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To Rob, who always asked for more stories. 

And to the storytellers, crowded around their tables, dice in hand, 

making up all the things that really happened.

ii





1
WINTER HAD COME TO THIS TOWN, and boy was it a doozy. 
Record lows, day after day, with the thermostat threatening forty. The 
population combed their closets for cast-off garments. Scarves, once 
considered purely decorative items, found their true calling. Gloves 
and earmuffs, which only ever saw use as props for holiday photos, 
now adorned the natives. Faux fur of every hue and print abounded, 
transforming the masses into a menagerie fit for a zoo. As for this 
detective, well, I was in pure bliss.

The crisp climate was a godsend. Whatever the opposite of sea-
sonal affective disorder was, I had it. It was all I could do not to Ho 
Ho Ho in the face of all the bah humbugging. I wasn’t bothered a 
whit, being summoned forth by a potential client. Secret rendezvous 
were routine in my role as sleuth to the stars. My office had become 
a campsite for paparazzi posing the question, Why would So-and-
so want to hire Ken Allen? If a client wanted privacy, clandestine 
meetings were required.
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Which made their choice of setting puzzling. Chateau d’Loire was 
anything but inconspicuous. The luxury hotel was the closest thing 
my fair city had to a historic landmark. Architects often outlived their 
creations in This Town. The birthplace of showbiz was built on an 
evergreen graveyard, layered on the bones of those who failed in their 
quest for the immortality of fame.

Chateau d’Loire looked like what castles became after royalty 
stopped fretting so much over being besieged: a seven-story fairytale 
compilation of witch-hat towers and crenulated turrets, complete with 
meant-to-be-holy-but-actually-hot statuary. The arched doors and 
windows promised to transport you to another world. You even passed 
under a portcullis on entering.

The current visitors reinforced the illusion. The lobby was packed 
wall-to-wall with people decked out in armor of all varieties, from 
a knight’s full suit to leather ensembles more suited to BDSM than 
battle. They carried an array of weapons: swords, axes, bows, and 
staves. While I wasn’t familiar with this particular species, I knew the 
genus well: 

Superfans. 
The kind who traveled from far and wide to attend conventions 

like the one I was about to join: a celebration of all things The Lands 
Beyond.

The biggest television show, ever. A cultural phenomenon which 
exponentially gained steam over the last nine years, shaping pop 
culture from fashion trends to children’s names. With the tenth and 
final season set to start filming in a week, the atmosphere at Chateau 
d’Loire crackled with anticipation. Prior to heading overseas, the cast 
and crew dropped by This Town for one last marketing hurrah. The 
most I’d ever charged at a con was forty bucks, and I had to be framed 
for murder to rate that. Photo op and autograph sessions from the stars 
of The Lands Beyond ran hundreds of dollars a head. Exclusive events, 
like sharing a meal, stretched into the thousands.
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From what I gathered from the endless ads and ever-present 
merchandise, the show was a souped-up version of Dallas with sword 
fights. You’d think I’d know the basics about the program which had 
defined the last decade, but I’d somehow escaped its lure. Despite my 
past as a celebrity personal trainer, I didn’t know any of its stars. It 
was shot overseas, with mostly foreign actors who went home after 
filming. And to be frank, sword and sorcery wasn’t my thing. But try 
explaining that to a diehard fan. They compare The Lands Beyond 
to Shakespeare, if only the bard had possessed the creative vision to 
include dragons.

While I managed to negotiate the labyrinth of humanity without 
contracting tetanus, I did catch plenty of glares. Cavorting around in 
slacks and a buttoned-up blazer was breaking their immersion. But to 
people in the know, I was also cosplaying . . . after a fashion: Once, 
and only the once, I played Jove Brand, superspy extraordinaire, which 
provided me with a gimmick for my second act as a private eye. Hiring 
a D-list super sleuth held a certain appeal among celebrities. I had 
been one of them, technically. I understood the tightrope they walked. 
And, more important, I knew how to keep my mouth shut.

The halberd-wielding security had been informed of my coming 
but still required I present my pedigree. Once they confirmed I wasn’t 
an imposter—a claim I wasn’t confident of myself—they parted their 
poles and allowed me to pass. I apologized my way through a bustling 
kitchen to the service elevator, where a second set of guards—this time 
the conventional kind with discrete holster outlines under unbuttoned 
jackets—also vetted me. They used a tubular key to provide elevator 
access to the penthouse level and ushered me in. When the doors 
opened at the top, I was staring into the smiling face of a guy who 
once upon a time might have killed me—nothing personal—if I had 
zigged instead of zagged.

Not too long ago, Alexi Mirovich was the top mixed martial artist 
in the world, before his career was cut short by a stint in a Siberian 



J. A. Crawford

• 4 •

prison for involuntary manslaughter. A Russian oligarch arranged for 
a commuted sentence if Alexi competed in an illegal underground 
fighting ring. His opponent had been yours truly.

My goose would have been good and cooked had I not been able 
to suss out Alexi’s big secret: the Bull of St. Petersburg—as he was 
known—suffered from labyrinthitis. At the time he was professionally 
competing, disclosing his condition was career-ending, as was treating 
it with corticosteroids, which would have shown on drug screens.

When confronted, Alexi agreed to work out a gentleman’s agree-
ment: he took a dive and I didn’t expose him. Shortly thereafter, Alexi 
played the heavy in a Cherno Perun flick—the Russian version of Jove 
Brand. It got him noticed, and then he joined the swollen cast of The 
Lands Beyond as a naïve, unstoppable gladiator. Now, Alexi was in 
full wardrobe in honor of the con. Or more likely, full wardrobe was 
contractually required. 

In the past, Alexi’s condition kept him from developing a notable 
physique. It’s tough to do intense cardio when you have vertigo issues. 
Not that it stopped him from crushing the competition. When no one 
survives against you for more than two minutes, your VO2 max is 
irrelevant. But now that he was able to get proper medical treatment, 
Alexi could finally train the way he’d always wanted.

Underneath a costume of leather straps arrayed without rhyme or 
reason, Alexi Mirovich was absolutely jacked. Muscles like slabs of 
rock danced under paper-thin skin. Veins traced a roadmap up his arms 
and shoulders. He spread his spike-knuckled hands with a grin.

“Ken! Too long.”
“Hey, buddy. Glad to finally talk to you. Wait, can you hear me?”
“Implant,” Alexi replied, tapping his ear. He flushed slightly. 

“Sorry. Shy.”
Deafness was a result of Alexi’s condition, but he hadn’t always 

been that way. It had been beaten into him via a grueling training 
regimen imposed by his late father. If there was one thing people in 
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the entertainment and combat sports industries had in common, it was 
daddy issues.

“Don’t be. Your English is better than my Russian. Or sign for 
that matter.” I stepped out of the elevator. “So, what needs detecting?”

“Not for me.” Alexi started down the hallway, waving that I follow.
The penthouse level had a weird layout. There were four penthouse 

suites, each centered in a rounded turret. The two hallways formed a 
cross, with the elevator in the middle. Each point of said cross ended 
in a suite entrance. The only other doors on the floor led to staff supply 
closets. Alexi steered us toward the turret with the swankiest view 
overlooking This Town: the chamber reserved for the guest of honor.

The hallway ended in a high-arched door, its brass knocker top-
ped with a crown. Alexi produced an oversized vintage key from 
his woven harness. Electronic key scanners were a no-no here at the 
historic Chateau d’Loire. The lock opened with a satisfying click as 
Alexi gestured for me to proceed him. The door had real weight to it. 
I applied some muscle and stepped into a throne room.

The broad, short hallway leading to the seat of power was lined 
by suits of armor, with the occasional ottoman in the event the visiting 
monarch wasn’t ready to receive you. Bookshelves provided an 
entertainment option to pass the time while you waited.

The throne stood at the end of the red velveteen carpet, three 
steps up from ground level. The royal seat was classic midcentury 
medieval, America’s Camelot period, when the emphasis was mood 
over historical accuracy. The man occupying the throne was dressed 
like the king of diamonds, in a primary color riot of an ensemble, 
though more svelte than the playing card implied. He’d leaned into the 
shtick, his white hair done wavy with a curling mustache and beard. 
The only off-theme accessory was his crown. It was in the gothic style: 
studded with high-reaching tips of what looked like sundered blades. 

The king spoke, his eyes sparkling with amusement. “So you’re 
Ken Allen.”
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He sat there with a faint smile while things got awkward. I had 
no idea who this guy was, and he had every expectation of being rec-
ognized. Realization began to settle in. A bead of sweat ran down my 
ribs. I had to say something, and I had to say it now.

“What can I do for you, Your, uh, Highness?”
The king laughed, thumping his scepter against the dais in a form 

of applause. Topped with an axe head, the rod matched his theme.
“I’ve spent too much time in a world of my own making, Mr. 

Allen. It took a complete outsider to bring me down to earth.”
I gave a bow which would have been described as sardonic, back 

when the term was in fashion. “If you’re looking for a jester, I got out 
of that business.”

The king loosed another august belly rumbler, throwing his head 
back like a cartoon character. “I’m certain you’re exactly who I’m 
looking for. You’ve gotten a lot of press over the last year, with the 
Jove Brand murders and the superhero sabotages. I’m in need of a 
shamus. There’s a killer at large. One who is almost surely in this very 
building.”

“Who’s the victim?”
The king dinged his scepter against his crown. “Me. R. R. Reynard, 

at your service.”
While I couldn’t have picked Reynard out of a crowd, I knew the 

name. He was the mastermind behind The Lands Beyond. Its creator, 
showrunner, and sole writer. In the nineties, he’d helmed a show called 
Never After. Though it only lasted for two seasons, it gathered a huge 
cult following. 

After disappearing for two decades, He reappeared ten years ago 
with The Lands Beyond, his magnum opus. Most people didn’t do 
their best work after qualifying for social security. Reynard was the 
exception who proved the rule.

“So what—” I’d exceeded my limit for standing at attention. Rais-
ing a finger to indicate a time-out, I dragged an ottoman over. Being 
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vintage, it was heavier than it looked. I took a seat, unbuttoning my 
jacket. “If you’ve been poisoned, a doctor will do you more good.”

“It’s not poison, I’ve made sure of that. I have reason to believe 
someone has sabotaged my innermost sanctums.”

“Which are?”
“I own a cabin in Maine. It looks like something out of Walden, 

but has state-of-the-art security. I was to visit with a colleague, 
but changed plans at the last moment. While there, said colleague ex-
perienced a headache. But rather than take a pill, they decided some 
fresh air might do them good. When they came back from their hike, 
the cabin was burnt to its foundations. This was instance number one.”

Reynard paused for questions or comments.
“I’m following along okay so far. Thanks for keeping the syllables 

down.”
He toyed with his rod for a moment to make sure I knew who was 

at whose bidding. “On to instance number two. We leave for Scotland 
in a week. During filming, I reside in a custom trailer. On the heels of 
the fire, I sent my security team to prep it for arrival. They found the 
air mixture had been tampered with.”

“Air mixture?”
“The trailer is mobile. When we film at elevation, I maintain a 

high oxygen environment, which I find conducive for creativity. It had 
been adjusted to emit a mixture more akin to rocket fuel. One spark, 
and I would have had an impromptu Viking funeral.”

Reynard studied me intensely. The guy was a storyteller, and his  
tale could appear to be the work of a speculative mind. He was ex-
pecting me to display some skepticism, maybe challenge him.

“The final season of The Lands Beyond starts filming in a week. 
You’re the golden goose. Who would want to do you in now?”

“I’ve made my fair share of enemies in the last ten years. Most of 
the cast despises me. Maybe all of them.” His grin went cold. “Some 
are better actors than others.”
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“Who’s on short call?”
“Nobody. No matter how many episodes the players may appear 

in, every actor receives a full season’s salary and is required to stay in 
residence for the duration of filming. So, even they don’t know when 
I might give them the axe.”

Reynard’s scepter made more sense now. He was his own hatchet 
man.

“If you kick the bucket, who inherits?”
“I have no siblings and no children. Thirty years ago, when we 

were filming Never After, I successfully defended a false paternity 
suit. The lesson was not wasted. Snip-snip went my vas deferens. As 
for my estate, the exact details of my trust remain secret.”

“So who profits from your death? Not the studio, and the cast is 
both in the dark and already paid. So, if it’s not money, it’s love. Who 
cares enough to kill you?”

Reynard reclined as much as his throne would allow. “The Lands 
Beyond has an extremely devoted following. Some might describe 
them as fanatical. A few even believe my yarns to be true, and that I 
am but the conduit who relays them. A prophet of sorts. And history 
tells us what happens to prophets.”

“Could you foresee your way to a prime suspects list?”
“I knew you would ask.”
Reynard went into his robes and came out with a metal-bound 

case the size of a tablet and a foot thick. A built-in lock anchored the 
reinforced hasp. He set his hand on the case, gesturing as if he were 
about to withdraw a rabbit, and the hasp popped open. He slipped a 
folded page from the interior and re-secured the case before beckoning 
I approach His Grace.

I had to put a foot on the bottom step to reach Reynard. He made 
no effort to meet me halfway. He was wearing a ring topped with a 
stamp. As I stretched for the page, he let it drop from his fingers. I 
snatched it out of the air in a display of agility. Reynard’s method ap-
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proach was starting to wear thin, but I tried to give him the benefit of 
the doubt. Maybe he was worried about paper cuts.

The paper was dot matrix style, with the perforated rails on both 
sides. The printer it scrolled out of could have had grandkids. A list 
was printed on the page. A long one. I had to unfold the next sheet. 
Next to each name was a percentage.

“You took a poll?”
Reynard grinned. “What is the point of loyal devotees if you don’t 

make use of their free labor?”
“Looks like most of these aren’t real names.”
“Indeed. Those are the names the Edgelords have chosen for 

themselves, taken from the lore of Crucible.”
I looked up from the list. “What’s Crucible?”
Reynard made a face like he found a short hair in his soup bowl. 

“Crucible is the name of my world. The network didn’t think using its 
formal name would work as a title, hence The Lands Beyond.”

“And who are the Edgelords?”
Reynard gathered himself. If looks could kill, someone would have 

been investigating my murder. “I have had online forums in one form 
or another since the early days of the internet. The most dedicated fans 
of Never After were the earliest and most fervent supporters of The 
Lands Beyond. They became the first Edgelords. Others have joined 
them over the years, rising through the ranks to that innermost circle.”

Reynard even had a feudal system worked out for his fandom. His 
creation had all the makings of a cult. I started to wonder if he ever 
took those robes off.

“I don’t suppose you have these people’s actual names.”
“Indeed I do. Two-step verification is required before you receive 

the colée.”
Being on thin ice already, I didn’t ask Reynard to explain what 

that meant. In my short time as a detective, when it came to cases, I’d 
only had two big spuds among the small fries. Both times, I’d been 
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lucky enough to have already been an expert on the subject matter. 
It looked like I was going to be spending a lot of time on The Lands 
Beyond wiki.

“Well, the sooner I get started the better. How long does the con-
vention run? It’s not often I get all the suspects in one spot like this. 
That’s really going to cut down on the travel time. Most of this job is 
commuting.”

“We are here through Sunday at noon.”
Which gave me forty-eight hours before the convention attendees 

scattered to the winds and the cast and crew were an ocean away. I 
dug into my blazer for the envelope containing my standard contract. 
Reynard awaited me. I resisted the urge to fold it into a paper plane 
and launch it at him. He breezed through the contract before signing 
it. Reynard must have been a fast reader, because he didn’t strike me 
as reckless when it came to putting his name on things.

I returned the contract to its envelope and tucked it away. As I did, 
my jacket parted enough to give Reynard a peek at the goods.

“You really use a Quarreler? I must admit, I didn’t believe it.”
I buttoned my coat before Reynard got a closer look. Along with 

dressing like Jove Brand, galivanting superspy, I had become known 
for sporting non-lethal equivalents of his gadgets. The last thing I 
needed was Reynard requesting to take my sidearm for a spin.

“I don’t like guns, and law enforcement barely tolerates me as it 
is. If I started trading bullets with the bad guys, they’d lock me up. Not 
that the bad guys care.”

Reynard stared for a moment before a sly smile spread across his 
face. “I understand. You like to keep your secrets.”

“Hey, could you swing me a room? It doesn’t have to be anything 
special. I’m going to want to make the most of the weekend.”

“That should be within my power.”
“Do you have an assistant or someone I can coordinate with?”
“Bradley Corbett. He’ll meet you at the elevator.”
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In a blatant breech of etiquette, I left without being dismissed. 
When I got to the doors, I turned around, scratching my head.

“This whole little world you got going is something else.”
Reynard thumbed his axe. “It’s good to be the king, Mr. Allen.”

iii

Bradley Corbett exited the service elevator ten minutes after me. Like 
Reynard, he was also done up as a playing card, but a jack instead of 
a king. The look was less flattering on Corbett. I doubted the costume 
had been his decision, which scored an early sympathy point. He 
guided me out of the kitchen and into a side room with all the room-
service trays and linens.

“I have some materials for you.” Corbett struggled to holster the 
little axe he was carrying. His belt was too tight. I took it off his hands. 
It was heavier than it looked, and sharp. It occurred to me Corbett 
hadn’t bothered with introductions.

“I guess I stand out in this crowd, huh?”
Either Corbett was wearing mascara or he had been gifted with 

naturally perfect eyelashes. “Oh, I recognized you from that viral 
video, Mr. Allen.”

“Oh boy, which one?”
“When you and that female police officer fought those men in the 

street.”
Corbett was referring to Special Investigator Ava Stern. After 

coming after me for a murder I didn’t commit, each of our next big 
cases turned out to be the same case. We ended up in a public dust-up 
recorded by about ten different bystanders. Stern saved my bacon and 
won another commendation she didn’t care to pin.

“That was not my finest moment.”
“Tell that to Mr. Reynard. He was rather impressed. Less so with 

your appearance on the silver screen.” Corbett withdrew a tablet from 
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his robes. Its slipcover was done up to resemble a leather-bound book. 
“When Mr. Reynard honors someone to the rank of Edgelord, a full 
background check is required. The dossiers are here.”

Corbett shuffled next to me to provide a better view. He smelled 
like he’d done some reading about pheromones and believed all of it.

“Can you send this to me?”
“Part of the terms of service is that this information stays private 

within FoxRex, LLC.”
“Of which I am currently a subcontractor. Look, Reynard didn’t 

pick me for the way I pop on camera. I’m good people.”
Corbett wavered, shuffling from one foot to the other. “I should 

ask Mr. Reynard.”
He swapped to a messaging screen TMZ would have doled out 

seven figures for. Below Reynard were thumbnail images of every 
star from the show, as well as the chief executive of Home Drive-In, 
the dying cable channel The Lands Beyond had rocketed back into 
relevance.

We idled around awaiting a royal decree. The short back hallway 
was featureless, besides the two plainclothes guards. One door led into 
the kitchen complex, the other into the hotel proper.

“Mr. Reynard should have replied by now.”
“Well, we can’t wait around all day. Let’s request an audience in 

person.”
Corbett’s expression was pained. “Mr. Reynard has a full schedule. 

He hates when his receptions are interrupted.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll take the heat. It comes with the territory.”
Corbett had the keys to the kingdom. Security cleared him up the 

elevator. He tapped on Reynard’s door. When no answer came, I put the 
calluses on my knuckles to the test, to be rewarded with more silence.

“Open this, will you?”
Corbett produced an antique key from his robes. He cracked the 

door slowly, and softly inquired with a “Your Highness?” rather than 
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Reynard’s name. His posture and tone told me that in the past, Corbett 
had walked in on activities he’d rather not have witnessed.

Unconcerned about suffering Reynard’s slings and arrows, I 
pushed past Corbett into the room. From twenty feet away, Reynard 
looked asleep. His bare head was sagged, his deep widow’s peak 
pointing down toward the crown in his hands. But something was 
off. Humans are always in motion. Breathing, blinking, tensing, and 
relaxing. Reynard was too still.

I closed the distance, eyes peeled. Despite the reputation those 
in my profession had for being conked over the head, I’d managed to 
avoid being blindsided by living under the assumption a killer lurked 
around every corner.

Reynard’s eyes were open and still wet. He wasn’t bleeding much, 
what with the murder weapon still in his body, and the loud robe did 
a good job covering up what blood was present. The spiked crown 
had been driven into Reynard’s chest, the circle of sword points deep 
enough to pin him to his throne.

Ding, dong. 
The King was dead.



2
I KNEW YOU SHOULDN’T PRESUME DEATH, but Reynard was 
past resuscitation. He had blades through his heart, lungs, liver, and 
ganglion—the hub of the central nervous system. Good thing I had 
Corbett with me. It was getting stale, being framed for murder on 
every case.

Corbett mustered the courage to approach the throne. “Is the Tome 
of All Tales here?”

“What’s it look like?”
“It’s locked in a metal case.”
So the same case that had held the list of suspects Reynard had 

given me earlier. I slipped on my gloves and searched Reynard and the 
throne as gingerly as possible.

“It’s gone.”
Corbett gulped. “It has everything in it. All the secrets. And the 

endings.”
“You’re kidding me.”
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“Mr. Reynard releases the scripts as they are filmed. He’s the only 
one who knows what’s going to happen.” Softer, he added, “It drives 
the cast crazy.”

That made the series bible the most expensive book on the planet. 
People killed for love or money. Now both motives were on the table. 
It was time to call the cops. I scrolled down my contacts until I hit 
Cutie Pie, the nickname I chose for Special Investigator Stern in 
anticipation of the day she seized my phone as evidence. She didn’t 
pick up, so I texted:

R. R. Reynard dead. Get to Chateau d’Loire ASAP. Service elevator 
off the kitchen. Look for the Jack of Diamonds. Did you miss me?

It was succinct but covered the major points. 
“Corbett, I need you to go down and wait for the lady cop you saw 

with me in that video. I should stay put. The killer might still be here, 
in one of these side rooms.”

The situation was dawning on Corbett. His eyes were glassy to the 
point I could see myself reflected in them. “Okay, Ken.”

I walked him to the door. “Breathe, Corbett. And don’t lock your 
knees.”

“Got it.”
I closed the door behind Corbett and went back to Reynard. The 

way he’d passed a hand over the book stuck in my head. His signet 
ring was on that same hand. Up until a recent fallout, I had been close 
friends with Ray Ford, the top special-effects expert in This Town. 
From Ray, I knew a mundane object could conceal fancy gadgetry. 
I slipped the ring off Reynard’s finger and tucked it into my pocket.

As tempting as it was to go hunting for the killer, there were two 
doors off the throne room, located on opposite walls. If the killer was 
still here, they could sneak out from one room while I was searching 
the other. The smart thing was to stand guard and wait for the cavalry.

I reached for my Quarreler before realizing there wasn’t any point. 
At the end of my last big adventure, I took a principled stand that cost 
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me one of my closest friends. But Ray Ford had been more than that. 
He had also supplied the gadgets that gave me an edge. There was no 
longer any super in my sleuthing. I was unarmed and unarmored. Thus 
far, I’d kept that development secret.

The Chateau was an old joint. It made a lot of little weird noises. 
Every one of them sounded like a murderer creeping about. I stayed 
put. Discipline, that was me. My whole life, what I lacked in brains, 
I made up for in dogged determination. I once stood outside a kwoon 
for three days to prove I was serious about learning. My prostate was 
fresher back then.

Fortunately, I only had to wait ten minutes before I heard a key in 
the door. Seeing as that was a suspiciously fast response time, I angled 
to watch all three doors. Special Investigator Ava Stern stalked over 
the threshold. She might have had her gun drawn, I couldn’t say. I was 
too busy taking her in.

“What the hell are you wearing?”
Stern was gussied up for the convention. She had sculpted metal 

plates on her upper and lower arms, thighs, and shins, with a gladiator-
style chest piece tying it all together. Anywhere that wasn’t metal was 
oxblood leather, down to a strappy kilt thing made redundant by her 
leg plates. A pair of short swords were crossed at her lower back. 
Her auburn hair was up, bound in place by the gold coil she’d been 
wearing on our last case. In street clothes, it had looked out of place, 
but here it fit right in.

“Please tell me you’re undercover.”
“Quiet, Allen.”
Stern moved softly for a person in sandals. I kept close, my eyes 

peeled. Both doors into the adjoining rooms were closed. It didn’t take 
her long to come to the same conclusion I had about Reynard. Her 
eyes narrowed as she fished around the throne.

“No bible.”
“Don’t tell me you converted to this hokum.”
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“The series bible, Allen. The killer must have taken it.” Stern 
surveyed the surroundings. “Tell me you stayed out of those rooms.”

“I don’t get by just on looks.”
“No argument there. Okay. Keep watch.”
Stern went in the left room first. A minute later she came out and 

went right. Another minute after that, she exited, shaking her head. 
“Killer moved quick.”

“No one came out of the elevator since I went down and back up.”
“Which means they’re still on this floor.”
“Unless they climbed out a window.”
Stern gave me a namesake stare-down. “We’re seven stories up.”
“Parkour. We’ve seen it before.”
“Why is it every time I get a weird one, there you are?”
I smiled into a shrug. “It’s a gift.”
Stern dug out her phone, started to dial, then stopped. When she 

talked, it was more to herself than me. “What’s the right play here, 
Ahava?”

Stern was suffering a real crisis if she was busting out her Hebrew 
name. I figured with her on watch, it was my turn to poke around. She’d 
closed the doors behind her, but I was still gloved up. The left room 
was a deluxe bedroom, with stone veneer walls meant to echo the hotel 
exterior and a herringbone pattern floor. There was a full fireplace, 
which was the first stop in looking for the book. The chimney was 
bricked up and the logs were polyurethane, with a built-in light system 
to fake flame. You couldn’t have hidden the series bible in that space 
no matter how hard you tried. The bed was slightly disturbed, with 
the tucked covers bunched toward the end. I could make out where 
hands had gripped and pulled. There was nothing under the bed. The 
cushion on the chair was nudged forward, like someone had been on 
the edge of their seat. The book wasn’t stashed in there either. Nor was 
it behind the curtains, which were open. The closet was big enough to 
rate double doors. Clothes were hung up on the bar. More period stuff, 
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including a fur-lined bathrobe and cloak. There were negligees in two 
different sizes, both new, neither of which would have fit Reynard. 
Two wood boxes were stacked on the high shelf. There was a little 
crown in each, meant for a monarch-in-training or something. One 
was more feminine, like a tiara, and the other more masculine. Was 
there a word for that? A tiarzan maybe.

The bathroom was swank, with a quartz tub and sink. The water 
closet had a chain. Nothing was hidden in the tank. Reynard had a 
deluxe kit bag, the grooming implements tethered down. He’d brought 
his own toiletries in fancy bottles. He had prescriptions for both Viagra 
and Cialis, along with low-dose HGH, testosterone, and Adderall. The 
full anti-aging productivity package. One towel had been used, though 
the shower was dry. I stayed away from it. Stern for sure would want 
it DNA tested.

I crossed the throne room and headed to the other door. Stern was 
on the phone now, saying something about keeping it under wraps. 
When she tried to get my attention, I pretended like I had lost my 
peripheral vision in a tragic accident.

The last room was a combination dining room and kitchenette. 
I turned it over, well, I gently folded it over. There was nothing in 
any of the appliances. The cabinets came pre-stocked with dishes and 
cookware, none of which had been touched. There was a standing 
broom closet, the only contents being hotel-provided dry cleaning 
bags. 

The book was nowhere to be found.
Stern was still on the phone when I came out. She had a tone 

I’d never heard out of her before. The sort you used when appealing 
to a higher-up. Corbett was leaning against the closed entrance door, 
barely holding on. I employed a soothing gesture from outside his 
personal space.

“Don’t worry, the white hats are on the job.”
Corbett took a breath. “Did you find the tome?”
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Stern not displaying any emotion over Reynard being murdered 
was one thing. She dealt with death on a daily basis. But Corbett knew 
the guy. I hoped when I kicked the bucket, the first reaction of those 
closest to me wasn’t to ask where my stuff had gone.

“The killer must have taken it with them.”
Stern tucked her phone away. “Okay, Allen, get over here. Stay 

put, Corbett, you’re next.”
I jogged over with exaggerated arm pumping. “What’s the plan, 

boss?”
“As the actual cop, I’ll ask the questions. Why did Reynard want 

to meet you?”
I did my best to stay stone-faced, but the way she was done up 

made it hard to take her Just the Facts attitude seriously. “He hired me 
to find out who wanted to kill him.”

“Great job.”
“Cut me some slack. I was on the case for maybe half an hour. 

And I left my pavis in my other jacket.”
Stern studied me. “Know why Reynard settled on you?”
“He received a referral from a mutual acquaintance.”
“Who?”
“Alexi Mirovich.”
My answer genuinely surprised her. “How is it you know Miro-

vich?”
“I beat him up once.”
The way she looked at me. “You’re testing my patience, Allen.”
“Don’t worry, you’re passing with flying colors.”
Stern exhaled through her nose. She wasn’t normally so touchy. 

Me peeking into her private life had always been a soft spot, and now 
I was getting quite the gander. I couldn’t help but wonder who she was 
here with. People rarely attended conventions alone. She looked past 
me toward Corbett, who had started to pace like he was waiting for an 
open stall.
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The Lands Beyond, a hit TV show and cultural phenomenon,  
determines fashion trends and baby names. Its creator, R.R. 

Reynard, masterminds the story while pitting the cast against each  
other in a toxic, kill or be killed environment.
 But Reynard has even greater ambitions. He’s formed a feudalistic 
society of superfans, willing to do anything to rise in the ranks and be 
canonized as a character on The Lands Beyond. With the show in its 
final season, the cast, crew, and superfans attend a convention at the 
historic Chateau D’Loire. While holding court, Reynard is murdered, and 
the notebook containing all the secrets, twists, and endings disappears. 
 Enter D-List detective Ken Allen.
 As the body count rises, Ken discovers the stakes are far greater 
than just a television show. And the fantasy neophyte is about to learn 
all is fair in love and war in The Lands Beyond.




