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Chapter One

Zoey

I couldn’t believe that it was snowing again. It was a little early in the season for it, but with the way things had been unfolding in the news lately, a little snow seemed like just what we needed. Snow was one of those things that had to make you smile. When you woke up to fresh powder, it was like the world had been reborn. It almost felt like the world earned itself a do-over.

All of yesterday’s mistakes were washed away by the snow. Footprints were erased, as time seemed to almost stand still. The clouds overhead threatened to release more snow as the morning wore on. It wasn’t worth worrying about now. Now I had to try and find whatever animal had been hurt so I could start the long trudge back towards my Jeep.

One nice thing about snow is it made tracking wounded animals a little easier. Bright red blood stood out in stark contrast to the white snow. It didn’t hurt that the powdery snow also made it easier to tell which direction our evasive quarry had gone. Looking up from the three or four small drops of blood, I scanned the forest ahead.

Things were quiet, but even when it snowed the forest never really fell silent. The trees were still groaning under the weight of last night’s snow. The wind was whistling through the open spaces below the canopy. Almost all of the ground vegetation was gone, making the hike relatively easy.

Despite the fact that I’d rather be in bed, I was out braving the elements. I didn’t want to call what I had a vision, but I felt pulled towards my favorite hiking trail. Crawling out of bed and passing on a hot cocoa wasn’t something I normally did on my day off. A normal day off included a nap, and maybe even a secondary nap that followed elevenses. Granted no woman would ever admit to eating two breakfasts, with one coming between naps. I mean the second nap was the key to making sure my body was fully receptive to the healing power of the first nap. At least that’s what I told myself.

Instead, I was trudging through the ankle-deep snow tracking something relatively large. I was pretty good with animals, but sometimes I had to touch them before making a real connection. That could be a problem if what I was tracking turned out to be a bear, not so much of a problem if it turned out to be a dog. Dogs of all breeds seemed to love me on sight. I had no idea why. I only knew that they couldn’t stop wagging every time I came into contact with one.

So the non-vision had led me to the trailhead, and then I found the first signs of blood twenty steps into the trek. My first thought was that whatever happened had killed the animal. The initial blood spatter indicated something had been shot. Who in the hell shot a gun in a parking lot?

As a rule, I didn’t mind hunters, I just didn’t participate in the sport myself. It seemed like less of a sport when we had high-powered rifles, and the animals couldn’t shoot back. Now if you wanted to hunt hippos from a canoe with spears like the Egyptians used to do, well more power to you. But taking pot shots at a hippo from a hidden blind half a mile away didn’t exactly make you a fearsome warrior.

Still, this wasn’t a hunting trail. This was more likely done by someone with a handgun and a penchant for being cruel. It was one thing to hunt like the Native Americans had. They worshiped the animals and thanked them for their sacrifice. Then nothing from the animal was wasted. They used the fur, the bones, and the meat. It kept them alive, and they never killed for sport.

This situation reeked of someone out on a boondock. When you didn’t have a place to drink, pulling off at the trailhead to crack a few brews seemed like a good idea. Too bad this dick decided to finish his sixer by firing off a few rounds at the local wildlife. Whoever did this might not even realize they hit an animal, but in my mind, I saw them celebrating and knocking back another beer before getting back in their truck and driving home.

A small whimper pulled me out of my musings and focused my attention back on what I was here for. This was always the trickiest part. Wounded animals as a whole weren’t exactly excited to have random humans poking at them. I had to move slowly and try and present myself in a non-threatening manner.

I tried to move fast enough not to startle whatever I was tracking, but slow enough that it wouldn’t get jumpy. There was a fine line between the two, but I was treading it perfectly right now. That or the animal was too wounded to make a break for it. Striking that balance between being considered a predator or prey was something that came with experience. More than a few wounded animals had found themselves in my care over the years. The whimper sounded again, and I poked my head around the corner of a tree so I could look in that direction.

Lying in the snow was a wolf. There was blood pooled around its flank, and when it saw me a low snarl issued from deep inside of its throat. I ignored the snarl and continued to close the distance between us. There was nothing I could do now but rely on my natural power to protect me. Dogs loved me, why wouldn’t a wolf?

The snarling persisted as I drew closer. If anything, it might have gotten worse and was now being punctuated with a few snapping barks.

“It’s going to be ok, boy. I’m not going to hurt you,” I cooed.

The wolf didn’t seem to be picking up the vibe that I was trying to put down. The snapping barks had stopped, but the deep-throated growling continued unabated. The wolf followed me with its eyes but kept its body relatively still. The gunshot must have put the animal in excruciating pain every time that it moved.

Just as I thought about it, the wolf tried to move. It whined as it struggled to its feet, and then took two shuffling steps on three legs before falling back into the snow. The wolf’s eyes tracked me, and the snarl continued despite my focus on the wounded creature. Normally a simple thought would have been enough to calm him, but I was probably going to need to lay a hand on him if I was going to be able to heal him.

I didn’t know why my power wasn’t working the way it normally did. My powers had never failed me in the past, I hoped that this wasn’t going to be the new norm starting now. I’d grown quite accustomed to my powers, and I didn’t want them going anywhere. Since my power needed a boost, it was time to call in reinforcements.

Reaching inside of my jacket I pulled out my necklace and hoped that Gramps was ready to do his part this morning. The glass locket Gramps hung out in to stay out of sight glowed with a faint golden light. That light zipped away as soon as I undid the clasp. It buzzed around my head for a moment before a grumpy voice called down to me.

“Next time give a pixie a little warning. I’m freezing my man parts off out here.” Gramps groused as he buzzed in circles around my head. The wolf tracked the movement but seemed unimpressed with Gramps overall.

“Hey, I offered to buy you clothes, and you refused. I can shrink anything that you like, so it fits you perfectly.”

“Ugh, but then I’d look like one of them.” Gramps had a thing about humans.

“Hey, being human isn’t so bad.” Gramps was always talking down to humans and preferred laughing at their antics more than he enjoyed talking to them. The last thing he wanted was to wear anything that made him one of them.

“You’re just saying that because you aren’t one, so it doesn’t apply to you.” He buzzed down closer to the wolf earning himself a few mighty snaps of the jaws of death. Thankfully Gramps wasn’t dumb enough to get too close.

“I’m more human than not.” That might not strictly be true, but I was going to claim it anyway. The Fae had never done anything for me. My mother at least felt guilty enough about abandoning me that she made Gramps stay on our plane and watch over me. As much as he hated leaving Fairy, I think after twenty-two years I was finally growing on the little guy.

“Besides, being human doesn’t have anything to do with the problem we are facing right now. The real problem is that it’s cold and you’re grumpy by nature. Flying around with your man parts flopping about probably doesn’t help the situation any.”

Gramps looked down and let out a laugh. “That shouldn’t be a complication anymore. It seems that my new shrinkage problem has taken care of the flopping around issue.”

“Way too much information, Gramps.” So gross! The last thing I needed in my mind while I was trying to get close to this wolf was the size, or lack thereof, of Gramps’ man parts.

“He seems awfully frisky, are you using your power?” Gramps looked slightly confused.

“That’s what I was going to say before you started talking about your flapping appendages.” I fixed Gramps with a glare. “I let you out because I need a distraction, so I can get close enough to touch him before he bites me.”

“Oh, call in the pixie to be wolf bait, I get it. It’s a good thing fairies don’t have OSHA. Otherwise, I’d have to sue you for providing such a dangerous work environment.”

“Well, you wouldn’t have to worry about that. I’d have fired you for indecent exposure long before you got to OSHA. Now, are you going to help me out here or what?”

“I guess, but I’m going right back into the necklace after this, and I want you to heat it up for me, so it’s nice and cozy for my afternoon nap.”

“Fine.” I huffed letting the irritation I felt slide briefly across my features. Fairies never did anything without trying to make a bargain first.

“Whatever,” Gramps said as he started to buzz around again distracting the wolf.

This time I crept forward. Gramps was buzzing about darting close to the wolf’s head all while saying silly things to try and keep his attention. Reaching out I got a hand on the wolf’s back paw. He spun, his jaws open and ready to clamp down on my hand. At the last second his snarl faded away, and his bite turned into a gentle lick. I gently petted the wolf behind the ears, and he let out another series of weak whimpers. All of the excitement was too much for him in his weakened state.

“It’s ok, boy. I’m going to do my best to fix you up.” The wolf looked up at me, his eyes were ringed with fear.

“Am I done here?” Gramps asked feigning not to care the slightest bit about the injured wolf.

“I’m tempted to make you wait in the Jeep while I get this taken care of.” That would show him.

“But you promised,” Gramps whined.

I knew that it was better to just head this off before he got petulant. That and breaking a deal with a fairy of any kind was a major no-no. Fairies held grudges like nobody’s business, and they never attacked you straight on. They were tricky little suckers, even when they were supposed to be looking out for you.

I removed my hand from the wolf’s leg and undid the clasp on the necklace. When Gramps was back inside, I closed it and fastened the clasp. The little guy had given me a lot more to deal with than I bargained for this morning, but a deal was a deal. Holding the necklace, I heated it in my palm for a moment, before letting it go and reaching back out to touch the wolf.

Everything seemed calm now. Life was slowly returning to the forest around us. I couldn’t tell if it was because the wolf had calmed down or if another predator had moved out of the area. I hoped that it had more to do with the now snuggly wolf at my feet. Looking up through the canopy, I knew that I had made the right choice in coming out here today. I took a second to enjoy the way the light spiraled down through the trees and turned my attention back to my furry friend.

“This isn’t going to feel so good,” I whispered to the wolf. Focusing on the wolf’s leg, I started to call on my power. I felt the flow of the earth underneath me and started to focus on binding its power to mine. While I was doing that, I also cast a spell that refocused my vision. Now I could see what I thought of as auras. It was like seeing the beating life force of everything around me.

My hand moved over the wolf’s leg. I felt the edges of the bullet hole, and my patient let out a little whimper. A wave of calming influence pooled out of my left hand by the wolf’s head, while my right sought out the bullet. The bullet was easy enough to see with my sight. It stood out black against the green aura of the wolf. Being able to see it and being able to remove it with my fingers were two very different things.

“I’m going to try something that should work a little better. Try not to worry, little buddy.” I stroked the wolf’s head, and it yawned in silent contentment. My power had finally taken over the way it normally would. I let the calming influence pool around him as I switch my power over to my right hand again.

Trying to dig the bullet out by hand wasn’t going to work. So I was going to try and do something I hadn’t done since I was a kid. While I wasn’t telekinetic, I could create bonds between myself and some materials. The cold bullet metal stood out against the warm living tissue around it. I focused on the bullet and created a bond between the lead in it and my right hand.

The wolf cried out as the bullet tore out of its leg and into my hand. I immediately switched my power back to my left hand and focused on easing his tension. A few moments later the wolf was breathing easily again. The bond between the bullet and my hand dissolved with a thought, and I tossed what remained of it away.

Now came the hard part. I kept my right hand in place and moved my left hand off of the wolf. It seemed that I hadn’t exactly thought this part all the way through. I tore the glove away from my left hand with my teeth and plunged it into the snow until I touched the ground. The earth’s power flowed into me, and I focused all of it on the bullet wound.

I felt the muscles and blood vessels knitting back together and could see the pale green aura of the wolf’s injured leg returning to the same vibrant green as the rest its aura. The last of the healing magic flowed through me, and I fell onto my back with a gasp. Calling on the earth like that always left me drained, but it amplified my power in a pinch. Without the earth’s assistance, it would have taken me hours to heal the wolf instead of minutes.

Still trying to catch my breath I opened my eyes to see the wolf’s muzzle an inch or so away from my face. The little traitor had his lips pulled back in a snarl, and his eyes seemed to be saying you look like a tasty snack. A snarl curled out from deep within his belly and then turned into a whine.

My whole body tensed as the wolf leaned back and then darted forward. I didn’t have the strength to fight it off as it lunged at me. Thankfully the wolf and I had very different ideas about what was about to happen. Instead of the throat ripping out terror I expected to feel, I was showered with warm, wet, kisses. The wolf met my eyes for a single moment and then turned and bounded back into the forest. When it was about twenty yards away, the wolf barked at me once, and I noted the way his blue eyes sparkled with amusement and thanks before it turned away and disappeared into the forest for the final time.

“Well that made for an interesting morning,” I said out loud before realizing that I was all alone except for Gramps, and he was probably already sleeping.

The charm against my chest buzzed slightly. “I would have settled for less interesting if it involved more cocoa,” Gramps’ muffled voice squeaked from my necklace.

“Whatever, Gramps. We can go and get some hot cocoa right now. It’s going to taste even better knowing that we saved that little guy.” The necklace vibrated again, and I tried to tune Gramps out as fast as I could before shouting at him. “No, I don’t want to hear about how shrinkage is easily reversed with heat.” I climbed to my feet and started the long slog back to my Jeep.


Chapter Two

Zoey

The heated air pumping out of the vents in the Jeep felt especially good after trudging around in the cold. I was just about to turn up my tunes when my cell rang. It had better not be Maggie at the store again. This was my only day off this week, and she needed to be able to restock the candles by herself.

“Zoey,” I tried to make myself sound cheerful as I banished the thought of heading into the office.

“Zoey, it’s Sheriff Stevens. I hate to bug you on your day off, but good old Mrs. MacGarnacle called about Mr. Tumnus. I’d appreciate it if you could stop by.”

Ugh, I hated this. I couldn’t really say no since Mrs. MacGarnacle was my neighbor. That and the extra money I got from the sheriff’s department really helped to cover some of my dad’s bills. “Are you sure one of your deputies wouldn’t prefer to get out of the office for a bit?”

“I can send one over, but she always asks for you specifically.”

I knew what the sheriff was thinking. It was the same thing I was thinking. No one wants to trudge around in the snow looking for a cat that shouldn’t have been outside in the first place. “I’m heading in that direction now, Sheriff. Mind calling her and letting her know I’m about twenty minutes away?”

“You’re a lifesaver, Zoey.” There was a slight pause. “Are you coming to help with the tree tonight?”

Crap! I’d totally forgotten about the tree raising ceremony tonight. Was it really two weeks before Christmas? Ever since I opened the shop downtown, I’d put a blessing on the tree to help keep it alive until the New Year. The town council had thought it was a gimmick at first, but they couldn’t discount the health of our trees the last few years, so now I was officially part of the ceremony.

“I’ll be there. It’s at seven, right?”

“Yeah but you better get there early, or Rosemary will have eaten all the cookies.” I heard the sheriff get hit by something and then mumble, “Sorry, Rosemary.”

I let out a little laugh as I hung up the phone. Serves him right for calling me on my day off. The last thing I wanted to do on the one day I took off work was deal with Mrs. MacGarnacle’s cat problems. I mean who in the hell would name their cat Mr. Tumnus? Maybe someone that had read The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, one too many times.

Don’t get me wrong, she was a sweet lady. I just always got the feeling that Mrs. MacGarnacle was studying me somehow. There wasn’t something I could put my finger on, not exactly, but she always seemed to know when I used my powers. I could see her head poking through the blinds sometimes as she tried to catch a glimpse of my front yard. Once I even caught her trying to look through the slats of the fence in the backyard. Not all of the ceremonies I participated in could be done inside, so dealing with the old widow was just a part of life.

Still, she made fudge for me during the holidays, and I helped to keep her in fresh firewood. Not that I cut it myself mind you, but I had a credit card, and Billy always gave me a great discount. When it came down to it, I didn’t really mind stopping by her house once a month to hunt down one of her little minions.

One of the curtains twitched as I pulled into the drive. It didn’t take long for Mrs. MacGarnacle to hobble out onto the porch with her walker. I put the Jeep into park and hopped out.

“Hiya, dearie.” She waved.

A smile broke across my face. It was kind of nice to run into someone that was always happy to see you, even when all you wanted to do was avoid them. I waved back. “Hi, Mrs. MacGarnacle. So one of your cats made a bid for freedom.”

“Mr. Tumnus sure did. He saw those fat little birds in that tree right there and then made a run for the hills. Almost knocked me ass over teakettle while I was trying to put out the trash.”

“That sounds like quite the adventure, Mrs. MacGarnacle. How about I help you back inside before I hunt down Mr. Tumnus?”

She swatted my hand affectionately away before turning and heading for the door. “Don’t make such a fuss, dear. I’ve only got one foot through death’s door so far. Until the other toe dips in, I can make it inside on my own.”

“I’ll be back with Mr. Tumnus shortly.” Hopefully, that was true. It almost felt like her cats were trying to play some kind of sadistic game with me. Each time I tried to track one of them down they were further from the house or hidden in some little nook. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think the old widow hid them around her property just to stump me.

I pulled off my gloves and tossed them on the seat of my Jeep. The snow in the yard didn’t show any signs of being disturbed, but fat flakes were currently falling to the ground, so that didn’t mean much. Steeling myself against the cold I knew was coming, I plunged my hand through the snow until I felt the ground. The magic inside of me connected with the earth for the second time today, and I used the additional power to pick out the heat signatures of the surrounding animals.

Birds moved in the tree the widow had indicated, but I didn’t see the shape of a cat. Scanning the rest of the yard didn’t take long. I couldn’t locate anything that resembled a large housecat, at least not in the immediate vicinity. My earlier connection to the earth had left me feeling tired, so I knew better than to keep this new connection for long. This time I was going to have to do things the old-fashioned way.

The snow in Mrs. MacGarnacle’s yard was deeper than I expected. The tops of some of the drifts went over my boots introducing my feet to a level of chill previously thought of as unattainable. I scanned the snow around me looking for breaks in the surface. Either the widow was lying about her cat running in this direction, or it had been snowing harder than it looked for the last hour.

I’d take a look at the tree and a few others close by. If I couldn’t locate Mr. Tumnus by then, I’d have to instruct the widow to leave some food on the porch. I’d come back in the afternoon and give it another go before heading to the tree raising.

Something odd stood out to me when I looked at the tree. At first, I thought maybe I had imagined it, but then I saw it again. There was a knot on the tree that moved. It crept forward an inch at a time and then paused. It was the kind of behavior I’d expect from a cat hunting a bird, except it couldn’t be, could it? Cats couldn’t cloak themselves in magic.

When I looked back towards the house, I saw the same twitch of the curtain as when I turned down the drive. I might have gotten Mrs. MacGarnacle to go inside, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t watching me. That meant letting Gramps out of my necklace was out of the question. Gramps would complain too much anyways. The last thing I wanted to hear about was how the weather affected his man parts, again.

Stepping forward, I placed a hand on the tree and focused all of my attention on the weird moving knot. Whatever illusion was hiding Mr. Tumnus disappeared, and then several things happened at once. The birds took flight realizing there was a cat in their midst. As they exploded away from the tree, Mr. Tumnus made an amazing leap to try and catch one of the fleeing birds. He missed by just a hair’s breadth and then slipped on the landing.

Diving forward I caught the cat pulling it into my chest before switching to land on my back. It was the kind of catch that would have made any NFL receiver proud. Thankfully my landing was broken by the foot-deep layer of snow and not the frozen concrete-hard dirt that made up the widow’s front yard.

Mr. Tumnus, on the other hand, wasn’t very impressed with me at all. Not only had I taken away his snack but I’d probably scared the crap out of him with my catch. He hissed, and I felt his claws dig into my jacket. Whatever the sheriff was paying me for this, it wasn’t enough.

Climbing back to my feet, I managed to disentangle my coat from the cat. The energy I sent into Mr. Tumnus helped to calm him down, and soon he was purring contentedly. I kept the energy flowing as I made my way back to the front of the house. Mrs. MacGarnacle opened the door and nearly tripped again as she stopped another one of her babies from making a run for it.

“Thank you so much, dearie,” Mrs. MacGarnacle crooned as I handed over the elusive Mr. Tumnus.

“Just try and keep him inside.” I reached out to scratch his ears one last time. “He’s a sneaky one.”

“That he is, dearie, that he is.” Mrs. MacGarnacle set Mr. Tumnus down inside and motioned for me to follow her.

I wasn’t sure I was ready to take our relationship to that level just yet. “I really can’t stay. I forgot that the tree raising was tonight and I have a few things to prepare.”

“Oh, that’s ok dearie, I just wanted to give this to you.” She inched her walker around the corner and came back a minute later with a ribbon wrapped tin. “Just a little sugar to get you through the night.”

“I was just thinking about your fudge on my way over here.” I stepped forward and gave her a quick hug. “Thank you so much.”

“You’re welcome, dearie. You know you can stop by whenever you want, not just when one of my babies makes a run for it.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” I gave her a quick wave as I headed back to the Jeep.

I couldn’t wait to get home and out of these wet boots. Gramps was right about one thing. The morning would have been a lot more relaxing if I had just grabbed a blanket and a book. At least I earned a little money and had some of the world’s best fudge in my hands. The sugar coma I was about to put myself in should be all the rest I needed to be one hundred percent before tonight.

Except for the fact that a cat had somehow cast an illusion spell. That or someone had cast one on the cat, which to be quite frank, made a hell of a lot more sense. Either way, something was going on here. It almost felt as if I were being tested by someone. I’d yet to encounter anything that could hide a living animal from my scan, until today.

Was there a new player in the area? Someone that didn’t realize this was my territory and maybe needed a little reminder. They hadn’t presented themselves yet. Which meant that they could be, and most probably were a threat. I was going to have to keep an eye out for more strange magic. If it continued to show up, then I would have to do something about it.

Relishing the heat pumping out of the Jeep’s vents, I slipped her into first gear and turned to leave. I caught just a flash of bright green behind the tree in the widow’s yard before it disappeared. I made sure not to look back as I headed home. Something weird was going on, but I wasn’t ready to clue in whoever was watching me on the fact that I had picked up on it already. I’d decided to go with a more wait and see kind of approach until I could talk with Gramps.


Chapter Three

Zoey

Was it really already seven? How did the day pass me by so quickly? The boots I wore this morning were still wet, which left me with my second favorite pair of boots to wear. Personally, I preferred to wear sneakers just about everywhere but having to stand around outside tonight made that almost impossible. If I were just going into the shop, I’d have grabbed my favorite sneaks, but when you’re going to be stuck outside, and it’s this cold, it paid to wear something a little more substantial.

Somehow, I got bundled and made it into the Jeep in time. Gramps was in my pendant, and my bag was full of the herbs I would use to bless the tree. My little pixie had already given me a stout lecture on why we needed to move somewhere that never got cold, like Arizona. So, all in all, the night was off to a fabulous start.

Nothing could really bring my mood down tonight. I loved the tree raising ceremony, and despite today’s weird interaction with Mr. Tumnus, I was determined to enjoy myself. I mean, just because someone used a little weird magic on my neighbor’s cat didn’t mean anyone was coming after me directly.

Gramps had scoffed when I told him what happened. He told me that any fairy worth his salt could have pulled off the same spell without even thinking about it. Obviously, Gramps had missed the point. I hadn’t cast the magic, and as far as I knew there weren’t any witches or fae in Salem. If there were then I would have known about it.

Not that I had the entire city wired for surveillance or anything, but I did have a few trackers downtown. I mostly kept them around the shop. I wanted to know if anyone with magical abilities was getting close to me. Witches didn’t exactly have the best track record when it came to making friends, and fairies, well, fairies just liked to screw with everyone.

That’s why I was surprised that Gramps hadn’t taken the incident with the cat a little more seriously. It had fairy magic written all over it. He didn’t seem too concerned, so I was trying to let it go. Still, there was a nagging suspicion in the back of mind that what happened with Mr. Tumnus was only the beginning.

The drive into downtown was uneventful. Finding parking was a little more stressful than I would have liked. Eventually, I just parked in my spot behind the shop. A few extra steps never hurt anyone, and it would give me an excuse to drop into the shop after the ceremony and check on the day’s sales.

Caleb, the owner of Herbal Dynamics, walked out of the back of his shop just as I stepped out of the Jeep. “Hey, Zoey. How are you?”

“I’m doing great, Caleb. Just on my way to the tree raising ceremony.”

“Ahh, I was heading that way myself. Mind if I walk with you?”

Caleb was a nice guy. He had started working early in his life just like I had, although we started for many different reasons. Caleb’s work was born out of the passion he had for a certain type of plant. His tireless work to cultivate the perfect strains had made his shop one of the most respected in the country.

He also wasn’t a bad looking guy. He was a little older than me clocking in at twenty-five. A couple of years didn’t mean that much when both of you had grown up quickly. He had long hair that came down past his ears. Sometimes he tied it up in one of those infuriating man buns, but normally he just parted it down the middle and let it do its own thing. I didn’t know if he worked out or not, but he wasn’t fat.

It was good to have someone like him working next door. He’d never hit on me, and he let me grow some of my herbs in his shop. Would we ever be more than friends? Probably not, but I’d always be happy to play wingman for him.

Realizing that I hadn’t answered him in a while, I held out my arm. “Come on, let’s go.” He tucked his arm into mine, and I was grateful for the extra warmth. The square was only a few blocks from the shop, but I already wished that I had a heater with me. At this point, I’d settle for a few of those little packets that warmed your pockets.

“When you get a chance, I’d love it if you’d stop by the shop. I want to bounce a few ideas off that green thumb of yours.”

“How about tomorrow after lunch?”

Caleb beamed. “That works for me. I’ve meant to schedule a horticulturalist to come in, but then I realized I had someone better working next door.”

Sometimes he said the sweetest things. It was no big shocker to anyone that knew me, I liked plants. What they didn’t know was why I was so good with them. There was probably a way to describe it without sounding insane, but I liked to see the expression on people’s faces when I told them that the plants just talked to me.

It was true. They did talk to me in a way. Not exactly with words, but I picked up something from them. That and I could use my abilities to see their life force and where it might be running into trouble. It was a mutually beneficial relationship. My plants always produced the highest quality herbs, and in turn, I could sell my teas and powders for more money.

“Yeah, those sciencey guys always leave a lot to be desired.”

“And they’re nowhere near as cute,” Caleb said flashing a smile.

“I don’t know. I’m sure some of them are pretty hot. I mean it just has to be an odds thing. Meet enough people in any given profession, and you’re bound to run into someone attractive.” I wasn’t sure if I was shutting him down or just trying to be witty.

Caleb looked a little confused, but he soldiered on. “You should see the tree this year, it’s huge.”

“You already saw the tree?” That was totally unfair. How did Caleb get in for a sneak peek?

“I helped Jim get it off the flatbed this morning.” He chuckled. “Actually, I just kind of pointed some of his guys around while they used a crane to get it off the truck, but it’s the spirit that counts.”

“Hell yeah, it is. Plus, you can drink coffee while directing traffic. Any job you can accomplish while drinking coffee is a win.”

Arm in arm we rounded the last corner before the park. I was still thankful for the extra warmth and Caleb seemed content just to keep me company. This year they had really gone all out. I could already tell walking into the park would be like stepping into another world. The decorations committee had really gone all out this year.

“This is spectacular,” I whispered pulling my arm free from Caleb and running forward to check things out.

Every year they seemed to up their game, but I had no idea where the city had gotten the budget for this. These decorations were top tier. Not the kind of stuff they used in Hallmark movies, but the kind of stuff they used when making a blockbuster. Everything looked so real, even the holly wrapped around the tops of all the posts was alive.

Who wouldn’t love Christmas when you saw something like this? Once the tree was decorated, and if we had a little snow on lighting day, this year’s display would summarily destroy all previous years, in both magnitude and in style. I didn’t know who was in charge this year, but they were doing an amazing job. Whatever poor sap got put in charge next year was totally screwed.

The city council was gathered around the tree, and residents were starting to mill around the already very full park. Our little tree raising ceremony didn’t draw nearly as many people as the tree lighting ceremony did. It was designed that way on purpose to give the locals a chance to enjoy the square one last time before the madness of the holidays was upon us.

Sheriff Stevens motioned for me to join him where he was with the council. I gave Caleb a wave and jogged over to join the sheriff. I looked over the council and was surprised to see more than a few of them weren’t excited to be here. Sure it was cold out, but this was the best time of the year, and putting this tree into place meant a lot to this city.

I decided it would be better to focus on the positives, it was almost Christmas after all, and several members of the council looked thrilled to be here. As did the sheriff. I made sure to make eye contact with everyone and even shook a few hands before moving to the back of the group to stand next to the sheriff.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” the sheriff said as he continued to look around the park.

“It sure is, they must have really upped the budget this year.”

Sheriff Stevens turned to look at me, his face riddled with unasked questions. “You should know.”

“I should know what?” It was probably hard for anyone looking at the two of us to tell which one of us looked more confused.

“About the decorations.” His face turned more serious. “You are the one that donated them, aren’t you?”

That was something that I hadn’t expected. I did donate for the ceremony, but not the kind of money it would have taken to buy these decorations. Plus, the way the sheriff had phrased it almost made it sound like someone had just dropped off boxes of stuff. “I didn’t donate any more than I normally do.” I waved my hands around indicating all of the new items in the park. “And my standard donation definitely wouldn’t explain all of this.”

One of the council members stepped towards the microphone and started talking. The ceremony was underway. The sheriff leaned into me and tilted his head down. “We need to talk after this is over.” All of the awe in his voice had been completely replaced by the brusque business tone he used while conducting business.

“Yes, we do.” I doubt anyone was more interested in getting to the bottom of this situation than I was. It had been a strange day. First, the vision that led me to the wolf, and then the thing with Mrs. MacGarnacle’s cat. Now the sheriff was telling me that someone donated all of this in my name. That or someone was pretending to be me. That last bit was a thought too scary to dwell on for long.

I’d spent years building relationships in this town. No one took the eighteen-year-old kid that started an occult bookstore on Main Street seriously. They all said I’d be out of business in a month. What they hadn’t known is that I already had a thriving online business. The store was just a way to legitimize what I was doing.

After the first year, the talk simmered down. After the second, people realized what I was doing wasn’t a fluke, and they started to take notice. Events and opportunities for promotions started to pop up. Now I felt as if I was pretty well liked and maybe even respected by most of Main Street’s other business owners.

This was the kind of thing that could undermine all of that hard work. What would people think when they found out I hadn’t donated all of the decorations? It could also be something a little more nefarious going on. Too much had happened today for me to dismiss that nagging feeling that something wasn’t right. If something wasn’t right in the magical world, that normally meant someone was going to die.

The speaker had finished talking and then Mr. Bonkin walked towards the microphone. I heard my name called, and he waved me forwards. “Zoey Green, ladies, and gentlemen.”

Had Mr. Bonkin said something about the decorations? There was no way to be sure, I hadn’t been paying attention. The last thing I wanted to do now was get thanked in front of most of the town for something I didn’t do. I tried to let him know I wasn’t sure what to do with my eyes. It must have worked because he covertly pointed towards the tree. I gave him a thankful nod and stepped towards the microphone.

“This year, as in years past, I will bless our tree. Merry Christmas everyone.” A few people cheered, more of them just clapped. They must have started dishing out the eggnog early this year. I wondered if I had supposedly donated that as well.

I’d premixed two pouches of herbs, one to be added to the water and one that I would apply to the base of the tree. Moving quickly I dumped the herb mix for the water into the giant tree stand. There was just a small amount of water in the stand now, but it was enough to mix the herbs into. This mixture would help the tree to absorb more of the water now that it didn’t have roots.

Standing I motioned for the crane operator to start lowering the tree. When it was just above my head, the operator stopped the crane again and held the tree in place. The second packet of herbs had been mixed with a tar-like substance I had distilled from maple syrup. It wasn’t as efficient as tar for sealing cuts, but it was organic and would let in the water and nutrients, unlike actual tar. This mix was also designed to stop the tree from feeling any suffering.

I slipped a glove on my hand and started to slather the bottom of the tree with my mixture. At the same time, I let my power flow into the tree. I didn’t know if it could hear me, the plants never talked back, but I liked to think that the tree could. “Thank you,” was all that I said. There was a lot left unspoken there, but I hoped that the tree could feel my thoughts through my magic.

Just as I was about to motion the crane operator to start lowering the tree again something happened. First, there was just a slight cracking noise. I looked up to see if the tree was breaking. There was no way to know for sure, but something had made that noise. The crane operator didn’t look worried. That gave me just the tiniest smidgen of confidence that everything was ok.

The members of the council were looking at me expectantly when the first root tore free from the base of the tree. It started flailing around sending several people crashing to the floor. Sheriff Stevens was there in an instant pulling people away as more roots started to manifest from the base of the tree. One of the roots smashed into me sending me flying. I rolled to a stop a few feet away and scrambled back to my feet. I didn’t know what to do so I followed my gut.

Waving my hands over my head, I started running towards the crane operator hoping to get his attention. It wasn’t going to be easy when I was competing for his attention against a tree whose flailing root base looked like it had come out of the horror classic The Thing. Finally, he saw me.

I motioned for him to lower the tree. “We need to get it on the ground,” I shouted the words, but I had no idea if he heard me or not.

Turning, I sprinted back toward the tree. The Crane operator was lowering the tree towards the ground. The tree seemed to be fighting back, using its roots to stop itself from being lowered onto the stand. THE STAND. Ugh, I could have slapped myself for being so stupid.

“Sheriff, help me get the stand out of there.” He looked confused but ran to help me with the stand.

It took about four seconds for me to realize that we were in over our heads. The stand was too heavy to move, and more roots were sprouting out of the base of the tree by the second. I half expected a mouth with teeth to appear as the tree tried to run around and eat everyone. Thankfully that didn’t happen, but that wasn’t much of an improvement on where we were now.

“I’ll be right back,” the sheriff shouted and then ran away.

Most of the crowd looked properly horrified, but a few people were edging closer to the tree while they took videos with their cell phones. Shit. This was going to be bad. First, I had that kid Jayce telling everyone that would listen how magical I was, but now there was going to be a video. You couldn’t hide from something like that.

I probably could have broken their phones or burned them, but that wouldn’t stop people from speculating. Instead, I moved to keep them away from the snapping roots. The sheriff came back a few moments later and tied a chain around the stand. He then started waving his arm in a violent go motion. I heard the sound of screeching tires, and then the stand was ripped away.

The crane operator didn’t waste any time as he lowered the tree towards the ground. The roots dug into the frozen earth pulling the tree in place. After about five minutes the earth stopped shuffling, and everything grew still. The crane operator cut the engine plunging us all into an uneasy silence.

Mr. Bonkin picked up the mic from where it had fallen to the ground. “Thank you, Zoey, for the exciting display.” No one clapped. “I take it this is now our permanent Christmas tree?”

Stunned was the word I would have used to describe my expression. I had no clue what happened. I’d have to talk with Gramps when I got home. It wasn’t my magic that did that, at least it never had before. I’d heard of wild magic, but that couldn’t be what was happening now.

I took the microphone from Mr. Bonkin. “You’re damn right that was exciting.” I let out a nervous laugh as I tried to figure out how to cover up what happened here. “I guess I still have to work some of the kinks out of this new formula. I’m not sure about how all of you are feeling, but I for one could do with a little less excitement and a little more eggnog.”

Mr. Bonkin reached out and nervously patted one of the tree’s branches. After the tree didn’t come to life and rip him apart, he looked slightly more relaxed. “Since this year’s tree is now in place, the countdown to the festival of lights will now begin!”

This time everyone cheered. It was like the craziness of the last few minutes had never happened. I knew that no one would forget tonight’s events for a long time. As long as this tree stood in the town square, people would always talk about how I had used magic to plant it. I hadn’t, but no one was going to believe that.

The sheriff stopped me on my way out. “Not up for that talk?”

“Not exactly.” I looked down at my hands and then back up into Sheriff Stevens’ eyes. “I don’t know what happened.”

“How about you let me do a little digging into the donation? We’ll get together in a couple of days and chat.”

I nodded.

“I know you didn’t mean for any of this to happen and most of the people here do too.” He motioned behind him towards the people already moving in to get the area around the tree ready for the work that was going to be done tomorrow.

I caught a brief flicker of bright green moving through the crowd. The man’s clothes almost seemed to glimmer as he moved. He caught my eye, and a nasty smile spread across his face before he disappeared. Who in the hell was that? Was he responsible for this mess?

I started to move forward, but the sheriff reached out to stop me. “Isn’t your car that way?” He pointed behind me.

I looked into the crowd, and there wasn’t a flash of bright green to be found. I’d lost him before I even had a chance to give chase. “See you in a couple of days,” I muttered walking away.

A few people stopped me and told me how they thought what I did was super cool. More than a few looked away when they caught me looking at them, and a couple looked downright scared of me. I couldn’t blame them, wild magic on display wasn’t a pretty thing. I made my way through the crowd and started walking towards my Jeep.

Once I was back inside the Jeep, I opened the clasp on my necklace. A sleepy Gramps flew into the air and flitted around for a bit before landing on my shoulder. “We need to talk.”

“Did I miss something?” Gramps said stifling a yawn.

“Yes, you missed something!” I put the Jeep in gear and started to drive home. “That’s the last time I let you inhale a bunch of brittle with your cocoa. No more sugar binges for you. I could have really used your help out there.”

Gramps flew from my shoulder and moved to where I could see him. “Let’s not say things that you don’t mean. Sugar is a basic fairy right. One that can’t be taken away by any tyrannical government body or those who choose to represent such an organization.”

The serious look on his face made me laugh. Who was I kidding anyway? I’d never deprive Gramps of his sugar, it was the only thing that made him bearable. “Listen, you slept through some magic that I haven’t seen before. I need you to tell me what is going on.”

“Magic, you say.” Now that I had Gramps’ full attention, I filled him in on what had happened at the tree raising ceremony.

“Oh, this could be bad.” Gramps flew into my necklace and refused to come out.

Freaking pixies, they were all such drama queens. I mean Gramps had to realize that if someone was coming after me, they were coming after him. Not that the help he gave me was always beneficial, but I needed him now. Let the great Christmas sugar strike begin.


Chapter Four

Zoey, One Week After The Tree Incident

“Now, more in local news. Our very own hero of Halloween, Zoey Green has been spotted at it again. Our latest victim Mr. Montgomery caught her on his home video surveillance equipment after he broke his hip walking to the mailbox.”

The TV cut to the video in question. It showed someone that looked like me pouring a little coating of water over the sidewalk and then disappearing. A few minutes later an elderly man came out of his house and slips, landing hard on one hip and crying out in pain. The video then jumped to the paramedics arriving before switching back to the reporter in the studio.

“Our local events reporter Jim caught up with the sheriff and got this comment.”

The reporter faded away to be replaced with a picture of Sheriff Stevens trying to shove the camera away while shouting, “We do not have any concrete evidence that Zoey Green is involved with any of these crimes.”

The reporter reappeared looking smug. “I wonder what the sheriff will have to say now? Has our hero fallen so low or is something more sinister in the works? Only time and diligent reporting will tell.”

I shut off the TV and turned away from the counter. The last thing I wanted was for anyone walking by the store to see my unbidden tears. The sheriff had called this morning to let me know they had accosted him outside of the station, so at least I had a heads up on what was coming.

The last week had been rough. That little outburst of magic had given me a slight uptick in sales right before the bottom dropped out. I’d been accused of so many things. First, it was a broken mailbox, and then it was the missing Christmas lights at the Hadley house. Somehow our biggest hotel’s website is redirecting traffic to my page instead of taking reservations, and all of the fruit at the local juice bar went rotten. The only thing all of these incidents had in common was that people reported seeing me, even though I was never there.

The pressure was starting to mount for Sheriff Stevens to make an arrest, but he couldn’t just arrest me for being near crime scenes. He would need to get some kind of actual evidence first. That video of Mr. Montgomery breaking his hip wasn’t going to help matters any. All I could do now was hope that the proof I provided was enough to keep me out of jail.

After the first incident, I’d offered the security footage from my shop to the police as an alibi. The video proved I wasn’t the person committing the crimes. When the second incident happened, the footage wasn’t good enough to keep me from being questioned. There was always the chance it could have been doctored before being delivered. So in the interest of keeping my ass out of jail, I took an unprecedented step for someone involved in an active criminal investigation and gave the sheriff access to my direct security feed.

That didn’t stop the crimes from happening or the people from wondering why I hadn’t been taken in for more official questioning. My staying out of the police station wasn’t going to last for much longer, not with the constant bombardment of reports the sheriff was receiving. I think we were up to two or three incidents a day now. Most of them were juvenile pranks, but things like what happened to Mr. Montgomery were all too common.

Everything I worked so hard for was falling apart. My online business was still doing well, but foot traffic had slowed to a crawl. That and the more expensive services I offered weren’t in demand anymore. Toss in the fact the sheriff couldn’t hire me for jobs, and things were looking bleak.

To keep my dad’s care up, I might have to get rid of my storefront. I really didn’t want to do that, but I would. Family was more important than keeping up appearances. Still, closing up the shop would kind of be like admitting defeat. This was something I could do, something I was good at. Even worse, someone had come into my city specifically to target me, and I couldn’t track them down. Everything I tried came up with zip, and the attacks on my character just kept coming.

It was a lot to deal with, and I was thinking of just throwing in the towel, but that wasn’t who I was. I was a fighter. No one was going to take what I built here away from me without a fight. I was going to figure this all out, and everything was going to be fine. A knock sounded on the glass door at the front of the shop. Poking my head over the counter, I saw the sheriff there. I waved for him to come in, but he just stayed where he was.

Moving around the counter, I walked slowly to the door. If he wasn’t coming in, then this was an official visit. Silently I thanked him for the subtle heads up. I opened the door. “Please come in.”

The sheriff looked anxious and a little uncomfortable. “I hate to have to do this, Zoey. Especially when I know, you aren’t responsible for any of this, but I have to look like I’m being proactive. Would it be ok if I had the guys search this place?”

I wanted to scream no, to shout in his face with the righteous fury that I felt in my belly. Somehow logic took over. I had nothing to hide, at least not in the shop. They could search every day for as long as they wanted and all they would find was books and the fully legal herbs I shipped all over the country.

“Go ahead, Sheriff.” This was something that I didn’t want to watch. I needed to get away while they ransacked my store. Cleaning the place up was going to suck, and it wasn’t like I could afford to be paying overtime. Although with the lack of customers it might give Maggie something to do besides watching Netflix on her phone.

“Is it ok if I step out to get something to eat?”

“Actually, if you could just sit behind the counter while we do this, I’d appreciate it. If you want I can send someone to get you some food.” He looked like he knew that he was asking for a lot, and his eyes pleaded for me to just let him do what he came here for.

“I’ll just grab something when you’re done.” I was so mad that when I passed the mirror behind the counter, I fully expected to see steam coming out of my ears.

“I’m going to have Johnson stay with you while we do this. I’ve already told the guys not to make a mess.” He turned and started to shout orders to his men.

This was officially the third worst day of my life. First, my mom left, and then my dad got sick, and now I was about to lose it all. Life just seemed so unfair sometimes. This was the Christmas season. Things like this weren’t supposed to happen at Christmas. On Christmas, everything should have a happy ending.

The sheriff poked around casually while his men worked more diligently in my office and the back of the store. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but I knew that wasn’t how police searches normally worked. At least that’s what TV taught me. When the cops searched your place, they just ripped it apart. This wasn’t anything like that.

Thirty minutes later one of the men ran into the room and looked shocked to see me sitting there. He looked directly at the sheriff. “We’ve had another one.”

He pumped his fist in the air before he regained his composure. “That’s what I thought was going to happen. Round up the boys, we’ve got a perp to catch.”

Now the sheriff’s nerves and this visit made a little more sense. “So you knew I was innocent this whole time?”

“I might have had an inkling,” the sheriff said with a smile. “Thought it might help things along if I could show that at least one of the crimes happened while you were in police custody.”

“Hence why I couldn’t leave to get something to eat.” Ugh, I really was hungry. I hadn’t exactly been eating well since all of this started.

“Exactly.” He turned and headed towards the door. “I’ve got to run. You’re coming tonight, right?” He looked like he expected me to say yes.

“To the lighting ceremony? I don’t think that’s a good idea.” If I showed up there, I was bound to get chased out of town by an angry mob.

“It would be good for more people to see you. They need to be reminded of who you are.”

“I’ll think about it.” That meant I’d already thought about it and there was no chance in hell that I was going. The sheriff walked out of the store, and his men followed him. I’d had just about enough of today, and since the shop hadn’t seen a single customer all day, I was ready to call it quits.

“Maggie, I’m going to close up. Just finish packing the online orders, and you can go. I’ll pay you out for the rest of the day.”

“Sure thing boss, I’ll drop them off at the post office on my way home.” She paused almost as if she were wondering if she should say something else, or just leave and get her work done so she could leave early. Maggie shrugged and then said “You really should come tonight. It won’t be the same without you.” It all came out in one breath and then Maggie ran for the storage room.

I forgot how hard this had to be on her. Everyone thought she worked for the crazy lady that was pranking the entire city. It had to be tough sticking with me when everyone else was probably telling her to quit. I’d have to make sure she got a huge Christmas bonus. It might not be enough to keep her here if this continued, but it would ease my guilt knowing she was taken care of if she did have to leave.

After flipping the store sign to closed, I locked up the front of the shop and set the alarm for the home mode. Maggie would have to set it to away when she left. This day had taken everything out of me. All I wanted to do now was go home and climb into a hot bath. Part of me wished that I could go to sleep and wake up in the morning with everything back to the way it was before the city’s tree sprouted tentacles and tried to slap me into submission.

The sheriff was right though. I should make an appearance tonight. If only for the fact people would see me there and know that if something happened while they were at the ceremony, there was no way I could be responsible. As much as I didn’t want to go and be judged, it might be the only way to gain back any of the trust I had lost. Now I just had to motivate myself enough to actually go through with it.


Chapter Five

Zoey

The afternoon seemed to drag on until each second felt like forever. Each tick of the clock seemed to linger just a bit longer than the last as my thoughts turned darker. It just felt like it should be harder to tear apart something that I worked so hard to build. Instead, a few false accusations fly, and my entire business is in a freefall.

Despite the fact that I had been thinking about one question for hours, I still hadn’t come up with an answer. Should I go to the lighting ceremony? It would be good if I was there and people could see me and know that I wasn’t the one doing these horrible things. It could also end up with me getting chased out of the town square by a mob of worked up Salemians.

If the sheriff thought it would help it was probably a good idea regardless of how I felt. It was nice to know that someone in this city had my back. I really needed that right now. Sheriff Stevens had supported me from the start, so the least I could do was make a little effort when it came to clearing my name.

The next thirty minutes seemed to fly by compared to the mopey drudgery that I had been suffocating in all afternoon. I was dressed, in limited makeup, and ready to roll. My favorite boots were sitting by the door. I grabbed the keys to the Jeep, tied up my boots, and walked outside.

A huge fire started to burn right in the center of my yard. It wasn’t magical, at least not that I could tell. Someone had stacked all of that wood in place while I had been lying just inside. Doing something like that took some balls. Maybe I was going to finally find out who was behind this. I was tired of waiting if there was a chance I could end this here and now I’d take it.

I walked down the front steps as if there wasn’t an eight-foot-tall bonfire roaring in the center of my front yard. How long would it take Mrs. MacGarnacle to notice what was happening over here and call the cops? Not long by the way her curtains were moving. Well, at least I wouldn’t have to call the police myself.

There was no need to panic. I’d have to plant some new grass in the summer, but that wasn’t a big deal. If I had to wager a guess, my money would be on the fire being a distraction. So instead of rushing towards it, I continued to walk forward at a leisurely pace while scanning the trees that lined both sides of my property.

Nothing blatantly stood out, but neither had Mr. Tumnus. I wondered if there was a way to tweak my sight differently so I could see through whatever glamour was being cast. There was no way I’d be able to guess, so it was time to call in the big guns. I opened the clasp on my necklace and shook it a few times until Gramps fell out into my hand.

“What in the hell? At least give a guy a fair bit of warning before you go shaking his house all over the place.”

I nudged Gramps with one finger sending him crashing back into my palm. “Just what were you doing in there anyway?” Gramps stood up and looked at me. I knew that look. It was the one that said he was about to say something disgusting just to get a rise out of me. “Never mind, I don’t want to know,” I said feeling the flush creep into my cheeks.

“So what’s with the fire? They didn’t do that last year, did they?”

“Gramps, this is the front yard.” He lifted off from my hand and flew around me in a few lazy circles.

“So it is.” He buzzed around for a few seconds. “So, why is it on fire again?”

Gritting my teeth against the rush of anger I felt helped to keep my voice from rising too much. “That’s why I woke you up. I need your help.”

“You should have just started with that.” Gramps hovered in place while I did a bad job of covering up my annoyance. He looked at the fire and snapped his fingers. A cool wind seemed to brush past us, and then the fire went out, the remaining wood was covered with thin layer of frost.

Score one for the good guys. “Gramps, that was spectacular. You’ve got to show me how to do that.”

“We’d have more time to train if you weren’t working so much.” He gave me the side eye. It was the look that said I’m trying to gauge your reaction because we’ve had this conversation more than once with unfavorable results.

“You know I can’t do that. We need the money for Dad.”

Gramps shook his head slowly. “Maybe it’s time…”

“Don’t you even finish that thought.” I was about to tell Gramps there was no way in hell I’d even consider what he was talking about when the fire came roaring back to life.

I looked at Gramps, and he looked just as surprised as I felt to see the fire blazing brightly again. He snapped his fingers again, and frost rippled up the wood as the flames extinguished. This time his magic lasted all of three seconds.

“Someone is recasting the spell, which means they’re close,” Gramps said flying around me in tight circles as he scanned the trees.

“Remember when I told you about the cat looking like a knot of wood? What if this person is using the same kind of magic to cloak themselves now?”

Gramps slashed back and forth through the air showing his agitation. He didn’t like the fact that someone was trying to call me out any more than I did. The personal attacks were all leading up to this moment, but was this guy ever going to have the balls to show himself?

“I thought about what you said at the time, but then I forgot about it. Let me try something.” Gramps flew around and then let out a gasp before landing back on my shoulder. “I’m going to allow you to see what I see. Do not react.”

My vision spun for a second and then came back into focus. I could clearly see a man in a bright green outfit hiding in the trees at the edge of my property. He kept poking his head out looking at the fire Gramps kept trying to put out and then laughing as he relit it. Whoever this guy was he must have thought we were some low rent amateurs. No witch was going to get away with shit in my city.

Ignoring the man completely I walked further into the yard. I spun in a slow circle pretending to scan the trees for any sign as to who was doing this. Letting out a fake growl of frustration and balling my hands up into fists should have sealed the performance nicely. “Just come out already, we’re ready to talk.”

“There is nothing to talk about half-breed.” His voice came from the right side of my property, so I spun to face that direction even though I could see him out of the corner of my eye to the left.

It was just another deception, something to try and throw me off my game. “Just tell me why you are doing this? I think you owe me that much.”

“I owe you nothing,” he hissed. “If anything, I would be doing the court a favor by removing you from the board.”

The court, I didn’t have any problems with the court. Then it hit me all at once. What he was referring to had to be the fairy court. Why would they have taken an interest in me now? They had never bothered to interfere with my life, and I kind of preferred it that way.

“So why start all of this off by donating decorations in my name? That seems rather at odds with everything else that you’ve been up to.”

“Oh, that wasn’t me.” He laughed. “That was mommy dearest.” His voice continued to come from in front of me, but I knew he wasn’t there. He was still behind me. The bright green clothes were kind of a dead giveaway in the barren, snow-covered field that made up my front yard.

If Gramps hadn’t figured out how to see through this fairy’s glamour, then I would have been in real trouble. Now I could clearly see him creeping out of the trees all while his voice tried to make me look in the wrong direction.

“You could kind of say that what I am doing now was in direct response to what she did. It’s bad enough they’ve allowed you to live, but I refuse to let them shower you with gifts.”

There was some real rage behind his words. Something was happening here, something that I didn’t have any of the answers to. Actually, I didn’t even know what kind of questions to ask in the hopes of getting to the bottom of this. Gramps had told me a little bit about my heritage, but I wasn’t always the best listener. When it came to fairy stuff, I had kind of adopted a don’t ask cause you really don’t want to know the truth kind of policy. That seemed to foster just the right kind of I won’t talk about you, if you stay out of my life, kind of relationship with the fae. It had worked for twenty-two years, but I guess that was over now.

The man continued to creep forward, and I kept staring off in the wrong direction. Gramps was buzzing around pretending that he couldn’t see him either. It wouldn’t be long before he tried to attack me. That was the only way I could see this ending. He was about ten feet away when he slipped a dagger out of his coat.

“The good news is, we can end the problem of your existence for everyone involved.” As he said the last word, he rushed forward and lunged for me with the knife.

There was no way to know if he simply wasn’t a fighter or if he was that confident that I couldn’t see him. Either way, it didn’t matter. His overconfidence made him clumsy. I pushed the blade to the side spinning into his chest while grabbing his extended arm with both hands. Pulling down on his arm I slammed my knee into his elbow. The joint snapped, and the knife fell away.

As he howled in pain, I spun out of where I had been nestled against his chest, just ducking the wild swing he made with his one functioning arm. The wild punch had left him off balance and stumbling past me. I kicked out at his knee and heard a crunch. Then I ended most of his resistance by kicking him in the back, as he clutched at his shattered knee. Now that he was on the ground, this fairy was going to be a lot easier to deal with. I quickly picked up the blade he had dropped before turning to close the distance between us.

The man was trying to scramble back to a standing position. But with one broken arm and a shattered knee that couldn’t take a lot of weight he ended up just rushing forward in a lurching kind of crawl. His weird three-legged crawl might have actually been kind of funny if he hadn’t just tried to stab me in the back. I jogged in front of him bringing his desperate bid for an escape to an end.

“That wasn’t a very nice thing to do.” I kicked him in the head forcing him to flip over onto his back. “Was it?”

“You’re an abomination, something that shouldn’t exist! If it weren’t for who your mother is you would have been killed at birth.”

“Well, I guess if I ever meet her I can thank her for that. She hasn’t exactly given me anything else.” I dropped down on top of the fairy using my knee to pin his good arm to the ground before raising his dagger in the air.

“Wait, I can tell you more. I can tell you who she is.” His eyes were wild with panic.

“He doesn’t know anything. If he had any real power, we’d have been in some serious trouble,” Gramps muttered as he landed back on my shoulder. “This fairy is just someone’s lapdog and has probably been sworn into silence.”

“So what? Does that mean he can’t tell us who sent him?” I looked at Gramps.

Gramps shrugged his shoulders. “I doubt that line of questioning will get us anywhere.”

The fairy below me started to struggle. “I can tell you things you don’t know, I swear.”

I brought the dagger down, and the tip of the blade drove into the fairy’s chest. He let out a scream and then fell silent. I got up quickly and looked down at the body. It had already started to bubble, and slowly it turned into a black goo that was absorbed by the earth.

“We’re going to have to move, again,” Gramps said as he flew back into the locket.

“Not this time. This time I plan on defending what I’ve built.”

“They’re going to send more of them. You know that, right?”

“I know, and I don’t care. I’m tired of running. This time, if they come, I plan on taking the fight to them.”

“Well, then you are going to have to put in some serious training.”

Gramps said that with just a little too much glee for my liking, but I was feeling the thrill of battle and was full of bravado. “Bring it on.” I snapped my fingers, and the flames from the bonfire went out. “I’m a quick study.”

“That you are, Zoey.” My necklace vibrated as Gramps buzzed his wings inside of it. “So do you think there is going to be hot chocolate at this ceremony?”

That was my Gramps, he always had a one-track mind. The man liked sugar. Then he liked to drive me mad for an hour or two before falling into a coma for the rest of the day. Sometimes it was almost worth it just to see what kind of shenanigans he would get up to before he crashed. I knew he enjoyed messing with Mrs. MacGarnacle’s cats. Maybe that was why they were always breaking free.

“I’m sure they’ll have something sweet for you to dig into.”

“Well then let’s go already. Time is a wasting.”

I climbed into the Jeep and fired up the engine. There was no reason to argue with Gramps now. In fact, I might shower the little guy in sugar cubes later. It felt good knowing that there was a chance things would settle down and get back to normal. Hopefully, people would be in a forgiving mood after the tree lit up.


Chapter Six

Zoey

The sheriff and Mr. Bonkin were the only ones happy to see me when I arrived. After the excitement at the tree raising ceremony and the events of the last week, I couldn’t really blame the rest of the council for not being all that excited to see me. Still, I felt kinda good knowing that everything was over. That made it easier to keep the smile on my face even as the rest of the council eyed me with looks of judgment and disbelief.

Nudging past a few folks so I could get closer to the sheriff I leaned in and whispered. “Our little problem has been dealt with.”

“Dealt with? As in, it won’t be a problem ever again,” Sheriff Stevens said turning to face me.

“He won’t be coming back here again.”

The sheriff looked at me obviously at war with himself over something. He probably wanted to ask how I had handled the issue so thoroughly but didn’t really want the answer. It would have put him in a tough spot. Murder was still against the law, but you couldn’t prove it without any evidence, and Sheriff Stevens would never find any.

“Just tell me it was a magical threat, and not some poor guy out for a few kicks.”

“Oh, it was magical all right.”

The sheriff looked relieved. “Anything I need to know before I kick my report up to my contact at the FBI.”

Now I was starting to feel a little worried. “The FBI?”

“Yeah, this incident picked up some national news coverage, albeit not very much. That means I have to file a report with the bureau. Don’t look so worried, my buddy Jack will handle it.”

“You’ve got a friend in the FBI?”

“Yeah. We met when I was a kid. Jack’s a great guy. Plus, with the incident being over, there is no reason for him to travel all the way out here, and I know he’ll appreciate that.”

I really didn’t know what to say to that. The FBI had a magical crimes division, but you didn’t really hear much about them. It seemed like the local offices took a lot of the credit for solving magical crimes. Thankfully Sheriff Stevens knew a guy that worked there because no visits from the FBI were a million times better than one visit from them. I was about to respond when Mr. Bonkin stepped to the mic.

“I don’t like to spend a lot of time talking about these things. No one wants to listen to an old man ramble anyway. You’re all here to see the lights.” A cheer went up from the crowd. “I’ll just say one thing as I light the tree, Christmas is a time for giving and forgiveness. I know there is one person here tonight that a lot of us rushed to judge, and it turns out we did so unfairly. So in the spirit of Christmas and on behalf of this council, I’d like to say sorry to Zoey Green.”

There was a little gasp, and all of the eyes in the crowd turned to face me. I froze. Sheriff Stevens nudged me, and I did the first thing that came to mind. I wiped the tears from my cheeks and blew a kiss to Mr. Bonkin. The crowd started to cheer again. Everything was forgiven, or at least forgotten for the night.

“Merry Christmas!” Mr. Bonkin shouted and hit the lights.

The whole street went dark, and the Christmas lights started to light from the bottom of the tree, slowly spiraling upwards. The lights filled me with hope, and when the star at the top of the tree finally lit up, I felt a sense of peace wash over me. Everything was going to be ok.

A collective gasp rose from the crowd as we looked at the tree with all the wonder we had from when we were children. Christmas really was wonderful, wasn’t it?

Seconds later a second gasp went up from the crowd, this one filled with frustration and anger. It was almost as if all of the air had been let out of us as the square plunged back into darkness. It wasn’t going to take long for this to turn into complete anarchy. Despite the last couple of minutes, I would be the easy one to blame, again.

The sheriff bumped me again. “I thought we were all done with this kind of stuff?”

“Me too.” I was starting to panic. What was going on?

The lights flared back to life, and everyone’s gaze turned from where I was standing back towards the tree. Mr. Bonkin had a sheepish grin on his face.

“Nothing to worry about folks, just hit the wrong button on the app. God darn cell phones,” he grumbled before the mic cut out.

I leaned into the sheriff just enjoying the comfort of being close to someone that cared about what happened to me. It felt good. This was my city, and I knew that things would get harder for me if I stayed, but I just couldn’t keep running. If you’re going to come for me, then I’d be ready. No one screws with the half-breed.


The Happy Pumpkin
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Chapter One

Jayce

“Seriously guys, where are we going?” I knew it was a longshot that they would answer me this time, but I had to try. We’d been in the truck for over an hour, and the drinking and music had been fun at first, but now my patience was starting to wear a little thin. ‘We’re going to have a few drinks, a couple laughs, and then we’ll meet up with some girls.’ Well, that’s what they said, but I didn’t think that was a possibility anymore.

I didn’t see any girls here, just a lot of testosterone-fueled sausage. The campus was long gone, and the dark country road we were on didn’t hold a lot of promise, at least when it came to sprouting out a house party full of drunk college girls. Isn’t that why most guys joined frats in the first place, to meet girls? Not to be dragged off out into the dark never to be seen again.

“Just relax, Jayce. We’ve got one stop to make, and then we’ll hit the party.” Dean smiled back at me from his spot in the front seat of the truck. He held out the half-empty bottle of vodka and motioned for me to take a swig.

“Damn right we got a stop to make,” Brian howled. “We gotta teach that farmer a lesson.”

Teach him a lesson, well that didn’t sound good, and it sure as hell didn’t have anything to do with girls. All I wanted to do was get Sallyanne alone so we could finish what we started down at the lake last weekend. Instead, I was stuck with these two chuckleheads, probably about to do something illegal. There was also a higher than average chance that it would be morally questionable. That’s what being a brother was though, right? We stood by each other no matter what.

“Guys, I’m not looking to get into any trouble tonight. I’ve got a certain someone that I’d like to see much more of, and I’m not the kind of guy that looks good in orange. If you know what I mean?” Who knows, maybe they would see reason, or maybe there was a chance I could stop this before it spiraled out of control. Unlikely, but I was still clinging to hope against hope.

“Don’t be such a pussy, Jayce. Maybe if you had another drink your balls would come back,” Brian said his glare in the rearview mirror turning mean in an instant.

That was code for shut up and get on board before I make your life a living hell. When Brian got like this, I knew exactly how to play it. “Whatever you say, Brian.” I took another swig of vodka and passed the bottle back up to Dean.

“Good man,” Brian said taking the bottle from Dean and taking a healthy pull before handing it back. “Trust me, he deserves everything that’s coming to him.”

“So just what did this guy do?” I had to know. It had to have been bad for Brian to be so worked up about it. I mean as far as I could tell the guy had it made. His family was rich. Not like ‘oh we have a house and two cars rich,’ but the more of the ‘we have a vacation house in the Hamptons and Aspen’ rich.

“Why don’t you tell him, Dean.” Brian took another swig of the bottle and cast a quick gaze in the rearview before turning his eyes back towards the road.

“We,” he pointed between himself and Brain “were out picking up some supplies for next weekend’s bash, and this old pickup truck nearly sideswiped us. That’s when Brian here,” Dean slapped Brian affectionately on the shoulder, “gave him a little piece of his mind. The guy then slammed on his breaks and almost caused another accident. Not too bright when he had his company’s logo plastered all over the back of his truck.”

“So, we’re driving all the way out in the middle of nowhere to get back at a guy that almost caused an accident.” That didn’t make a heck of a lot of sense. Something had to be missing from their story. I was more likely to find these two hitting beer bongs together than actively searching someone out for retribution.

“He didn’t tell you the best part,” Brain continued. “Guy chipped my windshield with a rock.” I looked over his windshield and didn’t see a mark. Brian noticed and continued speaking. “I wasn’t in my truck, dummy. I was driving my Dad’s Porsche. You know the one I’m not supposed to touch. Dude almost hits me, and then he cracks the windshield. I had to drop my whole allowance for the month to get it fixed. So now we are going to take that money out on his product.”

Ah, so this was personal. Still, I didn’t want to be dragged into Brian’s mess. His dad might be able to hire the best lawyer in the world but mine couldn’t. I just wanted to get drunk and dance with some hotties.

“What’s the name of this place?” I asked before thinking that maybe it would be better if I didn’t know.

“Get this,” Dean said with a laugh, “it’s called Happy Pumpkin Farms.”

“Retarded, right?” Brian said grinning from ear to ear.

“Guys, my mom used to buy our pumpkins from there when I was growing up, Mr. Sizenberg always seemed super nice. He even gave us some cookies one year.”

“You hear that, Dean. Jayce here got some cookies one time when he was a kid, so he thinks this guy is a saint.”

Dean just laughed.

For the first time, I started to get a little pissed. There wasn’t a party for us to go to, at least not until we drove all the way back to campus. On top of that, these guys just dismissed me like I was nothing. Maybe it was time to look into a new frat, one that had their priorities straight.

“I didn’t say he was a saint, just that it seems out of character for him. Maybe he was just having a bad day.”

Brian laughed, but the sound was hard and cruel. “Well, I’m having a bad month after our run-in with him, and I’d like to share the wealth.”

That was my cue to shut up. Brian turned up the tunes, took another swig from the bottle and leaned heavily on the gas pedal. I had a feeling tonight was about to get real interesting.

<<<>>>

We passed the farm, but before I could say anything, Brian jerked the truck to the side of the road and locked up his brakes. If I had to guess Brian hadn’t done anything with an ounce of stealth in his life, but if there was ever a time to learn that skill it was now. Despite the fact we were out in the middle of nowhere, I could see the twinkling of lights from at least three other farmhouses. If anyone was sitting out on their porch the cloud of dust, he just kicked into the air would be readily apparent.

Announcing your arrival was not the kind of thing you wanted to do when you were about to stroll into a field and start smashing a man’s livelihood into sticky little bits of orange goo. I still didn’t feel quite right about this, but I was in it now. There was no backing out without looking like a chump. I’d have to quit the frat, and I wasn’t ready for that just yet. Maybe if I kept these guys under control, it wouldn’t be so bad.

Dean held the door open for me as I climbed out of the back. When we got to the back of the truck, Brian was waiting for us there with Obama masks and hammers. I wasn’t sure if the guy had just watched too many episodes of True Blood or if maybe he was a little racist. Who knows, maybe he fancied himself more like Patrick Swayze in Point Break. That was more the type of adrenaline I was feeling right now like we were about to do something stupid and reckless on purpose. Some guys jumped out of planes, I got roped into smashing pumpkins with my frat brothers.

The alcohol was flowing through my system now, taking the edge off of my morals nicely. I would be able to do this. Maybe I could keep things calm if I only broke one or two myself. Then I wouldn’t have pussied out, and it wouldn’t hurt Mr. Sizenberg’s business too badly.

Brian was grinning ear to ear as he slid his mask into place. He let out a fierce whoop and took off running for the fence. Dean pulled his mask down and started to follow him. I slipped my mask into place feeling like a fool. One for wearing the damn thing in the first place, it was pitch dark out, so the mask was purely redundant, and two because the rubber felt gross against my sweaty skin.

Dean notice I wasn’t right behind him as he climbed over the fence. He turned and called back to me. “Come on pussy, you’re going to miss all the fun.”

“I’m coming,” I muttered it so he probably couldn’t hear, but when I started towards the fence, he took off at a run trying to catch up with Brian.

I hopped the fence and swung my legs over. When I landed, the ground felt different somehow. Gone was the hard-packed dirt on the shoulder of the road. It had been replaced with softly tilled and cared for soil. The pumpkins in this part of the patch had already been picked and were probably at the farm ready to be sold. A patch is what they called it when you grew pumpkins, right? Maybe I could start using that for other things. Hey, bring me a patch of beers, or I’m going to go talk to that patch of ladies.

I shook my head as I ran trying to put aside the ridiculous nature of my thoughts. Just where in the hell were Brian and Dean anyway? I could have sworn they were right in front of me. I couldn’t see anything with this cheap mask on. I tore the mask off as I ran enjoying the cool night air as it brushed against my cheeks. It felt good to be free of the clingy rubber mask.

It felt good for all of five seconds, and then I ran into something, hard. What in the hell would be out in the middle of a pumpkin patch anyways? I had to ask the question from where my butt was planted on the ground. Whatever it was that I hit was hard enough or big enough, that I was the one that got thrown backward. I looked up as I started to rub my chest and let out a little scream. “Holy shit.”

A hand clamped down on my shoulder making me jump again. “Get up you pussy, it’s just a scarecrow.” Brian walked past me in search of another pumpkin to smash.

How did he get behind me? What in the heck was going on? I’d been running this way to catch up with him, and then he just appeared behind me. Maybe we weren’t here to smash pumpkins after all. Maybe this was just another haze the crap out of the newbie moment. Feeling a little disoriented, I came back to my feet.

I looked up at the scarecrow. The thing looked fierce, maybe because Mr. Sizenberg ran a Halloween farm? I’d always thought of scarecrows as more of a Wizard of Oz type of thing. I mean, didn’t they have rosy cheeks on some kind of sack face and straw sticking out everywhere. This was nothing like that.

This scarecrow looked alive. Sure, there was some straw on its clothes, but it almost looked more like someone did after they walked through a barn than it being stuffed full of the stuff. That and its clothes didn’t say farmer to me. For one thing, they were all black and dark browns. The face was covered with some kind of cloth that looked to have been worn down by the weather, but it was too dark to see inside of it. From where I was, it looked like it was wrapped around an actual face. That couldn’t be possible, right?

The thing was tacked up on what could have only been called a giant cross. The wood had some kind of symbols carved into it, but the scariest thing about it was the small sickle the scarecrow had in one hand. The thing looked sharp, not the kind of thing you would leave out for the kids to play with. Oh, and the damn thing had a hat on, the kind of hat that probably used to cost a fortune. One of those leather cowboy style hats, except this one was dirtier than sin.

Something touched me on the back, and I spun around raising the hammer. Dean took a hurried step back. “Whoa there. I just wanted to see what you were doing. We gotta get out of here soon.”

“I was just looking at the scarecrow.” I pointed behind me.

“What scarecrow?” Dean asked as he ran past me deeper into the patch.

Slowly turning around to look at the cross where the scarecrow had been tethered I still fully expected to see it there. This had to have been another one of their pranks, right? Except it couldn’t be, I mean, these guys weren’t that smart, right? The scarecrow was gone, and that was when Brian screamed.

Dean froze in place about twenty feet in front of me. He turned to look back at me his face pale. I could tell he was torn with running for the hills and running to help Brian. I didn’t have any such dilemma. I didn’t want to be here in the first place. I was freaking out of here.

Dean must have read it on my face because he gave me the come-on motion and started towards the sound of Brian’s scream. A black shape appeared just in front of him sickle raised high enough that the moonlight reflected off the blackened steel. The blade came down in a violent arc. The strike was so fast that it whistled. Dean jumped to the side but not fast enough. He let out a scream of his own and clutched his shoulder as he started to run towards me.

“Run!” he screamed.

I watched in horror for a few seconds as the scarecrow slowly walked after him. What was it with psycho killers and that slow, steady walk that they had? How did they ever catch people that were running? I wasn’t about to find out. I didn’t have to be the fastest here, I just had to make it back to the truck before the thing was done with Dean.

I took off at a full sprint for the fence. At least I hoped that I was going towards the fence. It was still dark out here, and I was disoriented from my fall earlier. Was this all my fault? Was this happening because I ran into the scarecrow? I let the mask and hammer fall from my hands, putting all of my efforts into running faster. The only thing that mattered now was getting the hell out of here. I put everything I had into my mad dash for freedom.

Someone screamed again, it had to have been Dean. I didn’t even turn around or miss a stride. To do that now would mean I was next. The fence came into view, I was going to make it. I was really going to make it.

Something clutched at my ankle causing me to fall forwards. My fall took me to the base of the fence, but I was being dragged back out into the farm. I could just make out one of the green vines from the harvested pumpkins wrapped around my leg. I tried to pull it off, but it just kept tugging me back into the patch. I decided I was never calling anything else a patch and that if I lived through this that I was never buying a pumpkin again, let alone eating pumpkin pie. Turning, I grabbed the fence and held on. It wasn’t the best plan I ever had. Dying here or back in the field didn’t make a difference, you were still dead.

Turning my eyes back towards the field and away from salvation, I watched as the scarecrow marched slowly forwards. It held the sickle out to one side and strolled towards me as if it didn’t have a care in the world. I guess it wouldn’t care really, I mean what could a scarecrow care about? The sickle went up in the air, and I felt a scream tearing out of my lungs. I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to look death in the face. I counted to five, and when I wasn’t dead, I opened my eyes. The scarecrow was gone.

Red and blue lights started flashing through the dark as the sheriff’s cruiser pulled up behind Brian’s truck. I crawled over the fence as the car came to a stop. I was safe. Brian and Dean weren’t so lucky though. What in the hell was Mr. Sizenberg up to?

The sheriff exited the car, and I ran towards him. His hand dipped towards his gun bringing me up short. He didn’t pull the weapon, but he kept his hand on it. I dropped to my knees, knowing that was probably what he was going to ask me to do next anyway. “You have to help me, something killed my friends!”

The words came out in a panicked rush as I gasped for air. Everything that happened now was hitting me hard. I looked up into the calm eyes of the sheriff and said something a little more dramatic. “They’re dead, they’re all dead.” Then everything went blurry, and the last thing I saw was the sheriff’s boots walking slowly towards me.


Chapter Two

Zoey

The Halloween season was my favorite. I loved the candy and the costumes. Sure, it didn’t hurt that my store also had its best sales month in October. That’s what happens when you run an occult bookshop and herb store. It also helped that this time of year people’s minds were a little more open to the possibility of the veil between our worlds being thin. The demon war had cast everything into the light, and fear was always a good money maker.

I didn’t pander to the fear people felt. In fact, I tried to do just the opposite. Selling the locals something that was labeled to give them the chance to fight a demon or spirit would only get them injured or dead. I’d let somebody that didn’t care about the people they served, sell that kind of crap. Anyone that thought you could buy a charm and go toe to toe with a demon was just willfully ignorant.

I sold protection charms that actually worked. Granted my charms wouldn’t stand up to an assault from a demon but I never claimed they would, and people felt a lot safer having them on than they did without them. The charms weren’t good for much else than deflecting a spell or two, but that might be all it took to save someone’s life. The charms also had a little herb blend inside of them to ward off general evil. It was the kind of thing that would make a malevolent spirit look for an easier target.

I didn’t sell as many of them as I would have liked, but that was because they were time-consuming to make and therefore a little pricier than the average person could afford. Still, with the amount of effort that went into making each charm, whatever someone paid they were getting a bargain. At least I liked to think so. If someone just wanted some general protection, I had proprietary herb blends for that that almost anyone could afford.

I laughed a little thinking about all the people that came into my store thinking that the herbs in my necklaces, teas, and protection packets meant something totally different. It probably didn’t help that I shared the parking lot and a building with a medical dispensary that just happened to grow their product on site. Outside of having the occasional stoner wander into the wrong store my relationship with the owner of Herbal Dynamics was pretty awesome. He let me grow some of the things I need for my shop in the back of his indoor greenhouse. Now I had access to fresh materials for my teas and wards all year long. In exchange, I keep the greenhouse bug-free.

Today had been busy, busier than usual, even for a day in October. I think all of the paranormal crime in the news recently had people a little worried. It seemed like the FBI was fond of holding press conferences that instilled little confidence in people. So far, I’d heard about senators tied to demons, and believe it or not some museum might have actually had an honest to god dragon in it.

That kind of drama unfolding on TV was exactly the kind of thing that made my business slam into overdrive. I’d sold two charms, more than I normally would have in a month, as well as scheduling two home cleansings. I was tired and thinking about how nice it would be to order a pizza and curl up with a season of something that had superheroes on Netflix.

Nine o’clock was late enough for today. It was time to close up shop. Anyone that had a magical or spiritual crisis was going to have to wait until tomorrow to get help. Even the young had to sleep sometime. Of course, just as I was finishing inventory and trying to decide on pepperoni or sausage, or maybe even both, the phone started to ring. By the time the first ring stopped, I knew that I wouldn’t be getting home anytime soon.

The front door was already locked, and I’d turned off the lights in the front of the store. A faint golden glow buzzed around the shop and then flew straight towards me. Gramps was feeling a little agitated tonight. Obviously, I wasn’t the only one ready to call it a day.

“Don’t you dare answer that,” Gramps said as he buzzed around my head.

The little sprite had been with me since I was a child and I was used to his antics by now. He knew damn well that I was going to pick up the phone even if it meant we had more work to do. Still, I couldn’t help but smile as he buzzed around my head, his four wings flapping as fast as a hummingbird’s.

Gramps was a contradiction, well at least if you didn’t know anything about sprites. Most of the sprites you see in movies or on tv are female. Not only that, they usually are darn cute. Sure, there are a few of those, but there are also a lot of males. Furthermore, most sprites aren’t cute or cuddly. Some of them don’t really look like humans at all. We call those pucks. They are a little more ferocious and animalistic. Thankfully Gramps was just an ordinary sprite, but he would be righteously pissed if you called him cute. He was fond of telling me how he earned his beauty with age.

Gramps wasn’t a puck. He looked like your favorite grandpa, that’s how he got his name. Don’t blame me for his name being simple. I was seven when he showed up, and it just made sense. His real name was something I couldn’t pronounce. He said it so fast, and I wasn’t exactly fluent in fairy speak, so the name I gave him stuck. Maybe one of these days I’d have time to learn more of the language, but not today.

I reached for the phone and Gramps landed on my hand trying to hold it down. I shooed him away and picked up the phone. “Trinity Books and Charms.”

“Zoey, thank God you’re still there.”

The caller sounded a little winded, but I was pretty sure I would know that voice anywhere. “Sheriff Stevens?”

“That’s right Zoey, and I hate to say it, but I need your help.”

As much as I just wanted to help, a girl had to make a living. “I take it that my normal fee will apply.”

“Yes, yes, I’ll cover your damn fee. Just meet me at Happy Pumpkin Farms.”

“I’ll be there in forty-five.”

“Make it faster if you can.” He hung up the phone.

Whatever happened must have been bad if the sheriff was short with me. Sheriff Stevens was always very polite, despite the fact that he only called when he needed something. It probably helped that I was the only magical person around that wanted to work with the authorities. The Witches and Weres liked to keep to themselves for the most part, so that left me as his only option. That meant I could charge a pretty handsome fee for these late-night calls.

The sheriff hadn’t told me anything about what was going on, so I had no idea how to prepare. Sometimes that was a good thing, but right now I really wished that I had an idea of what I was walking into. Stuffing a few extra herbs and some salt into my bag, I ran to the door. “Gramps, you coming?”

“Of course, I’m coming. You know I can’t let you go anywhere alone.” He growled it out as he flew towards me. “I want something good to eat when we get home, none of that canned or frozen crap.”

I opened the clasp on my necklace, and he flew in. “Don’t get too comfortable. I might need you tonight.” Normally if Gramps was riding around in my charm, he just fell asleep. That wouldn’t work tonight based on the tone of sheriff’s voice.

“I’ll try and remember that as I pretend not to exist.”

Gramps still resented the fact that he couldn’t just fly around like he used to when I was younger. People had started asking questions about the weird gold light that followed me around in my teens, so Gramps had effectively disappeared, and he was still a little upset about it. “Hey, it’s not like that, Gramps. You know I love you, but I can’t have you flying around and talking to me in front of people. It raises too many questions.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he groused.

I closed the clasp on my necklace and shut him inside. Hopefully, he’d be good, but I had my doubts. Talking to him in public had already given me a little bit of a reputation around town, but it was better to be known as the lady that talked to herself than for everyone to know what I really was.

With Gramps in place and my bag fully stocked I headed out the back door. Locking up was easy. The shop was already warded against break-ins. There had been a few attempts over the years, but no one wanted to touch it now. Word had spread, and my shop was off limits to thieves. Plus, Herman, who ran the dispensary next door, had a great reputation around town. No one would want to risk his wrath just to get to me.

My Jeep was waiting for me in my spot behind the store. The forest green beast had a black top and thirty-four-inch tires. I spent a lot of time out in nature, and the Jeep helped me get everywhere I needed to go. I tossed my bag on the passenger seat and listened to the rumble as my beast came to life. I never liked driving when I had a car, but now that I had a Jeep I loved driving, even if it was just around town.

I was still forty minutes away from the farm, and I wondered just what had happened there. I loved Happy Pumpkin Farms and Mr. Sizenberg. I had a few of his pumpkins for sale in my store and more than a few I was using for decorations. His pumpkins were a little more expensive, but they were always the best. I’d never purchased a bad one. I hoped that he was ok, our city wouldn’t be the same without him.

<<<>>>

When I got to the farm, Sheriff Stevens’ car was parked at the entrance. He still had the flashing lights on top his car going, which was a little disorienting in the dark. I wondered if that was something cops just got used to. I pulled my Jeep off to the side and left it running. I turned off the main headlights but kept the fog lights on. They cast a low, wide light over the area that wasn’t as harsh as my regular headlights.

He quickly got out of his car and came to see me. All it took was a quick glance to see that he was rattled and that he had someone in the back of his car. My first thought immediately went to Mr. Sizenberg, and I could only wonder if he was ok. The kid in the back of the car didn’t look like a killer, but most killers didn’t. The kid did look scared, or maybe terrified was a little closer to the truth.

Sheriff Stevens extended his hand to me as he approached. He was a good-looking man, a little too old for me maybe, but that didn’t stop him from being a looker. If I’d been born twenty years earlier, he probably would have been my type. Still, his trim waistline and the way his arm muscles moved under his tight-fitting uniform most likely got more than a few tongues at the beauty salon wagging when he walked through town.

“Thank you for coming so quickly. I don’t know what’s going on here, but it’s a doozy.”

I wasn’t sure who still used words like ‘doozy.’ Obviously, Sheriff Stevens didn’t have a problem with it, but outside of watching black and white shows on late night tv, I’d never heard another soul utter the phrase.

“No problem Sheriff, it sounded like you really needed my help.”

“I do at that.” He reached up and rubbed a hand across a day’s worth of stubble that had gathered on his chin before continuing. “I’m not sure what to make of this kid’s story. If he hadn’t already admitted to breaking the law, I’d think he was full of crap, but a confession goes a long way towards making your story sound at least slightly plausible.”

The anxious look I saw in the kid’s eyes didn’t tell me he was scared of being arrested. This kid was scared of something else. “And just what exactly did he confess to?”

“He said that he and two of his friends came out here to smash some of Mr. Sizenberg’s pumpkins. Something about his friend feeling slighted about being cut off the other day.”

“So where are his buddies?”

“That’s the thing. I found the kid at their truck panicked and out of control. He started babbling about them being killed. I asked him if Mr. Sizenberg had shot at them for destroying his property and he started spouting off some gibberish about a scarecrow doing it. Can you believe that rubbish?”

Could I believe that a scarecrow came to life and killed two of this kid’s friends? It was out there, even for me, and everything that I had seen. Was it possible? If magic was in play then just about anything was possible. I started going over what I knew about animating objects and realized that I didn’t know much. Much of my knowledge and magic revolved around animals and plants. Sure, I could do other things, maybe not as much as a full-blooded witch, but I could hold my ground in a fight with one.

All I needed to do now was talk to the kid. I had a feeling that would go a lot easier if Sheriff Stevens wasn’t around. “Have you spoken with Mr. Sizenberg yet?”

“Haven’t had the chance. Every time I try and drive onto the property the kid starts screaming until I back up.”

“Why don’t you go and do that, and leave him here with me for a while.”

The sheriff rubbed his chin again as if he were trying to decide what to do. He clearly needed my help, but he didn’t want to leave the kid alone with me in case it messed up his case. Finally, he looked me over and realized that he didn’t have much of a choice. “Ok, but I need you to promise me that he stays in the car. Also, if we go to court, this little conversation between the two of you never happened.”

“You got it, Sheriff.”

He tossed me the keys to his car and started walking up towards the farmhouse. The lights were on which was odd at this time of night, but out here in the dark countryside, the sheriff’s lights had probably drawn a lot of attention. The good people that lived out here wouldn’t be gathered out front to watch, but they would be gossiping about it in the morning.

With the sheriff out of the picture, I moved towards the car. That seemed to make the kid in the back a little more agitated. I got it, the man you thought was going to protect you just tossed the keys to some woman that was about your same age and walked away. Not exactly how it was supposed to go. That and I clearly wasn’t law enforcement. It might have been the leather pants that gave it away, but if that wasn’t enough, I was sure the pink streaks in my hair didn’t add to my sense of overall authority. They looked hot though and that was what counted.

I walked up to the police cruiser slowly. My initial thought was to hop in the front and talk to him through the bars. I didn’t think that would win me any points though, and since I wasn’t a cop, maybe I should try something a little more friendly. I moved towards the rear door and placed the key in the lock. The kid scrambled away from the door as if he thought I was about to pull him out of the car and introduce him to Mr. Mayhem. Yeah, maybe I’d binged three seasons of Sons of Anarchy over the weekend, so what.

“You’re all in this together, I know it!” he shouted as he pressed himself tightly against the other door.

Making sure to open the car door slowly so as not to spook him further I leaned down so he could see my face. “All in what together?”

“You’re that witch from town, the one with the bookstore. You probably helped him make that thing that killed my friends.”

“I do run a bookstore, but I’m not a witch.” I hated when people called me that. “I also happen to assist the sheriff’s department when they need help with things that are a little out of the ordinary, but now I’m just getting ahead of myself.” I backed up a little and squatted down, so he knew I wasn’t going to try and pull him out of the car. “My name’s Zoey.”

The kid looked at me and blinked a couple of times as if he was trying to process what was happening. “So you’re not here to give me back to that thing.”

“Nope. I’m not into feeding people to scarecrows, but I would like to hear more about it.”

The kid seemed to calm down a little. “I’m Jayce.”

Now that his initial shock was wearing off he looked me over. It was one of those glances that told me he was trying to evaluate if I was hot enough to try and get with. I hated when guys did that, but in this case checking me out seemed to calm him down just a bit, so I let it slide. He seemed to have come to the decision that he liked what he saw because his smile widened and his eyes got flirty. I was used to that from the college crowd, but I knew exactly how to shut him down.

“Now tell me what happened.” Nothing like bringing up the recent deaths of two of your friends to throw a little ice water on your mojo.

That seemed to have snapped him out of his ‘come hither to do naughty things with my look,’ which was exactly what I was hoping for. At least his libido cooled down when he had to think of his friends that may or may not be dead. He went into the full story of their night. I’d have to compare what he told me with what he told the sheriff later. Guys had this annoying habit of embellishing their stories around me. Like they thought it made them more attractive or something. Trust me guys, every girl knows that when you say you caught a fish, it was never really the size you promised us it was.

After he finished his story, I asked if I could see his ankle. That resulted in a funny bit of maneuvering as Jayce tried to turn towards me in the back of the car with his hands still cuffed behind him. After watching him wiggle around for a minute or so, I let out a little laugh.

“What?” he asked sounding a little put out.

“How about you make me a promise, Jayce?”

“Sure, whatever you want.” That dreamy, come give me a kiss, the look was back in his eyes.

Did he really think that a few looks were going to get me to fall into bed with him? Did all the girls he met on campus have such little respect for themselves, or did they just get annoyed like I did? I mean, what was with college guys, anyway? Those lines and dreamy eyes didn’t ever really work, did they? I guess maybe they were just trying to play the law of averages until someone took the bait.

“I’m going to come and open that other door, and then I’m going to cuff those hands in front of you. All I need you to do is promise me that you won’t run away.”

“Like I want to be out there in the dark with that thing.” He started to shuffle back around so that he was sitting normally again.

I closed the door and moved around the squad car. In reality, it didn’t matter if he tried to run, I could stop him. Also, I was sure the sheriff already had all his information. That would make him easy to track down. Really, it came down to me not wanting to do things the hard way. It was too late for that, and despite my interest in what was going on here, I needed sleep. I had a business to run after all.

Jayce climbed out of the car with a little help from yours truly. I used the sheriff’s keys to unlock one of the cuffs, and then Jayce held out his wrist so I could cuff him again. His eyes danced with the imagination as only a young man’s can. I was sure he was about to say something stupid like “Not your first time with handcuffs.” Or something equally gross, but he managed to restrain himself. Which was good, because strictly speaking, I’d already heard his story and I could do this next part with him passed out if I had to.

I helped him ease back into the car and then knelt down in front of him. “Let’s see that ankle.”

He lifted up his foot and held his leg out for me. I rested it on my knee and rolled up the bottom of his jeans. His ankle was bruised and cut in a few places. It almost looked like he had been shackled somehow. I bit back the retort of it’s not your first time in cuffs at the last moment remembering that he hadn’t actually said that to me. That particular conversation had only taken place in my head.

I poked at his ankle a few times, earning a few painful grunts from Jayce. “Hey, that hurts.”

Ignoring him, I pulled out my phone to snap some pictures. “I’m sure a big strong guy like you can handle it.” I hoped that came off with more of a shaming vibe than a flirty one. You just never knew how some people were going to take things.

Quickly I snapped a few more pictures of his ankle and then reached into my bag. The sheriff wasn’t going to like this, but I had a thing about leaving people and animals in pain. I just couldn’t do it. There was a small jar of salve in my bag. I’d made it myself earlier in the year. It wasn’t strong magically speaking, but it would numb the area and get rid of those bruises by morning.

“Hey, what are you doing?” Jayce asked looking concerned again.

“Just offering a little help.” He still looked unsure, but I wanted to get out into the pumpkin patch and see if there was any evidence of a crime so I just started applying the salve to his skin before he could protest any further. I mean who wouldn’t be excited to find out if there was really a fully animated scarecrow out in the pumpkin patch. I mean that would be pretty cool. Well, as long as it wasn’t trying to kill you.

A light rain started to mist down around us as I slipped his leg back into the car. “Can you show me where you and your friends were attacked?”

“No way, I’m not going back out there?”

“How about you just point me in the general direction then?”

Jayce looked around for a moment and then pointed off to his left out toward the field. “Seriously, don’t go out there. You’re too pretty to be dead.”

Slamming the door closed on a stunned Jayce, I looked over the car to where he had pointed. “Gramps, it looks like we have some work to do.” I opened my locket, and he flew out into the night.

He hovered just in front of my face, hands on his hips. “Try and make this quick, ok. I’ve got things to do.”

“You can chase the neighbor’s cats anytime, but tonight I need you.”

“Whatever, you just don’t get me.” He flew off in the direction that Jayce had pointed us in.

That was the last time I let Gramps sit around and watch trash tv for a few days. He sounded worse than a teenager sometimes. I let out a sigh and then remembered why we were here. Animated scarecrow that might have killed a few people. Sure, it could all just be a prank, but there was a chance it was real, and I needed to be prepared. The misty rain continued to fall, and I entered Happy Pumpkin Farms in search of something almost as unbelievable as the perfect pumpkin.


Chapter Three

Zoey

The sheriff and Mr. Sizenberg looked like they might have been having an argument on the front porch of his house. Casting a quick look at the pumpkin patch to make sure nothing was coming to get me I turned in their direction. It just made sense to start from the house with the sheriff. If there really were a scarecrow out there, then the sheriff would be safer with me. I was still twenty or thirty feet away, and their conversation was coming in loud and clear.

“No. You don’t have my permission to search my property.” Mr. Sizenberg roared as if the sheriff was standing a football field away from him instead of three feet.

“I think you misunderstood what I said, Mr. Sizenberg. I’ll be searching your farm, I wasn’t asking for permission.” He held up a hand to stop him from saying anything before he continued. “And no, I don’t need a warrant, I’ve got a witness that says two of his friends were killed here. That gives me the right to search your property.”

“You mean you have the word of a trespasser and a vandal.”

“We can address those charges after we locate the two missing boys. Then you can decide what to bring up in court if you sue him for the destruction of your property. But right now, you need to back off and let me do my job.” The sheriff sounded exasperated and ready to snap.

“I don’t have to let you do anything, and I refuse to let you stumble around my patch in the dark. More of the pumpkins could be damaged.”

I could tell the sheriff bit back a more cutting retort like “bill me” before stomping off. Instead, he kept his face as calm as anyone could expect and brought the full situation into context for Mr. Sizenberg. “You do and you will. At least, that is, if you want to be open for business in the morning. If you don’t mind missing out on a day of sales while I have the staties out front turning paying customers away so we can process the entire farm as crime scene then you will go back inside until we’re done here.”

I thought Mr. Sizenberg was about to blow his lid. His cheeks flushed to an unhealthy red, and his eyes narrowed to slits. With his fists clenched at his sides, he made one final declaration. “Do whatever you want sheriff, but don’t expect my help or my protection.”

He turned and started inside, but the sheriff grabbed him from behind. “That sounds an awful lot like a threat.” Mr. Sizenberg tried to twist out of the sheriff’s grip but ended up on his knees instead. The sheriff had one arm wrenched painfully up between his shoulder blades. The sheriff waited for all the fight to go out of him before placing a set of handcuffs on him and hauling him back to his feet.

“I’ll have your badge for this,” Sizenberg muttered as the sheriff led him down the front stairs.

“You’re coming on a little tour of the farm with us.”

It seemed as if Mr. Sizenberg noticed me for the first time. “What is she doing here?”

He spat out the words with such venom that I was shocked. We’d always had a great working relationship. For the last three years, I’d purchased about fifty pumpkins from him. They made me a decent little profit when people in the city didn’t want to drive out to the farm. I even gave him a sign in my shop, so people knew exactly where the pumpkins were from. Never would I have expected him to turn on me so completely.

I decided to just ignore the question. I was here at the request of the sheriff, if he wanted to explain that to him, then he could. All I wanted to do was get this over with. The day was starting to catch up with me, and I was ready for bed. That wouldn’t be happening anytime soon if we didn’t head out into the patch to look for clues.

The sheriff must have been done indulging Mr. Sizenberg as well because he didn’t bother to answer the question either. He just shoved him along in front of us almost like a prisoner of war.

I got why the sheriff was pissed. I’d only been up on the porch for the last few minutes of their discussion, and I was pissed. I couldn’t imagine how angry I’d have been if I had to listen to the whole thing. Something was obviously going on here. If it really was an animated scarecrow, then that was some heavy-duty magic. Maybe the kind of thing that even required a sacrifice to accomplish.

That meant we had to be on our toes. I pulled a couple of premade grenades from my pocket. Well, I like to call them grenades, really they weren’t that powerful. The little grenades were just an effective way to disperse some herbs and salt in a wide pattern without getting too close to what you were trying to defend against.

Still, these little things had some quirks. They weren’t your standard throw them and wait for three seconds before the world ended grenades, they were my own special blend of herbs and salt. They weren’t dangerous to humans unless you happened to get cut when the plastic exploded.

I made a few versions of the grenades. What I had brought tonight was just salt and herbs, but I also had a version that included powdered silver and shaved iron. I could basically use them to stave off attacks from most of the supernatural world. I normally only traveled with the base model, though. Most of the local pack was friendly, and the iron only worked against the fae which wasn’t something you ran into that often.

The local pack had a pretty healthy respect for my abilities. Sure, it didn’t hurt that I could talk to animals. It was a skill that came in super handy when the pack was in full beast form. I also had the slight advantage of being able to control most animals for at least a short period of time. Still, I’d never tried that on one of the pack before. The last thing I wanted to do was make an enemy where one didn’t exist. Mind controlling one of the pack was a sure way to have them all nipping at my heels in short order.

Gramps’ golden light was flickering off in the distance. I needed to talk to him and find out if he had seen anything. That wasn’t possible with the sheriff around, at least not if I still wanted him to call me for help. I decided that maybe I could steer him in a different direction while I went to catch up with Gramps.

“Sheriff, Jayce said that he and his friends entered the farm from where their truck was parked and headed in that way.” I pointed away from Gramps’ darting golden light. “Maybe you should head that way, and I’ll find the truck and work my way back to you.”

“Sounds good to me.” The sheriff shot me a look that said he knew I was up to something, but he wasn’t sure what just yet.

We had worked together on enough cases that he didn’t bother me for details, at least not until after everything was done. Sometimes not even then if he didn’t want to have to put anything I said in the official report. He would have time to decide what kind of incident this was later when he was tied to his desk writing up the piles of reports that made up the worst part of police work.

I handed the sheriff two of my grenades. I hoped that he wouldn’t have to use them before I ended my quick conversation with Gramps, but it was better to be safe than sorry. “If you see anything use one these.”

“What are those?” Mr. Sizenberg asked sounding worried.

“Just keep it moving.” The sheriff shoved him forward, and they continued in the direction I had pointed.

Now was my chance to get with Gramps. The light of the full moon was decreasing as the clouds covered more of the light. The gentle mist that had been falling slowly turned into fat drops of rain. Just the kind of thing a growing pumpkin needed to stay strong.

The sheriff had a flashlight, but I wasn’t so lucky. Instead, I called on a little bit of my magic to make the necklace I kept Gramps in the glow with a faint blue light. This was the perfect place for me to call on my magic, outside of the forest, the farm was a goldmine of power to harvest. I quickly topped off my reserves and started to run ahead to meet my sprite.

Gramps was agitated when I reached him, buzzing around in circles. It would have been the kind of thing that called way too much attention in our direction if the sheriff wasn’t more worried about finding two dead bodies. If there were any dead bodies to find. This seemed like just the thing two frat guys would pull on a new brother just to have a little fun. I mean what says fun like getting a kid drunk and making him think all of his friends died due to a killer scarecrow?

Gramps flew in fast and perched on my shoulder. I hated when he did that because I really couldn’t look at him when he was talking without cramming my neck uncomfortably to the side. I held out my hand in front of me and waited for him to move before speaking. “What did you find?”

Gramps stared at me, hands on his hips. He obviously wanted some kind of praise for all the work he had done, but since he hadn’t told me what he had found yet, I didn’t know how much praise to give him. Again, I just waited until he gave up.

He let out a generous sigh and started to talk. “I found where the scarecrow used to be or at least where one should be hanging if it was still there.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad. What’s got you all worked up?”

“There is some kind of runes carved into the wood. They are very faint because they’ve been painted over to make them less noticeable, but I think they activate some kind of summoning.”

“You mean like the kind that brings a killer scarecrow to life.” I cast a quick glance around to make sure nothing was trying to sneak up on me.

“Yeah, that kind.” Gramps took off from my hand and started buzzing around again. “Something about calling forth the god of good harvests.”

“Well, that doesn’t sound good.” I wasn’t strong enough to take on a god. This also didn’t seem like the kind of thing a god would do. I mean what kind of god wanted to slum it at Happy Pumpkin Farms?

“Damn right, it doesn’t sound good. We need to get out of here.” Gramps flew back into my necklace and shut the clasp.

I let the spell that I had cast on the necklace fade away. Gramps light would be enough for me to see by.

“I’m not feeling a whole lot of you running back to your Jeep like I should be,” Gramps whined from his place on my chest.

As much as I wanted to, there was no way I could leave the sheriff. He didn’t know what he was walking into and I wouldn’t have his death on my conscience. “Tell me where you saw the scarecrow’s resting place.”

“Do I have to?” I tapped gently on the charm he was resting inside. The necklace pulled slightly off my chest back towards the direction I had sent the sheriff wandering in, and I started to run.


Chapter Four

Zoey

My mad sprint towards the sheriff lasted all of three seconds. My feet tangled around something on the ground and I went sprawling face first into the vines. Let me tell you something, a pumpkin to the ribs doesn’t feel that good, even when you have a leather jacket on to deflect some of the blow.

That was going to leave a mark, one of many I got in my line of work. With the number of bruises and cuts I’d healed over the years, you’d think I would have made a lot more money. Small city politics and budget constraints kept them from paying me what I was worth, but after tonight I might have to up my fee.

Rolling off of the gooey mess that used to be a perfectly happy pumpkin, I turned over to see what had tripped me. My thoughts went to Jayce’s story about the vines grabbing his ankle. The reality ended up being much more mundane. Well, as mundane as you could get when a dead body covered in vines was slowly being pulled into the ground.

That was just gross. Mr. Sizenberg’s secret to great pumpkins was fertilizing the ground with dead bodies. Who knew that was even a thing? Still, the body had to serve more than one purpose. It was a sacrifice, and in return, whatever was animating the scarecrow gave it back to the farm in rich soil. It was sick, it was twisted, and not something I would have expected from the man that ran the farm. The guy that served the best hot chocolate and apple cider for miles around.

The deranged man who sacrificed people for a better harvest stood at complete odds with the smiling man that used to dote on me as a child. What happened to him? How could he have turned so evil? From the looks of his front porch, the pumpkin business didn’t bring in the kind of money that made sacrificing people to some god worth it. The world was such a strange place and seemed to be getting stranger every day.

There was nothing I could do for the corpse being pulled into the ground. At least not now, but there was something I could do for the sheriff if I could only get to him in time. The sound of one of my grenades going off spurred me back into action. I was on my feet in seconds and running towards the sound. This time I looked down every few steps to make sure that I didn’t trip over Jayce’s other friend. That poor kid was out here somewhere.

A second grenade went off, and I knew I had to reach him soon, or this might not have the type of ending any of us would be happy with. Using a spell, I pulled energy from the earth. It didn’t come as quickly as it should have. Something here had control over a lot of the farm’s natural power. I guess that made sense when you were facing an evil scarecrow harvest deity. Still, it gave me enough to accomplish what I needed to do.

I popped the pins on two of my grenades, and as the sheriff came into view, I tossed them as high as I could over his position. They exploded in the air effectively covering the sheriff and Mr. Sizenberg in a mist of salt dust. That should buy me the time I needed to get there. I continued to pull power from the earth as I ran to meet the scarecrow.

Scarecrow might not have been the right name for what I was about to fight. It didn’t look like any scarecrow I had ever seen. Sure, there was a little hay poking out around the cuffs of its shirt and pants, but it almost looked like it had just gotten stuck there versus the thing being made out of hay. The scarecrow moved like a human. Its knees bent almost as if it were about to pounce as it stalked around the two men.

The scarecrow let out a howl of rage as it tried to reach the two men and was rebuffed by the barrier I had created with my grenades. That kind of shield wouldn’t keep the scarecrow away from the two men for more than a few seconds, but that should be all I needed to get its attention.

I was sprinting full speed and trying to think of what I could do to stop a scarecrow. I mean the thing had to be afraid of something right? Realizing the men were out of reach at least for now, the scarecrow turned towards me and started to charge. The sickle in its hand rose, and I could see the rain dripping off the gleaming edge of the blade.

My feet ground to a halt as the vines covering the ground in front of me started to writhe as if they were alive. Stepping into the vines would only make me an easier target. I knew there was something I was missing, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Reaching in my bag, I grabbed a mixture of salt and herbs tossing it in front of me in one fluid motion. The scarecrow slammed into the barrier and slashed down with its sickle. The blade slashed through the air in front of me, and the temporary shield was broken.

Gramps started fluttering inside of his locket. His agitation heated the setting up until it burned against my chest. That’s when it clicked. What did you do when something was made out of hay, and you wanted to get rid of it? You burned it. Just like every homecoming festival ever. You burned the scarecrow, and then you played football.

Pulling as much power as I could from the earth, I said a prayer to the gods to aid me in my time of need and let the fire pour from my hands. First, I kept my hands down burning the vegetation on the ground around me. Mr. Sizenberg let out a scream that was echoed by the scarecrow. Neither of them was enjoying the wanton destruction I was causing to their crop.

The scarecrow had seen enough. It jumped over the burning vines bringing the sickle down in a vengeful slash. I threw myself backward landing hard on another pumpkin or two, but my concentration didn’t break. The quick move did two things for me. It got me out of the way of the blade, and it forced my hands upwards which bathed the scarecrow in flames.

The monster in front of me started to burn but not with the kind of ferocity that it needed to. The rain and its wet clothes were working against me. That and the scarecrow had some attachment to the land here, so it had access to some kind of power. I had to roll away from the next strike, smashing my body through another pumpkin. I was going to bill the sheriff extra if my jacket was ruined. I might bill him extra anyways just for the day off I was going to have to take to get these bruises in order.

The sickle came down, again and again, forcing me to let go of the fire I had been channeling and sending me scurrying backward like some kind of perverse bug. My leather pants were soaked and covered in crud. I was sure my fabulous hair was trashed from the rain, and probably full of ash and the remains of the happy pumpkins I had rolled through. Whoever wrote the superhero movies never really got this part right. Fighting for your life was a dirty business, no one ever walked out clean.

Scuttling away wasn’t a plan that was going to work for my long-term survival. The scarecrow was still burning, but not enough that I felt any kind of confidence that it would die before that blade found its mark. My mind was racing, was this really going to be the end? My back slammed into something, and the scarecrow’s blade descended.

Rolling to the side didn’t work for me this time. Well, at least not as well as I wanted it to. The sickle came down catching the end of my leg. A burning sensation rippled up my leg in cascading waves of pain. I knew the wound was bad, but there wasn’t time to heal it now. Rolling backward I put whatever I had run into between me and the thing that was hunting me.

Brushing my wet hair out of my eyes I came back to my feet. Blood was pouring out of my leg faster than the rain was coming down from above. I heard some kind of grating sound and realized that the scarecrow was laughing at me. I’d never been one to stand by and let something evil happen, but when evil laughed in your face, it was time to kick some serious ass.

It dawned on me that what I was using to shield myself from the scarecrow’s attacks was the stand Gramps had been talking about. That might be the thing tying it to the land and giving it a boost in power. Not to mention the fact that it had been able to avoid the brunt of my magic. I pulled on the earth again a little shocked at how weak I felt. A few shots rang out from the sheriff’s gun as I backed up a step. The scarecrow jerked and cast a look over its shoulder back towards the sheriff. It took one step in that direction before I called its attention back to me.

The bullets hadn’t hurt it, but I was hoping this would. “My mother always told me not to play with fire, but I was never really that good at following the rules.”

I channeled all of the power I had left into a burst of white-hot flame. It incinerated the scarecrow’s stand and the creature buckled to its knees. Mr. Sizenberg broke from the sheriff’s grip and ran towards the creature screaming. “No!”

Gramps must have lent me some of his energy because I managed to get a weak flame onto the scarecrow just as Mr. Sizenberg reached it. He couldn’t do anything to help the scarecrow but try and put out the fire with his hands still cuffed behind his back.

Mr. Sizenberg screamed again. “What have you done?” As he backed away from the roaring flames.

Before the sheriff or I could take a step towards him to try and pull him away from the burning scarecrow, it rose back to its feet. An inhuman wail escaped from its cloth mask into the night. The burning scarecrow turned towards Mr. Sizenberg and launched itself at him. Mr. Sizenberg let out a scream of his own as sparks swirled around him. The ground seemed to open up below him, and both of them were sucked into the hole before we could do a thing to stop it.

The rain fell down around us, and I just looked past where the two had been a moment before at the sheriff as he walked cautiously towards me. My necklace heated up again and I felt a little tug in my leg as gramps did some improvised healing. The pain sent me crashing to the ground. The sheriff fell to his knees beside me gun back in his holster. He wrapped his arms around me.

“Are you, ok?” The concern I read in his eyes made my heart stutter.

“I’ll be fine.” The last thing I wanted him to think was that I was weak or that I couldn’t handle the jobs he brought me on. The money I made from his office helped a lot with my Dad’s expenses. I needed the work more than he knew.

“Is it over?” The sheriff’s eyes were still a little wild with adrenaline from what he had just witnessed.

“I’m pretty sure it’s over.” I moved around in his arms so I could point to a spot behind him. He slowly turned so he could follow my outstretched hand. There, sticking up from the ground, was one of Mr. Sizenberg’s hands. The tanned skin stood out against the dirt. What a horrible way to go, choking on the soil you killed so many people to see it prosper.

“I don’t know how I’m going to explain this?” The sheriff sat down hard on the muddy ground.

“I find it’s normally better not to. Just let people think what they want to hear, you know.”

“Well, I have to write something in my report.” He wiped the rain out of his eyes, gaze still fixed on the outstretched hand of Mr. Sizenberg.

“That’s why you earn the big bucks.” He cast me a quick glare. “At least you don’t have to explain why your handcuffs were on him while he was buried alive.” The sheriff looked back at the hand. “They seem to have come off at some point.”

“What a mess.” He let out a small sigh, probably thinking about the mounds of paperwork he was about to have to process.

He rose back to his feet and pulled me gently back to mine. My wounded leg held my weight which was a blessing. The last thing I wanted was to fall back on my face after the sheriff had helped me up. That and I knew as long as I could limp back to my Jeep I could make it home. All I really wanted to do now was sleep, but unless I could get in touch with one of my employees, I’d have to open the store tomorrow. So while rest was on the menu, it was going to be more of a delayed gratification thing.

Once I made it home, I’d also have to give up my idea of pizza and Netflix. All the pizza joints were closed by now, and I’d be spending at least a small portion of the night outside. The magic I could pull in from the forest behind my house would help me heal and restore some of the energy I had lost creating all of that fire.

“Why don’t you head home while I call for backup?” He gave me a look that said it really wasn’t a question, and the best thing for me would be to get out of here as soon as possible. “The staties are never going to believe this.”

“Try and go easy on the kid, huh?” Jayce didn’t seem like that bad of a fellow, a little misguided maybe but not a bad kid.

The sheriff seemed to sober instantly remembering he had a prisoner in his car. “I don’t think that will be a problem. Who’s going to press charges against him now?” He gave the hand one last look and then started walking back to his car. I hobbled along behind him thinking that next time I might just listen to Gramps and not pick up the damn phone.


Chapter Five

Zoey

It took me a little longer to heal the cut in my leg and all the bruises than I would have liked. I’d gotten quite good at mending some of the bigger items, like gashes and veins that had been ruptured, but the little stuff I was still learning. While I hadn’t been in danger of bleeding to death, my leg still looked like someone had hit me with a baseball bat repeatedly. And did I mention that it hurt every time I moved?

With Gramps’ help I eventually got the hang of the healing, and now I was able to move a little better than the shambling hobble that I had been forced to use the last two days. No one looking at me now would be able to guess that I had almost been killed by a psychopathic scarecrow, or how much pumpkins hurt when you landed on them wrong.

The worst part of the whole episode was that I couldn’t really talk about it with anyone but Gramps. He listened to me for as long as he could stomach it, which was all of five seconds. Then he asked me to pour him a bowl of sugar cubes, and he disappeared inside of his little house. I couldn’t believe how much he loved that thing. Gramps had claimed my old Barbie dream house for himself when I was in my teens, and now I couldn’t imagine him sleeping anywhere else. He was back to watching trash tv, but I didn’t have the heart to make him turn it off. That decision alone is probably what made him come out and help me with the bruises a day later.

Still looking around the store at the last of Mr. Sizenberg’s pumpkins I couldn’t help but think that it would have been nice to have someone around that I could tell about my day. Dumping my emotional garbage out on someone else and having them tell me everything would be ok, might have been nice.

It would be nice to have someone in my life that I could trust besides Gramps. There was still hope that my father would recover from his coma, but that seemed less likely every day. Maybe one of these days I’d be able to make some friends in the paranormal community. Most of them just preferred to try and avoid me. I was a wild card to them. None of them knew exactly what I was, but they knew that I had the power to defend myself. That tended to make them a little nervous. I really couldn’t blame them. I wasn’t a were or a witch. I was something different altogether.

Looking up to scan the store I saw two young men walking in my direction. Both of them dressed in faded jeans and t-shirts with flannels tied around their waists. Their long hair was tied back in simple ponytails. I wondered if maybe they had walked into the wrong shop. One of the many hazards of being located right next to a dispensary.

The cute blonde one opened his mouth first. “Do you have an Immortali-tea?”

Oh great, another one of those. “Let me guess you read that book about a druid by that guy with the huge bushy beard and the nice smile?”

The black-haired version of what might as well have been the same guy said. “So I’ll have to take that as a ‘no’ on the Immortali-tea?”

He left it open as a question, but his buddy was already sniggering. I wished that I could say something cool like “no one ever touches the witch,” but I wasn’t a witch, and neither of them had touched me. Still, I got tired of people coming into the store and thinking because they might have heard something about me that I was some legendary druid like in the books they read. Newsflash, I wasn’t a druid, and I wasn’t two thousand years old. I was just twenty, an actual twenty.

It was time to see if I could get them to move on so I laid down the best get the hell out of my store line that I had. “No, but I do blend a special brew called impotence-tea. I’d be careful with that one though.” I just couldn’t stop myself from dropping them an over the top wink before continuing. “The last guy that bought it, well, let’s just say he’s never been the same.”

I had laced my words with enough sarcasm to kill an elephant, but these two must have missed it. Both of their faces went chalk white, and they turned around and hurried out of the store. I’d have to remember that one for next time someone came in here asking the same silly questions. Threaten a man’s libido and watch him run. Might not earn you the chance for a lot of dates but it sure was fun watching them scurry away.

The store’s phone rang and the caller ID listed the sheriff’s office on the other end. If Sheriff Steven’s had another job for me already, he was going to be disappointed with the results of his latest inquiry as to my availability. I was still a little pissed off about our last outing. Not that the sheriff had done anything wrong, I just didn’t fancy get my leg cut open by another scarecrow anytime soon.

“Maggie, can you watch the store?” I waited until she acknowledged the comment and then picked up the call. “Trinity Books and Charms, how can I help you?”

“It’s Sheriff Stevens.” His voice was gruff.

“What’s up, Joel?” I’d never really used his first name before, but even as I said it, I realized that it just felt a little wrong. Maybe it was because we only had a business relationship. It wasn’t like we were friends. Still, after what happened at the farm, I thought I’d give it a try. Lesson learned. I guess it was back to good old sheriff for Joel.

“I was just calling to give you a heads up. We finished searching the farm today. The staties brought in some of that ground penetrating radar stuff, and we found more bodies, lots of them.”

“That’s horrible sheriff, but not surprising given what we saw. I’m sure I would have read about the bodies online, so what’s the real reason for your call.”

“Anyone ever tell you that you’re a damn sight too perceptive for a twenty-year-old. I mean shouldn’t you be off somewhere sneaking beers and breaking boys’ hearts.”

That was a good one. As if this girl had time to date. “Some of us had to find our path to responsibility a little earlier in life than others.” It came out sounding frosty but I wasn’t bitter, I promise.

He let out a chuckle. “Well, it seems like you broke at least one heart.” My stomach dropped. “My plan was to keep you out of the paper, but our friend Jayce had a different idea. It’s a good thing he’s not writing the article himself, or it might have been titled: Hot Babe with Cool Hair Saves the Day.”

It was my turn to laugh. “Yeah, that sounds about right.”

“Now that you know you are going to be famous around these parts, or at least the center of the city’s gossip mill for the foreseeable future, I wanted to make sure that I thanked you for everything you did.”

“You’re welcome Sheriff, but you might not be so fond of me when you get my bill.”

“I’ll just push it off on the staties, those guys have a bigger budget and want to take all the credit for finding the bodies anyways.”

What was with people always wanting to take credit for someone else’s work? “That really blows, Sheriff.”

“Yeah well, it will help keep our sleepy little city out of the news, so I’m just going to write it off as a win.”

We said our goodbyes and I hung up the phone. Our city wasn’t all that sleepy. I was always getting into some kind of trouble. If it wasn’t the sheriff calling, then it was the local pack, or worse yet just a mundie with a problem. Despite how cool I played it with the sheriff I was eager to find out more about what happened at Happy Pumpkin Farms. Maybe if Gramps was feeling a little less grumpy tonight, we could talk about it.

That reminded me to get something to sweeten the pot. Prime Now had Ben and Jerry’s. That would be just the thing to get my little sprite to loosen his lips. Sugar always made him a little punch drunk and then he would let some juicy bit of gossip slip. Wasn’t the news always more interesting when it was something you shouldn’t have been able to get your hands on in the first place?

I pulled out my cell and opened the app. Wasn’t it a wonderful time to be alive when you could order your favorite food online and have it delivered to your house in less than an hour. If you had to find pleasures in the small things, you didn’t have to look much further than that.
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