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      Chapter One
    

    
              
      Lightning snapped above the crooked spires of a bleak fortress, every window and crevice guarded by some macabre beast of stone. Thunder rolled along the infernal hellscape that surrounded Nightwell Keep, home to the elusive Dark Fairy Ravenshade. 
      Deep in the dark recesses of the castle was a laboratory. Its shelves lined with all manner of things nasty and foul trapped inside jars and beakers. Hanging from a massive fireplace, a cauldron roiled and bubbled with the Dark Fairy’s latest noxious brew. A pulpit made of stone stood nearby with an eerie looking tome resting upon it. A single amber colored eye stared out from the black leather cover. 
    

    
      Clad in a black form-fitting gown that hid her sable hair from view and continued straight to the floor, the lavender-eyed beauty held a vial of glowing liquid above her head in triumph.
    

    
      “At last, I have it!” She cackled.
    

    
              The heavy wooden door slammed open and Ravenshade jumped, swearing as the painstaking work of two whole days drained from the shards of broken glass that remained of the vial. The Dark Fairy scowled so vehemently at the uniformed intruders that the rookies took several steps back. Their boss, Captain Flavius Slender, was not so easily intimidated. His chiseled jaw set and brilliant blue eyes gleamed as he hooked his thumbs into his belt and swaggered toward her. 
    

    
              “You are the black witch Ravenshade of Nightwell Keep?” He sneered.
    

    
              Ravenshade slowly looked about her, alluding to the fact they were standing in Nightwell Keep. “Dark Fairy Ravenshade is my name, Captain.”
    

    
              “
      Dark Fairy
       Ravenshade, by royal decree I am placing you under arrest for the murder of her royal highness, Princess Primrose.”
    

    
              “Primrose was murdered?” Ravenshade raised an eyebrow. “How?”
    

    
              “As if you didn’t know, witch!” One soldier spat before withering beneath Ravenshade’s violet glare.
    

    
              Captain Slender fixed her with a deadly gaze. “Her Highness was stabbed to death with a golden spindle.”
    

    
              “A golden spindle. Gentlemen, I own no such spindle and I have not left this room for the better part of two days. I have been working on the invention of a new dye and now must start over thanks to you.”
    

    
              “The only 
      dye
       I am concerned with is the death of the princess!”
    

    
              The Dark Fairy leveled her gaze at him. “Do not try to be witty, Captain Slender, it does not become you.”
    

    
              A slight tittering made the puffed up strongman turn on his heel to glare at his subordinates before commanding. “Take her away.”
    

    
      #
    

    
      THE DAVENMOUR PRESS
    

    
      MISSING PRINCESS FOUND DEAD
    

    
              
      Primrose Aurora, only daughter of Peregrine, 439th King of Davenmour, and Queen Saskia, was found dead this morning in Howling Wood. The search began three days ago when the princess disappeared the morning after her 16th Jubilee. A gold, bloodsoaked spindle was also recovered at the scene. It is known throughout the kingdom the Dark Fairy’s heinous curse placed upon the princess at her naming ceremony 16 years ago. Sources indicate Flavius Slender, Captain of the Royal Guard, has arrested Dark Fairy Ravenshade in her home at Nightwell Keep on the peak of Scarwood Mountain. The palace could not be reached for comment.
    

    
              Aryssa Thornhart lowered the paper with a sigh and stared out the window as her carriage rolled down the deserted streets of the city of Phaeton. She’d had a long night aiding another Fairy Godmother who was swamped with young maidens in distress as was common during ball season. Since the beginning of time, it was the truly destitute or people in extreme danger who required the help of their local neighborhood Fairy Godmother. 
    

    
      However, in a recent bid to ease Human-Fae relations some genius issued a decree that Fairy Godmothers could grant the wish of any human who asked so long as the wish did not violate the three major edicts of wish granting law: 
    

    
      	
        A wish must not violate the free will of any person. 
      

      	
        A wish must not end the life of any person nor can it restore life to one who is already dead. 
      

      	
        A wish cannot grant absolute power.   
      

    

    
              Like Aryssa, many Fairy Godmothers were upset by this decree and walked off the job. They’d sworn an oath to aid the deserving not some debutante with bad hair or a broken heel! It was for this reason Aryssa became a detective, to uphold her oath and bring justice to those without a voice; those like the Dark Fairy Ravenshade.
    

    
      On the street, vendors and early risers were huddled together, weeping and whispering amongst themselves as they clutched newspapers in their hands. The death of the beautiful princess hit everyone hard, even in an aloof and bustling metropolis like Phaeton. Yet while the mourners were already calling for blood, Aryssa’s intuition was disquieted. It all seemed too neat somehow. The Fairy Godmother had never crossed paths with Ravenshade but in her years of experience when a person issues a threat which is later carried out, said person does not usually stick around for the aftermath, especially when the threat becomes the stuff of legend. 
    

    
      The carriage stopped outside the Fairy Godmother’s office. Located in a quaint brownstone painted a sparkling blue to advertise her presence, it sat between a cafe and a veterinary office owned by her old friend Rowena Ganso, aka Doctor G. 
    

    
      Unlike Aryssa, Rowena liked to keep a low profile. It was no secret Dr. G was the best vet in all Phaeton, if not all of Davenmour, her gift with animals bordered on magic.   Of course, this probably had to do with the fact that Rowena was the one and only Mother Goose. As such, Rowena held dominion over all animals, the nondescript beasts of burden and those raised and bred for consumption, as well as the mystical creatures who spoke and lived as being of higher consciousness.
    

    
      It was a complete surprise to the Fairy Godmother until the day she struggled desperately to break a malicious spell that bound several unhappy people to a single goose of golden feather. That was when Aryssa’s neighbor appeared in all her glory to rescue the poor creature and punish those who dared mistreat it.
    

    
      Their neighborhood was among the poorest in Davenmour and many feared to venture the streets after dark but Aryssa realized the inhabitants were good, hardworking, and sometimes desperate people trying to survive. These were the humans the Fairy Godmother liked to help.
    

    
      Aryssa stepped inside the waiting room and frowned. Pungent clouds of cigar smoke hung in the air and the room was littered with magazines, newspapers, and half empty goblets. Multiple types of vermin helped themselves to plates left behind by yesterday’s visitors. Her assistant, Irk Underbourne, a cantankerous Dwarf leftover from her predecessor, lounged in a chair reading with his muddy boots crossed on the surface of his desk. Clouds of smoke puffed to the ceiling from behind his open newspaper like a locomotive. Aryssa counted backwards to control her temper before speaking.
    

    
      “Good morrow, Irk, kindly get your feet off that desk and get the office ready to open please.”
    

    
      Her request was met by a sigh and grumbling as she swept into her office. It was seven years since they were first thrown together and it seemed impossible to rid the Dwarf of his bad habits. Irk was a retired cop better suited to investigating on the streets not tending the office and serving tea like a woman as he put it but the Fairy Godmother had no choice. Breaking a hip while tackling a suspect left the aging Dwarf with a severe limp and a bad disposition when he was let go. It was for his quick wit, sharp eye, vast experience, and the fact he truly cared about his work that Aryssa kept him on.
    

    
      Her train of thought was disrupted by a knock on the door.
    

    
              “Enter!” Alyssa called.
    

    
              Irk clomped in and glared at his boss. “Sommit here to see ye, ma'am.”
    

    
              
    

    
      Chapter Two
    

    
      “Is there?” Aryssa asked, craning her neck to see behind him.
    

    
              Irk turned and snorted before barking, “Gee in here, Miss Thornhart dunna have all day to bide for ye!”
    

    
              Aryssa sighed inwardly. The Fairy Godmother had had words with Irk time and again for scaring off potential clients with his gruff manner. If she ever found the time she would have to see about getting that assistant. 
    

    
              Preparing to rise and seek out the shy violet in the waiting room, she saw a red hood peek around the door. The hand that held the cloak tight at the neck was small and slender with dainty fingers. The poor child was probably scared to death.
    

    
              “Come in, child,” Aryssa called gently. “Thank you, Irk. I’ll take it from here.”
    

    
              The Dwarf grunted before clomping away again, the visitor pressing herself against the door to get out of his way. Aryssa did rise then and gestured to the chair on the other side of the large wooden desk.
    

    
              “Come in and have a seat, child,” she said again. After a moment the girl turned, rolled her shoulders back and crossed over to her.
    

    
              She threw back the hood of her red velvet cloak to reveal the face not of a child but a young woman, though her long auburn locks were tamed into a pair of braids that now cascaded past her shoulders. Eager green eyes stared back at Aryssa over a pert nose and cheeks lightly dusted with freckles. Her thin bottom lip, the Fairy Godmother noted, bore the indentation of teeth from a habit of worrying. A habit confirmed a moment later when the woman sucked the lip between her teeth.
    

    
              “Now, how can I be of service?”
    

    
              Throwing her shoulders back again in what Aryssa assumed was an attempt at bravado, the maiden answered. “My name is Pepper Crimson. I understand you are looking for an assistant.”
    

    
              Aryssa lowered herself back into the chair with a smile. “I am. Are you applying for the position?”
    

    
              “I am.” She replied, raising her chin.
    

    
              “I see. What are your qualifications?”
    

    
              “Qualifications?” Her smile faltered.
    

    
              “Your schooling, experience, what have you done previously?”
    

    
              “Er- well, I’ve had the same amount of schooling as anyone else.”
    

    
              “Have you ever worked before?”
    

    
              “No.” Pepper looked crestfallen.
    

    
              “Miss Crimson,” Aryssa said patiently, “if it is your intention to apprentice for a Fairy Godmother you must have additional training. There are many excellent academies throughout Davenmour I can recommend to you with varying price points-“
    

    
              “No!” Pepper cut in. “Not that I wouldn’t be honored, of course, Godmother, but that’s not why I want to work for you. I want to be a detective!”
    

    
              Aryssa sat back, surprise etched on her face. “You want to be a detective?”
    

    
              “Yes’m. I’ve read loads of detective stories and I’ve followed your cases ever since I was a little girl. There aren’t too many lady detectives around, as you well know, and I want to learn from the best. Why, I was just pleased as punch when I read you’d transferred to Davenmour. I remember because it was on my 12th birthday and I felt like the news was a special present just for me!”
    

    
              Aryssa cocked an eyebrow. The young lady who sat beaming at her from across the desk seemed optimistic to the point of excess. She could only imagine what Pepper thought working as a detective meant. 
    

    
      “It isn’t like you read in books, Pepper. Detective work is dangerous, you can be seriously injured or killed if you don’t know what you’re doing. The Royal Academy of Law Enforcement has been accepting maidens for years. Why not try them first and come back after you have completed your training?”
    

    
              Pepper worried her lip again. “I would, only my father has some influence with the Constabulary and I wouldn’t want any special treatment.”
    

    
              Aryssa smiled wryly. “In other words, your father wouldn’t exactly be over the moon if you went into law enforcement.”
    

    
              Pepper’s smile was watery. “Not exactly, no.”
    

    
              Aryssa sighed and shook her head. “How old are you, Pepper?”
    

    
              “My 19th birthday passed one month ago.”
    

    
              “So, you’re old enough to make your own decisions. A Fairy Godmother solving crimes instead of granting wishes is still a fairly new idea. I’m treading water with the Detective Chief Inspector as it is. If your father breathes down his neck, he’ll breathe down mine. He might even use it as an excuse to shut me down.” Aryssa mused. “No, I’m sorry. You should speak with your father if this is what you really want to do and look into the academy.”
    

    
      Pepper folded her hands across her lap. “I’m afraid that is quite impossible.”
    

    
      Aryssa tilted her head slightly and reached her senses out towards the young woman. Not as confident as she appeared, Pepper was frustrated almost to the point of despair. Reaching further still, the Fairy Godmother picked up on her thoughts. 
    

    
              
      I can’t talk to Father! He treats me like a child, a delicate flower that might wither if touched. I want to prove myself to him, show him that I’m not some porcelain doll!
    

    
              Aryssa looked upon the maid with sadness as she tented her fingers. She understood the frustration of being held back by those who refused to see your full potential. Pepper sure had gumption but she didn’t really know her. Was she simply eager to relive some fantasy from a favorite novel? Could Aryssa risk the business she worked so hard to build for some chit who might be impulsive and reckless, determined to show up her overprotective father?
    

    
              “Besides,” Pepper was saying as she leaned forward, “I could improve business.”
    

    
              “How do you mean?”
    

    
              “The first person a client meets when they come to see you is 
      him
      .” Pepper jerked her head toward the waiting room where Irk loomed like a vulture. “That could be very unnerving for someone looking for help but is hesitant to see a constable. I admit I’m no Honeypetal but a pretty face and pleasant demeanor would put your clients more at ease. I can read and write, as I’ve said, so I can take messages and make appointments when you’re away.”
    

    
              There was a glint of mischief and daring in the woman’s eye that resonated with Aryssa. Yes, Pepper had gumption as well as intelligence. She didn’t even flinch at the idea of deposing Irk however intimidating the Dwarf was. She had a point and Irk would be glad to get out of the office. He preferred to hit the streets and get his hands dirty anyway.
    

    
              “Alright,” Aryssa said, “we’ll do a trial run but you are to do exactly as I say. Your role is strictly administrative. There are to be no heroics, understand?”
    

    
              Pepper squealed, clapped her hands, and practically did a jig while Aryssa, struggling against her own hilarity, raised a disapproving eyebrow.
    

    
              “Yes, Godmother, I understand,” Pepper said, soberly.
    

    
              A large raven perched upon the windowsill and gave Aryssa a single squawk before glancing around the office. 
    

    
              Aryssa responded. “Good, because it looks like we have a case.”
    

    
      Chapter Three
    

    
      Aryssa crossed to the window and allowed the bird to leap onto one arm while using the other to untie the scroll attached to one of its legs.
    

    
              
      Fairy Godmother,
    

