able to go back there normally—it’s kind of cool, right?”
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