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Chapter One

Joel Stevens – 22 Years Ago

This was it, the big camping trip. Dad had been promising to take me for weeks, and now we were finally going. Not that Mikey and Mom wanted to go. Both of them sat by the door with their bags and sour expressions draped on their faces. What was wrong with them? It was like they didn’t understand how great camping was.

Camping was easily the best thing ever. You could go fishing, and this year Dad said that I might actually get to go hunting with him. Then there were the fires at night and the s’mores. Who cares that we didn’t have a tv or fancy beds to sleep in? I sure didn’t care, not for one second, and I just knew Mikey and Mom were going to have fun when we got there.

My dad walked into the room. “Everyone ready to go?”

“Do we have to?” Mikey whined.

What did you expect he was only six. I was nine and already knew better. One day he was going to look back on this moment and realize that he missed out on the trip of a lifetime. That was if he could convince my dad to stay, I didn’t think he would be able to this time.

“I’m with him.” Mom pointed towards Mikey.

Dad turned in a slow circle to face me, and I just knew he was about to say that we weren’t going. Mikey always got what he wanted, and it always made me so mad. Dad smiled, and I knew that was his peacemaking face. He always wore that same expression when he was trying to solve a family problem with the least amount of tears.

“Joel, why don’t we just make it the two of us this year? I’ll bring the extra rifle, and we’ll go over some of the basics.”

It wouldn’t be the same as having Mom and Mikey there. I’d always kind of fantasized about returning from hunting carrying our dinner and having Mom tell me how great I was, but if they really didn’t want to come then, Mikey would just spend the weekend making me miserable anyway. I meant to just say ok, but what came out was, “You mean I might get to shoot something! That’s so cool!”

My mom frowned and wiggled her finger right in my face. “You, young man, will not be shooting anything!” Then she rounded on my father. “And you shouldn’t be encouraging him like that.”

Dad gave me a sly wink. “I think we will just have to reevaluate the situation when we get out there.” He turned to my mom. “Rhonda, are you sure you are going to be ok without us?”

She slapped him on the chest. “You say that as if I haven’t run this house and these two boys for the last twelve years on my own.” She let out a little laugh. “In other words, I’ll be fine sweetie.”

Dad just nodded his head as if he had received some sage advice that he couldn’t agree with more. “Mikey, you’re the man of the house this weekend. Take care of your mother.”

“You got it, Dad.” He wrapped my dad in a big hug and then ran off, probably to play more video games. As if those worlds could compete with my dad and the great outdoors.

“Alright, slugger, tell your mom goodbye and grab your stuff. We have to leave now if we’re going to get there before dark.”

I gave my mom a huge hug, and it was way better than the one Mikey had given Dad. “Love you, Mom.”

She rubbed the top of my head, which I hated, but I was going to let it go this time. “Stay safe out there, and listen to your father.”

“I will.”

“You better.” She rubbed the top of my head again and then gave me a brief kiss on the forehead before ushering me to the door.

I let out a whoop of joy as the moment settled over me. We were actually going. I scooped up my bag on the way out and sprinted for the truck. The sooner we were out of here, the harder it would be for Dad to change his mind. Until we hit the freeway, there was always a chance that could still happen. I was going to do everything I could to make sure leaving was as easy as possible, thus ensuring a prompt departure.

With my bag secured in the back, I started loading up the cooler and the tent. Dad came down the front steps carrying his other rifle. It was only a .22, but I couldn’t shoot the big one yet, at least not with any accuracy and the possibility of a dislocated shoulder, but the .22 was a different story.

I liked to think of the .22 as my rifle. Technically it was our rifle, but Mikey didn’t like shooting, even at paper targets. I mean what kind of kid doesn’t like shooting at targets. All he wanted to do was stay upstairs and play his Space Battles video game with his friends. They’d be up all night talking. It made me wonder if they ever actually played the game.

But whatever. Mikey was a bit of a spaz. He probably shouldn’t have access to a rifle anyways. While on the other hand, I was pretty good shot, and I learned how to clean the rifle last year. I was going to be a hunter just like my dad, and he was the best.

Dad slid my rifle into the rack and then finished loading up the truck. You’d think we were going to be gone for a month with all the stuff we were bringing, but it was only until Sunday morning. Then we had to drive back so I could go to school on Monday.

Dad motioned for me to get into the truck, so I climbed in, and he followed. “You ready to start our great adventure?”

“You know it!”

“Then how do we start road trips?” he questioned as he reached for the radio.

“With the classics!”

“That’s right, my boy.” He hit the button and then cranked the knob all the way to the right.

That band from the south started to play. I didn’t get a lot of what they were talking about, but they sang about freeing a bird, and they had the coolest long hair on the album cover. If I didn’t grow up to be a hunter like my dad, then I’d have to become a rock star, or maybe just grow my hair out.

<<<>>>

Dad pulled the truck over at the foot of the mountains. This would be our base camp for the weekend. It was still a little chilly out, but that was to be expected. It had only been a few months since we had snow on the ground. Still, a quick look around confirmed winter was over, and we were firmly into spring. New life burst from the ground, and with new plant life, came more animals.

It was a good sign to see that we hadn’t come too early in the season. That was mostly due to my dad having a ton more patience than I ever did. I’d been asking to come for months, and he kept telling me “not yet buddy.” It turned out he was right, again.

The sun was setting a little earlier than it would have at home. The trees seemed to be blocking a lot of the light. I wonder what Mom and Mikey were up to. They better not have been eating pizza without me. That was just the kind of thing he would talk mom into while I was gone.

“Grab your gear and the tent, I’ll get the rest.” Dad pointed in the back of the truck.

I hopped up in the back and started sliding everything to the front. Once we had everything ready, Dad flipped the tailgate closed and walked back to the cab. He took out his rifle and then mine. He handed me the gun.

“It’s unloaded, but remember what we talked about.” He gave me a stern look. “Safety first.”

I made sure that my pack was securely in place and the tent was under my other arm before accepting the rifle. I dropped the tent, double checked the chamber, and then picked up the tent before resting the rifle against my shoulder.

You had to keep the gun barrel pointed at the ground or straight in the air. Never point a gun at something you’re not going to shoot. That was one of the rules. The other was to always know your weapon. That’s why I checked the chamber before we left. Never take anyone else’s word for it when it comes to firearms.

“Good job, buddy. Now let’s get moving.”

We found a spot about two miles away from the truck. It was creeping past dusk now, and Dad had set out a lantern while he worked on getting the tent put together. I watched for a little bit and then turned and headed for the woods.

“Where you off to, Joel?”

I kind of loved it when my dad called me by my first name, made me feel like he was talking to me as an equal instead of like a kid. “I’m going to grab some wood to get a fire started.”

“Just don’t go too far.” He turned back to the tent trusting me to keep my word.

“I won’t, promise.”

It took my eyes a little while to adjust to the darkness of the woods after being bathed in the light from the lantern. Now that I was a little further out I could look back into camp and see my dad struggling with the tent. It always made me laugh seeing him fight with that thing. I never had any problems, but he wouldn’t let me put it up. It was almost like a matter of pride for him. Every camping trip had to start with Dad pitching the tent.

I moved about the woods picking up different pieces of fallen and dried lumber. I started with smaller sticks and then started adding some larger branches to the mix. When my arms were full, I walked back to camp and then started the process again. If we wanted the fire to burn all night, we were going to need a lot more wood.

I was just returning with my fourth armload of pretty good sized branches when I heard a noise in the woods. Spinning around and staring didn’t reveal much. It was too dark out here to see much of anything. That’s why I was picking up all the wood in the first place. Plus I wanted s’mores.

“It was probably nothing,” I muttered to myself. Turning back around, I hustled the rest of the way into camp. It still felt like something was watching me, but I hadn’t heard any other noises.

It didn’t take me long to get the fire going. My dad had shown me this really cool trick to get the fire going. First, you carved a little hole into a piece of wood with your knife. Then you cut another piece of wood, so it fits in the hole. After tying a string around the second piece, I filled the small hole with some tree bark.

Now it was time for the cool part. If you pulled the string the right way, it made the stick spin quickly in a circle. It took about a minute but the friction of the wood rubbing together heated enough that the bark I had put in caught fire. I took those embers over to the fire and placed them on a bed of pine needles. Once the needles flared to life, I added the smaller kindling and finally a few of the larger branches.

That was survival one oh one, or something like that. I didn’t get what the numbers meant. My dad always said something about college courses when I asked him, but I just kind of tuned him out. I wanted to learn more about survival, not about how to live on campus.

A howl sounded out in the forest. I saw my dad’s head jerk up as he tracked the noise. We had some wolves out here, but not very many. It was weird to hear one of them now. Maybe it was one of those were-people. My dad always told me not to judge, but Mikey played a lot of games where you killed the vicious were. It was kind of hard for me not to be biased.

Dad pretended to check his rifle, but I saw him load it when he thought I wasn’t looking. He didn’t look worried. Dad was always prepared for anything. That was probably one of his camping rules as well, always be ready for anything.

“Why don’t you go inside the tent for a bit?”

“But we haven’t even had s’mores yet.” Ugh, now I sounded like a whining Mikey.

“I’ll come get you in a bit, and we’ll eat s’mores until your bursting.” He smiled. “Just don’t tell your mother.” He rubbed my head. When Dad did that, it meant “listen to what I’m telling you.”

A twig snapped just outside of the camp. Both of us spun towards the sound, my dad bringing up his rifle with fluid grace. I never got to ask him where he learned to shoot but I knew he had fought in the army. He didn’t like to talk about it much. All I knew was that he said something about demons and that he had nightmares.

He took one hand off the rifle and moved me behind him. “Get in the tent.” This time his voice had a harder edge to it. I got in the tent.

All I could see from inside the tent were shadows. It was easy enough to see my dad silhouetted against the fabric of the tent. It made me wonder if someone looking into our camp could see me inside. That one thought froze me in place, and it might have saved my life.

Something slammed into the tent. I went flying as whatever it was carried the tent and me into my dad. I heard my dad cry out as he hit the ground. The side of the tent caught fire, and I couldn’t find the entrance.

A shadow approached. I had no way of knowing if it was my dad or the thing that hit the tent. I shied away from the edge as best I could. The flames on the other side of the tent were starting to heat up, I had to get out of here.

A knife cut cleanly through the fabric of the tent, and my dad stuck his head in. “Time to go, buddy.”

I didn’t ask him any questions, but I had a million of them. Dad tossed me a small box of ammunition and my rifle. Things must be pretty serious if he was giving me a gun and bullets at night. I was well past the beginning stages of fear, but the rifle calmed my nerves. I loaded my rifle and crawled out of the tent.

“I want you to walk in front of me. Just keep moving forward unless you feel me tap your shoulder.” He looked into my eyes, concern written all over his face. “We’re going to be fine.”

I didn’t feel like we were going to be fine. I felt like we were about to get ripped apart by some monster that we’d never see coming in the dark. My dad stood up, and I started to move when something huge slammed into him.

His rifle went flying as he hit the ground. Mine hadn’t, but I was afraid to take the shot. The thing was pinning my dad to the ground. I watched in horror as the monster's claws rose and fell. My dad screamed out in pain, and I shot.

Blood flew from the beast’s right shoulder. It turned fixing me in its glare. This was no wolfman, this was something else. Whatever it was screamed. Drool dripped out of its massive jaws as it turned to look at me. I tried to reload, but it batted the gun to the side. It rose off of my father and took a step towards me. This was it, I was going to die.

The monster seemed to be savoring the kill. That was a mistake it only got to make once. My dad rose from behind it, his shirt covered in blood, and slammed his knife into the back of the monster’s leg. The creature turned around and pounced on him. This time my dad screamed in pain.

That only seemed to excite the beast. He started biting and tearing at my dad with reckless abandon. My dad’s eyes were starting to fade, and he couldn’t speak anymore. I saw him mouth the word run, but could I really just leave him there. I didn’t stand a chance out in the dark with that thing chasing me. Survival one oh one, use what you have.

My rifle was out of reach, but my dad’s wasn’t. I dove forward landing hard on the ground next to the rifle. The monster in front of me turned tracking the sound. It roared in rage, or maybe in victory, and then the rifle went off.

The rifle slammed back and hit me in the face. My world started to spin. The only thing I knew for sure was that I hit whatever it was and it was gone. I crawled over to my dad and gripped one of his hands. He couldn’t speak, but I saw the love in his eyes one last time before it faded away. I lay down on top of him and started to cry.

<<<>>>

It must have been morning because it was light out. The light wasn’t what woke me up though; it was the sound of voices. One man was issuing orders to two other men. He sounded as red-blooded American as you come but the other two had thick accents. There was no way to know what language but it wasn’t from around here.

I lifted myself up and then realized where I had been laying. My dad looked even worse in the light. That monster had ripped him apart. I sat back covered in mostly dried blood and started to weep.

“There is someone over here,” the American voice called out.

A man in a suit walked into the clearing. What kind of idiot wears a suit in the forest was all I could think. He had his gun out and was scanning the edges of the forest around us. Two men dressed in black came into the clearing behind him.

“It’s not here, Boss,” One of them said words almost muffled by his accent.

“Just go and find it. We can’t let this happen again.”

“Ok, Boss.”

The man in the suit holstered his weapon and looked around. He picked up the remains of one of our sleeping bags and used it to cover my father before he turned to face me. “Are you hurt?”

I didn’t know what to say so I didn’t say anything at all. I just shook my head and stared at the remains of my dad covered in a half-burned sleeping bag. The man moved around until he was standing behind me, forcing me to turn away from Dad if I wanted to look at him.

“What’s your name, son.” He had a warm smile, and his words were spoken like he was a friend.

“Joel Stevens.” I hoped he understood me. I could barely make out what I was saying as the tears came again.

“I’m Jack Dalton.” He extended his hand in my direction.

I took his hand and shook it. The behavior was ingrained in me since I was a kid. Jack smiled down at me, his eyes were warm and reassuring.

“Joel, what do you say we get out of here?”

A little scream escaped my lips at the thought of leaving my father’s body behind. I dove towards my father’s body wrapping my arms around him. Jack just watched me for a moment and then turned away and started to examine the crime scene.

“Can you tell me what happened here?”

I told him the whole story.

“You’re one brave kid, Joel. Most people wouldn’t have been able to do what you did last night.” He knelt down in front of me. “I’m really proud of you, just like I know your dad would have been.” He rested a hand on my back. “Now why don’t we get you home? I’ll make sure that your father is seen to, and I swear to you that I will do my best to track down whatever did this and put a stop to it.”

I let go of my dad and stood up. The tears had all dried up, but there was still some snot running from my nose. I wiped it off with the cuff of my shirt, just like mom told me not to when dad told me that’s what real men did. Jack started to walk back the way he had come, and I followed him.
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Chapter Two

Zoey – Present Day

I loved spring, almost as much as I loved my day off. Put them both together, and it was almost the perfect day. That was until the sun started to set and a fiery little pixie popped out of my necklace. He had plans for tonight. Plans I didn’t want any part of.

Gramps flew around my head, every now and then he would swoop in low and try to blast me with some of his pixie dust. “Gramps, cut it out. You know that stuff doesn’t work on me.”

“It never hurts to double check,” Gramps tittered with glee sending a powerful blast of bright pink pixie dust up one of my nostrils.

Pressure in my sinuses started building, and it wasn’t long before a very unladylike sneeze burst from my nose. The sneeze accomplished two things for me. It sent the offending pixie flying backward, and it cleared my nose of pixie dust. You ever wonder where their stuff comes from? Trust me, you don’t want to know. I swatted at Gramps, my amusement over his daily wake up ritual had come to an end. “Just cut it out already, I’m up, and you’re not eating chocolate for breakfast.”

“Seriously? You think this is about chocolate; it’s about your training.” Gramps almost managed to keep his face straight as he bellowed the words. Plus, I really thought I was going to get you with that last blast.”

Gramps flew around the room and then came to rest on my shoulder. He smiled up at me, and it reminded me of the first time I saw him. Gramps shook his head, his look slipping from happy to slightly dejected. It would have been perfect, but you had to ruin my experiment with the snot rocket express.”

Standing, I swatted Gramps off my shoulder. That was so gross. It wasn’t my fault he magicked that crap right up my nose. I was also pretty damn sure there wasn’t a woman on the planet that wanted to be reminded of blowing a cloud of snot covered pixie dust out of her nose.

I tried to stare holes through the little pixie, but he just smiled. “I did not have whatever the hell a snot rocket express was! All I did was sneeze, and if I had to classify my actions, I would have called them dignified.”

“I sure felt dignified when it landed all over me. It was just like getting slimed by that ghost in the movie we watched last night.”

I knew I should have never let him know about Netflix, but even a pixie had to blow off some steam. Gramps had been taking my training a little bit too seriously after my run-in with a fairy over Christmas. I got being protective, I just didn’t want that protective streak to include being peppered with pixie dust on a regular basis. A girl has to set limits, and mine started when you shot something up my nose.

I tried to give him the benefit of the doubt when it came to my training because Gramps was my oldest friend and he used to belong to my mother. He tells me that he belongs to me now, but you wouldn’t know it by the way he tries to run the show.

The only other thing my mother gave me when she left was the necklace Gramps lived in. Maybe they were a package deal, but I had the feeling that the necklace meant more than that. When I was a kid, I always imagined it would open the door to Tir Na Nog, and that I would get to see her again. That never happened and I hadn’t seen her for more than half my life.

The necklace itself was pretty darn cool. To start with, it was enchanted. How else could Gramps fit in there? Gramps was about six inches in length, and his wings stuck out about that far on each side. The magic in the necklace shrank him as he drew nearer so he could go inside. I asked him what it was like in there once, but he refused to tell me. Pixie’s loved to keep secrets almost as much as fairies did.

I’d like to think Gramps didn’t keep things from me, but the oath he swore that kept him bound to me was made to my mother. Oaths meant a lot to the fae. Dishonor your word, and things became tricky very quickly, and usually resulted in someone’s untimely death.

 Gramps was bound to me as more than a servant. He was meant to be a friend and an advisor, but there was something else. Our magic was bound somehow. The only way I could describe it would be like what a witch would accomplish with a familiar. So there was something between us that couldn’t easily be broken.

So when it came to Gramps being bound to me through my mother, I tried to cut the guy some slack. He probably didn’t want to be stuck on earth raising some hybrid girl, but he was here. Never once had he made me feel like a burden. Gramps was my friend, and despite the fact that he was a pixie-dust slinging desperado, I knew he had my best interests at heart.

Despite his being a gigantic pain in the ass and a sugar addict, a girl couldn’t have asked for a better stand-in for her parents. Gramps had quickly become my only confidant. I knew that whatever we talked about stayed between us and that he only wanted the best for me when he told me something I didn’t want to hear. Damn guy was a big softie when it came right down to it, he was the exact opposite of my mother.

The last time I had seen her was when I was five. Her and my dad got into a really big fight, and she left. I hated her for that. For the longest time, I swore I’d never forgive her. Then I realized forgiveness wasn’t for the other person, it was for you. Once you realized that, you could close the door on whatever happened and move on. When she left, it broke my father, and it left me with a lot of questions he couldn’t answer.

When Dad got sick, I prayed for her to come home. I prayed every night, and she never came. Maybe I was praying to the wrong gods, or maybe my prayers were never delivered. It didn’t matter. I prayed for her to come back, and she never did.

So it was just Gramps and me, a pile of bills, and a father in a coma. Being coma guy’s daughter sure made going back to high school a lot more fun. I’d been seventeen then, so they couldn’t strictly send me into the system. It had been a hard time, but we found our way out of it.

So now that Gramps was worried about me again, it was easy to know why he was going overboard with this whole training thing. I’m sure it was easy for him to find the time and the energy, all he did for a living was sleep in my necklace and eat sugar. On the other hand, I normally worked six days a week and only wanted to watch Netflix and eat pizza on my day off.

“Maybe we could just take it easy tonight, we’ve been training all week, and I’m exhausted.”

Gramps sprang from my shoulder, darted down the hall, spun, and tossed a spell in my direction. I was so startled that all I could do was deflect his magic. A vase on the table to my left exploded as the spell hit it. Blue ceramic shards were sprayed in a ten-foot circle around where the vase had been.

“Damn it, Gramps. Maggie gave me that for my birthday.” I loved the little guy, but sometimes his enthusiasm for sneak attacks was just a little too much for me to handle. Secretly I wondered if this was payback for all the times I denied him sugar when he desperately wanted a fix.

Gramps stared at me like he was evaluating everything that just happened. “That was ok, but your reaction time was slower than I would have liked.” Gramps flew forward and buzzed around my head. “What could you have done differently, if you had the chance?”

That was a good question. My normal instinct when it came to magic being hurled in my direction was to get the heck out of the way. Then the goal would be to return to somewhere that my wards would aid me in a battle. That wasn’t exactly practical, and Gramps had been showing me how to do more than run.

The training he provided before and after Christmas was just the tip of the iceberg. Gramps liked to tell me I had a lot of potential, all I had to do was unlock it. Each week I learned something new from him and found that practice really was making me stronger. This week was no different, and despite how much I just wanted to lay down and relax, I knew this training was important.

The potential for a fairy incursion would be much more likely when the one I killed didn’t return. I’d also inherited a new set of problems helping my new friend Jinx out of a bind. Her former best friend turned psycho bitch wouldn’t stay away for long. Jinx held an ancient family grimoire that Ash would kill to get her hands on.

So when Gramps asked me what I could do differently, I had to take the question seriously. “Maybe I could have redirected the spell and sent it back at the caster.”

Gramps shook his head from side to side and started to waggle a finger in my face as he flew up to look me directly in the eyes. “That might work on someone without any training, but against a real witch, it would be useless. Most of them have ways to reabsorb energy. You’ve used that ability yourself.”

“You mean like when I cancel a spell?”

“It’s kind of like that, except instead of just turning off the magic you pull that energy back into yourself so you can use it again. There are rumors some of the gods can even do that with other users’ magic, making them nearly invincible.”

Imagine being able to absorb the magic others cast at you and then being able to redirect that energy back at them in a new spell. It would be devastating. That would be a handy little trick. Too bad I didn’t know any god’s that were willing to clue me in on the secret to getting that kind of power. Ok, so strictly speaking I didn’t know any god’s, but it never hurt to indulge in a little wishful thinking. That was, as long as it was backed by a realistic plan.

Pulling my head from the clouds, I focused on what Gramps was trying to teach me. “So if rebounding their magic won’t work, what should I do?”

Gramps held up a finger almost as if he were going to tip his cap. It was a cute little motion, especially since he didn’t have a cap or clothes. Gross, I know, but there was nothing I could do about it.

Gramps fired up his lecturing voice and began his instruction. “I didn’t say using a witch’s spell against them wouldn’t work, just that you shouldn’t use it against them directly. You could send it back into the wall, to create a distraction or at their feet to make them move. Everything doesn’t have to be power against power; sometimes the subtle attacks are the best.”

That kind of made sense. If I had sent the attack into the drywall to Gramps’ left, whoever was attacking would have been forced to duck or at the very least cover their head and flinch to the right. The dust in the air would also make it harder for them to see and breathe. If an enemy were distracted and frustrated, it would make it easier to come out on top. Gramps’ knowledge of battle magic always made me wonder just exactly what he did for my mother before she dropped him off here.

“That’s a great idea. Using their own magic to create a distraction before launching an attack of my own makes perfect sense.”

“Of course it does,” Gramps said looking smug. “So what do you say we go and practice for a little while?”

“Fine, you win. But know this, I will not be out there with you until one in the morning again. I’ve got to be at work on time tomorrow. The boss lady isn’t allowed to set a bad example for her employees.”

“Won’t your two minions be there to take care of the store for you?”

It was true my two employees would be there first thing in the morning to open up the shop. That didn’t mean that I didn’t need to be there. It was my store after all. I built that business from the ground up, and it was hard for me to let go of it even for a day. Plus, Gramps needed to get his head around the fact those two women were more than just employees, and they definitely weren’t minions. “They aren’t minions, Gramps! Maggie and Jinx are my friends.”

“Friends you pay to hang out with you.” Gramps flew away before I could swat him out of the sky.

Ouch, that was a low blow. Just because Gramps didn’t like playing second fiddle, didn’t mean he had to take it out on me, or my friends. “I pay them when they are at work, Gramps. Not when we hang out. We’re friends because they like me.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Gramps was starting to pout.

There was something more going on here I just knew it. “What’s this really about?”

Gramps fluttered around my head. “She’s a witch, Zoey. Witches can’t be your friends. It’s just the way of things, and it has been for centuries. Who are you to change it?”

Gramps swooped in low, and then landed on my outstretched hand before looking me straight in the eyes. He must have known I wasn’t on board with his line of thinking because he placed one hand on his hip and lifted the other finger up and started waggling it in my face. I knew whatever was coming next was going to be epic.

“No self-respecting fairy would ever traffic with a witch, not unless they made a pact and a profit.”

That’s how most things worked with fairies. They didn’t want anything to do with the other races, not unless they could strike a deal. That’s not where it ended, of course, a deal was just the beginning. Hope you checked the terms and conditions before you signed that bargain. The fairies made the bank, cell phone, and cable companies almost look like they were on your side when they charged you some ridiculous fee.

Never ever break your word to a fairy. Not if you like waking up in the morning, or your eyes, and all of your fingers and toes. They do some pretty messed up things. At least that was how I always heard it from Gramps. Granted he normally laughed while he told me these tales of terror, especially when an unsuspecting human got it good.

I’d learned a lot about how to work a contract just by interacting with Gramps. He was always trying to pull a fast one on me, but I was getting better at making sure I didn’t lose too badly when I asked for his help. If someone unfamiliar with fairies asked for Gramps’ help, well, let’s just say he would have his way with them in an instant.

“Well, it’s a good thing I’m only half a fairy then. I try and judge people by the content of their character and not on their powers or lack thereof.” People couldn’t help if they weren’t born with magic, or the ability to shift.

“That’s a very human, very PC thing to say. The fact is, you’re better than them, and you shouldn’t forget it.”

That wasn’t true. We weren’t better, we were just different. Sometimes being different made you an outcast. I’d felt that way most of my life. I grew up surrounded by humans, and I never really understood my powers. Gramps was helping me with that now. I’d spent so much time trying to be normal, to fit in, that I was way behind in my magical training, and the little buzzing insect of a man wouldn’t let me forget it.

And don’t even get me started on my relationship with witches. It’s why I almost burned Jinx alive when she set foot in my shop. Witches saw Salem as an unprotected territory, and they wanted to claim it for their covens. They found out pretty quickly that Salem was already protected when they came calling. Salem was my city, and I wasn’t about to let any witches sink their grubby little paws into it.

Jinx had quickly become the exception to my anti-witch rule. I’d even given her a bracelet that let her access her full powers in my shop. We had to be prepared for anything, and if we were ever attacked, I wanted to know Jinx was at full strength when she was standing by my side.

Not that I was super excited to have to battle with her former coven. Getting involved had been a mistake, but I wasn’t willing to let Jinx face an entire coven on her own. Now I was hip deep in the mud and sinking fast. I wished she hadn’t dumped her problems in my lap, but we would find a way to come out on top. I had a thing rooting for the underdogs, what could I say.

“I’m not going to get into this with you again, Gramps. Jinx and Maggie are friends.” I waved my hand in his face to make sure he was paying attention. “I expect you to treat them as such.” I fixed Gramps with the meanest look I could muster. “I haven’t had anyone in my life for a long time, don’t screw this up for me.”

“Hurrumppphh.” Gramps cross his arms and pouted.

“Now let’s go and get this over with. Jinx dropped off some brownies earlier, and they have been calling my name.”

“Are they safe?” Gramps looked a little worried as he cast a glance towards the kitchen and the plate of brownies.

“Hey, I told you not to eat the brownies Jinx made for Caleb’s party. For God’s sake Gramps, the man sells enhanced brownies for a living.”

“But these aren’t enhanced, right?” Gramps whispered looking hopeful.

“Nope, these are just good old-fashioned brownies. Although I wouldn’t mind it if you ate a few more of the special ones, they really seemed to mellow you out.”

Gramps held up his hands in front of him like he was about to get run over by a truck. “I think I’ll just stick with the sugar high. Those brownies from Caleb’s had me seeing things, and I couldn’t stop giggling.”

“Tell me about it.” My hand went reflexively up to my necklace. “I had to take this thing off, you were vibrating against my chest, and it kept waking me up.”

Gramps just glared at me and then turned to peer in the kitchen, his love for everything sugary overriding his good sense. I let out a laugh as I watched his eyes light up again at the thought of something sweet being so close. He was going to have to wait until we got back to indulge. Gramps was worthless after a binge.

I turned the little pixie away from the kitchen and his thoughts of sustenance. “So where are we headed?”

“We need a large open space. One that people won’t be too upset about if it gets a few holes blown into it.”

That was an easy one. There was a huge open field a couple of miles from the Peterson place. No one had used that field for years, plus I was kind of anxious to try out a few new spells I found on turning the soil for planting. If we made a few holes, I could use my magic to practice tilling the soil while I filled them in. Not so handy for fighting, but might be a huge time saver for my online botanical business.

“I’ve got just the place, let’s roll.” Gramps did a slow, lazy circle around me as he gazed longingly into the kitchen before flying into my necklace. Before the clasp closed, he muttered. “Only a witch would be vile enough to mess with someone’s brownies.”
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Chapter Three

Zoey

“Damn it, Gramps, that hurt!” I started rubbing my arm where the rock had hit me.

Gramps flew around in big swooping circles. He was obviously enjoying himself. “Nothing worth learning was ever learned without a little pain,” he singsonged.

“I don’t think that’s how the saying goes.” My shields snapped down just in time to stop another rock from hitting me.

This time I responded by summoning a tree root behind Gramps. The root rose from the ground slowly and just as he was completing one of his mid-air acrobatic moves, it slapped him. Gramps flew down, hit the ground, bounced once, and then skidded along the ground for five feet before coming to a stop.

I looked at the root that hit him. “Next time, try and be a little more gentle.” I waved a hand at the root and it sunk back into the ground. I had been pissed at Gramps, but not that pissed.

He still wasn’t moving. I rushed to where he was laying and scooped him up in my hands. I think his chest was moving, but I couldn’t be sure. I hit him with a little jolt of magic, and he came to. Just as his eyes snapped open, he exploded in a ball of pixie dust and flew away. He told me once that when he did this, it was pure instinct. It was kind of like when a squid shot ink and then made a break for it. Pixies used it for the same effect.

Pixie dust was a funny little thing. I was immune as were most fairies, but humans weren’t. It also had an effect on witches. They’d never admit it though. Any witch that rated lower than a five on the scale would feel its effects pretty quickly. It had taken me two weeks of constant badgering to get Gramps to stop using his powers on Jinx. I kept finding her sitting on the stairs leading to the front door of the shop wondering how she got there. The effects were only temporary, but I had to put my foot down with the pixie. Enough was enough.

This single concentrated dose of pixie dust was enough that it tickled against my senses, but it still didn’t penetrate my defenses. I let out a little laugh as Gramps tittered around my head. He wasn’t happy, and he was yelling at me in fairy speak. Whatever he was saying I was sure that it wasn’t nice.

“Oh, don’t get your panties in a twist, Gramps. You have to think on your toes.” I danced around taking a few experimental jabs at the shadows. “Always be prepared for anything. At least that is what you always tell me.”

“Sending a silent assassin to take out your teacher is normally not part of the student-teacher relationship.” Gramps stopped in front of me his mouth pulled into the deepest of frowns. “And I don’t wear panties, I don’t wear anything.”

“Trust me, I know. You’ve brought that fact to my attention many times, and normally not in a pleasant way.” The last thing I needed was another reminder that Gramps refused to wear clothes. He said the fabric made him itchy all over. Which might be true, but he didn’t always have to dance around. You never want to see my pixie twerk, trust me.

“There’s nothing wrong with going au naturel. Especially when you have a body like this.”

Gramps started flexing as he landed on my outstretched hand. Once his feet were planted in place, he started moving his wings around to catch the light. “Yes, you’re quite the specimen, Gramps.”

“Damn, straight.”

I couldn’t help but egging him on sometimes. “Just remember to get your shield up faster next time.”

“Hurumphh. I had my shield up that time. I was just lying there as a ploy to draw you in, and you fell for it.”

“And the great apex of your master plan was to what, hit me with pixie dust that doesn’t affect me, and then fly away? That’s not much of a plan, Gramps.”

“Well, it would have worked on almost anyone else. The first rule of fighting is to survive. Always make sure you do, and they do not.”

Ugh, everything was so black and white with Gramps. Things must have been easier in Tir Na Nog. All you had to do was fight and eat, at least that’s how Gramps made it sound. I knew things there weren’t that simple though. The fairies had two royal courts that would have made the backstabbing and political machinations of the French Court look like child’s play.

The fairies swear up and down that they don’t interfere with this world, but you can see their influence everywhere. It was more apparent way back when, but nothing said fairy court quite like the politics displayed in early Europe. You always had to be thinking five steps ahead, and have a backup plan or a failsafe for any situation.

Thankfully I didn’t live in 1700’s Paris or the Roman Empire. Things were so much easier now. At least that’s what I was always telling Gramps. You just couldn’t go around smiting your enemies and planning political assassinations against anyone that rivaled you. In this day and age, we used our words to solve our problems.

“What do you say we call it a night and I’ll let you have one of the brownies when we get back home?”

“One?” Gramps hit me with the puppy dog eyes.

“We’ll discuss the possibility of a bonus brownie when we get home, but only if you spend the rest of the trip on your best behavior.”

“What’s that?” Gramps pointed over my shoulder.

Before turning, I slipped my shield into place and braced for another one of Gramps’ teaching moments. It turned out not to be a trick, there was something with red and blue flashing lights moving quickly through the trees. Out here at this time of night, it could only mean one thing, trouble.

“Let’s go.” I started running for my Jeep. If the sheriff was out at this time of night, he might need some help.

I ran back to the Jeep with Gramps trailing behind me. With each puff of breath, he cursed my name for making him fly back on his own. I pulled out my phone and powered it up. I didn’t have a message from the sheriff yet, but that didn’t mean Sheriff Stevens wouldn’t need my help.

I reached the Jeep, started it, and had it in gear before I rolled down the window for Gramps. He flew inside obviously out of breath and dove straight into my necklace. The cool metal vibrated against my chest. Gramps wasn’t much of a long distance flyer, and he was letting me know how he felt about it now.

“Get over it,” I mumbled as we pulled away from the field and headed back towards the road. “Looks like we have work to do.”

The sheriff was a good man but when it came down to something magical or paranormal he was out of his league. That’s when he normally called me in. There was a small were pack in town that could provide some muscle, but no witches to lend their assistance. I guess that wasn’t true anymore. Jinx was a witch and the only one I allowed in Salem. Keeping the witches out meant more work for me, and it had to be done just right because unlike most witches I didn’t have the power of a coven standing behind me.

Until now it had been an easy balance to maintain. Most of the surrounding covens knew better than to mess with me, and they needed the herbs I sold online. Some herbs were harder to find than others, and I had all of them.

The Jeep hit the asphalt of the road. The tires spun for a moment before catching traction and then we lurched forward. There was only one place out here that the sheriff could be heading and that was to the Peterson farm. If I hurried, I wouldn’t be too far behind him.
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Chapter Four

Zoey

I let my mind wander back to the events of this winter as we drove to the Peterson farm. Over the holidays had been the first time I had an interaction with one of the fae directly. That was if you didn’t count the pixie I saw every day, and the few dryads I had run into over the years. Gramps had told me that other members of the fae had come to watch me before, but only from afar. That was part of the reason I kept my magic a secret until recently. Nothing to see here fairies, I’m just a normal human girl. I swear, honest.

I had no way of knowing if the fae that attacked me over Christmas had reported anything about me to the fairy courts before I killed him. The only way I’d find out is if another fairy came to Salem and tried to kill me. I wasn’t looking forward to that inevitable event, but I couldn’t run. Not this time, not with Dad in the condition he was in.

There wasn’t time to think about my dad right now. That was something a girl had to prepare for. For me, it meant making sure I had a few pints of ice cream on hand and a feel-good movie of some kind ready to go. It was hard to see him confined to bed, it was even harder knowing how vibrant he used to be. The man that simply loved life, and now all of that had been taken away from him.

A single tear rolled down my cheek. I’d cried over my father’s condition long enough. Most of the tears had dried years ago, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t still looking for a way to save him. I’d get him out of that bed one of these days. Now that my magic was getting stronger, I might even have a real chance to do it.

We rolled to a stop on the road just outside of the Peterson farm, and the prognosis for a happy outcome wasn’t good. The last time I had seen that many police cars in one place was when the cops searched my business last Christmas. Their search had been a giant misunderstanding, but it still bothered me. Despite how much I wanted to hold a grudge I just couldn’t. Deep down I knew they had been tricked, but even then when things looked the worst for me, the sheriff had stood beside me.

Now maybe it was my turn to worry about him. The entire police force must have been crawling over the Peterson farm. The only thing I could think of that would draw that much attention was a murder. Hopefully, I was wrong.

My necklace vibrated against my chest pulling me back into the moment. “No, I don’t know what’s going on yet? Give me a break, we just got here, Gramps.”

The clasp of my necklace opened, and Gramps' voice drifted out. “Whatever. Just figure it out so we can go home. I’m missing out on brownies here.” His tiny voice carried just a hint of anticipation.

That was Gramps, always thinking with his stomach. He was right though, I needed to find out what was happening and then get home. I had work in the morning, and we had stayed out much later than I had anticipated.

Putting the Jeep in park, I noticed the agitated looks on the police officers’ faces as they blocked off the Peterson’s driveway. I climbed out of the Jeep and headed towards the driveway. One of the cops saw me and started walking to head me off. His hand briefly drifted down to the gun on his hip before he realized who I was. Being on edge enough to go for a weapon didn’t bode well for what happened on the property.

I searched my memory for the cop’s name and found it in there just past the recipe for blueberry vinaigrette and the number for Rob’s Pizza. “Hey what’s going on, Josh?”

“Zoey, I’m going to have to ask you to get back in your vehicle.” He held out a hand in stopping motion.

“I’d be happy to, as long as you’d be willing to fill me in on a couple of the details.”

He looked back towards his partner who was leaning against the car trying his hardest not to pay attention to us. The man looked like he didn’t have a care in the world but it was all an act. He was staring away from us, but listening intently.

He was far enough away that it would only take a little magic to ensure he couldn’t hear what Josh was telling me. I spotted two other officers walking down the driveway. I needed to get Josh to spill the beans before they reached us.

Josh shrugged his shoulders. “I guess it won’t hurt anything. The sheriff seems to loop you in on all of the weird cases anyway.” He cast a nervous glance back at his partner. “But you didn’t get any of this from me.”

I gave him a conspiratorial wink. “It will be our little secret.”

Josh still looked worried, but he plowed ahead. “It’s one of the Peterson kids, he’s been snatched.”

That was something I hadn’t expected. “And you’re sure it’s a kidnapping?”

“Sure as shit. Something damned near destroyed the back of the house getting to him.” Josh’s voice rose at the end of his sentence, and he looked around again wondering if his partner had heard us.

Something had destroyed the back of their house to get one of their children. That didn’t sound like any kind of kidnapping I ever heard of. That sounded like magic, or maybe the work of a Were. Nothing else would have the strength unless someone just drove through it. “What else can you tell me?”

Josh cast a glance over his shoulder at the two men walking down the drive. They had almost reached his partner, a fact he was quick to notice. “Sorry Zoey, I’ve got to get back. You should get out of here. I’m sure the sheriff will call you in on the case when the timing is right.”

“Thanks, Josh.” He turned and headed back towards the car.

It seemed odd that this might be a magic or para related incident and that the sheriff hadn’t called me already. I’d helped him solve several high-profile cases over the years without ever taking any credit. It kept him in office and me out of trouble. It never hurt to have a high profile police officer on your side. He had the resources I didn’t have access to, and it didn’t hurt that he was more than a little easy on the eyes.

Still, he should have called me as soon as this happened. If nothing else I would have brought Jinx, and she could have performed a tracking spell. I could do one myself, but her spellwork was more refined. I liked to think that was because our magic was different, but in actuality, it was because she was better than me. She’d grown up mastering the basics while I tried desperately to hide my abilities.

Not wanting to get Josh in any kind of trouble I turned and started walking towards my Jeep. Halfway there I thought I saw something in the trees. It was there for just a second, and then it was gone. Had that been a bit of green? If the fairies were involved in this, then the whole mess just got a hell of a lot more complicated. I was still staring at the spot when a hand came down on my shoulder.

There was part of me that wanted to lie, but I’m a big girl, I could admit it. When that hand touched me, I jumped and maybe let out a scream. Then my instincts kicked in. My shields slammed into place and a small fireball formed in my hand. I spun, ready to lash out, only to see the shocked face of Sheriff Stevens behind me. The fireball dissipated instantly, and I began to blush.

“Sorry about that.” I tried to give him a halfhearted smile. “I thought I saw something in the trees over there.” I pointed to where I had seen the flash of green. “I guess it was just a mistake.”

The sheriff looked down at me his face was a mask. Looking for an abducted child was every cop’s worst-case scenario. “It’s fine.” He waved his hand as if the fireball couldn’t have burned him to cinders in an instant. “I’ve got more important things to worry about.”

“I heard.”

Sheriff Stevens cast a look back at Josh and frowned. “How did you know to show up here anyway? I made sure to keep it off the official radio channel.”

“It’s not like I have a scanner or anything, Sheriff. I just happened to be practicing a few things down at the field when I saw red and blue flashing lights fly by.”

Sheriff Stevens nodded his head in acceptance. “You know trouble seems to follow you around like a lost puppy.”

“What can I say, this is my city, I take protecting it seriously.”

“Your city, huh.” The sheriff looked a little uncomfortable with my pronouncement.

“I like to think so, yes.” I tried to smile, but with one of the Peterson kids missing it was hard to find the strength.

“Do me a favor and stay clear of this one.” He held out his hands in a pacifying gesture. “At least for a bit. I’ve got a few ideas about what happened but nothing to confirm yet.”

Wow, that stung. Was the sheriff pissed at me? I knew what happened at Christmas had put the sheriff in an awkward spot for a bit, but this seemed extreme. I knew that I could help him with this if he would only let me.

“Just let me know if you need my help.”

“Thanks, Zoey.” The sheriff turned to leave. He only made it about three steps before turning back to me. “I’m not cutting you out of this investigation, there is just something I need to confirm before you get involved, I swear. As soon as I hear back from Jack, I’ll fill you in.”

Jack? “Wait, you mean you called your contact at the FBI?” The last thing I wanted was for the FBI to show up here. We had a good thing going in Salem, the last thing we needed was a bunch of outsiders digging through our business. I had secrets I’d rather not be made public, most of which revolved around my heritage. Being half a fairy wasn’t something I wanted to talk about with the feds.

“That’s the one. He was up here on a case about twenty years ago, I’m wondering if these two incidents might be connected.”

“Twenty years is a long time to wait before committing another crime.” I mean, I watched profiler shows on tv. That made me an expert on criminal psychology, right?

“It is, but it’s not out of the question. Just keep your nose clean until I hear back from Jack. I’ll loop you in after I have a few more facts. At this point, I could just be blowing things out of proportion, and this will end up just being a normal kidnapping.”

“I’ll play it your way, Sheriff.” You had to pick your battles, and this one wasn’t worth fighting.

“Thanks, Zoey.” He turned around and started walking back towards his men.

That was my cue to leave. Who would have thought Salem would offer me another mystery to solve so quickly after the last one. Gramps buzzed against my chest. The little guy was a glutton for secrets, and whatever was happening here had him interested.

Opening the door to my Jeep, I caught the hint of green in my side mirror again. This time I didn’t hesitate. Slamming the door shut, I turned and started running after whatever was in trees. Not exactly my greatest plan, but it spooked whoever was there into running. The sounds they made as they stomped through the forest were easy enough to follow as I ran after them.
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Chapter Five

Zoey

The earth heeded my call when I asked it for a boost. Now I’d be able to run as fast as my feet would take me without ever getting tired. The only downside was I still burned calories at a normal rate, so if the chase went on for a long time, I’d need a bunch of food to compensate. In hindsight, I guess that really wasn’t a bad thing.

Despite my use of the earth’s power to keep me going, whoever was running away from me was keeping their distance. Every now and again I’d catch a glimpse of a fur coat as it moved between the trees. Just who or what was I chasing?

The fur coat kept bobbing and ducking through the trees, and I followed. Whatever it was set a pace that was relentless. It was time to use some of the skills Gramps had been teaching me. The person’s shoulders were wide, too wide. They either had some kind of armor on, or it was one beast of a man. Secondly, they had to have access to some kind of magic or else I would have caught them by now. That brought up the question as to why they weren’t using their magic against me.

The conclusion hit me just as we entered a clearing. This had to be a trap. Whoever was leading this merry chase was deliberately leading me away from the Peterson’s farm. That meant I needed to get the hell out of here and quickly. If someone was going through this much trouble to get me away from the scene, then the sheriff needed me there.

My feet slid to a stop, and I put my shield in place. Before I could turn away, an arrow slammed into my chest. My shield deflected it, but the impact still sent me crashing to the ground. That bow was one powerful weapon.

The man I had been chasing started yelling at the man waiting in the back of a chariot. Yes, there was a real horse-drawn chariot right in the middle of the clearing. The man was yelling in fairy speak. I could make out some of it, but he was talking too fast for me to understand all of what he was saying.

He switched to English as he reached the man and cuffed him on the back of the head. “You idiot, I told you no harm was to come to her.” He rubbed a hand through his giant bushy beard.

“Oliver, if what you say is even remotely true, it is our sworn duty to end her.”

The one called Oliver cuffed the other man on the side of the head again. “Your job is to follow my instruction. If you can’t do that I’ll introduce you the whip again.” Oliver switched back to fairy speak and strung together an impressive list of swears. I only caught every third word.

Oliver finished pummeling the younger man and then turned towards me. He looked shocked to see me standing, but his face lit up with a smile and when he spoke it was in English. “It’s so hard to find good help these days.”

“Uh, Oliver.” The man in the back of the chariot lowered his bow and pointed in my direction. “I thought I killed her.”

“It’s a good thing you’re as incompetent of an archer as you are as an apprentice.” Oliver looked more impressed than worried to see me still breathing. He cast a quick glance back at his apprentice. “Tell me honestly. Did your shot fly true?”

“As true as the wind on the mores.”

Oliver nodded his head. “Then I guess we should be thankful that she isn’t dead. I for one would not relish telling her mother about her untimely demise.”

Wait, this man knew about my mother. “You know my mom?”

Oliver opened his jacket and removed a sword from one side and a hatchet from the other. I’d watched Vikings on TV, so I knew that if he was well trained those were deadly weapons when used in tandem. The way he moved his feet and the ease with which he handled the two weapons told me that he was very well trained.

To my surprise instead of using the weapons to intimidate me or threaten me, Oliver simply handed them to his apprentice before walking in my direction. He kept his hands out to the side palms facing me as he approached.

“I don’t like this one bit.” Gramps' voice drifted up from my necklace.

“You’re not the only one,” I mumbled before turning my full attention back to Oliver. “You can stop right there.” I created a fireball in my hand.

Oliver’s eyes widened in shock. I guess I shouldn’t have done that. Keeping myself hidden had always been a huge priority, but now I was giving my secrets away for free. By the look on Oliver’s face, this was a bigger reveal than he expected.

“I mean you no harm,” Oliver stopped a good ten feet away from me.

“Tell that to your apprentice.” In truth, I wasn’t too worried about either of them. If they wanted to press their attack, they would have done it by now.

“If I’m not mistaken you already know that I told him not to harm you.” His eyes locked on me, reading my every movement to try and suss out the truth of the situation.

Shit. That was something else that I gave away for free. I needed to stop making these rookie mistakes. Gramps had told me to be careful when dealing with the fae, but I had no idea just what I was truly in for. It was time for me to get answers, but since we weren’t alone, I couldn’t ask any more about my mother. You never wanted to be indebted to a fairy and those answers wouldn’t be freely given.

So instead of asking what I really wanted to, I started with something simple. “Why are you here?”

“I had to see you for myself. I’m happy to report that you didn’t disappoint.”

“Well, it’s always been my life’s goal to make sure I didn’t disappoint a big burly man like yourself.” To my surprise, Oliver started to laugh.

“That same fire burns in your mother’s belly, child. She would like you.”

I didn’t know if he was baiting me or if he really wanted to share. I couldn’t risk it. “I’m sure you didn’t come all this way just to see me. What’s really going on here? Did you have anything to do with the disappearance of the Petersons’ kid?”

Oliver looked at me his face losing some of the laughter it just held. “This was only a scouting trip, we had nothing to do with the boy's disappearance. Sadly our time together has drawn to an end. Oliver turned and started jogging back towards the chariot.

A horn sounded in the distance, and Oliver looked up to the sky. “The hunt master calls to us; we must return.” He climbed into the chariot. “The hunt begins in earnest three nights from tonight. I suggest you refrain from interfering.”

The hunt? What in the hell was he talking about? “I suggest that whatever you’re planning to do here you take it somewhere else. These people are under my protection, and I will defend this city against all transgressors.”

The horses tugged at their bonds, and the chariot started to pull away. “Then you should focus on the beast, and leave fairy business to us.”

“What beast?” I shouted at his back, but it was too late.

The horses were running full speed now. I watched in horror looking at the trees on the far side of the clearing. What was this mad fae playing at? If he crashed into those trees going full speed, they would both die.

Almost as if in response to my thoughts I watched with utter fascination as the horses rose into the air, Oliver’s chariot carried along behind them. They flew over the trees and then turned in the direction the horn sounded from. The chariot shimmered slightly and then disappeared.

“Of course the fairies have freaking cloaking devices,” I muttered to myself as I turned my gaze away from the sky and back in the direction of my Jeep.

“That’s not our biggest problem,” Gramps said as I started jogging.

“It isn’t?” Not being able to track them was a pretty big damn problem.

“Nope. If the fairy courts have picked your city as the site of the next hunt, we need to leave.”

“Gramps, we’ve been through this. I’m not leaving.”

“By the time the hunt is over, you will wish that you had.”

“What in the hell does that mean?” Gramps didn’t respond. Instead, he decided to hunker down and remain radio silent. When he got like this, all you could do was leave him alone.

As if I didn’t already have enough problems. The Petersons were missing one of their boys, and the witch I hired to work in my store had a coven after her. The last thing I needed was for some kind of demented fae hunt to come to Salem. They literally could have picked anywhere in the world, why would they come here?

I was almost to my Jeep when a concerned looking Sheriff Stevens ran out to meet me. “Zoey, what just happened?”

This was the moment of truth. Did I lie to him, or fill him in? The sheriff had always done right by me. Maybe it was time to start trusting him. “I saw a man in the forest.”

The sheriff looked over the top of my head scanning the forest. “And he got away?” It didn’t sound like he thought that was even a possibility.

Joel wasn’t used to the bad guys slipping through my fingers, and neither was I. “Kind of?” Ok, so maybe I wasn’t fully on board the trust train just yet. Some things you were just safer not knowing.

“Zoey, I’m going to need more than that.” He tilted his hat back and fixed me with a questioning look.

He was right, that wasn’t exactly fair. Not with all the sheriff had done for me over Christmas. “I caught him, and he didn’t have the Peterson boy with him. Although, he did say something I didn’t understand. He talked about a beast.”

“I knew it!” The sheriff’s face turned deadly serious. “How reliable is this source?”

That was a question that I really couldn’t answer. Oliver could have totally made it up, but I didn’t think so. His words rung with the timber of truthfulness, but that didn’t mean his motives were pure. This was probably something meant to distract us from the hunt, whatever that was.

“He might be spotty, but this felt like he was telling the truth.”

Joel’s eyes turned hard. It was the kind of thing you would see in one of the movies where the guy is trying to fend off the hordes of zombies descending on his family’s home. A revenge thriller, or maybe a zombie flick. Either way, the sheriff was ready to pump someone full of lead. “Then this isn’t over, it’s only just beginning.”

“What are you talking about?” The sheriff had me worried. I’d never seen him like this before.

“Go home and get some rest, Zoey. I’ll swing by Trinity in the morning and bring you the crime scene pictures. As much as I want to do this one alone, I’m going to need your help.”

The sheriff always had me meet him at the station. The fact he wanted to come to my store meant this was more personal than he was willing to say in earshot of his men. The sheriff didn’t look back as he returned to his car and sped away.

I looked down at my necklace. “Let’s go get that brownie; you’ve got some explaining to do.”

“Just how much explaining I do will depend directly on the quality of the brownies received,” Gramps replied smugly as I climbed into the Jeep.

“I swear to all that is holy, you will tell me what you know, or I will magically bind the next set of clothes I buy directly to your body.

“You wouldn’t,” Gramps sounded incredulous.

“Test me, I dare you.” The Jeep purred to life as the engine kicked over. I was going to get to the bottom of this mess, with or without Gramps’ help.
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Chapter Six

Zoey

We got back to the house, and I knew that if I wanted to get anything out of Gramps, I was going to have to lay it on thick. That was ok by me. I knew just what he needed to loosen those lips. He was going to be so buzzed on sugar he’d tell me anything I wanted to know.

As soon as we got inside Gramps flew out of my necklace and headed straight for the kitchen. “You better not touch those brownies, mister.”

“But we had a deal,” Gramps whined.

“We sure did, but you really helped me tonight, so I’m going to sweeten the pot a bit.”

Gramps landed on the counter and started dancing around like a maniac. “Tell me you got the good stuff.”

“Oh, you know that I did.” I reached into the fridge and pulled out a bottle of heavy cream from Dan’s Minions. Gramps let out a wail of excitement and started flying around me. I swatted at him to get him to stop. “I can’t make the whipped cream until you leave me alone for a minute.”

“But it’s so good,” Gramps purred like a kitten.

“It will be even better if you let me concentrate.” Gramps flew to the top of the kitchen cabinets and perched there so he could keep an eye on me. The only way I was getting one of these brownies was if I fought him for it. That was ok though; Jinx actually made them for him. She was still trying to win him over despite Gramps’ belligerence.

I added a cup of cream to the mixer and then poured a generous thimble full of bourbon. The bourbon was just for flavor, so you didn’t need a lot. Now all the whip cream needed was a little sugar and some vanilla. Since this batch was just for Gramps, I added a little extra sugar into the mix and hit the button. All we could do now was what for the magic to happen.

I watched the whisk spin around in the bowl and thought about the dairy the cream came from. It was a funny story really. Dan was from Phoenix, and they had an amazing dairy out there. He could never get the name right when he was a kid so when he opened his own dairy, he named it as a homage to them. Plus, people loved thinking of the cows as minions. Dan even got them little yellow suits in the winter.

Dan did things right. The cows he raised were all fed on organic grass that grew in his own pastures. He rotated the cows from plot to plot every quarter or so. That kept the grass and the land fresh. I had a feeling if he ever wanted to plant anything else, the soil he created from years of proper management would yield fantastic results.

The cream started to froth, and then it started forming deep peaks and valleys, it was ready. I took the bowl with me. No way was I leaving the bowl unattended again. One time Gramps actually flew into and started rolling around in the cream screaming show me the money.

The two biggest brownies on the plate went into Gramps’ bowl. Then I covered them with half of the whipped cream before tossing a handful of sprinkles on top. This little pixie was about to enter sugar nirvana.

Gramps started shuffling from foot to foot in anticipation. A small bit of drool leaked out of one corner of his mouth, and his eyes had a wild look in them. I’d pushed the boundaries of his restraint almost to the point where it crumbled. Not wanting him to suffer a second longer I shoved the bowl across the counter.

Gramps dove into the bowl mouth first. It was actually kinda scary to watch pixies eat. They were almost as bad as the pucks, but they only liked sugar. Pucks, on the other hand, enjoyed flesh and bone. Think of little flying piranhas. So it was no surprise when Gramps crawled out of the bowl and fell on the counter thirty seconds later. He had a bit of cream in his hair, but otherwise, he was relatively clean.

Gramps’ belly was extended so far I thought he might burst. Instead, he just groaned in pleasure as he lay on the counter. His eyes started to flutter closed, and I poked him. “Before you fall asleep, tell me about this hunt thing?”

Gramps cocked one eye in my direction. “Fine, but I want another serving.”

“How about you wait until morning and then you can have some more.” His stomach must have been a never-ending pit if he thought he could fit more inside of it right now.

“One more tonight, and two more in the morning.”

The damn little pixie knew that he had me where he wanted me, but that didn’t mean I had to give in completely. “On one condition.” I poked him gently in the belly. “You don’t sleep in the necklace tonight.”

“But why?”

“Every time you fart, the damn thing vibrates and wakes me up. If you eat any more, we both know what we are in for.”

Gramps sighed. “Yeah, but it’s so worth it.”

Maybe it was worth it for him. For me, the smell and the vibrations made it a deal breaker. “So, do we have a deal?”

“A bargain has been struck,” Gramps intoned.

I started working on his next offering as he tried to roll onto his side. After a few unsuccessful attempts, he gave up and just lay there. “So I ask you again, and you’ve sworn to divulge the truth. What’s the deal with this hunt he was talking about?”

“It’s not this hunt or that hunt. It is the wild hunt. The hunt is the most important thing that happens for our people outside the confines of Tir Na Nog. Every hundred years the masters are given one night to hunt. If they don’t complete their task by the dawn’s light, they return in failure, and all our people suffer.”

Something was tickling in the back of my mind, but it couldn’t be that wild hunt. That was just a myth. Sure it was a myth shared by a lot of cultures in different countries, but it was still just a myth. Or was it?

“Gramps, are you trying to tell me a death omen has been cast over my city?”

The little pixie waved one hand lazily as if he were trying to banish a bad idea. “That’s just something those humans made up. Blame the fairies for all that death. How about take a shower and don’t let the rats into your homes. Of course not, let’s blame the magical beings that live in another realm. Typical. You know how many humans we saved by intervening?”

“Gramps, you’re getting off track.” The sugar must have really been getting to him, he was never this forthcoming with information. I hoped the next bowl didn’t send him into diabetic overload. I still had more questions.

I set his newest offering down in front of him. He looked at the bowl and smiled but still couldn’t manage to stand up. His wings beat weakly against the counter and then he fell back down in exhaustion.

“The wild hunt doesn’t come to spread death. It’s just the opposite really. The wild hunt exists to bring new life.”

I nudged the bowl closer to where Gramps was lying on the counter. “So there isn’t anything to worry about.”

“Not as long as you stay out of their way. The hunt master will not appreciate it if you interfere.” Gramps made it to his feet, but his giant brownie belly made him stagger from side to side like a drunk.

“Why do they call it a hunt then if they don’t kill anything?”

“You humans are always so literal. There are all kinds of ways to hunt that don’t end in death. Plus killing is the last thing they want to do; they are here to take something back to Tir Na Nog. So killing would defeat their purpose.”

I pulled the bowl back from Gramps forcing him to stagger forward a few more steps before he could grab the edge with his hand. “Just get to the point already. Why are they here?”

“For the children of course.” Gramps started to pull himself up the side of the bowl.

“The children!” I knocked Gramps off the bowl and pulled it away from him. “That’s a huge problem, Gramps. We can’t let them come to Salem and steal people’s kids.”

“Why not?” Gramps looked completely confused by my outburst. “It’s not like we could stop the hunt even if we tried.” Gramps eyed the bowl full of dessert that I was now clutching against my chest.

“What do you mean why not? It’s wrong to take someone else children.”

Gramps looked up at me unsure of how to handle my outburst. “Something humans have done to each other for thousands of years. In fact, it’s a practice still going on today.” Gramps gave me a look that said I was about to get a history lecture but then he stopped himself and continued speaking.

“It’s the way it’s always been done, child.” A subtle reminder that Gramps was older and wiser than I was. “There are only so many fairies in Tir Na Nog, and they are at war with one another. We need the human stock to replenish our family lines. Otherwise, our entire race would fall, or worse yet we might end up like those banjo guys.”

What in the hell was he talking about now? “Banjo Guys?”

“You know, like that movie we saw.” He strummed his fingers and imitated someone playing the banjo. “Anyways, we needed to introduce new blood into our lines. Otherwise, we would all be someone’s brother, sister, or cousin.”

“So what, you just snatch kids, and then breed with them? What happens to them afterward?”

“You make it sound so archaic. The children are raised as if they were born with our people. They go to school, make friends, and fight in the wars. They are revered amongst our kind for their sacrifice.”

Gramps slipped into the bowl and was now sporting a beard made out of whip cream. “You have to understand their every desire is met, and when they have had their first child, they are offered the chance to return home. Most of them choose to stay and remain loyal to the friends they made as children.”

That didn’t sound like a deal any fairy I knew would make. Fairies always got the upper hand in a deal. There was something else going on here, and I was going to get to the bottom of it. “How do I find this hunt master?”

“I won’t help you with that.” Gramps continued after taking in my frown. “I will not have any part in sending you to meet your death.”

“Damn it, Gramps, I thought you said they weren’t dangerous.” I slammed my hand on the counter making the bowl jump. “Killing me sounds pretty damn dangerous.”

“They aren’t as long as you don’t interfere. They just want the children, let the fairies take them.” He grabbed the edge of the bowl and pulled himself over the lip only to land face first in the whipped cream.

Sometimes it took something like this to remind me just how different we were. I’d been raised by a human as a human. I couldn’t just look at people the same way a farmer looked at a cow. This was just insane. I didn’t understand why Gramps couldn’t see that.

”No one comes into my city and kidnaps kids.” I reached into the bowl and plucked Gramps out. “So what is this beast Oliver was talking about, and how do we stop it?”

Gramps shoved a fistful of brownie in his mouth. “I have no idea,” he said around the crumbs.

I just watched the little pixie as he continued to shovel mounds of brownie into his mouth. It was actually kind of disturbing to watch, and yet oddly fascinating. He let out a squeal of delight as he chomped down on a particularly tasty bite.

Ugh, fairies. At least the beast wasn’t tied to the hunt in any way. It was easier to try and deal with one problem at a time, but having the hunt in town was a pretty big problem to leave staring over your shoulder. What was I going to do? I had three days to deal with the beast and get ready for a fairy incursion. It wasn’t enough time.

The sheriff seemed to know something about this thing Oliver spoke about, but he was cagey about what it was. There wasn’t anything I could do about it now. I was just going to have to wait until he showed up in the morning. With a heavy heart, I left Gramps to his delights and headed to my bedroom. There just had to be a way to stop this from happening. Even if it cost me greatly I had to stop this madness, I was the only one that could.
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Chapter Seven

Zoey

Today was one of those days I couldn’t wait to get to my store. It wasn’t so much that I was excited to work as I was at the chance that Sheriff Stevens might show up early. Last night he had promised to drop in and tell me his theory on what had attacked the Petersons. That didn’t mean he was going to come by first thing in the morning, but a girl could hope.

I wasn’t exactly known for my patience. I blame my mother for that. Fairies have a tendency to be creatures of great emotion. Their emotions rule them in ways even the fairies don’t understand. Fairies are not the stoic elves fighting to reclaim Middle Earth, they are tricksters and warriors, and full of life.

That was the part of me that was tempting me to drive over to the sheriff’s station to ask him what in the hell was going on, right now. The only thing holding me back was the sheriff’s attitude. He wasn’t acting like himself and until I knew why I couldn’t risk getting in the way. Salem ran a lot smoother when the sheriff and I were on the same page.

Pulling into my spot behind the shop, I ran into Caleb. Caleb owned and operated the shop next to mine. His store, Herbal Dynamics, was the best rated medical dispensary in the state. Most of that was due to Caleb’s tireless work ethic to make sure they never put anything but the best product possible on the shelves. The other secret to his astounding success was me. Nothing ensured a solid grow like juicing your plants up with a little magic at just the right time.

Caleb didn’t know about the little something special I brought to his plants, and I intended to keep it that way. The little boost I gave those plants was just my way of paying him back for the space he allotted me in his greenhouse. People were picky about letting other people into where they grow. Especially when their livelihood depends on the outcome.

The herbs I needed for some of my rituals didn’t grow themselves. I’d also found that witches had a dire need for certain herbs. So I grew the rarest things I could get my hands on, and I could grow them year-round thanks to Caleb. His generosity gave me the boost I needed to expand my business. It was a wonderful partnership.

Caleb was trying to unload some huge plastic tank from the back of his truck. The tank was empty, but it still looked ridiculously heavy. “What’s all this?” I asked stopping his struggles for the moment.

Caleb brushed his shoulder-length hair out of his eyes. “This is part of my new aquaponics system. I thought I told you about it already?”

I jumped into the back of his truck and grabbed the underside of the large tank. “I thought I told you that you didn’t need it. You’ve already got the best plants in the state.”

Caleb smiled as he lifted his end of the tank. “True, but I thought it would be pretty cool. I’m setting up the aquarium part so you can see the fish inside of the shop. I thought people would get a kick out of seeing them swim around.”

That was kind of gross. “You think the people want to see the fish pooping in what they are about to consume.”

“I never really thought about it like that. I just thought the fish looked cool swimming around. It would be something that really set us apart from the rest of the competition.”

“I bet your right. I mean it’s going to look awesome and be kind of relaxing to have the tank in there. People are going to love it.”

We managed to wrangle the tank out of the back of the truck, and Caleb called for a couple of his workers to take it inside before turning back towards me. “I expect to see you at the great unveiling.”

I knew it was coming and I hated disappointing him. “Caleb, that’s not really my scene.”

He laughed. “It’s just a party to show off a few fish, and the remodel of the shop. Jinx already told me she was going to be there.”

Jinx and Caleb had totally hit it off. They weren’t dating yet, but the writing was on the wall for the two of them. I knew Caleb had been nursing a little crush on me for the past couple of years. He was a great guy, but not at all what I was looking for. I was happy that the two of them were connecting, and it took all of the pressure off of me, and they seemed to be really good for each other.

“I’m not making any promises, but I’ll try and swing by.”

Caleb pulled me into a brief hug. “That will have to do.”

I left him to deal with his new adventure and headed into my own shop. Trinity Books and Charms was my business. I named it that way because the name “I Sold Plants Online” didn’t have a real good ring to it. Also, despite the demon war people were as interested as ever in witchcraft. This gave them a healthy way to explore it. Nothing sold in my shop was dangerous to humans, witches, or weres.

The store was really born out of a desire to give my online business some real credibility. No one wanted to take a chance on the kid selling rare herbs out of their garage, despite the good reviews and the quality of the items. With the grow space Caleb was lending me, and the new storefront, I tripled my online business in a month. Something about seeing a brick and mortar shop attached to the business put people at ease.

Now our biggest problem was demand. I couldn’t expand the garden too much further without having to buy additional space. So, for now, I was content to raise the prices to stifle a little of the demand. It seemed to be working for now. Profits were up, and the store was doing better than ever.

It was a great feeling knowing that Trinity was succeeding. I needed that money to keep my dad comfortable. Full-time care for an adult was an expensive proposition. No one ever told you that if something happened and you needed twenty-four-hour care that it would cost you more than most people’s annual salaries. And that was per year until you died.

That’s why the shop and the business were so important to me. My dad deserved the best, and that level of care came with a hefty price tag. It was what any daughter would try and do for her dad. One of these days he might wake up again, and this time I was determined to find out what happened to him.

I walked into the store only to have to jump to the side. A train of bouncing dust was rolling towards the backdoor and Jinx yelled from the front of the shop. “Did you get the door, Maggie?”

“Oh shit!” Maggie exclaimed. Her running footsteps announced her before she rounded the corner.

The dust train rolled past me out into the alley and then was blown away by a gust of wind. Jinx’s magic sure helped with the cleaning. I’d never seen anything so efficient in my life. If I never had to spend another day dusting the shop, I would let her use all the magic she wanted.

Maggie stopped running when she saw me holding the door open. “Heya, Boss.”

“Morning, Maggie. I take it you two aren’t getting into too much trouble?”

Maggie smiled. “Guess that depends on what you call trouble.” Maggie bent over and started to giggle. She straightened up when she saw I wasn’t laughing with her. “We just finished the cleaning and are about to start packaging the online orders.”

About to start? The packages needed to be at the post office by noon, and it was already ten. If they hadn’t started yet, I’d have to roll up my sleeves and help. At least I wouldn’t be bored waiting for the sheriff to arrive. Nothing took your mind off waiting for someone like some busy work. I might have to re-evaluate how much I give these two to handle when I’m gone.

“We better get started then.” I gave Maggie a cross look.

Maggie just beamed back at me. “Don’t worry, Boss, we’ve got a system. Also, since we have so many packages each day, I talked the post office into coming by to get them. Derrick should be here at twelve fifteen.”

That was a lot of information to take in at once, but one thing really stuck out to me. “Isn’t Derrick that guy you’ve liked since fourth grade?”

Jinx walked around the corner probably wondering what was taking Maggie so long. She overheard the last part of our conversation and had a big grin on her face. When she reached Maggie, they grabbed hands and looked at each other as they both began to squeal. Once the jumping hysterics were over Jinx answered my question. “It is, and he’s totally coming here to see her today!” They started to jump up and down again.

Maggie was such a sweet kid. I say the term kid loosely because she was only a few years younger than myself, but she had an innocence about her that most people lacked. I’d bumped into Derrick a few times, and he seemed like a nice guy. He better be. Not only was Maggie the best hire I ever made, but she was also a great friend.

I couldn’t muster up a glare when they were so happy, but I managed to add a little snap to my voice. “Then I guess we better get the packages ready, so he still has a reason to come.”

Jinx and Maggie stopped jumping, and Jinx stared at me. “Relax, Zoey, we’ve got this.”

“I know. I mean if all three of us really buckle down we should get finished in time.”

“No. I mean we,” Jinx pointed between herself and Maggie, “got this. You just worry about getting the tea station set up. Betsy has the room booked for eleven.”

I’d forgotten about Betsy. Why she wanted to use our little conference room for her club was beyond me, but the room didn’t get much use, and her group bought enough tea I didn’t even charge them for using the space. If a few old ladies wanted to come hang out at the trendy bookstore then let them, that’s what I say.

Jinx was waiting for my answer. “You two can really handle the packages?”

Jinx and Maggie looked at each other and smiled. Jinx turned towards me her eyes were full of mischief. “Don’t worry about a thing, Zoey.” They turned and headed to the back of the shop.

Frankly, I was more than a little worried. I’d seen the order sheet from the day before, and Maggie and I would have been hard-pressed to get the whole order together with five hours of hard work. These two thought they’d get it done in less than two hours. I wanted to ask how, but it might be better if I didn’t know.

Still, I’d put them in charge of fulfilling the online orders months ago, and I’ve had zero complaints about their work. One witch called in from the east coast to bitch, but she had actually ordered the wrong thing. Witches! So I shoved my reservations about whatever they were up to and moved towards the front of the store.

No one was walking through the shop. Probably a good thing since we had all been in the back. Not that they could have stolen anything anyway. My wards prevented that kind of thing from happening. I never got more delight than I did when someone tried to steal from me and got stopped at the door. Normally they hurriedly threw whatever they had tried to take on the ground and then made a run for it.

I busied myself around the tea station. The tea wasn’t magical, but the leaves were all homegrown and had a special flavor to them. Certain blends of herbs really seemed to help people regardless of magic. I blended a few concoctions for them. Stuff to ease the pain, loosen joints and help improve their memories. I just finished putting on the water when Betsy walked in.

“Hi, Betsy.” I ran over and hugged the older woman. Today she was dressed in flower print pants and had a big bubble jacket on. Staying warm was more important than good fashion sometimes. “I’ve got everything set up in the conference room except for the water. I’ll bring that in shortly.”

“Thank you, dear. You’re always so kind to us.” Betsy gave me another quick hug and headed towards the conference room.

Over the next twenty minutes, her group slowly filtered into the shop. Most of them looked happy to be here, a few looked like they hadn’t had the stick removal operation yet. Maybe I should send them in Caleb’s direction. He had a business built on non-evasive stick removal.

Once the group was set, I brought them a couple of pots filled with hot water and set up four more on the warmers behind them. On my way out I shut the door and got another four pots going. These ladies really enjoyed their tea. Just as I finished up, the bell jingled over the door, and the sheriff walked in. The scowl on his face could have peeled paint off the wall. Whatever he had discovered it didn’t agree with him one bit.
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Chapter Eight

Zoey

Sheriff Stevens walked over to the main counter, and I met him there. A quick scan of the store let me know we were alone except for Betsy’s group. The sheriff had a manila folder tucked under one arm, and that had my interest piqued.

I gave Joel a quick hug even though I knew he didn’t want it. His body language was all wrong, he was jittery and on edge. “So what did you bring me today?” I tried to make it sound casual, but the sheriff wasn’t having any of it.

“Do you have somewhere we can talk in private?” Joel grumbled.

I walked past him to the door and flipped the sign to closed. Betsy and her group were in the conference room, and they wouldn’t need anything for a while. Jinx and Maggie were in the back. This was the best I could do for now.

I stopped next to the sheriff on my way back and placed a hand on his arm. The sheriff jumped at my touch and then looked even angrier that he might have made a fool out of himself. I walked back around the counter trying not to look up at him. I’d never seen him like this. Joel was a rock. He was the one we all went to when you needed to hear the voice of reason.

“Something’s got you spooked. Why don’t you tell me what it is?” I tried to look concerned. It probably wasn’t that hard to pull off since I was actually starting to get a little worried.

“I don’t even know where to begin. It’s like I’m stuck in a nightmare.” The sheriff set his file down and rubbed at his chin absentmindedly.

“Did your FBI friend get back to you?”

“He did. He had to pull a few strings since he’s mostly retired now. Jack’s trying to build a freaking boat of all things. I mean, can you imagine?”

I tried to imagine someone like the sheriff building a boat instead of hunting down criminals, and I just couldn’t do it. Joel had dedicated his life to helping others, and that was something that didn’t just fade away over time. Wanting to help and protect others was something built into the core of your being. I couldn’t even see Joel taking a day off to go fishing let alone building a boat.

“Sounds like your friend is giving retirement a run for its money.”

“Jack sure is, but he still knows the right people. He sent me over his case file from the last time he was in Salem.”

“Wait, the FBI had a case in Salem? Why didn’t I know about this?” Secrets in my city weren’t something I appreciated, especially when it came to missing children.

“You would have been too young to remember. Shit, you might not have even been born yet for all I know.”

The sheriff liked to remind me of our age difference whenever he could. I wasn’t sure if it was his way of reassuring himself that I was too young for him, or if he was just trying to wrap his head around the situation. We were only nine years apart in age, which seemed like a lifetime and yet, in the grand scope of things, didn’t mean much.

So I was going to drop a little innuendo of my own right back at him. “Are you going to make me beg for it, or are you going to tell me what happened?”

“I don’t even know where to start, Zoey. This whole damn situation has me tied up in knots.”

I waited for the sheriff to meet my eyes, and then I spoke as calmly as I could. “You should start where any story starts, in the beginning.”

The sheriff looked around the room one more time and then back at me. Just as he was about to start talking Jinx walked out of the back. “All the packages are ready to go, Zoey. Maggie’s in the back waiting for Derrick now.” She did a double take when she saw the sheriff. She still wasn’t comfortable around him, but they hadn’t met under the best of circumstances. “Oh, hey Sheriff Stevens.”

The sheriff picked up his file from the counter and started walking towards the door. “This was a bad idea, maybe we can meet at the station later?”

What the sheriff didn’t know was that the clock was already ticking on another time bomb. I had no idea how to stop the fairies, so I was ready to focus on what was right in front of me. I didn’t have the heart to tell him about the wild hunt now. He was obviously dealing with a lot, and telling him a bunch of kids were going to get kidnapped in three days wasn’t going to help matters much.

I stopped him before he could make it outside. “Just give me a minute. I’ve got enough work to keep that girl busy for days.” Although, that might not be the case if she could do everything as fast as they got those packages ready.

The sheriff looked mollified for the moment, and I left him by the door and went over to Jinx. “Nice work with the orders. Do you mind giving us a few minutes?”

Jinx looked concerned despite the fact I had assured her the sheriff wasn’t investigating Sasha’s death. “Yeah, sure. Is everything ok?”

“I don’t know yet, but I’ll find out.” Jinx started to head to the back of the store, and I stopped her. “Can I ask you to do something for me?”

“Sure thing.” Jinx smiled but kept casting nervous glances back towards the sheriff.

“Can you dig into references to the wild hunt for me? I want to know mythology, stories, anything that might talk about how to stop it.”

Jinx put a hand on her hip and stared back at me. “You want me to research fairy tales for you? Is that really something I’m about to get paid for?”

“Yep, and yep.” It seemed weird to me too. When I hired Jinx, I never thought I’d be asking her to do this kind of work. “I want anything you can find. Bind it all up for me, and I’ll pick it up tonight.”

Jinx leaned in close and spoke in a conspiratorial whisper. “I have to ask, is this something I need to be worried about?”

That was something I couldn’t answer just yet. There could be an easy way to stop things from spiraling out of control, but this wasn’t a Disney movie, and I was no princess. So most likely shit was going to hit the fan. Jinx didn’t need to know that yet, so all she got in response was. “Maybe.”

“Not the kind of reassurance that I was looking for.” Jinx turned and headed towards the storage room.

Now I could return my focus to where it really needed to be. I wanted to know why this was eating at the sheriff, and what I could do to help fix it. I knew he was still waiting by the door because he needed my help. Otherwise, the bell over the door would have jingled, and I’d be on my way to the station. I was happy that he had enough faith in me to wait, now I just had to pull the whole story out of him.

“Jinx and Maggie should be busy in the back for at least a few hours.” I put my hand on top of his and pulled him back to the counter. “Tell me everything.”

The sheriff wiggled his hand free from mine and opened the file. He skipped over the first few notations and then pulled out a report and handed it to me. “This is where the story begins, at least for me.” A tear streaked down his cheek. “This was my dad.” He pushed a pile of pictures towards me.

The pictures were horrific. Their campsite had been ripped apart; their tent had been burned. There were two rifles on the ground. The worst part wasn’t the destruction of their stuff, but the dead man in the middle of it. I didn’t need the sheriff to tell me this was his dad. The family resemblance was clear as day.

The man on the ground being Joel’s father explained a lot about him. He’d dedicated his life to protecting this town. Maybe in some small way, he was protecting this city like he couldn’t have protected his dad all those years ago. I never heard anything about his story growing up. I was surprised, anything like this would have been big news.

No wonder the sheriff was so agitated. He really was reliving his worst nightmare. Having to deal with that kind of trauma took time, having it thrust back in your face was the easiest way to shatter the walls you built up to block it out. I would have been a wreck. Despite all that happened and the memories it brought kicking back to the surface, the sheriff was still standing. More than that he was ready to track this thing down, and put an end to it.

“I’m so sorry, Joel.”

His eyes never looked up from the pictures. “Don’t be, it happened a long time ago.”

I decided to let that go for now. He could deal with his feelings after we found whatever did this. “So do you have any idea what was responsible?”

“Damn, your sharp, Zoey. How did you know it wasn’t a person?”

“Animal attacks have a different kind of feel. It’s more predatory, more brutal. They only fight to protect what’s theirs or to hunt.”

“Well, you have a good eye.” The sheriff slipped into full police mode and started to debrief me. “Jack’s best guess at the time was that the creature in question might be a wendigo.”

“Get out of here.” I slapped him on the arm forgetting about what this meant to him for a second. “Those things haven’t been seen since…” I waved my hand around in the air, “forever.”

“That still holds true. No one has seen this one except for me, and I don’t remember much about what happened. It was dark, and my dad was being attacked. I tried to save him, but I couldn’t.”

It had to have been hard on a boy like Joel. Not to mention he had to go home and tell his mother and brother what happened. There was probably some guilt there and more than a little resentment.

I reached out and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Joel, this wasn’t your fault.”

“I know, but that doesn’t stop me from feeling responsible. I was the one that wanted to go camping. My dad was just out there for me.”

I looked over the report and read Joel’s and Jack’s statements. Holding the paper up I looked at the sheriff. “You did more than anyone could have in that situation. You were one hell of a brave kid.”

“That’s what Jack said, although he added in the words ‘lucky as hell.’” Joel rubbed his stubble. “What I did that day sure doesn’t seem to mean much. Not with the Peterson kid missing, and this damn thing still on the loose.”

Shifting through the documents revealed that Jack and the sheriff had found a pattern for the creature. It seemed to return to this area every twenty years or so. It would hunt for a week or two and then disappear. Local law enforcement never puts together the pattern because it was so spread out. Twenty years is a long time in the police business. Too many people shuffle in and out of the job to keep all of the records straight.

This wasn’t the kind of thing you could just rush into. When dealing with a magical creature, you had to be careful. As a general rule the older they were, the stronger they were, and according to Jack’s records, this thing had been terrorizing the Pacific Northwest for at least eighty years. “I’m going to need some time to go over this file and do some of my own research before we do anything. What’s the plan?”

“I was kind of hoping you’d have one, or maybe the name of the creature would have sparked something.”

I looked back down at the picture of Joel’s dad covered in the half-burned tent. I covered the picture and closed the file. “Not off the top of my head. I’ve got some books that might help, but I’d have to head back to the house.” My book was called Gramps, and I couldn’t talk to him in front of Joel. Gramps owed me after what he told me last night. He had better be forthcoming, or that was the last brownie he was sticking his greedy little pixie teeth into for a long time.

The sheriff continued to speak in a brusque business like fashion. “From what Jack and I pieced together it only hunts at night. We don’t know if that is because they are nocturnal or if they are some kind of shifter that can’t control their change.”

Joel was really putting my knowledge of the supernatural to the test. I hadn’t spent much time researching creatures people thought didn’t exist. It was like studying Bigfoot on the off chance that you just happened to run into one of the sasquatches. Probably would never happen. I think there are only ten left in North America. They also happen to be highly territorial and aggressive.

Despite the fact that people knew they existed, most of the hidden magical creatures preferred to stay that way. The easiest way to do that was to stay under law enforcement’s radar. So those creatures tended not to commit crimes or interact with your normal everyday humans. This situation was different, so I tried to rack my brains for answers.

My understanding of wendigos was that they were fierce predators. Nothing in the myths I read indicated that they only attacked children, but that could just be this personal wendigo’s preference. My personal feeling was that they weren’t shifters. I agreed with the assessment that they used to be men and were twisted into something else using a combination of dark magic and demonic intervention. There was no going back once the person crossed the final line to becoming one of the vile creatures.

The making of a wendigo was up for debate. I liked to stick with the Donner Party example. I call it that because the key ingredient to becoming a wendigo is eating human flesh. The debatable part comes in with who that flesh belongs to. I don’t think the transformation will take place if the person just eats anyone, it has to be someone that they were close to in life, and it had to happen under the right circumstances.

I think that the transformation only happens when you have a stain on your soul. The kind of stain that can’t be washed away with fifty Hail Marys and an offering to the church. Then there has to be a stressor that opens the body up for possession. The eating of the flesh seals the pact between the possessed and the possessor fusing them into one horrific abomination. That was the kind of evil we were dealing with now.

I wondered if in this case, the monster had killed his own son or daughter, or maybe it had just been a child that was close to him. It would make sense as to why this particular wendigo only attacked children. The reports seemed to bear this out. Every couple of years there were attacks in different parts of the state that couldn’t be attributed to anything but animals. If this was all our wendigo, he killed a lot, and he got around.

The sheriff watched me going over the papers for a moment and then he tapped on the counter forcing me to look up at him. “Try and come up with something. I’d take any kind of lead at this point. That thing is probably going to be back out there tonight. We have to stop it before it can hurt anyone else.”

“I’ll do my best, Sheriff. Pick me up at my place before sundown.”

“It’s a date.” Joel blinked and then looked towards the door as if he wanted to be anywhere but here. “I just meant—I just wanted to—ah—see you then.” And he hurried to the door.

A tiny part of me fluttered when he said the words it’s a date. What I wouldn’t give to break through that gruff exterior and get to the real man buried inside. There would be time to worry about that later. Now I needed to head back to the house to see a certain pixie about a wendigo.

Following Joel to the door, I flipped the sign back to open. Those two girls weren’t getting off that easily. I checked in on Betsy and then shouted to Jinx as I walked out the back door. “Mind the store. I won’t be back until tomorrow.” I didn’t give her time to respond or ask what was going on, I just hopped in the Jeep and set a course for home.
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Chapter Nine

Zoey

Gramps was passed out on the kitchen counter when I got back. Despite how I felt about what he told me last night, I still left out the remaining two brownies for him when I left in the morning. The edges of one of the brownies had been nibbled on halfheartedly. It wasn’t like Gramps to leave a sugary treat sitting out for this long.

He didn’t move when I called out to him, and it made me wonder, could pixies overdose on sugar? Last night he ate more sugar than a full-sized human would have been capable of putting down. Maybe this was more like a hangover, and he just didn’t want to get up.

I poked Gramps in the chest. “Get up, I’ve got questions for you.”

He rolled over placing his back towards me. “Why bother? You’re just going to get angry again, and I’m too tired to deal with all that noise.”

All that noise? No more cable TV for Gramps. “Oh, don’t think you’re getting out of telling me more about the wild hunt later, but this is about something else.”

“Whatever.” Gramps sprang up and ran towards me. Before I could figure out what he was doing, he launched himself inside of my necklace.

“Hey, you get out of there.” I started shaking the pendant around. “I’m going out with Sheriff Stevens tonight, and I need to know everything you can tell me about wendigos.”

The necklace vibrated fiercely. “Wendigos! Why in the sugar-free hells would you go looking for one of those foul creatures?”

I let the necklace fall back against my neck. “We think one of them captured the Peterson child.”

“Humm.” Gramps sounded contemplative. “It’s not like them to take their food with them. They normal kill and gorge themselves before moving on.”

“Well, I’m kind of hoping we can avoid the killing and gorging part. I’d like to get the Petersons their boy back untouched.”

The necklace gave a weak shiver. “That’s unlikely. Wendigos aren’t exactly known for their restraint. Not being able to control themselves is how they got into that mess in the first place.”

“Have you heard of any way to break the transformation. Has anyone ever been changed back to, you know, human.”

Gramps let out a sigh. “Your need to save everyone is going to get you killed one day.”

“Hey, I don’t need to save everyone!” Ok, so maybe I had a bit of a savior complex, but there were worse things in the world than helping people. “So are you going to tell me the answer?”

The clasp of my necklace opened, and Gramps flew out. “I want you to look at me when I tell you this.” He waited until I was completely focused on him. “There is no way to save someone that has gone through the transformation. Even if you could, which you can’t, the person that came back would still be twisted and evil. You need to let this go.”

Fine, I couldn’t save whoever the wendigo used to be from their fate, but I could still try and save the Peterson boy. “Then how do I kill one?”

Gramps started to fly around, and I could tell he was preparing to use his lecturing voice. He liked to pretend he was a professor at the university. When he turned around, he had on a little cardigan sweater and glasses. “There is only one way to kill a wendigo. You have to cut out its heart and burn it.”

Gross, why did everything magical or paranormal have to be so freaking gross. I mean who made these rules. To vanquish your foe, you must cut out their heart and burn it. That just seemed uncalled for.

Gramps flew around my head as he continued to speak. “There are a couple of problems you need to deal with. Wendigoes have dense hides, and they get stronger with age. So do their bones. These things basically become damn near invincible after enough time has passed.”

Gramps landed by the brownies and pulled off a piece. He chewed on it for a moment before continuing. “So once you’ve solved the how to remove its heart problem you have to find a way to burn it. The fire can be magical, but it has to have a lot of juice behind it. I hate to say it, but you’re going to need the witch for this. That is if you continue to pursue this folly of a quest.”

So I was going to have to bring Jinx in the loop on this. Sheriff Stevens wasn’t going to be happy, but in our world, you only got one chance at these things. If we didn’t take care of the heart…then what, the wendigo just came back to life?

“What happens if we don’t burn the heart?”

Gramps’ face fell. “I don’t know. No one has ever gotten their hands on a wendigo’s heart and not destroyed it. Don’t be the first one to make that mistake.” Gramps grabbed another chunk off the side of the brownie and flew back into my necklace.

He had given me a lot to think about, and I didn’t have a ton of time left before the Sheriff was going to show up. What I needed to do now was try and come up with some kind of pattern to the attacks. If I could do that we might stand a chance at tracking this thing down. Otherwise, Salem was just too damn big. We would never just be able to drive around and find it, and by the time we responded to a call the wendigo would be long gone.

I grabbed a map and opened the folder. First order of business was to plot out all the attacks by date and see if that gave me something to work with. This thing seemed to like our city, and I wanted to drastically change the creature’s opinion of the place. I placed my first pin on the map when my phone rang.

It was Mrs. MacGarnacle. I didn’t have time to track down one of her cats right now. Looking at the phone I was half tempted to let it go to voicemail, but she was a persistent woman, and it was probably just better to get whatever she wanted out of the way. Otherwise, she was bound to continue calling until I responded. I let out a sigh and hit the answer button.

“Mrs. MacGarnacle, how can I help you?”

“Help me, dearie, that’s something you can’t do.” She laughed briefly at her own joke. “On the other hand, I can help you out a great deal. Someone stopped by my house earlier and left a package for you.”

“That’s odd, they normally just leave them on my porch. I didn’t see any stickers on my door when I got home.”

“It’s not that kind of package, dearie. It was sent special delivery; they needed a signer or some such nonsense. Anyways it’s here when you need it. Just don’t take too long, Mr. Tumnus has a way of disappearing with things.”

Mr. Tumnus on of her many cats had a way of disappearing out of her front door. “I’ll be right over to pick it up. Thank you so much for signing for it.”

“No problem, sweetie. I’ll see you soon.”

That was just what I needed, an unscheduled visit over to Mrs. MacGarnacle’s. I’m sure whatever it was could wait, but it was better to go and get the package now. It wasn’t like I was going to be there for hours or anything. I didn’t even have to get in the Jeep. The funny thing was, I wasn’t expecting a package, and even if I was, I normally had everything shipped to the store.

Grabbing a coat, I headed out the front door. It was a little chilly out, but I was going to walk over. There was still a blackened spot on my lawn were a nasty fairy lit a fire over Christmas. I’d have to take care of it soon. Spring was just around the corner, and that is when people would really start to notice the blemish. I crossed the street and made my way up to Mrs. MacGarnacle’s house.

The front door opened as I approached and Mrs. MacGarnacle came shuffling out on her walker. “The package is just inside, dearie.”

 I knew she couldn’t get it for me, so I stepped inside the entrance to her home and looked around. There was a hand-carved wooden box on the ground. The design was intricate, and the lid had a tree carved into it. Poking my head back outside I asked the one burning question that I had. “I don’t see a package in here, Mrs. MacGarnacle.”

“Sure you do, it’s the wooden box on the ground.”

I scooped up the box tucking it under one arm before stepping back outside. “And it just came like this? It wasn’t in another box?”

She looked at the package and then back to me. “Now that you mention it, that does seem a little weird. The lady had one of those brown and green uniforms on and made me sign her clipboard and everything.”

This just kept getting stranger and stranger. The largest package delivery company in the states wore brown and gold, and those other guys normally wore blue or black. I’d never heard of anyone wearing brown and green. “Did you say she had a clipboard?”

“Yes, it had a pencil tied to it with a string and everything.”

One of Mrs. MacGarnacle’s cats made a break for it. I quickly cast a spell, and the cat froze in mid-stride. I set my package down, trading the box I was carrying for a frozen cat. After tucking the cat back inside the door, I closed it and released the spell. “They sure love trying to escape.”

“It’s the call of nature, dearie. Every living thing feels a certain pull to the outdoors.”

That was something we could agree on. I picked up the package and turned back to face Mrs. MacGarnacle. “Thanks for holding onto the package for me, if that lady ever comes back let me know.”

“What lady?” Mrs. MacGarnacle had a look of confusion on her face. “Did one of my cats escape? That’s a cool box, where did you get it?”

Something just happened, and I wasn’t sure what it was. It was almost like a memory charm triggered, and the poor old lady in front of me had no idea what happened over the last few minutes. There was no reason to ruin her day now. “One of the cats made a break for it but I got him, and he’s back inside.” I gave her a quick hug. It was a little awkward with the box under one arm, but I made it work. “I really do have to be going.”

Mrs. MacGarnacle still looked a little absent-minded, but if it were a spell, she would be back to normal shortly. She looked at me for a moment, blinked a few times as if trying to clear her head and then walked back inside. I’d have to remember to check on her later. The spell should wear off that didn’t mean that it would. Messing around with someone’s mind wasn’t a perfect magical science.

The entire walk back to my house my fingers kept tracing the patterns on the wood. It felt familiar somehow like I had held this box before. That couldn’t be right though, could it? Something like this would have cost a fortune, and that was something Dad and I had never been accused of having.

Walking inside I headed straight for the kitchen. Gramps had found a way to hang the map on the wall, and all of the sheriff’s files were open on the desk. He had stuck pins into the map, but there were two different colors. I wondered what the colors signified. I set the box down and went to give his work a closer examination.

Gramps had actually used three different colors. The predominant color was blue, then there was red, and the last pins were clear. What had he found in the files? “Gramps, what’s going on here?”

“Oh, your back.” He came buzzing into the room with a guilty look on his face.

“What were you just doing?”

“Just taking a little bathroom break after doing all this hard work.” He pointed at the map.

I got right up in my pixie’s little face. “What were you really doing?”

Gramps executed a little backflip and pirouetted away from me. “If you must know I was trying on some clothes.”

My jaw must have been hanging open because Gramps flew forward and pushed it closed. “Are you for real?” Gramps never wore clothes, not unless he was trying to gently rib me like he did when he put on his professor lectures. I’d basically given up on trying to get him into clothes years ago.

“Sometimes a guy needs to make a change.” He looked away from me.

“Sounds like my little guy met a girl. So who is she, Gramps?”

“How do women always know when it’s about another woman?” He shook his head. “Just someone I used to know.”

It was obvious he didn’t want to talk about it. “As long as you weren’t planning on going out tonight, you’ve got my permission to proceed.”

Gramps turned away from where he had been staring out the window and saw the box for the first time. “Where did you get that?” He pointed at the box.

“Someone dropped it off at Mrs. MacGarnacle’s for me. Pretty sure they put some kind of memory charm on her as well.”

Gramps gingerly touched the box and then pulled his hand away quickly. “This box, it used to be your mother’s.”

That was something that I hadn’t expected. “Are you sure?”

His slow nod was all I needed for confirmation. I still wanted to know what Gramps had done to my map, but the pull of the box was something that needed to be dealt with first. I opened the lid and pulled out a card.

I hope this gift serves you well, child. Be careful, and whatever you do, stay away from the hunt master.

Was this box really from my mother? I hadn’t seen her in over seventeen years, and now she was dropping off gifts and using spells on the neighbors. Might as well see what she left for me. Reaching inside, I pulled out a small bundle of green cloth. The cloth shimmered in the overhead lights of the kitchen.

There was something heavy wrapped inside of the flowing green cloth. Slowly I unwrapped it, ready for a nasty surprise. Fairies weren’t exactly known for being generous, even with their own children.

Inside of the cloth was a dagger. The blade didn’t have a sheath. I could tell just from looking that the edges were sharp and had some other metal folded into them besides the steel that made up the rest of the blade.

“Restraint,” Gramps said with awe.

“What?” I looked down at my little pixie.

“That dagger is called Restraint. The dagger is famous in our world. The slightest prick is enough to slice through the sturdiest armor. The user must use the blade with great restraint least they kill someone unintentionally.”

The blade sure would come in handy if you had to cut the heart out of wendigo. But how would my mom know about it? Unless she was watching me, or worse yet had sent a spy to keep an eye on me. I looked over at Gramps and wondered for the first time why he was really here. Was it to help me or to report back to my mother?

Now wasn’t the time to deal with that particular issue. I had enough problems to deal with. In fact, they were starting to pile up. I already knew that I wasn’t going to be able to handle this alone. Jinx needed to be brought up to speed, and I had to figure out what Gramps had done to my freaking map. It was time to buckle down and get to work before the sheriff showed up.
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Chapter Ten

Zoey

As much as I needed to know about the map, I was still a little mad at Gramps. He might not actually be doing anything, but it felt like he was just here to keep tabs on me, and that was not ok. I’d thought of Gramps as a friend, almost like a father figure. When Dad went to the hospital Gramps had been there for me, he was basically family.

So instead of asking him about the map, I called Jinx. She picked up on the first ring. “What up boss lady?”

“You’ve been hanging out with Maggie too much.” I let a little giggle slip out before I pushed the humor to the side. This was a serious call. “I need your help.”

“Just name it,” Jinx replied instantly.

“Can you make me some kind of box that will burn anything I put in it? I mean, I need it melts steel in seconds hot, and it has to be small enough for me to carry.”

The line went silent for a second. I thought maybe the call dropped when Jinx came back on. “It might take me a couple of weeks, but I can do it.” She sounded pretty confident about the eventual outcome.

“What if I told you I needed it in four hours?”

“You really do like to push the limits don’t you,” Jinx sounded amused. “I can do it, but don’t expect a miracle, and it will only work once. There just isn’t enough time to prolong the enchantments.”

“Then that is going to have to do. Get me whatever you can, and it has to big enough to fit a cow’s heart in it.”

“Gross. You’re not really going to use this box to burn cow hearts are you?”

“Not exactly.”

Jinx laughed. “Fine don’t tell me, but I expect the full story after whatever you are doing is over.”

“Trust me, you won’t want to know.” I let that hang out there for a bit. I wished I could be completely honest with her, but it took me a long time to open up to people. I just hadn’t known Jinx long enough for me to go all in just yet. You had to earn that kind of trust over time, and she was a witch. In my experience, they couldn’t be trusted. “I’ll swing by the shop to pick it up.”

“I’ll have it ready for you.” Jinx hung up the phone.

I turned around and fixed Gramps with a stern look. He still looked a little sheepish. I wasn’t going to let him skate on this issue, but there would be time to dig into it later. “So tell me about this map.”

Gramps pointed towards the map. “The blue pins mark locations where the attacks and deaths happened in the same place. The reds are where attacks happened but either all the bodies weren’t found, or none of the bodies were found. The clear pins are where bodies turned up, sometimes years later.”

So follow the red and blue pins to figure out where the thing liked to hunt, and the clear pins to figure out where the bodies were dumped when he kept them. Now we just had to hope we found the Peterson boy before he became one of the clear pins.

It seemed like the wendigo liked to traffic the same areas, but it was hard to tell because we weren’t looking at them chronologically, just all jumbled together. I took a pic of the map with my phone and then started digging through the files. It took me over thirty minutes, but eventually, I had dates attached to each of the pins.

The last time the attacks had happened according to the sheriff was around twenty years ago. I found the file about what happened to the sheriff and then pulled each of the files five years before and five years after. When I had that info, I took every other pin off the map and added a new green pin for the Peterson house.

When you looked at the map now, there was a clear pattern. I wondered if it would hold true after we spooked the wendigo last night. Well, at least something spooked the wendigo. Otherwise, it would have continued attacking the house. Technically all I did was chase down a fairy, and the sheriff only responded to the call. So if the thing didn’t know we were onto it, we had a chance.

It was time to get ready for battle, and I needed to find a sheath for the dagger. If what Gramps said was true, the blade was too sharp for me to just carry around. I had just the outfit in mind and just the pixie to solve the sheath problem.

“Gramps, I need you to make me something that can hold that dagger. I can’t lug it around in that giant box.” Pixies weren’t like the shoe cobbling elves of yore, but they had a natural ability to create things out of natural materials. It wasn’t like the fae had a bunch of clothing shops in Tir Na Nog. You had to make what you wanted, and this was a chance for Gramps to redeem himself in my eyes.

I left him there stewing just a bit and headed for my closet. People might have thought I wore the leather pants and jacket just to look trendy. I think it was the colored streaks I liked to put in my hair. The trendy hair didn’t earn me any extra credibility with the older crowd I was usually in the company of. Despite their opinions, I loved the look and didn’t plan on changing it anytime soon. Maybe next month I’d try a new color. I’d had my eye on blue for quite a while now.

As for the clothes, sure they helped complete my look, but they were also warded against magic. Real leather took the enchantment better than the synthetic materials, and the clothes kind of made me feel like a badass. It was one of those girl power moments like I could do anything. My leather gave me confidence, just like that girl in Dark Angel.

My jacket and pants wouldn’t take the full brunt of a magical attack, but if a little something slipped past my shields, then the wards should have enough juice to handle it. That and the leather would turn away most blades. We’d tested it once, and thankfully it worked well enough that I didn’t end up getting stabbed. I also ended up having bruised ribs for a week. Apparently, getting hit in the ribs that hard still hurt, it just didn’t result in your instantaneous death. The moral of the story don’t give an angry pixie a blade and a free run at you.

It didn’t take me long to get ready, and when I returned to the kitchen, Gramps was hovering over something on the counter. When he heard me, the pixie turned and looked up to meet my eyes.

“I think you’re going to be happy with this.” Gramps flew up in the air, did a lazy backflip as he lowered himself back to the ground, and then took a small bow.

“It’s beautiful.” On the table was a perfect sheath. I ran my hands over the material and was surprised to find that it felt like wood. I picked up the sheath and was surprised to find that it moved almost like it was made from a Kydex instead of the natural materials Gramps would have used.

Much like the box, the dagger had come in the sheath Gramps had made was covered in a flowing design. After a moment of turning the object over in my hands, I realized the design was vines creeping along the sheath. The work was detailed and elegant. If Gramps wanted to, he could have sold stuff like this in my shop. It would have commanded a very high price, and he had seemingly done it in minutes.

The blade fit perfectly in the sheath. Now I just had to figure out where to put it. I looked down at my outfit. There weren’t a lot of places to tuck a sheathed dagger. Maybe there was room in my boots, or against the small of my back. I couldn’t risk losing a weapon like this, or the beautiful sheath that Gramps had made for it.

Gramps flew forward. “Don’t worry I’ve got you covered.”

He flew up the back of my jacket. I started laughing almost immediately. “What in the hell are you doing back there?” I swatted at my coat. “That tickles.”

“Got it.” Gramps flew back out, grabbed the dagger, and then disappeared again. “How does that feel?”

Feel? I couldn’t feel a thing. “What are you talking about? I don’t feel anything.”

“Perfect. If you reach up to your mid back, you should find the handle.”

Reaching inside of my jacket I felt the handle and pulled the dagger free. It took a little more work to get it back in the sheath, but I got it in. Then it dawned on me that the blade would just fall out. The sheath didn’t have any clasps or straps to hold it in place. Reluctantly I let the blade go, but it didn’t clatter to the ground.

“How?” Was all I managed to mumble.

“How else, magic of course.” Gramps flew away looking pleased with himself.

That gave me a few more hours to go over these files and learn what I could about the creature. It would make for gruesome reading, but hopefully, it would reveal something to me about the creature. The reports had the wendigo listed as being much taller than I would have thought, but none of the witnesses ever really had a clear view of it. I would have initially thought that the wendigo would have retained the approximate size and shape of the man it used to be, but that didn’t appear to be the case.

There weren’t any actual pictures of the wendigo but based off the claw marks and the footprints I would have said it was bigger. Now I would have to guess it was in the seven to nine-foot range with enough weight to leave tracks where two hundred pound police officers couldn’t. I guess we would find out tonight if this map actually helped us track it down.

I poured a cup of tea and continued to look through the files and back at the map Gramps had made. He really was a helpful little guy when he wanted to be. But what was that bit about trying on clothes when I came home? He said it was about a girl, but I had my doubts. Gramps wasn’t exactly the change to impress somebody type. If he lied about that, what else was he lying about?
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Chapter Eleven

Zoey

Sheriff Stevens showed up just before sundown. He honked from the driveway instead of coming to the door. That was a little odd, but the sheriff had a lot invested in tonight. Having a chance to bring justice to your father’s killer had to put you on edge.

“You ready for this?” I asked Gramps as I grabbed my coat.

“Just don’t do anything stupid and I can sit in here and finish my shows. There is this new show about elves that caught my eye, and I downloaded the first episode. So I’d prefer not to have to bail you out of hot water again.”

As if. If anyone bailed us out of hot water, it was me, after Gramps did something stupid that only made whatever problem we were in worse. Just cause he knew more about our magic than I did didn’t mean he was always right. “Wait, did you say watching your shows?”

“I got the TV and dish installed last week,” Gramps said smugly.

“What in the hell do you mean installed?” I’d had the necklace on the whole time. How would someone put in a TV? I pulled on my gloves as I stepped outside.

“You don’t even want to know what kind of deals I had to make to get it done, but now this place feels just like home.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re happy. Now, can it, until I need you.” We weren’t done talking about this, but we couldn’t continue our talk in front of the sheriff.

I slid into the front seat of the sheriff’s SUV. No way was I sitting in the back like some kind of criminal. Plus, someone had to make sure the sheriff didn’t do something he’d regret. By the hard look in his eyes that wasn’t going to be an easy proposition.

“So?” Sheriff Stevens asked with a touch of impatience.

“So…what, you’re happy to see me, or maybe that was ‘So glad you’re helping me with my wendigo problem’ or possibly ‘So you look nice tonight.’”

The sheriff held up a hand, and a nervous chuckle broke through his gruff exterior. “Thanks for coming tonight, Zoey. You look great by the way. Oh, and I couldn’t do this without you.”

I felt a little flush creep into my cheeks. I hadn’t meant to be so snarky, and really, I didn’t look that great tonight. I was dressed all in black and ready to kick ass. That meant no makeup, and my hair was pulled back to make sure it didn’t get in the way. Had to give the sheriff an A for effort though, he de-escalated the situation like a pro.

I had to say something to get over this awkward little pause. I didn’t want to address anything that he said so I brought us back on task. “I have an idea where we need to go, but we have to swing by my shop first.”

The sheriff looked at the setting sun. “Is it that important?”

“It is. Jinx is making something that we need.”

The sheriff looked surprised to have heard the name. “Jinx?” He sounded betrayed.

“I’m sorry, Joel. But if we are truly going to put an end to this, then we need her help.”

“How much does she know?” He put the car into drive and pulled away from the house. Once we hit the street, he turned in the direction of my shop.

“Only that I asked her to make something for me and that we would be using it together. I’d feel a lot better if I could tell her what it was for, but I won’t if you still want to keep this between us.”

The sheriff cast a quick glance at me and then turned back to the road. “I’d like to keep this quiet for now. We can fill her in when it’s over.”

Now I was starting to see why the sheriff didn’t want anyone else to know what was going on. He trusted me because he helped me out of a few jams. Right now he was trusting me to keep a secret. This wasn’t just about catching the bad guy, this was about revenge.

“Whatever happens tonight, you can count on me.” I turned away from him and looked out the windshield. I meant every word of what I said. If the sheriff killed the wendigo that took his father’s life he didn’t have anything to fear from me.

<<<>>>

Jinx was waiting just outside of the back door with a bag in her hand. I rolled down my window as the sheriff pulled the car next to her. Jinx brushed some hair out of her face and leaned down into the window.

“I can tell you, this isn’t my best work, but it should do the trick. It’s a one and done type of deal though, so don’t screw it up.”

“That’s fine. It’s a one and done kind of project.”

Jinx looked past me and locked eyes with the sheriff. “So what’s the box for anyway?”

Joel looked at me and then back at Jinx. “I’m not sure, this is the first I am hearing about it.”

Jinx gave me a look that said you owe me an explanation and then looked back at the sheriff. When her voice came out, it had changed. She now had a southern accent, that came out in a stern motherly tone.

“I expect you to have her home by ten Sheriff Stevens. No daughter of mine stays out past ten with a boy, what would the neighbors think?” She turned and walked back towards the store. I could just imagine the smile on her face.

Jinx couldn’t resist making a subtle dig that we were on a date. At least that’s what I think she was doing. Ten? As if. I was a grown woman and would decide when I came home, and who I brought with me all by myself. It was just like her to butt in where she didn’t belong. Then again she didn’t know what we were actually doing tonight. I would sincerely hope if and when we had our first date, it wouldn’t include a box I had designed to melt a cow’s heart. 

The sheriff cleared his throat. “So...” He stopped talking and started to drive out of the lot. “I mean, where are we headed?”

“That’s a good question. I made a map of all of the crimes you gave me, and then did a little legwork and separated them by date.” I held up a picture of the map. “This is what I got.”

We stopped at a red light, and the sheriff glanced at the map. “And let me guess, this is where you think we should go.” He pointed a finger at a spot on the map.

“No, that is where we need to go.”

The sheriff smiled. “Then let’s get going.” The car rocketed forward as if it had a purpose of its own.

<<<>>>

Sheriff Stevens pulled off the road about an hour outside of town. There wasn’t a turn-off or anything, so we were just on the shoulder of the road. A quick look at my phone confirmed this was about as close as we were going to get by vehicle.

We climbed out of the SUV, and the sheriff grabbed a rifle off the rack in the back. I waited until he was done and then touched him on the arm to get his attention. “You’ve still got the charm I gave you, right?”

“I do.” The sheriff reached inside his shirt and pulled out the necklace I had given him. The charm dangled on the end and swung slowly back and forth.

I checked the charm quickly, and it was fully powered. “I’m not sure what kind of protection it will offer against a wendigo, so I’d suggest running if things get hairy.”

“So what is the charm good for?” He held up his hands to stall my comment. “Not that I’m complaining. I’m just trying to get a better understanding, is all.”

“It will stop a direct magical attack against you from most sources. It’s not going to stop one of the gods from striking you down, but it should be pretty good against most earthbound witches. It should also serve as a general ward against mental attacks. It’s not much for physical protection, but that is something I can work on.”

The sheriff started walking towards the forest. He looked back and handed me a flashlight, but motioned for me to keep it off. “So if the thing throws a fireball I’m probably ok, but not if it tries to rip me apart.”

I kept the flashlight in my right hand, although I was holding it more like a club since it was off. “If this thing starts throwing fireballs we’ve got bigger problems. But yes, that about sums it up. Wendigo claws are still going to be really bad for your health.”

“So easy to remember the Surgeon General didn’t even have to make a warning label.” With that statement, the sheriff ducked under the nearest tree branches and started walking deeper into the forest. There was no turning back now. Each step forward was going to bring us closer to the area I flagged on the map and further away from backup if we needed it. We were officially in wendigo country.

It was a good thing I wore my comfortable boots. We were an hour into our walk and probably only halfway to the location. The moonlight was filtering down through the trees, but I could make out clouds coming in from the west. It was going to be a very cold night for the both of us if it started to rain.

After another thirty minutes of hiking we had gotten closer, but we weren’t able to match the same pace as before. The underbrush was thicker here and moving in one steady direction became almost impossible. Who would have thought that after an hour and half of walking that we would find ourselves in such an inhospitable environment?

I couldn’t imagine what this kind of trek would have been like for the early settlers. Cutting your way across the country would have been tough work. The kind of work that made standing behind the counter in a bookstore seem like a vacation. Not only that but it wasn’t like you could check the weather reports, and getting trapped out here in winter could be deadly.

A slight drizzle started to fall, and I heard the sheriff swear softly in front of me. Until now we’d been operating in perfect silence, but if you couldn’t swear when the clouds covered up the light and started pelting you with drops of ice cold liquid, when could you?

The darker it got only made things easier for the wendigo. That was if it was truly a nocturnal predator. I also just kind of assumed a creature like that would have enhanced hearing and a pretty good sniffer. All of the things you needed to track down your prey.

A twig broke in the forest to our left. I wouldn’t have even noticed, but the forest had gone eerily silent over the last few minutes. I’d chalked that up to the rain starting, but the simple patter as a few drops filtered down through the pine needles had become the only sound around us. Something was wrong.

The sheriff had noticed that something wasn’t quite right as well. He held out a hand behind him and then stopped moving forward. He turned back to look at me and then he disappeared as something massive engulfed him before tossing him aside like a child’s toy. I ran forward without thinking and covered his body with mine before turning to scan the forest.

The sheriff let out a groan which told me he was alive. There was blood on his shirt, but it wasn’t spreading across the fabric, so he was probably going to be ok. That was if I could stop this thing and get him out of here alone. The sheriff’s rifle was a few feet from us. I picked up the weapon and laid it down next to him. He rolled over onto his back and let out a grunt.

“That thing hits harder than Bucky did on the football field.”

Bucky had left Salem to play for the Chicago Bears about twelve years ago. The guy was about three hundred and fifty pounds of pure muscle. He had taken the NFL by storm. People in town had compared getting hit by him to getting hit by a car doing thirty. The sheriff was lucky to be alive because this Bucky wannabee also had razor sharp teeth and claws.

I tried to keep my head moving on a swivel. There was no way to know which direction the wendigo was going to come from. We were out in its ideal hunting environment. Out here we were easy targets. Another twig broke to my right. I turned in that direction even as I felt the beast rushing at me from behind.

The damn thing was smart. Smarter than I had given it credit for. It shouldn’t have surprised me, it used to be human after all. Thankfully, the wendigo wasn’t all that familiar with magic, or it simply didn’t care. It ran at me heedless of the threat, and a second later it slammed into me.

My shield deflected the hit. Ok, so maybe deflected wasn’t the right word. My shield stopped the wendigo from slamming into me, but it couldn’t stop the reaction. The hit sent me careening through the air. I slammed against a tree and fell to the ground. It was the kind of blow that would have killed a human, but it only left me stunned.

Unfortunately, the blow shattered Jinx’s box. I wondered how she was going to feel when I dropped a bloody wendigo heart in her lap and told her to burn it. That was the only way we were going to get out of this mess now, but we still had to slow down the wendigo long enough to cut the things heart out.

Shields were great and all, but they didn’t stop you from being knocked about, at least mine didn’t. My body was going to be covered in bruises in the morning, but at least I didn’t have huge claws marks ripped through my torso to go along with it. If I didn’t act soon, the sheriff wouldn’t be so lucky.

The wendigo stopped about ten feet away from the sheriff and lifted its head in the air. It made a few huffing noises that might have been laughter and then let out a monstrous roar. It had scented the sheriff, one of the only people to have lived through an attack against the creature, and it now had the chance to finish what it started all those years ago.

I started to cast a spell as I gazed at the beast. The wendigo had to be at least nine feet tall. It was hard to tell because it was continually hunched over. Maybe because it ran on all fours but still had the body of a human. That was, of course, if the human in question was battling a massive eating disorder.

The wendigo was rail thin. When I say that, I mean that I could see its ribs and each one of its vertebrae when it turned its back on me. Not only that, but the veins in the heavily muscled arms of the wendigo were sticking out. Not in the ok looking bodybuilder kind of way, but in the ‘you just found the corpse of an eighty-year-old man that has been dead for a week’ kind of way. Not exactly what I would call a great look.

All of that was topped off by the thing’s deformed head. It was almost like the cross between a werewolf and a man. It was like a were had gotten caught mid shift as it tried to turn into its beast warrior form. The wendigo’s jaw was a little longer, almost more like a muzzle but the top of the head was still distinctly human.

Wisps of longer hair still clung to the thing's skull, but that was it for hair. The rest of the beast was hairless. I could tell because he was naked. What was with magical creatures? Just get some damned clothes already. It wasn’t the kind of look I’d personally go for, but when you lived alone in the woods and ate children, I guess you could do what you pleased.

Another roar tore through the night, and the wendigo’s legs flexed as he prepared to jump. My spell took hold right before the beast tried to leave the ground. It screamed in frustration as the roots wrapped around its massive legs. The roots dug in and tightened against the wendigo’s massive legs and arms holding it firmly in place. A second spell made thorny vines appear around it in a cage. The creature slashed at them only to howl again as they replenished almost instantly.

This was our chance to end this without any more bloodshed, but if we killed the wendigo now, we’d never find the Peterson boy. Still, I found myself pulling the dagger free of its sheath as I moved towards the creature. Killing it now was a risk we might just have to take. If it got free, I just knew it would be responsible for more deaths before we could catch it again.

The wendigo saw the dagger and instantly froze. Its eyes tracked me showing intelligence that I’d suspected but hadn’t quite confirmed yet. It was easy to attribute the wendigo’s actions to blind animal rage, but it had set me up a moment ago. Not the kind of thing most predators did.

The wendigo did seem to lose itself in the thrill of the attack. It was almost like the thing went rabid when someone got too close. In a way I guess it did, the never-ending hunger must have been maddening.

I was just outside of my root prison when the wendigo launched itself at the cage. The vines took a few solid blows, and the roots held as the wendigo tore at them with renewed fury. The scent of an approaching meal was driving the beast to new levels of madness. The desperation to fill its belly overwhelming the harm it was doing to itself as it struggled to be free. This had to end, and it had to end now.

Commanding the roots and vines to tighten against the wendigo, I kept moving forward. The damn thing continued to fight against me. It thrashed out knowing that it had lost. It broke my heart seeing any living creature in this kind of distress, but it had to be done. Gramps agreed there was no way to save someone once they made the transition.

The roots pulled the wendigo to the ground. It continued to struggle, but there was no way out. The vines contracted to the point of near suffocation finally pulling the beast tightly against the ground. Our eyes met, and I felt as if I was staring into the great abyss. Is this what people saw when they looked into the eyes of a serial killer right before he made the killing blow?

I’d stalled long enough. This had to be done, and there wasn’t anyone else around that could do it. The sheriff and I had both almost died to get to this point, and I couldn’t afford to get squeamish now. I knelt next to the creature, and it let out a pleading whine. That was something unexpected, maybe there was something left of the man inside after all.

The knife rose in the air, moonlight glinted off the blade, and I brought it down towards the wendigo’s chest with all the strength I had. The blade cut straight through his chest and pierced his heart.

With a burst of strength only the gods could grant, the creature tore free of the vines. It hit me again, but this time I managed to hold onto its arm. Maybe not the best idea I ever had. The wendigo shook me free, and I hit the ground with a thud. My vision wavered and then started flashing before the vision hit me. This didn’t happen often, and when it did, I had no way of controlling it.

All I could see now were claws and faces. The wendigo remembered every life that it had taken. The feelings I picked up as the visions ran through my head weren’t of remorse. The creature actually felt joy when it killed and satisfaction when it fed. I wanted to break the connection between us. No, I needed to. I had seen enough. What in the hell was happening to me?

The wendigo grabbed me around the waist as I struggled to break free of its memories. Claws tore through the back of my coat and pierced deep into my side. A golden light filled my vision, and I was thrown backward. The claws gouging mercilessly against my ribs before I bounced against the ground fifteen feet away.

Gramps had come to the rescue, but I was going to be feeling that in the morning. After my initial bounce off the ground, I started rolling until I hit a tree. What in the hell was with all these trees in the forest anyway? I mean it almost felt like the trees moved in my way whenever the creature tossed me like a ragdoll. I looked up and immediately regretted it.

The wendigo stood to its full height, arms spread wide as it raged at the gods that had forsaken it. It plucked my dagger from its chest and tossed it away. The wound healed almost instantly. The only indication that the wendigo had been hurt was the river of black blood that covered the lower half of its body.

The wendigo’s eyes fixated on me, the master of its pain. It cocked its head to the side as if it was listening for a moment and then charged straight for me. I tried to cast a spell, but I wasn’t going to be quick enough. My back pressed against the tree, and I waited for death to claim me.

The clearing lit up, and I watched the front of the wendigo’s chest explode outward. Then the thunderclap of the rifles shot reached my ears. The sheriff was behind the monster lying on his side, rifle pointed in my direction. When the wendigo only roared and turned to face the new threat, he cast aside the single shot rifle and pulled out his handgun.

Six shots slammed into the beast, but they barely seemed to slow him. Cursing under my breath, I climbed to my feet and started looking for the dagger. I found it just as three more shots sounded.

The sheriff looked up into the face of certain death and screamed, “Why won’t you die?” He slammed a new clip into place and continued to fire as the wendigo stalked slowly towards him. The lower caliber bullets didn’t seem to do anything but piss it off.

The sheriff found his feet and tossed his pistol to the side. He must have been out of ammo because he picked up the rifle and held it like a club. “Come on, you sack of shit, let’s dance.”

Sheriff Stevens wasn’t going to give up. This thing had killed his father and many more innocent people. He was duty-bound to end its life and protect the citizens of our city. I threw the dagger just as the wendigo started its charge. The sheriff’s improvised club came down just as my dagger caught the wendigo in the leg.

The creature stumbled but still managed to hit the sheriff as he ran past. Joel screamed, and I heard something break as he hit the ground ten feet away. Damn trees didn’t move into his way like they did mine. That was probably a blessing because I wasn’t sure he would have survived the hit.

I started running after the wendigo. I couldn’t let it leave with my mom’s dagger still embedded in its leg. A few steps later I came skidding to a halt and quickly picked the dagger up from the forest floor. Quickly I moved to the sheriff and huddled over his limp form.

I brandished the dagger to the forest. “You can’t have him!” I shouted into the dark.

I dropped down on one knee and placed a hand on him. His arm was broken in two places, and he had a ton of scrapes and bruises to add to the list. I healed what I could, but the broken bones would take more time and energy than I could waste out here. We still had to hike back to the SUV with that thing potentially stalking us the entire way.

I looked down into Joel’s face. Some of the pain in his eyes had subsided, but it was being replaced by the burden of failure. Pulling him to his feet, I said, “Looks like we are going to need some back up after all.”

Joel bent down collecting the two halves of his rifle, and then looked at me. “You think?”

I couldn’t tell if he was trying to be funny or if he was being pissy. “Don’t get smart with me, pretty boy. I’m the one that has to drag you back to our ride.”

The sheriff started limping in the opposite direction. “We can’t turn back now.”

I put a hand on his back, and he stopped moving. I saw the heave of his shoulders and felt the hitch in his chest as the emotions of the night flooded into him. “We have to turn back. I’ll find the next spot on the map. We won’t stop hunting this thing until its dead. I promise.”

Joel wiped his eyes with the battered remains of his jacket before turning and limping slowly back the way we had come. The rain continued to fall, and the sounds of animal life slowly returned to the forest around us. We were alone, for now.
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Chapter Twelve

Zoey

The rain was coming down in sheets when I woke up. A groan slipped from my lips as I rolled on my side and out of bed. Magic or not, being slammed around by a wendigo hurt. What I was feeling now had to be nothing like the pain the sheriff was going through this morning.

The wind blew across the window, and an old dry leaf hung there for a second before disappearing. A shiver slipped down my spine until it tingled at my feet. There was a darkness out there, an ill omen in the rain. I’d felt things like this before but never so strongly. Death had come to Salem, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

My phone buzzed on the bedside table, and I felt my stomach sink. We failed last night, and I had an idea who paid the price for our failure. I swiped to accept the call, fear making my fingers numb. The phone hung next to my ear like a wasp ready to strike.

“Hello?” My voice came out in a whisper.

“Zoey, we found the Peterson boy,” the sheriff said with a low growl that rumbled from deep inside of his chest. “What’s left of him anyway.” His voice was dripping with bitterness.

I knew exactly how the sheriff felt. If we had succeeded, the boy would have had a chance. Instead, I let the sheriff and the missing boy down. Something broke inside of me, and the tears came. I’d never failed to save someone before, and it was ripping me apart.

“Zoey, are you there?” The sheriff sounded concerned.

The tears stopped, and a cold resolve filled my spirit. I was going to end this. No one else was going to die because of me. This had to end, the people of Salem needed to know they were safe.

Warm resolve spread through my chest almost as if I had taken a shot of whiskey. “I’ll be there as fast as I can.”

The sheriff hesitated and then tried to stall. “Zoey, you don’t have to come down here. There isn’t anything you can do.”

“I’ll be there just the same. Then I need to see a witch about helping me kill a wendigo.”

“I don’t want you doing anything without me. I need to be there, I have to see it with my own eyes, or else I won’t be able to really believe this is over.”

“You’ve got my word, Joel.”

“Thank you, Zoey.” The sheriff hung up.

The sheriff deserved to be there when we put the wendigo down. I hoped it worked out that way, but despite what I told him if the opportunity presented itself I wasn’t going to let the creature escape again.

There wasn’t time for a shower, but I could sneak one in at the shop before we went hunting again. Right now there was only one place I needed to be. My phone buzzed again as I grabbed my coat. The sheriff had sent me the address for the crime scene; I hadn’t even thought to ask.

“Gramps, I’m going to need you to get me the next most likely location for the wendigo.”

The necklace vibrated against my chest. “Not a chance, missy. You almost died last night.”

“Well, I didn’t exactly know what I was walking into. Now that I do, everything will be fine. Plus I’m bringing the witch.”

Gramps flew out of the necklace. “And that’s supposed to make me feel better. You can’t trust a witch, even if they make you brownies.” He flew around in a slow circle and mumbled, “I mean, what kind of person poisons brownies at a party?

“Jinx didn’t try and poison you. I’ve told you a hundred times, those were recreational brownies.” Some folks actually enjoyed eating that kind of things.

One of these days I was going to have to find out just what happened to make him hate witches so much. Most of my previous experiences with witches taught me to lean heavily in Gramps’ camp. If you weren’t a witch, they tended to not really care about you at all. Witches first and all that jazz. Once I demonstrated that they couldn’t come into Salem and push me around, our interactions had grown more pleasant in nature. Witches were almost like Weres in that respect, you had to show them that you had the one thing they respected. Power.

“I trust Jinx with my life.” That might not strictly be true. But it was the kind of thing one said when trying to convince someone else to trust someone. In truth, I trusted Jinx quite a bit, but maybe not with my life, at least not yet.

Gramps frowned. “That’s good. Because if you go out there today, that is exactly what you are doing. Putting your life in the hands of a witch.” He shook his head as if he couldn’t believe anyone would be that stupid.

“Just find me the next location. If you do this, maybe I can help you with your girl problem.”

Gramps paused in front of me, a quizzical expression on his withered face. “Girl problem?”

“You know, with the pixie you tried on clothes for.” I poked him. “Cause that did really happen, right?”

“Of course it did.” Gramps flew to the map, pulled it off the wall, and sped back towards the necklace. The words “I’ll see what I can do,” floated out as the clasp to my necklace closed.

I knew there wasn’t another girl. That begged the question, what was Gramps really up to? He’d never given me a reason to doubt him before, so I was willing to give him a little slack. It was just hard to come to terms with the fact that he had lied to me. Gramps was my rock, he took care of me, at least he always had before.

If he found me the right location, I’d be able to forgive him for just about anything. Bringing the wendigo to justice was my top priority, but now the wild hunt was about to descend on Salem. That gave us one more night to try and get this right before everything fell apart. I didn’t care what Gramps said, there was no way I could let them take our city’s kids.

Grabbing my shredded coat, I headed for the door. First things first, I had to pay my respects to the fallen. That little boy didn’t deserve this, and I wanted to let him know I wouldn’t let this happen to anyone else. The rain continued to fall as my Jeep roared to life. Death had come to Salem, but it wouldn’t be staying for long.

<<<>>>

The crime scene was chaotic when I pulled up. People had started to gather outside of the police tape. No one in this city had ever seen anything like this. These people came to the flashing lights like moths to a flame. None of them knew what happened, only that it had to be horrific to have drawn such a police response.

One officer had his arm on the shoulder of another. The man being comforted had a blanket around his shoulders, and his face was pale. He shook slightly in the rain as the other officer tried to offer him what little comfort there was to give.

He must have been one of the first responders. No one really enjoys finding a dead body, but finding the body of a child is something altogether different. In this case, it was probably part of a body, which would have made it almost unbearable. That was one thing people didn’t talk about when they thought of police. The horrific things they see on a daily basis can wreak havoc on their lives.

I started making my way towards the police tape. Keeping my head down I filtered through the growing crowd. I wanted to be here for Joel, shit, who was I kidding? I wanted to be here for him, but I needed to be here for me. That didn’t mean I wanted my name circulated in the news again. Despite what people say, all publicity is not good publicity.

When I ducked under the tape, one of the officers approached me. He was a new guy, I couldn’t quite remember his name, but the tag on his shoulder said Brown.

“Excuse me miss, but this area is closed to civilians.” He blocked my path and pointed back towards the tape. “Please wait on the other side of the tape.”

“I’m here to see the sheriff.” Brown’s face contorted into a look of skepticism. “He’s expecting me.”

Officer Brown held out his hand to keep me from moving forward. His other hand reached up and hit the button of his shoulder-mounted radio. “Sheriff, I have a young lady here to see you.”

The radio crackled. “Damn it, Brown, just send her up here already,” Sheriff Stevens’ voice growled through the open channel.

Officer Brown looked shocked at the response but moved out of the way. “Sheriff’s expecting you, ma’am.”

He said it like I hadn’t just heard the entire conversation. There wasn’t a reason to drop the officer an I told you so when the sheriff had already bit his head off. Any officer at the crime scene was bound to be having a bad day. Maybe there was something I could do to make it a little better for Officer Brown.

I flashed the officer a smile as I walked past. Before I left I patted him on the back, in what I hoped was a comforting gesture. “I’ll make sure to tell the sheriff how helpful you were.”

“I’d appreciate that, ma’am.” He turned back towards the crowd and started watching vigilantly for the next offender trying to breach the tape line.

The sheriff was standing just outside of a large pavilion. In the center of the pavilion was a dark puddle and black blanket. It took a moment to sink in that the police had covered the body of the boy with the blanket. It probably went against every procedure they had, but it had to be done.

The sheriff was standing off to the right side of the pavilion, the left side had several yellow flags marking spots in the grass. As I got closer, I realized they had marked where the responding officers had thrown up. If it was that bad, I wondered how they even knew it was the Peterson boy.

The sheriff gave me the briefest of nods before he turned back to the man he was speaking to. “I’m trusting you to handle the scene while I go track down a lead with Zoey. Are you sure you can take care of it until the medical examiner shows up?”

“Not a problem, Sheriff.” The man walked off to check in with some of the officers manning the perimeter.

I tried to give the sheriff an amused look, but I just couldn’t muster it. Nothing was amusing about what happened here today. All of this was because we failed to kill the wendigo. “Tracking down a lead, huh?”

The sheriff cast a quick glance towards the covered body and then turned his eyes back to me. “I figured you would have come up with something by now.”

The sheriff took a few steps away from the pavilion. The sling on his arm was wet from the falling rain. I’d forgotten just how banged up the sheriff had been when we parted ways. My magic had taken care of the worst of it and saved him a hospital visit, but he didn’t look good.

The sheriff was still limping a bit, and he had a few bruises and scratches on his face. The lack of sleep and pain had left dark circles under his eyes. His foot slipped in the wet grass, and the sheriff twisted around to regain his balance. As he came to a stop a hiss of pain escaped his lips, and he clutched at his ribs with his one free hand.

“Maybe you should sit this one out?” I moved next to the sheriff and placed a hand on his arm. There wasn’t a lot I could do for him now, but I could take away a little of his pain. I let just a tiny tendril of magic flow into him. It would ease the limp and Joel would have an easier time making it through the day.

“Not a chance. I need to see this through,” he growled.

“I know you do,” I whispered. “That doesn’t make it the right thing to do.”

For a second I thought the rage and revenge swirling around his eyes was going to win out, but then his look softened. It was like when a storm broke, and you could see the sun for the first time in days. The sheriff had come to a decision, and he was at peace with it.

“Just promise me this thing dies. No second chances, no sparing its life.” He marched over to the body and lifted the blanket. “A monster that could do this doesn’t deserve to live.”

The sheriff dropped the blanket, and I felt the tears streaming down my face. The Peterson boy had been shredded. It reminded me of the time I saw a tomcat playing with a mouse. He broke the thing’s back and then continued to toss it around because it squeaked when it landed. This was the same thing only a million times worse.

“I won’t forget, Joel. I swear to you, we’ll bring this thing down.”

“You better, cause if you don’t get it today, I’m going to have to form up search parties and a lot of good people are going to die.”

“You can’t send people out there!” I waved my hands in the direction of the forest.

“Do you really think I’d be able to stop them. I’m doing everything I can just to buy us the time to stop it. I’m counting on you, Zoey.” He put a hand on my upper arm and gave me a gentle squeeze.

“I won’t let you down.” His hand fell away, and I wished that it hadn’t.

I looked up at the sheriff hoping to find something there, only to see that he was looking past me towards the barrier. Before I could turn to see what was going on, the sheriff was running.

A woman broke past the officers that were corralling her husband. She made it halfway to the pavilion before the sheriff intercepted her. He wrapped his arms around her waist like a vice and started to drag her away from the pavilion. Tears streamed down her face as she fought to break free.

“Mary, you don’t want to see him like this. You’re going to want to remember him how he was.”

Mary Peterson let out a wail. “My boy, that’s my boy!”

The sheriff was struggling to contain the much smaller woman. She was determined to break free and see her son. “I promise that we’ll release him to you when we can. Until then, I need you to stay calm.”

“Erik! I’m here honey. It’s ok. Mama’s here.” Mrs. Peterson made the sheriff pay dearly for every step he took towards the barrier.

Mr. Peterson was watching his wife with a look of desperation on his face. He wanted to see his son as well, but he also needed to protect his wife and other children. “Come here Mary, we need to get back. It was a mistake for us to come here.”

“No! I want to see him, I need to see him!” Mary screamed as the sheriff passed her to two other officers.

“Get her home.” The officers nodded and started to carry her away.

Mrs. Peterson fought against the officers, and I watched as one of their hands slipped. She broke free and started running towards the pavilion. I’d been practicing my magic, but I wasn’t sure if I was going to be able to get this spell off in time. I whispered the words to freeze her in place and let the spell go.

Mary took one more step and then fell forward as her body stopped moving. She crumpled into the wet grass, and the officers hurried to retrieve her. I didn’t want to stick around to give an explanation, so while everyone was turned and watching the commotion, I slipped past them and back to my Jeep.

This had to end soon, or more innocent people were going to get hurt. I tapped my necklace to make sure Gramps was awake. “Tell me you’ve got something.”

My necklace vibrated. “I’ve got something, but you’re not going to like it.”

“Please don’t be a cave, please don’t be in a cave,” I muttered over and over as I waited for his response.

“The best I can figure is that the wendigo is holed up somewhere to the northeast by Braxton Caverns.”

Braxton Caverns was a set of caves built into the cliff face and under the surrounding area. You wouldn’t find the caves on any maps though. They were hidden by magic and only known by some of the local magic and were communities. No one knew why the caves were shrouded in an illusion spell. Only that they were and that no one had ever found anything worth hiding there in the last hundred years.

The other reason magical types came to the area was that they wanted to know how the spell had lasted for so long. Sure some spells cast by powerful witches could last forever, but most people didn’t have that kind of mojo. Not to maintain a spell this large in scope, indefinable. People had speculated that something was powering the spell inside the caves, but nothing had ever been found.

Was there a cave big enough to hide a wendigo in? Of course, there was. I mean when you were looking for an evil monster, it had to have a deep, dank underground lair. That was just the kind of place that would make sense to have the big boss fight if this was a game.

Still, finding the right cavern or offshoot was going to be nearly impossible. Plan B wasn’t going to be any fun, and it was going to require one of us to be the bait. I wasn’t thrilled with plan B. Standing out in the open and waiting for the wendigo to attack wasn’t my idea of a good time.

I couldn’t count on the sheriff tracking me down if the wendigo really was hiding out at Braxton Caverns. There wasn’t any backup when the mundies couldn’t find the place, and on a day like today you wouldn’t find anyone hiking the trails.

My Jeep roared to life as I pulled out of the lot and headed towards my shop. I had a witch to pick up and a cavern to search. There would be time to worry about how much I hated confined spaces and the dark later. Now all I was focused on was the promise I had to fulfill.
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Chapter Thirteen

Zoey

I ran into the store like the world was on fire outside. A couple of customers that were browsing through the books section looked up as I ran past. I made it to the back of the store just as Maggie was coming out with a book from the storeroom. Grabbing her arm, I spun her around and dragged her into the back where Jinx was working.

“What gives, boss?” Maggie said yanking her arm free and staring at me like I lost my mind.

“Sorry, I just had to make this quick.” I gave her an apologetic shrug. There would be time to apologize for dragging her around later. “I’m going to need you to cover the store tonight, and maybe tomorrow night as well.”

“Ah, come on Boss. I’ve already got plans. You can’t just drop this stuff on a girl at the last minute.”

Jinx just started to laugh. “Have you met Zoey? Crushing your plans at the last minute is kind of what she does.”

“Hey, it’s not like I try to make your lives miserable.” You think steady employment and having me as a friend would have been enough to keep them happy.

“I’m not complaining, Boss. It’s just, you know…” Maggie trailed off.

“Sucks,” Jinx finished for her.

I looked at both of them and their crestfallen expressions. I’d find a way to make it up to them but not now. “It’s not like I asked to be the savior of Salem. All I want to do is run this shop and try to find something that will heal my dad, but I can’t sit by while a wendigo is killing kids. I can’t sit by when the fae come to steal them.”

“Hold up,” Jinx rose to her feet extending her hand indicating that I should keep quiet. “What’s all this about wendigos and children getting kidnapped.”

“Yeah, skip the part about working late and tell us what’s going on.” Maggie looked concerned.

She had every right to be concerned. The last time I took Jinx off on an excursion, we nearly didn’t make it back. Some quick thinking and a little timely Gramps intervention had saved us. This time I was hoping that things would go a little bit smoother. Hoping didn’t make it so, but it was a start.

“Maggie, I swear I’ll fill you in after we take care of the problem, right now I just need your help.” I looked at Jinx. She owed me, but that wasn’t what friendship was about. If this was going to work, then she had to want to help me.

Jinx looked over at Maggie. “Call Caleb for me and let him know I won’t be there tonight. Also, finish putting together that info on the wild hunt. I’ve got a feeling it’s going to come in handy.”

“Since when do you get to give me orders? I’ve worked here so much longer than you.” Maggie shot daggers in her direction.

Jinx rushed forward and pulled Maggie into a hug. “I would never give you orders. I owe you one.” Jinx broke their hug, grabbed her bag, and headed for the door.

Maggie looked stunned. I don’t know if she wasn’t expecting the hug or if she hadn’t expected Jinx to be so sweet with her response. I decided to chalk it up to good fortune since Maggie didn’t seem to be bristling anymore.

“Same deal as last time, order whatever you want for dinner and I’ll pay you back. Plus I’ll slip a little something extra in your paycheck.” I gave her a quick hug. “Thank you.”

Sometimes those two little words couldn’t be replaced. Everyone needed to know that they were appreciated. It gave you that warm and fuzzy feeling just knowing that someone else really cared when you helped them out of a jam. I couldn’t run my life without Maggie, and I wanted her to know how much she meant to me.

“I’m just hoping when I inherit the store that I can hire someone to work while I go off on crazy adventures.” Maggie smiled and pushed me towards the door. She still had a customer waiting for her to get back with that book.

“When you get the store?”

“Yeah, you know when one of these things you’re always chasing actually wins, I get the store. Then I’ll be able to do what you do, except that I’ll be replacing chasing scary monsters with spa days.” Maggie moved to the main part of the store leaving me in the back.

Maybe that was a hint, possibly a double hint. Instead of an increase in her check maybe Maggie wanted a spa day. That was something that I could put together relatively quickly. All three of us could go once we had this business settled. It might even be fun.

“I’m counting on you,” I shouted before running out the door. It didn’t hurt to always leave the store while dishing out a little bossly advice, and by bossly, I mean useless and encouraging all at the same time.

Jumping in the Jeep next to Jinx. I put the vehicle in gear and then tapped on my necklace. “Gramps, I need you to guide me to that location now.”

The rain had started coming down in sheets again. After all, why would the gods make this any easier for us? The Jeep could handle the weather like a pro, but I’d have to put it in four wheel drive if the weather got much colder. Ice was a real hazard at this time of year. The crews that worked when it snowed constantly were all gone, and so was the salt they sprinkled on the roads.

Jinx was looking at me anxiously, so I decided to put her mind at ease. “Don’t worry, we can handle this.”

“Oh, that’s not what I’m worried about.” Jinx pointed out my window. “I’m worried about that guy that is running next to our car.”

Looking out the window, I couldn’t help but smile. Oliver was keeping pace with the Jeep. He was swinging his arms wildly like he was sprinting, but I could see the chariot that Jinx couldn’t. I touched her arm, allowing her to see through Oliver’s illusion. She started to smile and giggle at how ridiculous he looked now that she could see what he was standing in. I had to agree he looked a little ridiculous sitting there pumping his arms like an Olympic sprinter while he was standing still in the back of the chariot.

“What in the hell is he doing?” Jinx asked as she watched Oliver.

“He’s using his magic to try and look cool.” Men were so weird sometimes. “Don’t let him know you can see the chariot now.” I rolled down my window, swearing just enough to let Oliver know I wasn’t happy about the rain that was splashing into my Jeep.

“What can I help you with, Oliver?” No reason to make things worse than they were going to be tomorrow night. In fact, if I could make Oliver an ally, I might actually stand a chance when the hunt descended on our town.

The fairy grinned like a madman. His curly brown hair was drenched with rain, and his clothes clung tightly against his well-muscled chest. “Oh, just enjoying a wee bit of your lovely weather.”

“I doubt that.” I looked out at the churning sea of black clouds. Normally I loved the rain but not today, not after last night. “What are you really up to?”

“Same thing as you, I’m out hunting. Dead kids are bad for business after all.”

The cold reminder of what Oliver was here to do wiped my smile away instantly. “So why help now? We could have used your help more last night.”

Oliver wiggled his fingers. His apprentice looked back but didn’t say anything. “Just making sure we had some privacy.”

I looked at Jinx, and she pointed towards her ears. She couldn’t hear a thing. “Please let my friend join us.”

Oliver continued to smile. “Not this time.”

The chariot jerked skyward sending Oliver almost tumbling out of the back. He pulled himself up using a leather strap that was wrapped around his wrist. That little strap might have been all that saved him from a nasty fall. I was starting to wonder just how competent this fairy really was.

Oliver finished getting his feet back under him. He smacked his apprentice on the back, and let loose with a few choice words before slapping his infectious smile back on his face and leaning against the side of the chariot as if nothing had just happened.

The fairy just continued to grin at me like a madman. Finally, he must have had enough because he continued speaking. “I was about to say, before we were so rudely interrupted was.” He cast a menacing glance towards his apprentice. “That we aren’t allowed to interfere with the lives of mortals.”

Oliver shrugged, his smile never wavering. “I was rooting for you though. I really thought you had him at the end there.”

Now I was starting to get pissed. “So you were watching us? What would you have done if I died?”

Oliver shrugged his shoulders, but his face looked troubled. “It would have pained me greatly if you met your demise at the hands of such a filthy creature. The same feeling I would share if you were to die right now. Let the hunters take care of this matter and return to your home.”

Like I needed a man to take care of problems for me. I was done with this chauvinistic fairy. Jinx and I had work to do. “Right, cause all women need a big burly man to protect them, while they take care of the home and cook your meals.” I felt a righteous head of steam building. Stupid fairy didn’t know when to shut up. It wasn’t like fairies didn’t know any better. They were ruled by two queens, and half of their women were fierce warriors.

Oliver frowned at my reaction. “Take no offense child, I offer none.” He motioned towards his driver and our security bubble faded away. “I hope to see you again.”

Oliver made another motion with his hand, and the chariot rose into the sky and banked hard to the right. I wondered if he would really try and kill the wendigo for me. It wasn’t a chance I was willing to take. If he screwed this up, I’d never be able to look Joel in the eyes again.

You never knew exactly where you stood with a fairy. He could have been doing all of this just for giggles. This could also be the hunt’s way of trying to bribe me to stay out of their affairs tomorrow night. That was never going to happen so Oliver could shove it.

“So who’s your new friend?” Jinx asked a devious smile spreading across her face.

“That’s Oliver.”

“He’s kind of cute. You know, he kind of looks like that guy that shoots arrows on TV, but your version is a little more smiley. That guy on TV just frowns a lot.”

“Oliver sure has the same chest and arms though.” Shit, did I really say that out loud?

Jinx hit my shoulder. “Oh, Zoey, he sure does.” This time when she laughed it was deep and throaty.

“It’s not like that, I swear.” I tried to ignore her and focus on the road, but it wasn’t helping. “Gramps, I need you to zero in on that location now.”

A thin beam of light crept out from my necklace. “Is he gone?” Gramps whispered.

“Who? Oliver?”

“Do you see any other fairies out there,” Gramps snapped.

“Not at the moment, no.” Why would Gramps be worried about being spotted by Oliver? He hadn’t been worried at all when we ran into that fairy over Christmas.

Gramps flew out of my necklace. It never stopped amazing me how he expanded as he came out. I learned a long time ago that the answer to any complicated question on how things worked was just magic. So there was no point in asking Gramps how it worked.

He handed the map to Jinx, pointed at a location on it, and then dove back into my necklace as fast as he could. “If you see that pointy-eared turdmuffin again, make sure not to mention me.”

“Turdmuffin?” I had to smile at that one. You’d be shocked at how hard it was to keep a pixie like Gramps from swearing. He was trying, but some of his toned down swears still needed some work.

I tapped my necklace. “Hey, are you at least going to tell me what is going on?”

The necklace vibrated. “No, and just remember. I don’t exist until all of this is over.”

Jinx pointed at my neck. “What’s got the little guy all riled up?”

I took the map from her and looked at where she was pointing with her finger. I knew just how to get there, and it was only an hour away. Just long enough for me to fill Jinx in on everything that was going on and figure out what she had found out about the wild hunt. That and come up with at least a rudimentary plan for killing the wendigo.

I looked over at Jinx. “This is going to take a while.”

“It’s not like I have anywhere else to be.” She looked out the window and sullenly said, “At least not anymore.”
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Chapter Fourteen

Zoey

Unlike the night before, this time there was an actual trailhead for us to pull over. I wouldn’t exactly call it a parking lot, more of a dirt track full of muddy potholes. I’d been out here a few times before, it was one of my favorite trails when I had more than a few hours to get away. This wasn’t exactly the backwoods, but it would be easy enough to get lost out there if you didn’t know what you were doing.

I looked over at my witch. “You ready to bring the fire?”

“You just get me that heart, and I’ll turn it to ash.”

“Follow me and try to stay quiet.” I’d learned last night that staying quiet when you’re trailblazing is almost impossible, but we had to try. It made me wish for a spell that would clear a path straight to my target, but magic was never the answer to all of your problems.

I looked back once to make sure Jinx was on my tail and then pushed further into the forest. It might have been faster to take the trail and then cut in from the side, but I was feeling anxious after my last attempt at the wendigo failed and being logical wasn’t at the top of my list. Now all I wanted to do was keep one foot moving in front of the other.

As we hiked Jinx and I exchanged a few ideas on what to do about the wild hunt. The biggest problem seemed to be that all the kids were going to be spread out. There was no way we could defend every household with children, at least not like that. Despite what popular fiction would have you believe, I just couldn’t teleport places and zap bad guys until they left.

As awesome as that would have been we needed a real plan, and the only thing I could think of was rounding up all the kids into one location. That was going to be easier said than done with less than twenty-four hours left until the wild hunt hit our town. The sheriff wasn’t exactly pleased with me right now, and dropping another bomb into his lap wouldn’t win me any special favors.

Despite my reluctance to bother him with this, I’d waited too long, and now it had to be done. I knew the sheriff would do everything he could to save those kids, just like I was going to do everything I could to put this to an end.

Trees were kind of beautiful in the rain. You never really got to see that in pictures. People like to shoot things in the light, or lack thereof, but no one really catches the elements. The brief hints of light that caught the drops filtering through the canopy made the forest shine with color.

Each drop was its own rainbow until it crashed against the forest floor. There was beauty in the darkness of the rain; you only had to be willing to find it. That logic didn’t extend to everything. There was no beauty left in the soul of the wendigo. It had been burned and tortured away until there was nothing but an empty void that could only be filled when the beast satiated her hunger.

There was a sound like a branch breaking up ahead. Jinx and I froze almost instantaneously. Both of us were straining to hear anything that would indicate where an attack was going to come from. Another crash sounded, this one was followed by a string of curses in a language I didn’t understand. It might have been Gaelic or Irish.

It sounded like Oliver was shouting, but this time it was in English. “Damn it boy, shoot straight. That last arrow almost got me.”

“I’m doing my best, Oliver.” A nasally pompous voice responded.

“Give me the bow, I’ll do it myself.”

A roar cut through the forest and the rest of the fairy’s conversation. Jinx and I started to run. You couldn’t kill a wendigo with a freaking arrow. The two fairies had to have known better. So just what in the hell were they playing at?

Another roar sounded, and a scream cut through the night. “Damn it, Quinn. How could you be so careless? Get back in the chariot. If we make it back in time, the hunt master might be able to save that arm.”

This time when the scream sounded it didn’t come from Oliver or Quinn. The sound was too guttural. There was way too much animal in the sound for it to be one of the fairies. When the screaming ended the sound of something larger crashing through the trees began. The wendigo was chasing Oliver. A quick glance at Jinx showed the shock on her face. It was one thing to know wendigos existed and another to see glimpses of one charging through the forest as it hunted someone else.

She reacted better than I did when I first laid eyes on the creature. Fire burst from her hands, and she started running after it. It took my brain a few seconds to catch up with Jinx, but then I was charging through the forest after her. The wendigo was distracted, giving us our best chance to strike. It was now or never.

I reached behind my back and pulled my mother’s dagger free. “Bring it, you bastard.”

Breaking through the trees and into a clearing I looked up to see the wendigo ripping a silver arrow from its arm. Two more arrows flew into the creature’s chest as I continued to close the distance between us.

Jinx moved to flank the wendigo. If it tried to run she was there, but otherwise she was waiting for me to give her something to burn. Another arrow slammed into the beast. Oliver was giving me the chance to get in position even if that wasn’t his intention.

The wendigo reared back, its misshapen head tilted to the sky. It roared into the night, arms extended wide. With a move that only would have worked in a low budget fantasy movie, the wendigo raised its arms above its head. With one final shriek, the wendigo brought its arms down in a violent arc. The arrows shattered as the wendigo’s massive arms ripped through the shafts. The remains of the arrows still poked out of the wendigo’s chest, but the creature had made its point. Arrows weren’t going to be enough to stop it. The beast's eyes focused on Oliver, and it began to run.

I started sprinting, but there was no way I was going to be able to catch up with the wendigo. Even as I enhanced my strength and speed, I knew I was going to fall short. The wendigo launched itself into the air. A silver arrow slammed into it at the peak of its jump, but the wendigo didn’t even flinch.

Oliver’s apprentice starred in horror as the wendigo started its descent. He fell back into the chariot, panic etched into his features. Oliver fumbled for another arrow but fear made his fingers clumsy, and he lost it coming out of the quiver. I screamed in frustration as Oliver tossed the bow to the side.

Neither of them had to die. They should have just let us handle this. The wendigo’s snarl filled the clearing as he came crashing down onto the back of the chariot. The horses spooked and started to run, sending the wendigo sprawling out of the back. Oliver slammed into the creature ensuring that his apprentice could get away.

Oliver raised his forearm, and a shield appeared. The wendigo crashed into the shield, and I heard something snap. Oliver rolled to the side and gathered his feet. His left arm now hung limply at his side, and the shield slipped from his hand. He didn’t have his weapon out yet, but I might be able to reach him before the wendigo could finish him off.

The chariot banked in the air and came back towards us. I could see Quinn standing in the back of the chariot, long golden hair streaming behind him. He had a crossbow held in his one good arm. His other arm hung in a shredded mess by his side. Somehow he kept his balance as he lined up his shot. He fired at the wendigo distracting it just long enough for me to reach it.

I slammed the dagger up under the wendigo’s ribs. The beast howled, and one clawed hand ripped me free from its back and sent me flying away. I hit the ground hard rolling a few times before coming to a stop. The dagger was still in my hand, but the wendigo was far from dead. In fact, the only effect my strike might have had was to piss it off.

The wendigo changed course and was coming straight for me. I lifted the dagger and waited to meet its charge. I had to look a little ridiculous. Like a mouse with a toothpick sword standing valiantly against a charging alley cat with razor sharp claws. This toothpick wielding half fairy planned on coming out of this alive.

Black blood was pouring from the wound I inflicted with the dagger. The pine needle covered ground was dotted with evidence of our battle. Still, the wendigo charged as if having a dagger shoved deep into its chest didn’t matter. In the grand scheme of things, I guess it didn’t. All that mattered to the wendigo was its next meal, and all I wanted was to stop it from getting it.

My knees flexed, and I readied myself for the wendigo to slam into me. The ground seemed to tremble as it charged. I braced the dagger with both hands and closed my eyes. Jinx yelled from behind me, and my eyes snapped open. A fireball slammed into the wendigo making it stumble a step to the left as it continued to charge. I threw myself to the right barely dodging a swipe from the creature’s massive claws before hitting the ground.

The wendigo spun dragging its long claws in the dirt to slow its momentum. The furrows made in the dirt by its claws were nothing compared to the spray of dirt it kicked up as it started forward again. The wendigo snarled once, eyes wild with hunger. All traces of the wendigo’s humanity had faded away. Now it was just a snarling ball of rage headed straight for me.

Jinx wouldn’t be able to save me this time. My feet dug into the ground, and I waited for the wendigo to slam into me. This time it was Oliver who saved me from finding out what it felt like to be trampled by a wendigo. Oliver’s sword slammed into the creature’s side as he tried to drive it from my path.

Instead of clutching at the wound or continuing its charge, the wendigo stopped. Using the momentum from the sudden stop, it turned to the side forcing Oliver to abandon his blade. With a howl, the wendigo pulled the blade free of its side. Black blood gushed into the night, and then the wound closed.

Oliver rushed forward again slamming his own dagger into the wendigo. The blade wasn’t strong or sharp enough to do more than open a thin line across the creature’s chest. Oliver was out of position, and the wendigo was about to make him pay. I readied one of my own fireballs, but they were to close together for me too use it.

The wendigo had Oliver wrapped in its arms. It was crushing the life out of him. Oliver’s mouth opened and closed like a landed fish. The wendigo grew tired of trying to choke the life out of him and lifted Oliver above his head. If I had better control of my magic, I could have launched my attack now, but I just couldn’t risk it.

The wendigo shook Oliver from side to side and let out a howl of triumph. Oliver hung in the air above the wendigo for a moment longer and then the beast slammed him down onto his knee. I heard more than one bone break, and then the wendigo tossed his limp body to the side.

Oliver’s apprentice brought the chariot down and headed straight towards his master. The apprentice was going to need a distraction if he hoped to load Oliver into the chariot with his one good arm.

I put myself between the wendigo and Oliver. “Hey, you big ugly bastard, why don’t you pick on someone your own size for a change.” As the wendigo focused on me, I moved in a slow circle until its back was facing Oliver. Jinx rushed forward as the chariot landed and helped Quinn load Oliver into the back.

“Get him out of here!” Jinx shouted and slapped the back of the chariot twice. Oliver’s apprentice didn’t need to be told a second time and took off from the clearing almost instantly.

The wendigo screeched as part of its meal flew away. It turned towards me and howled, saliva dripping from its massive jaws. Oliver’s sword and dagger wounds had closed, but the attack I landed was still weeping drops of the creature’s black blood.

I did the only thing I could think of. The spell had worked last night until I hesitated, but I knew it was the right spell to use. I needed to put everything I had into this time. I was done playing games, it was time to end this.

I felt the flow of the earth beneath my feet and the cold rain on my face. All of that was energy I could use. Reaching deep inside of myself I found the power I needed to end this. Roots erupted from the ground shooting fifteen feet into the air. The six-inch thick roots covered the wendigo and started pulling him towards the ground.

The nearly rabid beast’s claws continued to tear at the roots shredding them almost as quickly as my spell spawned new ones. Howls of frustration filled the night, but the wendigo wasn’t going to win. Not this time. I was ready to end it.

Rushing forward I plunged my dagger into the wendigo’s chest. It roared in pain as the blade cut through tissue and bone, I pulled the blade free to strike again and was thrown backward. One of the wendigo’s arms had broken free. How was that possible? I kept the roots coming, but I didn’t think it was going to be enough to keep it pinned for long. I was about to call Jinx over in the hopes that maybe she had come up with a quick plan B when the left side of the wendigo’s head exploded.

Throwing myself to the ground, I waited with my hands over my head for the next shot. Not that putting my hands over my head would have protected me from whatever just ripped half the wendigo’s head off. I’d never tested my shield against bullets, and I’d prefer to keep it that way for pretty much ever. When no further shots rang out, I grabbed my dagger and crawled forward until I was straddling the monster.

Even now the wendigo was already healing and starting to struggle underneath me. I plunged the dagger in and out of the wendigo’s chest until the wound gaped open enough for me to tear its heart free. I turned looking for Jinx when the wendigo bucked me off. Screaming in rage, the creature tore through the roots pinning it to the ground and climbed to its feet. Dark magic was fueling its need for vengeance, and the only thing that could stop it was destroying its heart.

It was crazy to see it standing there. The upper left quarter of its head was still completely gone. Saliva poured from the wendigo’s mouth. I could almost hear it screaming “I’m so hungry!” as it glared at me. The wendigo shambled forward, and its head snapped back again. This time I didn’t hit the deck, I just started running towards Jinx.

She motioned for me to throw the heart, I did, and, it hit the ground with a sickening thud. Jinx rushed forward and stood over the heart. Her arms rose into the air. An unnatural wind blew her hair back, and her eyes flared white. Ribbons of blue flames bloomed to life on her arms and flowed down to her hands like water. She brought her hands together with a clap and the flames formed into a point.

Jinx pointed at the heart, and the flames shot forward like a spear. As the flames hit the heart, she raised her hands in the air and screamed a word of power. The flames went supernova white and shot towards the sky.

Black blood bubbled out of the heart as the flames continued to consume it. Slowly the heart withered until it almost resembled a hunk of coal. Jinx roared into the night, and then we both stumbled back as a flash of white light almost blinded us. Jinx and I climbed to our feet both of us staring at where the heart had been. Did we win? Had we actually killed the wendigo?

“Hell yeah,” Jinx screamed as she looked at the scorched earth. “Wendigo’s got nothing on me.”

Turning I looked at what remained of the wendigo’s body. It wasn’t moving for the first time. I motioned towards Jinx, and she made a quick motion with her hands, and the body exploded in flames. That should be the last we saw of it.

I stared at the flames until movement at the edge of the clearing caught my eye. The last thing we needed now was another fight. The man limped slowly forward. It looked as if he had a rifle slung over his shoulder and one arm in a sling. It didn’t take long for me to realize the sheriff had found a way to tag along.

I hoped that he wouldn’t be too mad at me. All I wanted was for this to be over and for him to be alive. Maybe it was wrong for me to try and save him from his vengeance. He deserved to be here when his father’s killer died, and in the end, he was.

“Nice of you to join us, Sheriff.” I turned away from the burning body and looked at Joel. “That was some pretty fancy shooting.” I didn’t know a lot about guns, but I knew not everyone could make those shots.

“I couldn’t stay away.” He looked down where ashes from the body were turning into a river of mud in the rain. “Somehow I thought I would feel different once I killed it.” He shook his head slowly, and a tear trickled out of his left eye. “It doesn’t. It doesn’t change anything.”

Joel wavered on his feet, and I wrapped an arm around his waist. “I know your dad would be proud of you for what you did today. He’d be proud of the man you’ve become.”

“I think he would, at least for the most part.” The sheriff stood a little straighter. He gave me a sad smile and started limping away.

“Uh, Joel. I’ve got something that I need to tell you.” Wow, was this ever the wrong time, and how corny was that line. It sounded like the proposal at the end of some G-rated romance movie. Only I wasn’t trying to propose. Joel had proved himself to me; it was beyond the time I filled him in on my secret.

Joel kept limping away. “Whatever it is, it can wait until tomorrow.”

“It really can’t,” I shouted after him. This time Joel didn’t even acknowledge me. That was fine, he was going through a lot right now. It wasn’t every day you got to shoot the thing that killed your father in the head. I wished that I could give him the time he deserved to get through this in his own way, but time was the one luxury we didn’t have.

We killed the wendigo, but we had an even bigger problem facing us now, and no time to put a real plan in motion. I should have told the sheriff about the hunt right away. He would have known what to do.

“What’s his deal?” Jinx said moving up beside me.

“Wendigo killed his father.”

“You said that stone cold, just like that lady in the movie. Dingo ate my baby and all that.”

I felt a grin spread across my face. Nothing snapped me out of a funk and got me back on track like hanging out with Jinx. She just had a way about her; she could push just the right buttons to make you forget about whatever was bugging you. I needed that right now. The last few days had been rough and tomorrow was going to be one hell of a busy day.

“What do you say we get out of here and see what Maggie is up to?”

Jinx checked her phone as we started walking towards the edge of the clearing. “By the time we get back, she’ll be sleeping, but Little Nikko’s will still be open.”

“Dinner’s on me. We’ll get some takeout, and then I’ll drop you off at home. We’ll have to meet up again in the morning so we can come up with a plan. What we do will probably depend on how much help we get from the sheriff.”

“Sounds good, and just to clarify, when you say dinner’s on me…”

“Yes, it means I’m paying for it, and you can get whatever you want. Just maybe not the cake.” I pointed at her waist.

“Bitch.” Jinx put a hand on her stomach and glared at me.

We both broke out into fits of giggles. I pulled Jinx into a hug. “Let there be cake.” Jinx poked me in the stomach, and it was my turn to glare. “What, I’m good for it. All this hiking through the woods and wendigo slaying has to have burned a hell of a lot of calories, right?”

Jinx smiled. “Now that you list it all out like that, I think I might actually need two slices of cake.”

“Only if you beat me back to the Jeep.” I pushed Jinx backward and made a run for it. I wouldn’t be able to keep up this pace for long, at least not without pulling heavily on my magic. The bruises on my ribs and legs were making themselves known. It was nothing a couple of nights out in the garden wouldn’t fix, but that was going to have to wait.

Jinx came crashing through the woods behind me, and I felt a smile twitching at the corner of my mouth. It reminded me of playing tag as a kid or just one of those games you made up on the fly. I hoped this good feeling would last just a little bit longer. I needed to feel like we had earned a win tonight. I wanted to think about how many lives we saved, instead of the one that we lost. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever forget Mrs. Peterson’s face, but it reminded me just what we were fighting for tomorrow.
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Chapter Fifteen

Zoey

I dropped Jinx off at home with enough Italian food to feed a small country. She was going to need it after tonight. You burned a surprising amount of calories using magic, at least I always did. Maybe it wasn’t the magic, but the recharge that did it. It really didn’t matter, the result was the same either way. What I knew was that after using magic a girl needed to get her eat on.

The back seat of the Jeep contained my own fortress of gluttony. There were two giant slices of lasagna, an order of chicken parm, enough breadsticks to choke a horse, and a salad the size of a flying saucer. Next to all of that was a chocolate cake. Sometimes you just had to properly thank your pixie for a job well done.

We got home, and I lugged all the food inside. Too bad having your own pixie godfather didn’t include some manual labor. Pixies were all such divas. I want to eat sugar, but I don’t want to do anything to pay for said sugar.

Gramps would spend all day tricking someone out of something they would have given him for free. “Principle of the matter,” is what he normally said. And he thought witches couldn’t be trusted.

The chicken parm, breadsticks, and cake went on the ottoman, the rest landed in the fridge for later debauchery. I hadn’t talked to Gramps since Jinx got out of the car. My necklace wasn’t giving me any silent treatment vibes, so I assumed he just fell asleep. Hopefully, I’d be able to get in a shower before he woke up.

One thing I learned quickly about owning my own home was it paid to have great appliances. That included my central air, but even more importantly, it included my deluxe water heater. Some people were into solar or tankless. Me, I didn’t mind paying an extra ten bucks a month to keep a double wide water heater full for times like this.

My coat hit the ground like a soggy sack full of bricks. I could have sworn I saw more of it fall apart as it spattered against the tile. The thing had seen its final days. Too bad I couldn’t bill the sheriff’s department for that. This case had purely been pro bono. That was a dirty word in this house, but if anyone had earned some free help, it was the sheriff.

I thought about my broken promise and my choice to leave Joel behind. I should have known better than to think he would actually sit the fight out. I’d do anything to save my father, just like Joel had to do whatever it took to avenge his. Despite the sheriff's injuries, he found a way to help us end the wendigo.

Next time something like this happened, I would remember tonight and make sure to bring the sheriff along for whatever plan I came up with. That wouldn’t fix what happened tonight. I knew Joel was pissed at me. He looked like a lost puppy walking off into the forest alone. Maybe I should have gone with him, but I got the feeling he just needed to be alone.

No big surprise that I wasn’t exactly the best at figuring out relationships. My mom abandoned me almost at birth, and my dad had been in a partial coma for the last five years. They call it partial because sometimes he wakes up. It only lasts for a couple of days, and then he goes back to sleep for months on end. The doctors can’t explain it, but I could.

Fairy magic had robbed my father of his life, stolen him from me. It wasn’t fair, and I hated it. People liked to say life isn’t fair, but most of the ones saying it are looking at you from a better position. That doesn’t mean they didn’t work hard to get there, it just means it’s easy to spout verses of stupid shit when you’re sitting on easy street.

Thinking about when life raked you over the coals never fixed anything. If you wanted something fixed, you had to do it yourself. I shimmied out of my wet pants and then pulled my phone from the pocket. The pants were going to make it, the phone, on the other hand, might not have survived this encounter with a wendigo. It was time to see just how well Jinx’s protection spell worked.

The phone flickered to life when I put my fingerprint on the sensor on the back. The screen dimmed for a moment and then seemed to even out. Part of me wished that the phone had stayed dead. As much as I needed to make this call, I didn’t really want to do it. I hit dial and held my breath.

Silence filled the bathroom, and I was just about to try and dial the sheriff again when the line finally rang through. The sheriff picked up, but he wasn’t interested in taking my call.

“What?” Sheriff Stevens answered sounding annoyed.

My mind was spinning. I knew why I was calling, but it didn’t feel right to just drop it on him. I knew the sheriff needed a little break from magic, and from me. “Are you ok?”

“Like you care.” The last word came out a little slurred.

“That’s not fair, Joel. I was trying to protect you.”

“And in the end, I protected you, just like I always do.”

He was right. I looked back on all the years we had known each other, and he was constantly pulling my ass out of the fire. Not that our relationship was completely one-sided. I helped him solve a lot of cases in this town, and put an end to plenty of things that threatened it without his knowledge. This next thing was too big for me to do alone.

“You did, and I need you to do the same thing for the kids of Salem.”

“What? Is that thing not dead?” Joel’s voice sobered almost instantly as adrenaline flooded his system.

“It’s dead. This is something else.”

He let out a sigh. “Jesus, what is it with you magicals? Can’t you just leave humans alone? We aren’t your damn playthings!”

I’d never tried to think what all of this might have looked like to the sheriff. I only knew how to look at the world one way, the magical way. “Maybe you should think of this as more of a foreign invader.”

“What, like the Germans?”

“Yeah, if we were stuck back in the stone ages. I kind of prefer to think of the problem as being a little more out of this world.”

I heard Joel set the phone down. He walked out of the room but came back a minute later and picked up the phone. “Aliens are real?”

“Not exactly.”

“Then what exactly is this call about, Zoey. I’m kind of having a moment here, and I’d like to indulge in my self-pity a little bit longer. As long as that’s all right with you.”

This was when I had to decide how much I trusted the sheriff. I could tell him the truth about what was going to happen tomorrow night, or I could lie to him like I always did when anything fae related came up. The sheriff had always been there for me, maybe it was time I started to return the favor.

When I started to talk, I meant to tell him everything. All about me, and what was about to happen here. My mouth opened and nothing came out. I sat there working it open and closed like a landed fish. Finally, something came out, but it wasn’t exactly what I expected.

“We need to get everyone with kids in one place tomorrow night.”

“Why?”

That was the real question wasn’t it, and I didn’t have a great answer. Revealing to the world that fairies came here to kidnap kids wasn’t exactly going to go over well. It would make anyone with fairy blood one hell of a target. The government was already hard on half-breeds, that was why I let everyone think I was a witch.

So if I couldn’t tell him the truth what was I going to do? “It’s magical, and you’re just going to have to trust me on this one.”

“That isn’t good enough, Zoey. I deserve more.”

His words hung there, and I could feel the weight of them upon me. Joel was right, and I knew it. Still, it was hard to put aside my own fear, my own guilt. Could I tell him the truth without telling him who I really was? Could he keep something like this a secret? After what happened tonight I wasn’t feeling totally confident in his willingness to do that.

“If I tell you this—” I paused. There was a lot at stake here, and I needed him to understand how serious this was. “You have to promise me the truth never leaves your lips.”

“Now wait just a damn minute, Zoey. I can’t promise you that.”

Time to lay down a hard truth. “Then a lot of this city’s kids are going to end up missing. I can’t save them all on my own.”

“And now what, you’re threatening me? I expected more from you. I’ve earned that kind of trust.”

“You have earned my trust, but this is bigger than you. This is next level kind of shit, Joel, and the more people that know the truth, the worse it’s going to get for us.”

The line stayed silent for a moment. “I’ll stay quiet about whatever it is you are going to tell me, but that isn’t going to be good enough going forward. You have to let me in if I’m going to be able to protect you, Zoey. Salem needs you, I need you.”

I knew the sheriff just meant that he needed me in a I help the police out kind of way, but just hearing those words made my heart do a little dance. Sometimes a girl has to pretend a little. Plus a harmless little crush never really hurt anyone, right?

“It’s the fairies.”

Joel laughed. “Come on, Zoey. Those don’t exist.”

People. They always did like to stick their heads in the sand when they heard something they didn’t like. “Then why do they have an embassy in Washington?”

“That’s probably something good old J Edgar cooked up just to keep people on their toes.”

I was starting to feel a little exasperated. “I’m telling you, they do exist, and they’re coming to Salem tomorrow night. If you don’t help me stop them, you’re going to have a lot of missing kids.”

“How do you know this?”

“Let’s just say I have an inside man. You might have seen him tonight.” Joel let out a growl. I swear sometimes he acted like a were.

“So now you are hanging out with kidnappers. What in the hell is going on, Zoey?”

I’d never thought of Oliver like that, but Joel was right, that was exactly what he was. Good looks and brilliant personality didn’t make it ok to steal children. He’d sought me out for a reason, though, and it couldn’t just have been to tell me about the hunt.

“I wouldn’t exactly say that we hung out. It’s more like he just kind of randomly shows up, and sometimes he’s even helpful.”

“And when did this guy just start showing up?”

“Remember when you asked me what happened when I ran into the woods at the Peterson house? Oliver is what happened.”

Joel spoke each word slowly. “So you’ve known about this for days?”

“I have, but we had more immediate problems to take care of.”

“Jesus, Zoey! A herd of freaking fairies descending on my town is a pretty big goddamned problem.”

“They’re called a hunt, not a herd.” I paused. None of this mattered now. All that mattered was saving the kids. We could hash out our personal stuff, if we had any personal connection left, when this was over. “Will you help me?”

“You know I will. I’ll get the word out to the schools and the parents. After school, we’ll have them all meet somewhere under the guise of a sleepover. How old are the kids they are looking for?”

“I’m not sure, but I would guess that the younger, the better for them.” Pulling a bunch of teenagers back to Tir Na Nog wasn’t practical. They would understand too much about what was happening to them. If they wanted to raise kids like they were part of their society, then they needed to take them younger.

It popped into my head just a second later. “They were watching the Petersons. That’s why Oliver was there. I’d say their ideal target is probably families with more than one child and nothing over the age of seven.”

“That narrows it down some. I’ll try and get access to somewhere we can hold the event. I might have to call the mayor in on this one. We’ll get all the families there, but how are we going to protect them?”

“Try to leave the mayor out of it if you can. We don’t know where the fairies have spread their influence. As for protection, you can leave that to me. I’ll try and talk to them first. I don’t think these fairies really want a fight. They’ve been sent to get the kids though, and they won’t leave without them. I’ll find a way to work something out.”

“I’m counting on you, Zoey. If I get all these families together and they lose their kids, that will be the end of me in this city. Don’t let me down.”

“I won’t. I promise you that I won’t.” If only I knew that was a promise I could keep.

“Then I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Count on it.”

I put down my phone and climbed in the shower. That conversation had actually gone better than I had expected. After we made it out of this, I’d come clean with the sheriff. He had the right to know what I really was. It only seemed fair that I brought him into my inner circle. Jinx was there, and she hadn’t proved herself to me the way Joel had.

The warm water washed the dirt from my body and with each passing moment I felt better about our chances. We could do this. When I first heard the news, I didn’t think it was possible, but with less than twenty-four hours until the hunt, I was starting to feel optimistic.

<<<>>>

It felt good to not be covered in wendigo gunk, and to have fresh, clean clothes against my skin. The hot water had sapped most of my remaining energy, but I had just enough left for food. As much as I’d like to put it off until the morning, I also needed to speak with Gramps. Shuffling slowly back to the living room, I grabbed a blanket and curled onto the couch.

The chicken parm was still warm, and the breadsticks were just hot enough that the center let out a little waft of steam as I ripped the first one open. I tapped my necklace signaling to Gramps that I needed him. While I was waiting for him to make an appearance, I cut a generous slice of cake for myself. I’d learned a long time ago to set some aside. If you wanted any sweets in this house, you had to stake your claim early.

Gramps still hadn’t come out, so I tapped the necklace again. “Come on, I’ve got cake.”

My pixie burst from the necklace leaving a trail of golden dust in his wake. The dust made me sneeze. “I thought we went over this already, your dust doesn’t work on me. All it does is piss me off.”

“Can’t be helped, it’s a natural bodily function,” Gramps said with a tone of importance. “I believe you mentioned that there would be cake.”

I pointed to the three-quarters of the small cake that were left. Gramps flew towards it and then smacked into the barrier I placed around it. “Not until you tell me how to stop this hunt from happening.”

Gramps tried to fly away, but I wasn’t going to let that happen. I managed to grab onto one of his ankles and pulled him back towards me as his wings beat valiantly against the air. Finally, he quit fighting and just sat in my hand staring up at me. Tears were streaming down his face, and it broke my heart.

“Gramps, what’s wrong?”

“Please don’t make me tell you how to stop this. I don’t want you to die.” He sat there shaking.

I scooped a little bit of frosting off of the cake and put the gooey mass in his hands. He licked it slowly, but it didn’t look like he was feeling any better. “I’m not going to die, Gramps, but I do have to save these children if I can. Please don’t think I’m going to throw my life away.”

“But I know you,” he sniffed, “once you see one of those kids being taken you won’t be able to stop yourself.”

Damn little pixie was smarter than he looked. “You’re probably right about that.”

Gramps must have seen the determination on my face because he didn’t push the issue. Instead, he looked down at his feet and began speaking. “The only way a hunt master would abandon his hunt is if he lost a direct challenge, or all of his men were defeated. Problem with that is, if you challenge the hunt master, then they get to pick the rules. The fight will most certainly be to the death, and you’re not ready for that kind of battle.”

“I’m up for it.”

Gramps shook his head slowly. “You’ve never faced magic like this. Most hunt masters are hundreds of years old and have spent that time harnessing their skills in the army. Hundreds of years of life or death combat make them an instrument of destruction.”

I set Gramps down next to the cake, and he grabbed another handful. I started to cut up the chicken in my dish so I could mix it with the pasta. “Why would a bunch of worthless kidnappers need to train in magical combat?”

“Not just magical combat, also martial arts. The huntsmen are some of our finest warriors. They have been elevated by their actions on the battlefield. The queen will always take her best warriors into her private security staff. Their job becomes protecting her court from all external threats. Earn glory there, and you may get the chance to lead one of the hunts. That is the kind of experience you are up against.”

Didn’t it always seem like you took a gigantic bite of food right before it was your turn to talk. I hurriedly chewed and then took a quick drink before turning back to look at my pixie. “I take it that failing to come back with kids would end badly for such an individual.”

“A public execution most likely. The procurement of these children is one of the top priorities for our society. Without them, our people would wither and fade away.”

“Still, isn’t there a better way to do it? I mean we have thousands of kids in this country growing up in foster care, kids that have been abandoned. Wouldn’t it make more sense to take some of them?”

“It’s not our way. The fairies have never really looked on the humans as anything but playthings. There are some, like your mother, that think this needs to change, but imagine how hard it is to change the mind of someone that has lived for a thousand years. They don’t think like we do, it’s hard to even fathom the depth of their thoughts.”

“I guess I can understand it.” I really couldn’t, but I was going to have to try and wrap my mind around it if I wanted to win. “Just because it’s the old way doesn’t mean it’s right. Gramps, we have to stop this. I can’t watch another person in this city break the way Mrs. Peterson did.”

“These kids won’t be dead. In fact, they will grow up with a full education, and never wanting for a thing. For many of them, it will be better than the life they would have led here.”

I knew that Gramps wasn’t lying to me. Those children would be treated well, but that didn’t help me reconcile the fact that they were stolen in the first place. With so many children in the country that didn’t have a home, there had to be a better way to do it. Granted, they wouldn’t be fairies unless they got what they wanted by screwing someone over.

“Gramps, I need to know that you’ll stand by me in this. I can’t have you around if you are going to be sending information back to the fairies.”

Gramps stood up, wobbled a bit because his belly was three times its normal size. He waggled a finger at me and spoke with indignation. “I’d never do such a thing. My loyalty always lies with you.”

“Except for when you speak to my mother.” I fixed him with a glare. “Don’t bother denying it, I’ve known for a while.”

“She just wants to know more about you. She misses you.”

“No! You don’t get to say that. She left, and then the thing with Dad. She’s never been here for me when I needed her.”

“While she might not have been here directly, she’s always watching. I’m here because your mother knew she needed someone to watch after you. Fairy politics are volatile at the best of times. To protect you, she had to leave.” Gramps flew up and landed on my shoulder. He rested there against my neck like he used to do when I cried myself to sleep.

The gesture made me cry. I knew Gramps cared about me and protected me even from myself. That didn’t change that he just confirmed spying on me for my mother, but it reminded me that we didn’t always have to agree. We just had to be able to live with our choices. I was pretty sure Gramps would always be on my side, and that would have to be enough.

Wiping the tears away from my eyes, I grabbed the TV remote. “What do you say we put on some trash TV?”

“I’m all for it.” Gramps fluttered back down to his share of the cake. “Just make sure it’s not one of those home shows, I want something with drama.”

“But you love it when that Chip guy does stupid things.”

“Yeah, but his wife decorates all the houses the same and then calls it a different style each week.”

“Yeah, she does. But if you like her style, then all the houses look great.” If Gramps wanted something firmly in the trashy pile, I had just the thing in mind. “How about that show were people have to get married in ninety days. That’s always good if you want to see an emotional train wreck. I mean remember that one guy? His woman was living with some other guy, and he was like it’s not over between us, we’re in love. You just can’t make this stuff up.”

“Mindless nonsense, but it’s exactly what I need.” Gramps sat down and started shoveling cake into his mouth. “This is good cake.” Crumbs landed on the table around him in a circle.

I pulled up the episodes we had recorded and hit play on the first one. Gramps let out a giggle as the show recapped. Sometimes I thought he just got a kick out of human suffering, but then I remembered that I was laughing just as hard. I let the episode play and the carbs slowly pushed me into an almost comatose state.
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Chapter Sixteen

Zoey

A knock at the door woke me up. It startled me just enough that I knocked the last of my chicken parm on the ground as I struggled to get out of the blanket. Looking at the mess on the floor I thought about getting a dog. Bring in a lab or a golden, and that mess would be gone in about four seconds flat. All I had was a pixie. They were worthless when it came to cleaning up pasta, but if my slice of cake had hit the ground, no problem.

Gramps was nowhere to be seen. He probably flew into my necklace at some point. The TV was still on, but it had been paused long enough just to only have a logo bouncing across a black screen. I must have left the TV on my guilty pleasures channel because when I hit a button on the remote a show about being six hundred pounds came on the screen. I was oddly fascinated and couldn’t stop watching the show. In the end, I always had trouble turning it off, so I guess whatever they were trying to sell me worked.

The knock sounded again at the door. It was soft enough I almost didn’t make it out. It was like the person had to knock but was hoping that it wouldn’t actually wake anyone up. I hit the button to turn off the tube and checked my wards. Everything was still in place, so I made my way to the door.

There wasn’t any light coming through the windows, so I knew that it was still early out. I didn’t bother checking the clock as I pulled the blanket I had been snuggling with tight around my shoulders. No one knocking on your door in the dark should expect you to be dressed to the nines. They should just be grateful they weren’t about to get an eyeful of bathrobe Zoey.

The lights on the front porch roared to life as I hit the switch by the door. I wasn’t sure why, but a few years ago I let a guy talk me into putting in two gas lamps on the front of the house. They sure looked awesome, but it cost too much to leave them running all the time. Still, there was something to be said about the classic look, and who knows, maybe it would even help with resale.

I opened the door fully expecting it to be the sheriff. Knocks at the door in the middle of the night didn’t normally come with good news attached to them. Instead, when I opened the door, I found Oliver hunched over in the entryway. I looked out in the front yard, hoping that none of my neighbors were awake to see him coming to my door. Mrs. MacGarnacle’s lights were dim, but it felt like she was always watching. The last thing I needed spread around town were rumors about strange men coming to my door in the middle of the night.

Reaching out, I quickly pulled the fairy inside and slammed the door shut behind him. I ignored the cry of pain he let out and was about to snap at him for coming here when he started talking.

“That wasn’t the warm welcome I had expected.” Oliver leaned against the door and let out a sigh. His arm was in a sling, and he had something wrapped around his ribs under his shirt.

“What in the hell would make you think I would ever be happy to see you?” This guy was unbelievable. He and his cronies were about to descend on my city and steal children. Who does that?

“Normally someone only saves your life if they have some kind of attachment to you. So tell me, Zoey Green, are we attached in some way?” He wiggled his eyebrows at me.

“We are most definitely not attached in any way. It’s probably time for you to go.” I started to reach behind him to open the door.

Oliver hit me with a disarming smile. “I didn’t mean to give offense, only to point out that was a potential possibility.” He pointed at a brace on his leg that I hadn’t noticed before. “Mind if I sit?”

I pointed to a chair. “Only if you promise to make this quick.” I pointed towards a chair in the living room. Oliver started making his way towards the chair. “But don’t get comfortable. I’m tired, and I have a big day tomorrow.”

He sat down and let out another sigh as he wiggled around for a few moments to get comfortable. Eventually, he just gave up, that’s when he turned those piercing green eyes on me. “I know we stand on opposite sides of the hunt, but my apprentice tells me that I owe you my life.”

“Yeah, well, a fat lot of good that is going to do me. You’re all banged up, and I doubt your hunt master has changed his mind since the last time I saw you.”

Oliver grimaced as he shifted in the chair. “You misunderstand the reason for my visit. I owe you a life debt. I’m yours to command, kind of.”

And there was the rub. What kind of life debt came with a clause like kind of attached to it? The real question I need the answer to was simple. “For how long, and what kind of strings are attached?” Anything that came from the fairies was too good to be true. Oliver wouldn’t be doing this unless he hoped to get something out of it.

“It doesn’t exactly come with a timeframe or a service requirement. It’s more of an I owe you one kind of thing, and I’ll repay the debt in the way that I choose.”

I glared at Oliver. “So for saving your life, you’re giving me an I might do something to help you, maybe, if I kind of feel like it?”

Oliver leaned back in the chair with a smug smile on his face. It was a look that implied he was doing me some kind of favor by being here, and I was just too dense to know it. “No, I will help you in the future. It’s just that I get to choose the how and the when. In other words, I’ll be keeping an eye on you. You know, just so I can show up when you need me most.”

“Better heal up quick then, cause tonight is going to push the limits of your bond.” Oliver frowned. “I mean you had to know I would need you tonight, otherwise why be here. The hunt’s gone, win or lose, by the morning.”

Basically, what Oliver gave me was worth as much to me as the cat shit in Mrs. MacGarnacle’s yard, and I had enough of his smug attitude. As if he were doing me some kind of special favor. Next time, dammit, show up with a spell that could save my dad or a few million dollars. Take your I might help you to someone that cares. I’d heard enough broken promises in this lifetime, I didn’t want to listen to another one.

I grabbed Oliver’s arm again, getting more than a little satisfaction out of the pain it caused him. Stupid freaking fairy, served him right. Who shows up at someone’s house in the middle of the night to bother them with such worthless crap? Fairies, that’s who. Now that Oliver was on his feet I shoved him towards the door.

“Next time you show up unannounced try and bring something more useful to the table. You know, like a plan to stop your friends from stealing the children from our city.”

I opened the door, but Oliver stopped before walking through it. He turned and tried to melt my will with those beautiful eyes.

“Maybe a token of good faith will put your mind at ease.” He smiled at me. “I’m not sure how much good it will do you, but I will try and set up a meeting with the hunt master for you.”

Now I was really pissed. I knew it was coming when my hand flew above my head in exasperation. When I was pissed, I liked to talk with my hands. “I thought you said that there was no way you could do that?”

Oliver smiled again. “That was before.” He stepped out the door and didn’t stop until he reached the yard. He turned back one last time to drop me a playful wink. “Watch for the signs, and I promise you a meeting with the hunt master.”

“Don’t let me down,” I whispered just before slamming the door shut. If there was one thing I knew, it was that you could never put your trust in a fairy. It didn’t really matter what Oliver said until he delivered, I wouldn’t buy it. I was going to stick with whatever plan the sheriff and I came up with, a plan that didn’t involve fairy influence.

Sleep was beckoning me back to my bedroom. I double checked the locks on the door and my wards before heading in that direction. I couldn’t trust Oliver. I knew just how that meeting with the hunt master would go. I’d challenge him to save the kids, and he’d kill me and still take the kids. Not exactly what you would call a win-win situation, unless, of course, you were the fairies.

The chicken parm was still on the floor, but I didn’t want to deal with it. Getting a dog sounded better and better as I grabbed the paper towels from the kitchen and began cleaning the mess. That was the thing about being an adult. You did stuff even when you didn’t want to because it just made life easier down the road.

I tossed the dirty paper towels in the empty chicken parm container. That left one hand free to grab the slice of cake I had set aside earlier. I left what Gramps hadn’t finished on the table and took my slice to the kitchen. I dumped the to-go box in the trash and wrapped my slice of cake in some saran wrap before putting it in the fridge.

Hopefully, Gramps would see the leftover cake when he woke up, and I could try and sleep in. This catnap thing only worked for a while. After a certain amount of time, you needed actually sleep. A full eight hours did the body right.

One look around the house confirmed that everything was in place. I hit the lights and headed towards the bedroom. That was one thing they always liked to leave out of the stories. Superheroes have to do a lot of normal everyday crap too. Not that I was a superhero, but I did spend a good portion of my time helping people. But still, I always wondered what did the Avengers do, did they just order stuff on Amazon like everyone else?

The lack of sleep almost seemed to be making me crazy. It had been a long couple of days and tomorrow wasn’t going to get any easier. Hopefully, the sheriff's crew could do most of the heavy lifting during the day so Jinx and I could take over at night. All we could do now was try and save as many of the kids as possible.

I crawled into bed relishing the heated sheets. When you live somewhere that can be cold and damp, the small comforts made all the difference. Useless thoughts continued to spin through my head, but anything I thought about seemed to be covered in a fog of uncertainty. Would Oliver keep his word? How would I survive my meeting with the hunt master? Did the sheriff really say he needed me? By the end of the day, I hoped to have the answers to more than one of those questions.
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Chapter Seventeen

Zoey

The morning light didn’t bring any answers with it. What it did do was leave me sore and cranky. I also had a bad case of the Mondays. It wasn’t even Monday, but it really didn’t have to be when you felt this shitty. I didn’t want to go to work today. The problems we were about to face seemed too big to handle. There were too many lives riding on the outcome of today, and part of me wanted to crawl under the blankets and wish it all away.

Instead, I swung my feet over the edge of the bed and readied myself. This is what I vowed to do, to protect my city, my people. Salem had been a safe place to live for so long I’d grown complacent, and now it was too late to make up for lost time. Today could very well be my last one. I vowed to make it count.

My feet hit the ground, and the enormity of the situation didn’t leave me as I hoped it would. One step towards the bathroom and the panic started to recede. By the time I reached the shower, it had faded to a dull throbbing sensation at the back of my skull. When I looked in the foggy mirror after my shower, the panic had faded to an annoying mosquito level that I’d be able to swat completely away by the time I walked out the door.

What it all came down to was belief. I could do this. Taking care of this city was my job. Not because I had to do it, but because I could, and I wanted to. No one else could do what I could. This was my chance to really help some people, and I wasn’t going to let them down.

Poking my nose into the fridge didn’t settle my stomach any further. I was either full from last night, or my nerves were acting up again. Plucking one of the breadsticks out of the bag, I let out a sigh and closed the fridge. The bread would help, but so would some tea. Munching absentmindedly on the breadstick, I put together my favorite brew.

When the tea was ready, I took it out to the front porch. Steam rose off the beverage as I sat on the swing and covered my legs with a blanket. The neighborhood was quiet in the late morning. Most of the people living here had already left for work. A cat sprinted through the trees, and I wondered if was one of Mrs. MacGarnacle’s traitorous bunch.

I was feeling a little melancholy when Gramps made his first appearance of the day. He flew out of my necklace and arched his back as he flew in a slow circle. His arms extended in a stretch above his head as he yawned and flipped lightly through the air. A few more spins and Gramps was sitting on my knee looking up at me. I knew he was concerned, even though he tried to hide it.

“Big day?” Gramps said as he looked out over the yard.

“Seems like we’ve been having a lot of those recently.” I took a sip of my tea and thought about everything that happened since October. It seemed like a whirlwind. It was like I moved from one disaster to another like some women did with shoes.

“More than we deserve, but not more than we can handle.”

I let out a laugh. “If you’re going to give me that live one day at a time crap next, I don’t want to hear it.”

Gramps laughed. “What if I told you a story about a scorpion and a frog?” Gramps stared at me and then the serious expression he wore faded into a knowing smirk.

This time I laughed, but it was an honest to goodness laugh. It was one of those laughs that welled up from deep inside of you, the kind that you had to let out before you burst. It felt good to release some of the tension I had been feeling. “Now you’re just screwing with me.”

“Indeed I am.” Gramps smiled as he spoke. “I just want you to know whatever you decide to do I’ll be standing right beside you.”

“Even if I challenge the hunt master?”

Sadness tugged at the corners of his eyes. “Yes,” his face tensed as he continued to speak, ”even if you choose to throw your life away, I will be there with you until the end.”

That wasn’t exactly the motivational speech I had hoped for, but it told me a lot about where I stood. I guess I’d figure out a way to cross that bridge when I got to it.

Gramps tucked his chin against his chest, and I felt him shake. I lifted his chin up so he could see me. “We always come out on top don’t we?”

“We do. I don’t know if that’s a blessing or a curse. You can’t keep throwing yourself into wild and dangerous situations until you complete your training.”

It was good to see that despite how bleak Gramps thought our situation was, he was still thinking of a future where I completed my training. “I would have settled for a simple yes, we always come out on top.”

“Just call me when you need me.” Gramps flew up, spun, and charged straight for the necklace. He slipped inside but before the latch closed I heard him say, “Zoey, I believe in you. Follow your instincts.” The clasp closed.

Despite this morning’s mini-drama, I felt better about what was going to happen today. All I had to do now was swing by the store to get Jinx and then we could meet up with the sheriff and start forming a real plan.

<<<>>>

My store pulled into view, and my first thought was who will take care of it when I’m gone. Not the most productive thought in the world when you’re about to battle a group of fairies. Still, there was the chance that I wouldn’t make it back. I left instructions in the safe that should leave the store to Maggie. She deserved it, and I knew she would take care of it. I also gave her instructions on how to liquidate everything if she just wanted to move on.

I pulled into my spot behind the store, and my hand tightened against the wheel. That wasn’t going to happen. I wasn’t going to die. When had I started thinking like I’d already lost the battle? A mentality like that would get me killed.

There was a way we could come out ahead on this, I just knew it. No one was going to be dying today, especially not me. I had something most people didn’t have when going up against the fairies. I had support. Jinx and the sheriff were on my side, and together I had the feeling we could take on just about anything.

I could see Maggie behind the counter. She was a real trooper, and I was going to make sure she was properly taken care of after this was all over. A full week’s paid vacation would probably do the trick. Nothing says I appreciate you from your boss like extra time off and more money.

Maggie waved when she looked in my direction, and I waved back to her before slipping into the back of the shop. That woman really was a godsend. I mean, who else would be that happy after being forced into working two doubles back to back. Now I just needed to have a few weeks where the world wasn’t falling apart so I could cover the store for her time off.

Jinx was in the shipping room. I know that it sounds pretty grand for a small business to have a shipping room, but we did. Granted, seventy-five percent of my business was done online, so a convenient place to prep packages was a must. Still, calling it the shipping room makes it sound a lot cooler than hey, I’ll meet you in the empty room with the giant table in the center.

Jinx looked up when I came in. She gave me a quick nod and then finished putting the last of the shipping labels in place. With a wave of her hands and a few mumbled words, the packages lifted themselves off the table and onto an empty dolly by the door.

“Yesterday’s orders and anything that came in this morning is already taken care of. So why don’t you fill me in on the plan?” Jinx said as she moved out of the shipping room and into the break room.

“I don’t exactly have a plan yet.” I ignored the face Jinx gave me. “This time I thought it would be better if we all worked on it together.”

“Is the sheriff still pissed you tried to cut him out of the wendigo kill? He is, isn’t he?” Jinx took a bottle of some kind of juice out of the fridge and started sipping it.

I threw my hands up in exasperation. “It’s not like that.” Wait. She didn’t say anything about my crush on the sheriff, just about how we left things after the wendigo kill. Now I had to try and cover up my comment before she noticed that I said something completely out of context. “I already told you, the wendigo situation was very personal to him.”

Jinx winked. “I know, I looked it up after you dropped me off.” She brushed off my angry gaze. “What, that’s what the internet is for.”

“Some people still like to have the option of keeping secrets.”

“Then those people need to move to New Hampshire or something and start living off the grid. Otherwise, if something happens to you, it’s on the web, nothing you can do about it.”

“You might have just given me an idea. What if we broadcast the kids on the web?” It was so crazy it just might work.

Jinx put the lid back on her drink and pointed the half-empty bottle at me. “Let me get this straight, you want to put a video of kids sleeping on the internet.”

Ugh. “Well, it sounds creepy as hell when you say it like that.” Still, I wasn’t done running with this idea yet. “But fairies aren’t going to kidnap a bunch of kids on a live broadcast. Not a chance. Cat’s out of the bag at that point, you can’t glamour an entire city.”

Jinx started to smile. “It could work, but how in the hell will you get the parents on board with something like that? Parents don’t tend to respond too well if you go up to them and say hey, can I videotape your kid.”

I motioned for Jinx to follow me and started heading to the rear exit of the shop. “Easy, I’m not going to tell them.”

“That’s going to go over real well.”

I knew just what Jinx was thinking. If the parents ever found out, they would go nuts. Still, it was better than the alternative. Climbing into the Jeep, I looked at Jinx. “Better than losing one of your kids.” Jinx nodded as I continued. “I’ll gladly take the heat as long as we stop the fairies.”

Jinx nodded in agreement as I fired up the engine. My phone vibrated as I put the Jeep into gear. We started moving, and I pulled out my phone. The sheriff was on the line. I hit answer and put the phone on speaker. “Jinx and I were just headed to see you.”

“Good,” the sheriff growled. “Logistically this is turning into a nightmare, and I could really use your help.”

“Tell him about your idea to film the kids,” Jinx said with a smirk.

“Shut up, Jinx!” Sometimes she was the worst.

“You want to film the kids! What in the hell for?” the sheriff roared. “No one is going to agree to that.

“I’ll tell you about it when I get there. It’s not that bad, I promise.” I clicked off the line before he could reply. Jinx had a lot to learn about how to pitch an imperfect idea to the law.

We rounded the corner and then the engine of the Jeep made a noise. It should never have happened. Besides having my baby looked after by the best mechanic in town, I also used magic on the Jeep to make sure it ran perfectly. If the engine was cutting out then something else was going on.

The Jeep limped down the road and then turned left into a large alley. I hadn’t made the turn, and my paranoia was in full effect. I could see the panic in Jinx’s eyes when I looked over at her.

“What gives, Zoey? The sheriff’s office isn’t this way.” A small flaming ball appeared in her hand.

I couldn’t blame her for conjuring her magic. Jinx hadn’t exactly had things easy before we met. Having your psycho childhood friend kill your family for their ancient grimoire wouldn’t have made it easy to trust someone again. Having Ash hunt her to reclaim the grimoire would have just reinforced that feeling. We put Ash’s plans on ice when she tried to force Jinx’s into a battle for the grimoire, although that particular situation wasn’t nearly as resolved as I would have liked.

And then there was what was happing to us right now, it was surreal even for me. The Jeep was moving down the alley all on its own. I lifted my hands away from the steering wheel and my feet off the pedals to show Jinx I wasn’t driving. “I don’t know what’s going on.”

The fireball in Jinx’s hand extinguished. I was half tempted to tell her to keep it ready, but I knew from experience she could summon a ball of flame almost instantly. If whatever was directing us here wanted a fight, I was damn sure going to give it one.

I turned to look at Jinx as the Jeep rolled to a stop. Her mouth hung open like she was about to say something and then was frozen in place. I’d seen this magic before but had no idea if I could do anything to counter it. So instead of trying to fight the spell I got out of the Jeep and sat on the hood. Whoever was behind this might be more inclined to venture into the open if they saw I was alone.

Oliver walked out from behind a dumpster. “Zoey, it’s good to see you.”

The first thing I felt when I saw him was anger. It wasn’t ok for him to freeze my friends. Anger wasn’t going to get me anywhere with Oliver though, so I had to push my feelings to the side for now.

I motioned towards the Jeep. “I really wish you’d stop doing this. It’s rude to keep freezing my friends.”

“She won’t remember anything. For her, it will be as if none of this ever happened.” Oliver smiled and motioned for me to join him.

Ugh, did he really think because she wouldn’t remember this that it was ok to do whatever he wanted to her? The thought of what these fairies could do if they wanted made me sick. I jumped off the Jeep but stopped outside of Oliver’s reach. “Just what in the hell are you doing here anyway?”

“I’ve come to take you to a meeting.” His eyes burned with intensity. “The master of the hunt demands your presence.”

“So I’m actually going to meet him?” This was my chance to plead my case. If I could get them to leave then everything else wouldn’t be necessary. I hadn’t really expected Oliver to come through. Not when he spent so much time getting in my way. Still, he didn’t look happy about being here, so maybe things would be ok. Either way, it was a chance I had to take.

“Yes.” Oliver looked away and then slowly turned back to me. “Be on your guard, Zoey. The hunt master is cunning and dangerous beyond belief.”

Oliver was a lot more open than I was used to. It must have something to do with the debt he said that he owed me. If he were going to give me any kind of help, then I would gladly take it.

“Are we going now?” I looked around for his chariot. Riding in a flying chariot was going to be awesome. I didn’t spy the chariot anywhere, but Oliver held out his hand to me.

“Take my hand,” he said with a sly smile.

Gross. What did this fairy imagine was going to happen between us? I reached for Oliver’s hand, and when I touched him, his fingers clamped around my wrist. It hurt almost to the point I wondered if he had broken something. He muttered words quickly in a language I didn’t understand, and then a green mist swirled up from the ground. The mist covered us. I coughed once as I pulled the smoke into my lungs, and then harder when the only thing to inhale was more smoke.

The world started to sparkle around me; Oliver seemed to glow with a golden light. I still couldn’t breathe, but I wasn’t anxious or worried about suffocating. Everything started to spin, and the world went black.
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Chapter Eighteen

Zoey

Someone snapped their fingers under my nose, and a hideous smell wafted up. The fumes jolted me from sleep, and I was on my feet in seconds. My eyes were watering, and my nose was dripping. I didn’t even want to ask what I had just been dosed with.

A fairy approached me from behind. I turned letting out a hiss and raising my hands to attack like I was some kind of wild animal. The fairy stepped back holding both hands up in a calm down gesture. The wild sounds I had been making stopped. I grimaced as I forced my hands down to my sides.

The fairy rushed forward and touched my forehead. He jumped back as a wave nausea flooded through me. His jump back appeared to have been a good move, as the contents of my breakfast heaved out onto the floor. And I thought I was going to have an easy morning.

“If you guys ever snatch me again, I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist on another form of travel. Cause this,” I waved my hand at the pile on the floor, “this just isn’t worth it.”

All of the fairies seemed to be ignoring me now that I wasn’t hissing at them like a rabid cat. It gave me a chance to look around the room. If anyone caught me staring at something I just tried to look desperate and clutched at my stomach. When I looked back up the fairies had already lost interest in me.

I wished that I could say it was all just an act, but my stomach was still twisted in knots. My eyes had stopped watering, and my nose was clear. Whatever that fairy had done to me seemed to have purged the worst of the effects from my system. I must have looked awful, this wasn’t the kind of thing that earned you a card on Christmas.

None of the fairies around me appeared to be holding weapons. It could have been a trick or that the hunt master didn’t want to be surrounded by armed warriors. Probably a good idea not to have weapons around with all the backstabbing that occurred in Tir Na Nog.

Oliver moved out of the crowd and came to stand beside me. “You look well.”

I felt one of my eyebrows drift up as I looked at him with disbelief. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Now isn’t the time to try and make me feel better. Just tell me what’s going on?”

Oliver blinked as if he was coming back to himself. “All will be revealed.” He pointed to the edge of the room. “The hunt master approaches.”

Oliver handed me a wet towel, and I tried to wipe the worst of the mess off of my face. Cleaning my face gave me the chance to finally look around. At first, I had only noticed the fairies that seemed to surround me in a circle, but now I was picking up the details of where we were. The only problem was, I had no idea where that could be.

We were in the forest somewhere, but the area we were standing in was paved in stones. Twin arches rose up around two trees that grew together forming a gate between them. Was this one of the fabled portals to Tir Na Nog.

I tore my gaze away from the gate. It didn’t matter to me. Going to fairy was supposed to be a one way trip for most humans, and I liked it here on earth just fine. The only way I was going through the gate is if they knocked me unconscious again and took me.

Looking quickly back around the room my eyes settled on the figure emerging from the shadows. I expected the figure to be bigger and to be walking with a more brutish swagger. Instead, I quickly realized that the person in front of me was too small and walked with a side to side sashay that marked the hunt master as anything but a man.

Finally, she stepped into the light. Her armor fit tightly around her flawless figure. The hardened leather and vines made for an intricate design. It left you with no doubt as to who was in charge of this group. Her hair was tied back in an aggressive top knot. A simple silver circlet rested on her forehead. It matched the color of her eyes perfectly.

She continued into the room, and every conversation came to an end. The silence lasted until the hunt master took a seat on a massive chair that seemed to appear from almost nowhere.

The chair itself was almost more of a throne. It looked to have been built out of moose and deer antlers, and then layered with animal hides to take the sting out of the pointy bits. The hunt master’s seat would have felt right at home in any Tolkien novel, but no throne was a comfortable place to sit for long.

Her eyes turned to me, and they were almost mesmerizing. I wondered if she was going to try and use mind magic on me. It didn’t work when Gramps tried it, but he was just a pixie. Her gaze lingered on me for a moment and then lingered on Oliver who was still standing by my side. She made a flick of her wrist, and Oliver stepped back to join the rest of the hunt gathered behind me.

The hunt master gazed at me as if I were no more important than a bug. “You should not have come, daughter of summer. Winter rules here.” Cheers broke out from behind me.

What did she mean, daughter of summer? Was my mother part of the summer court? If she was, then being surrounded by a bunch of fairies from the winter court wouldn’t exactly be what I call healthy when it came to my long-term survival outlook. But would Oliver have really brought me here if they were just going to kill me?

I stood up straighter trying to emulate confidence that I didn’t feel. “And yet I am happy to be here all the same.” Insulting a fairy was never the way to go. They were quick to anger, and they held grudges.

“I can see that.” The hunt master pointed to where I had gotten sick. “I hope the journey wasn’t too taxing for you.”

Now she was just trying to push my buttons, she knew damn well that the journey had been pure hell. “The journey itself was quick and painless. The fact that you had someone waiting here to render aide upon my arrival was a kindness that I didn’t expect.”

None of that was true, but in the face of overwhelming odds, I was willing to lay it on thick. The hunt master knew what I was doing but was powerless to stop it. All she could do now was continue to needle me in hopes that I made a mistake.

The hunt master’s eyes roved angrily over the crowd of fairies behind me. Her gaze fell on one man in particular, and she let out a hiss of disproval. “Let me not stand in the way of those offering hospitality to our guest.” She glared at the assembled fairies again. “Before we begin maybe I can offer you refreshment?”

This was a tricky situation because if we were in fairy accepting and partaking in refreshment could have some very serious consequences. Think Alice in Wonderland without the happy ending. If you can call anything about that poor girl’s story happy.

On the other hand, it would also be rude not to accept the offer. Flat out refusing to partake would put an end to our conversation before it even got started. Offering the hunt master an insult was not something I was willing to do.

I accepted a glass from the tray her servant held out for me but didn’t take a sip from the glass. The hunt master noticed but didn’t say anything. I guess my behavior fell within the expected norms for courtesy. Not that it would make much of a difference. From the look in that woman’s eyes, nothing I said was going to change what she had in store for me.

Still, I had to try. If there was some way to stop tonight from happening then that was all that mattered. I wanted the people of Salem to never know the pain of losing a child. I couldn’t do that for the Petersons, but maybe I could do something for the rest of Salem.

The hunt master motioned for me to take a seat to the side of her throne. Two fairies dressed in simple robes ran forward and placed a stump down before covering it with a deerskin blanket. I inclined my chin just slightly thanking the hunt master for the courtesy, and then I took a seat.

Gramps had taught me some of fairy etiquette, but I never thought I’d be in a situation like this. I just had to remember to always respond with courtesy and never make a deal without knowing all the risks. This was going to be easy…not.

“So tell me, daughter of summer, why have you sought an audience with me?”

I decided to throw her a curveball. Maybe it would do enough to prolong the inevitable. “You call me the daughter of summer, do you know my mother?”

She tilted her head as she examined me. It made me feel like I was one wrong move away from being squashed like a bug. Slowly she turned her head to the other side and pointed at a whisper-faint scar that stretched the length of her cheek. “You could say that we have been acquainted. I’ll enjoy telling her about our meeting the next time I see her.” Her eyes glinted with malice.

That didn’t have an ominous ring to it or anything. Nothing said we weren’t going to be friends like offering to tell your mother about your gruesome death at their hands. It didn’t matter what she said. I came here with a purpose, and it hadn’t been achieved yet.

“I apologize for my ignorance. I was unaware of our family’s history. My education left much to be desired in the way of my lineage. In this case, the chance to learn something new overcame my good manners. If I offered any insult, you have my apologies.” I hoped that put me back on the right track.

The hunt master waved her hand in a dismissive gesture, but her eyes told me that she had not forgotten the incident or the one that caused the scar on her otherwise perfect cheek. “It seems I have forgotten my manners as well, Zoey Green. One should always start by offering a proper introduction. My name is Alannah.”

I knew that I needed to be subtle with my request, but how do you subtly hint that you don’t want them to descend on your city to steal some of its children. There just wasn’t an easy way to say it, so I threw caution to the wind. “Alannah, I need your help?”

She leaned forward, eyes brimming with curiosity. “Tell me more.”

“I’ve been entrusted by the people of Salem to protect the city. That includes all of its inhabitants, but especially the children. What you have come here to do, I can’t let it happen.” Yeah, I laid it on a little thick. I was lucky if the people in the city even knew my name, let alone agreed for me to be some kind of protector, but I had to try.

“And how do you propose to stop me?” She stared at me, eyes bristling with deadly intent.

“I wouldn’t dream of trying to stop you. I’ve only come to ask that you find a different city in which to hold your hunt. I would consider it a personal favor.” It was a wild ploy, but it was all I could think of on the spot. Offering to put myself in the hunt master’s debt was the last thing I should have been doing, so maybe it was just crazy enough to work.

The room went silent with a hush, and then whispers broke out amongst the hunters behind me. Alannah rose from her chair and looked down at me a cold smile spreading across her face. “And what could someone like you possibly have to offer me?”

“That would be something for you to decide at the time of your choosing.” I felt my ploy slowly slipping away. Oh, who was I kidding? I was on the Titanic, and there was no way off.

My necklace vibrated against my chest, and Gramps' voice spoke into my mind. You simply can’t give her that kind of power over you. It’s not worth it, we will find another way.

I didn’t know if he could hear my thoughts, so I just tried to think them extra loud. It might be the only chance these kids have.

The necklace grew warmer. What if she asks you to kill your mother?

There it was. I hadn’t specified any terms of our deal. If I owed her a favor and if she wanted me to do something I would have to do it or face repercussions for violating the terms of our deal. So if she asked me something so outlandish as to kill my mother, and I refused her desire, then she could kill me and do with Salem as she pleased.

God, I hated fairy politics and talking in circles. Just tell me what it was going to take for me to save these children. This was more confusing than the French court, and they were the kings of political intrigue. I mean, each and every word was a weapon. Words really did hold power in fairy society.

That was something we sorely lacked in human society. Just look at the people leading our country. How long has it been since we had a president live up to the promises he made on the campaign trail? How long since a politician’s views didn’t sway like a tree in the wind? In Tir Na Nog, your word was your bond. Fail to live up to it, and you often failed to keep your head.

Alannah let out a chuckle that was so cold it dripped icicles. “As intriguing as your proposition is, I’m afraid I am going to have to decline. You see, I have something of a reputation, and I plan to keep it very much intact.”

“I greatly appreciate the time you have taken to see me. If we have no further business together, I am ready to return home.”

“You won’t be returning anywhere, kill her.” Alannah pointed one elegant finger in my direction as if she expected her men to carry out the order instantly and without question.

For some reason, the fairies behind me just shuffled back and forth nervously. None of them attacked. It took a moment for Alannah to catch on. She took a leisurely sip of her drink and sat back contentedly before her eyes found me still standing in front of her unharmed. Her smile vanished instantly, and she sprang to her feet. The goblet in her hand sailed over my head forcing a grunt from one of the fairies before clattering to the ground.

“What is the meaning of this?” she roared.

Oliver stepped to my side and knelt down. “Mistress, we cannot kill her. She came to us in good faith, and she will be allowed to leave in such.”

“You dare to question me?” Each word came out slowly as Alannah’s rage continued to build.

Oliver just lowered his head in deference. He let everyone around them know that in no uncertain terms was he trying to challenge the hunt master’s power or position. Alannah flicked a hand at him, and he flew back past the other fairies and slammed into a wall. His body slumped to the ground.

“Get him out of my sight!” Four fairies rushed forward and pulled Oliver’s unconscious body into the darkness that surrounded us.

Now I felt my own anger rise to the surface. I wasn’t just some damn fairy plaything. Salem was my city, its people were my friends, and there was no way I was going to let this woman take that away from me. Oliver hadn’t done much, but he had given me this chance to end it.

Alannah was focused on chastising the rest of her fairies. I slipped my dagger free and launched myself at her back. She spun with the fluid grace of a dancer. One hand locked around my wrist as she twisted to the side conveniently driving an elbow into my ribs. When I hunched over, she brought her other hand down on my arm.

A loud crack rang through my ears, and the dagger fell out of my hand clattering to the ground. The bone hadn’t torn through my skin, so I wasn’t completely out of the fight just yet. I picked up the dagger in my left hand and brandished it in front of me. There was no chance I was getting out of this now, but I wasn’t going down lying on my back.

The hunt master circled around me, stalking me like a cat in the night. I kept the dagger pointed towards her, but she didn’t seem worried. Alannah was just watching me, waiting for me to make a dumb mistake so she could end this quickly.

“Impressive for one so young, but I’ve grown weary of this game.” Alannah waved her hand, and my ankles slammed together, my legs went stiff, and my feet were anchored to the ground. She walked around me in a slow circle letting a finger slide over my shoulders. “I can’t wait to tell your mother about all the fun we had.”

Alannah held out a hand, and one of the fairies ran forward placing a golden dagger in it. “I always knew I’d use this blade for a special occasion. Any last words before I send you to whatever hell awaits you?”

“Screw you!” I’d never been one for monologuing.

The hunt master’s dagger came down just as the green smoke enveloped me. I heard her scream out in frustration, and then the world went black again. When I woke up, I hoped that I’d be back home and not quite as hungover as the first time I traveled this way.
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Chapter Nineteen

Zoey

“Zoey! Zoey, Oh my God, are you ok?” Someone slammed into me pulling me into a hug as we hit the ground in a heap. It had to be Jinx, no one else that found me would have tried to kill me with this much love.

My stomach flipped, and I tried to pull away from Jinx but only managed to turn my head before dry heaves racked my body. Thankfully, my stomach was empty; I didn’t want to hear Jinx telling stories about the time I threw up on her. It was much better if the story started with, remember that time you almost threw up on me.

That didn’t make the dry heaves any less painful. I let out a low moan as another set of cramps tried to bend me in two. My current state wasn’t doing anything to make Jinx feel better, and she was starting to panic again.

“Jesus, don’t die on me.” Jinx pounded my back.

Now I was coughing between heaves. “I might if you keep pounding all the air out of me. I’m having a hard enough time breathing as it is.” The hand slamming into my back stopped almost instantly, my coughs disappeared right along with it. My head was still spinning, but the muscle cramps were starting to pass.

It seemed fairies didn’t know how to fly the friendly skies. Apparently, when you travel by Fairy Air, you don’t get peanuts. Instead, your stomach tried to throw itself out of your throat until you prayed you were dead. Thank you, come again.

I still had no idea where I had been, or how long I’d been gone. Hopefully, I didn’t miss the hunt. That would be just my luck. I follow Oliver, and he knocks me out for a week, only to wake up and find all the kids are gone. Or worse yet, that no one remembers them being here in the first place.

My legs were unlocked, and starting to wake up. Distance must have broken the spell. In no way, shape, or form was I giving Oliver any credit for my current condition. Being able to move almost normally again gave me some confidence that we could still make it out of this ok.

Slowly I climbed back to my feet on shaky legs. My legs tried to revolt, but Jinx was there to catch me. She kept me propped up as my legs continued to wake up. I didn’t know what was worse; the pain I was feeling now as my legs came back to life, or not being able to move them at all.

Rubbing the pins and needles out of legs, I forestalled what was sure to be Jinx’s multitude of questions by asking one of my own. “What time is it, and where in the hell am I?”

Tears started to stream down Jinx’s face. She pulled me into another hug. “I had no idea what happened to you. One minute you were there and the next you were gone. I was just sitting in the Jeep by myself.” She pulled back from our embrace and swatted my shoulder. “Don’t you ever do that to me again.”

So she didn’t remember what happened before I was taken to meet with the Alannah. That was some kind of mojo the fairies put on us, and with short notice. They were a lot more powerful than I had given them credit for. I hoped that I still had time to properly ward whatever location the sheriff had picked for tonight.

“It wasn’t like I had a choice.” Jinx looked shocked. I grabbed her arm and started pulling her towards the street. “Where is the sheriff?” I looked around. “Better yet, where’s my Jeep?”

Was that the sun setting to the west? Where had the day gone? When we left for the sheriff’s office, it couldn’t have been much past eleven in the morning. Now it had to be close to five thirty. Just what in the hell had those damn fairies done to me?

Jinx pulled me to a stop and jingled my keys in front of me. “This way.” She snatched the keys away from my grasping hand. “And I’m driving. Don’t argue, you’re not quite yourself, and I want to get there in one piece.”

I climbed into the passenger side of the Jeep, and Jinx hit the gas. I spent the next five minutes telling her everything that I could remember about what happened. She pulled the Jeep to a stop in front of the Old Town Theater. It was brilliant. What better way to ease the fears of the parents and children than showing them movies.

Old Town Theater was just that. It was an old playhouse that was converted into a single screen theater about fifteen years ago. It was pretty cool. The theater still had balcony seating and a huge organ off to one side. The pipes from it went all the way to the ceiling, and they played it on Saturday nights before the movie started.

“Come on.” Jinx stirred me from my thoughts. “The sheriff has been worried sick. We’ve got to get in there.”

“First, let me layer some wards on the outside.” I tried to think of what Gramps had taught me about protecting myself from fairies. I didn’t have a ton of knowledge to work with. Most of our practices had been theoretical in nature. Gramps spent most of my youth focusing on how to protect myself from witches, fairies were a whole new ballgame.

Witches had always seemed like the bigger threat. Now that the fairies were here, it seemed that maybe Gramps had been mistaken in the direction my training needed to take. Not that I had shown any interest in that kind of training until recently. I set a few of the simple wards that I knew, but we needed more. It was time to call in the big guns.

Gramps flew out of my necklace looking a little disheveled. Apparently, he enjoyed flying by Fairy Air as much as I did. “Do what you can and meet me inside.”

He gave me a sour expression. “Fine, but I expect exceptional remuneration for this!” Gramps smiled at the thought of the lavish treats to come as he flew off to add whatever protection he could to the building.

The sheriff must have seen us. He came jogging out of the theater and headed straight for me. “Oh thank God. Where have you been?” The sheriff pulled me into a quick hug. “I thought you had me put this crazy idea in place and then left me hanging.”

“It’s a long story.” I returned the sheriff’s hug. When I looked into his eyes, I could tell that he wasn’t upset about what happened with the wendigo, and maybe there was just a hint of something else lingering in his gaze.

I realized that I’d just been staring into his eyes for a little longer than a friend strictly should. “Jinx told you about my idea with the cameras?”

The sheriff frowned. “She did, and it’s a good idea.” The sheriff’s hand moved up, and he rubbed the day’s worth of stubble on his chin. “I had one hell of a time getting my tech guy to put it all together without blabbing about it to the whole damn station, but we got it done.”

“Good, if nothing else that should buy us some time.” I turned away from the sheriff and looked at Jinx. She dropped me a sly wink, and I felt a blush creeping up my cheeks. “Have you had any time to lay down some protection?”

Jinx fixed me with a stare, put a hand on her hip, and the other finger pointed straight at me. “I was busy trying to track you down. After searching for you all day it was just pure desperation that led me back to that alley. It was my last stop before giving up.”

“It’s a good thing you were there right when I needed you. It would have taken me forever to track you down.” I swatted at her hand, but she pulled it back before I made contact. Jinx stuck her tongue out at me before crossing her arms and placing a pouty look on her face.

Maybe I wasn’t taking into consideration how worried she’d been about me. I knew that she had been relatively safe when I left. Jinx didn’t have that luxury. I wanted her to know that I cared.

“I mean it, I couldn’t have gotten here without you. We still have a chance to pull this off.” Jinx looked a little mollified, but I knew I wasn’t out of the woods yet. This was the kind of thing that required a pint of ice cream and two spoons to settle.

I gave Jinx what I hoped was a playful smile. “That doesn’t mean we have time to congratulate ourselves, we need to lock this building down.”

The sheriff pointed back towards the street. “I have men stationed at each end of the block and another car behind the theater. They should at least be able to give us a heads up.”

I didn’t want the sheriff to think I was insulting his men’s capabilities but he had to know the truth. “I wouldn’t count on it. The fairies aren’t exactly known for leaving witnesses. Just look at this one.” I hooked a thumb at Jinx.

“Hey, it’s not my fault your fairy boyfriend screwed with my mind.” She smiled clearly enjoying the discomfort the word boyfriend made me feel.

So what? Just because Oliver was a hot fairy guy that was kind of into me didn’t mean I liked him at all, and he most certainly wasn’t my boyfriend. Ugh, why was Jinx so good at getting in my head? I was pretty sure I had told her about the life debt, and she was just screwing around with me, but we didn’t have time for games.

“Boyfriend?” The sheriff said.

“Boyfriend?” I coughed out at the same time. Hopefully with the same amount of confusion in my voice as the sheriff had in his.

“Oh my God. Why don’t you two just get a room already?” Jinx turned and bounced happily away. “I’ll start doing what I can from inside of the building.”

I looked at the sheriff, and he looked down at me, and then we both looked away almost instantly. Joel tried a smile on and found he didn’t like it. He rubbed his chin and then looked back towards the door. “I—ah—I’m going to go inside and check in with my guys. Then I’ll join the families while the movies play.”

Oddly enough, this wasn’t the most awkward conversation I’d had today. “I’ll finish up out here, and then I’ll work on protecting what I can on the inside.”

“Ok.” The sheriff hurried away.

Now that he was gone I let out the huge breath I’d been holding. Damn it. What in the hell had Jinx been thinking? Sure I kind of had a thing for the sheriff, but he didn’t need to know that. Her comments made me wonder if she saw the same thing coming from him. It was hard to tell with Joel. I couldn’t read him as well as everyone else. He could have run off because he was embarrassed someone knew, or he could have just as easily felt uncomfortable about what Jinx implied because he didn’t feel that way about me.

The wards around the outside of the building seemed to be holding. Gramps had added another layer of protection. Part of me knew that it wouldn’t be enough. Alannah was strong, strong enough to tear through my wards with enough time. But that was all we needed. If we could hold out until the morning, the threat would be gone.

A blast of sparks erupted from my hand shooting straight into the air. It looked cool, almost like a blue firework had exploded, and the sparks flew up instead of floating down. It was dark enough now that the flare of light would do two things. It would call Gramps back to me and announce to the fairies that I was here and ready for them.

I wanted them to know I wasn’t afraid of them, even though I felt terrified. Last time I faced Alannah I couldn’t even move. She had complete control over me, and I was worried this time wouldn’t be any different. I knew she wouldn’t hesitate to finish the job if she got a second go around. Gramps flew over the theater and landed in my outstretched hand.

“I’ve done what I can.” Gramps fluttered back into the air. “Do you think they have candy inside?”

“I’ll get you something, but you have to hide for now.”

Gramps flew into the necklace with an angry huff. “Why do I always have to hide? You do know I can make it so the humans can’t see me, right?”

Sure I knew that, but sometimes I forgot just how effective Gramps’ magic actually was. Plus, I hated how crazy I looked when I watched him fly around the room. Nothing said ready for a straightjacket like someone that stares off into space and looks like they are talking to themselves.

Although when Gramps was in my necklace, it just looked like I was talking to myself. At least that was one step up from looking totally crazy. It wasn’t until people thought you were seeing things that they really got worried. I mean, lots of people talked to themselves all the time. Granted, most of them didn’t do it out loud, but all of us have an inner monologue of sorts.

“After tonight I’m going to tell Joel everything. That should cut down on your forced incarceration.”

“I still don’t think you should tell him, but I won’t try and stop you,” Gramps grumbled and then went silent.

“Good, I’m going to feel a lot better having this off my chest. He deserves to know why all of this is happening.”

Gramps didn’t say anything which meant he still didn’t agree. That was fine, he already said as much, but fairies liked their secrets. They hoarded secrets like dragons hoarded gold. Imagine how much good they could do if they were only willing to share their knowledge. Or maybe I should just be grateful that bad fairies didn’t have access to knowledge that they shouldn’t.

Magic itself wasn’t good or bad. It was a tool shaped and directed by the user. So while sometimes spells appeared to be bad, it was really just magic being used by horrible people. There were plenty of them out there, just ask Jinx about her former best friend. Power could corrupt anyone if they let it.

It was time to secure the doors behind me. I heard stories that back in the day they did lock-ins at churches and sometimes at schools. Normally it was a pledge for class, or for your church. That would never fly in today’s world. We had rules, and some of them said no chains on the doors. It was a fire hazard. Thankfully, I brought my own fire witch, so I was ok with it being a little hazardous.

Regardless of how the fire code was enforced, I was locking the doors tonight. After stepping inside, I locked the push handles on all of the doors. Magic couldn’t solve all of our problems; sometimes a good old-fashioned lock will do as long as you give it a little reinforcement.

I slipped the security bolts into the ceiling and then cast a simple spell that wove vines around the doors holding them shut. After the vines had settled, I petrified them. If we had problems getting out in the morning so be it. As for tonight, whatever time the spell bought us when the fairies attacked, it would be worth it.

So far I hadn’t seen any people. I was really just operating on instinct. All of this could have been some kind of sick dream the fairies put me in to try and garner information. A yelp escaped my lips as I pinched myself. If this turned out to be a dream, it wasn’t a very good one. I made a choice to roll with the fact that this was the most likely reality. Only speaking to a fairy could make you doubt what you saw and heard so thoroughly.

Moving through the lobby, I grabbed a package of Good & Plenty for Gramps. No one was working the register, so I made a mental note to send the owner five bucks when I had the chance. With my pixie’s favorite fuel source in hand, I cast wards as I moved to the second story. I had a feeling if the fairies were going to get in it would be from here.

Walking out onto the balcony I looked down into a packed theater. Families were spread out in large clumps. They had popcorn, and there were a few ushers taking orders for drinks. I hoped the people below already had dinner because the front doors weren’t opening anytime soon.

The kids laughed as a man slammed a pie into his face on the screen. Oh, I knew this one. It was the movie where the guy turned himself into the nanny, so he could see his kids more after a divorce. I’d have to try and stream that one when I got home, you know if any of us lived until the morning.

Jinx met me out in the hall, everything was set. Now, all we could do was sit and wait for the fairies to come. There was no doubt that they would, and Alannah would be leading the charge. She wouldn’t have appreciated being shown up in front of her people. I wasn’t looking forward to our second meeting, but I had the feeling it was inevitable.
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Chapter Twenty

Zoey

Three hours later nothing had happened and the full darkness of the night had enveloped us. Jinx, the sheriff, and I were all huddled together on the balcony. All of the children and most of the parents had fallen asleep below us. A few strays were standing by the doors and drinking steaming cups of coffee.

Another movie started playing but whoever was running the show had turned the volume down. It was the perfect time for something to happen, and I was feeling a little nervous. The sheriff was scanning the room below us, and Jinx was looking towards the roof.

I agreed with Jinx. If an attack or distraction started, it was coming from the roof. However, that didn’t mean that they wouldn’t lure us up there, then crash in through the emergency doors and take the kids right out from beneath our noses.

My eyes moved between the two emergency exit doors. I checked the warding, and it looked solid. None of the wards had been tripped. It must have just been my nerves, but sitting and waiting had never been my strong suit. The sheriff must have felt the same way. He looked over the balcony one last time before pulling out his radio.

Joel’s radio let out a hiss of static. He hastily turned the volume down and gave me a sheepish look before moving towards the doors. He stopped by the doors and called for his men to check in. “Go for car one.”

“Car one, all clear.”

“Go for car two.”

“Car two, all clear.”

I’d watched the sheriff do this every twenty minutes since we locked up the doors. Thankfully, there were only four cars, so it wasn’t as tedious as it sounded. The sheriff called for the third car, and he didn’t get a response. He looked at me, and I just shook my head. I had no idea why they wouldn’t be responding, nothing had triggered my early warning alarms yet.

“Jimbo, this is the sheriff. Are you there?”

“Oh, hiya Sheriff. Did you change your mind about getting Wally Burger?”

“Wally Burger? What in the hell are you talking about Jimbo? Why aren’t you in position?” The sheriff looked at me and wiggled his finger by the side of his head indicating that his deputy must have gone crazy.

I had another theory as to why Jimbo didn’t know what he was supposed to be doing. The poor guy had obviously been zapped by the fairy’s mind magic. He’d be fine, but I had a feeling his memories of tonight might never come back. It was a perfect plan really. Changing someone’s memory like that did two things. It removed a potential witness from the scene, and it did it in a way that no one would question after the fact.

I wonder how long the fairies had been doing this. Hundreds of years, maybe thousands? Just the thought of it made me sick. They couldn’t get away with this forever. Something had to be done about it, and that started with us denying them this batch of children.

The sheriff frowned. “Just get back to the station, and help Janet with whatever she needs.” He let go of the call button. “I swear, sometimes I wonder about the competence of the cops I hired to patrol this town.”

Standing I moved slowly toward the sheriff. “It’s not his fault if the fairies used magic on him. I’d expect the rest of your men to suffer a similar fate shortly.”

“Damn it all to hell. How are we supposed to fight these things when they can just wipe our memories?”

“We’re not trying to fight them, sheriff, we just need to keep them at bay until the morning. Then they are gone. Rumors are a bit fuzzy on if they will try again, or more likely how long they have to wait before they are allowed to try again.”

“I hate this shit,” Joel grumbled.

“I know exactly how you feel, Sheriff. All I want is to make sure my dad has everything he needs. I can’t do that if I’m constantly putting my life on the line.”

Joel tucked an arm around my side. “That’s really what you’re doing, isn’t it? Every time you help us, you’re risking your life to do it. I’d never really thought about it like that until now. You know I do my best to stay out of your business.”

“I know you do.” I hugged him back. “I’m not sure how much longer that is going to be possible though. There are things I need to tell you.”

The sheriff moved my hair out of my eyes. “Is this business related or personal?”

Men, they never knew what we were talking about unless we told them. “A little bit of both.” What the hell, a girl has to stay mysterious for as long as she can.

“I’m ready to talk whenever you are, but maybe we should save it until later.” He gave my hand a gentle squeeze and then stepped through the door. “Car four, check in.”

“Sheriff, we don’t have a car four out on patrol tonight. Is everything ok?” A voice responded.

“I’m fine, Andy. Just playing a little game with someone.” The sheriff let go of the button and looked back at me. “I guess it’s safe to say all our outside support is gone.”

Jinx walked back into the room. “Nothing is happening as far as I can tell. How are things here?”

“We lost our lookouts. It’s only a matter of time before they come for them.” There had to be something else we could do. Something else I could do. Whatever happened they weren’t getting these kids.

A quick glance was all it took to confirm that both of them felt the exact same way. All of us would do whatever we could to make sure that didn’t happen. It was nice to know that even with the fairies closing in that we were all on the same page. We could do this if we just worked together.

Jinx kept her gaze fixed on me. “So what’s the plan, Zoey?”

The sheriff watched me for direction as well. It was so much easier to make these calls when it was just my life on the line. The last thing I wanted was to be responsible for someone else’s death. They were counting on me to make the right call.

“This is a waiting game for us, so we keep doing what we have been. We sit tight and wait for them to make the first move.”

“It’s not much of a plan.” The sheriff smiled. “But it’s my kind of plan.”

Jinx slumped into a chair. “Wake me up if anything interesting happens.”

She was pretty nonchalant about this whole thing, but that had to be her default setting for when she was scared. I was scared too. Anyone that wasn’t terrified of this kind of situation was too dumb to live.

Not that living for a long time was going to be an option for me. The only way I saw us getting out of this was if I went to Alannah and challenged her. It wasn’t a great option, but if it kept my friends out of harm’s way, then it might be the only choice I had left.

I wasn’t willing to just throw my life away. If Alannah wanted it that badly, she would have to pay for it with the lives of the children. That was a deal I was willing to make, but only if there were no alternatives left. I wanted to live. Life was simply too much fun for me to give it all up now.

My eyes met Joel’s, and I pointed toward Jinx. He nodded his head and then left the room. I knew he wanted to make an appearance down below to reassure the few parents that were still awake that everything was going to plan. Someone needed to stay behind to wake Jinx if the fairies showed up. If watching over my friend just happened to get me out of making small talk with some terrified parents then I was just going to have to be willing to make that sacrifice. You know, for the good of the people.

I settled into a chair by the edge of the balcony so I could keep an eye on the doors. I felt the first yawn creep out of my mouth, and I wondered if they had any coffee left downstairs. The sheriff wouldn’t be back for a while, so I opened my necklace to let Gramps out to stretch his wings.

“Little warning next time, I could have been doing something inappropriate.” Gramps laughed with maniacal glee and flew around my head.

“Gross! Just take your candy and get out of here.” I thrust the box of Good & Plenty at him.

“Ahh, my favorite.” Gramps snatched the box out of the air and dipped alarmingly close to the ground before his wings managed to beat hard enough to keep him aloft with all the extra weight he was carrying. Gramps let out a laugh and then flew straight back into my necklace.

“Pixies,” I muttered to myself.

“I hear that,” Jinx mumbled back as she rolled to the side in her chair. “My wards will wake me if anything gets close. Until then I’m going to grab some sleep.”

“Don’t worry I’m sure you’ll wake up when the screaming starts.”

Jinx yawned. “I’m sure I’ll be up in enough time to join in the screaming.”

I let out a chuckle and started to think about how the only witch I liked and my Pixie interacted together. It wasn’t that Gramps hated her so much, as that he just didn’t trust witches. It didn’t matter how many boxes of brownies she made him, Gramps wouldn’t change his mind. I still hoped that one of these days he would make an exception for her. Maybe we could get Jinx a special exemption as a friend to the fae, or something like that.

Jinx started to snore gently behind me, and I turned my attention to the movie that was playing. This was the one where some crazy guy played a pirate. I always thought it was funny when kids wanted to be pirates. Most pirates led short, brutal lives as rapists and murderers. Maybe not the kind of life we should be encouraging our kids to emulate.

Still, there was something to be said about the allure of the pirate way of life. No one to answer to and the world seemingly at your fingertips. Then there was the rum and the possibility of treasure. Sure you could romanticize it, but at the end of the day, I’d rather stay right here.

As I watched the film, my thoughts started to wander. We only had to make it a few more hours, and we were home free. We could do this. I laid my head down on the rail. I’d only let it sit there for a few minutes, I swear.
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Chapter Twenty-One

Zoey

A hand on my shoulder was gently shaking me awake. My first thought was oh crap, not again, but then I came back to my senses. I must have fallen asleep. I let my eyes creep open until I was sure that I was still in the theater. Then I looked up only to see Joel staring down at me.

His eyes were so blue, and his arms were so strong. Was I still dreaming? Was this the part where he ripped his shirt off? Slowly it dawned on me that I was just sitting there smiling up at him like an idiot. This was no dream. I covered the smile that crept onto my face with a yawn before looking back at him.

“I can’t believe I fell asleep.” With everything that had been going on the last couple of days I was exhausted, but I should have been able to stay awake. All I had to do was make it through one more night. It had to be the waiting, the boredom was killing me.

“It’s ok.” Joel kneeled down next to me. “You looked like you could use a little rest.”

I felt a brief surge of anger flare up. What? After tangling with a fairy, a wendigo, and the hunt master you were going to sit there and what, imply that I didn’t look my best? Screw you, Joel. But then I came to my senses and realized that he was just trying to take care of me. It was a simple observation and not an attack on my looks.

Looking Joel over, I noticed the bags under his eyes for the first time. Then I thought about all the abuse he had taken over the last few days. I hadn’t been able to spend the time healing myself, and I hadn’t even thought of taking care of Joel after I healed his arm. That first attempt to bring the wendigo down had left scars on both of us.

“It looks like I’m not the only one that could use some rest.” I took his hand in mine and sent out a tendril of power in his direction. His body accepted the magic, it was hungry for it. Now that our connection had been made I started working on healing the worst of his injuries.

Joel jerked his hand from my grasp and let out a moan of pain. “What in the hell were you doing to me?”

I’d forgotten to dampen his pain receptors before I started to heal him. While I could reverse the damage, fixing cracked ribs still hurt. So unless you were falling-down drunk, or scored some pain meds, healing magic still hurt like a bitch. In my haste to help I’d caused him more pain, but the look of betrayal on his face hurt the worst.

“I’m sorry.” Joel just stared at me like I was a cockroach that just crawled out from under the fridge. “I was healing your ribs.” I shrugged. “Sometimes I forget how much that can hurt if I don’t also do something to dull the pain.”

Joel climbed to his feet and then turned gingerly from side to side. He patted his ribs and then looked at me with a slow smile spreading across his face. “You know what? They do feel better.” He came closer. “Can we try that again, this time without the pain?”

Reaching out I took his hand in mine again. His body responded to my magic like it was made for it. My powers bound us together, and I started to heal him again. This time I remembered to dampen his pain. Just as I finished up healing the worst of his injuries, he broke contact with me again.

I was so startled that it took me a few seconds to realize what happened. There wasn’t any sound, and it was darker in the theater than it should have been. It looked like the fairies had finally had enough, and they were ready for a fight.

Joel turned on a small electric lantern in the balcony. “I’m going to head down and prep the parents one last time.” He pointed to the radio on his hip and then to the spare on the chair. “Call if you need anything.” Without another word he turned on his flashlight and headed downstairs.

A few white glows appeared below as some of the parents that were still awake lit their own lanterns and placed them around the room. Some of the children stirred briefly but fell quickly back asleep. It was weird being in the theater when it was so quite. This place was always so full of life, and now it might as well have been a tomb.

Pretending like I had been awake the entire time, I nudged Jinx. “Time to wake up, we’re about to get some action.”

“Oh, like you and the sheriff almost did a few minutes ago?”

I pulled the blanket over Jinx’s head. “It was just a healing spell.”

“As if.” Jinx extricated herself from the blanket and climbed to her feet. “I don’t know what’s stopping you from jumping his bones anyway. I mean, he’s kinda hot, you should totally go for it.”

“But he doesn’t know what I really am.” She was never going to understand that part of it. Witches were accepted. People like me weren’t. It might not have been fair, but it was just the way things were. Being half fairy always made things so damn complicated.

“Then just tell him. He’s into you. Anyone with two eyes and half a brain could tell you that.”

I threw my hands up in the air with frustration. “Now is probably not the best time. You know, when my people are trying to abduct all the kids from the city.”

Jinx grabbed her flashlight and headed towards the door. “It’s not all the kids they’re after.”

Like that made it any better.

“I’m just saying.” She walked out the door and then popped back into the room with her flashlight angled up under her chin. “I’ll be back.”

The beam swung to the floor as I started laughing. Jinx just smiled back at me. “But in all seriousness, I’m going to check the stairs to the roof one more time.”

“I’m going to check in with the sheriff. Be on high alert, I think they cut the power.”

“Ya think.” Jinx waved her flashlight around to emphasize the point that the power was out.

“Whatever,” I mumbled as I grabbed my own flashlight and headed out of the balcony area. Maybe the fairies would hold off long enough for me to snag a cup of coffee. It didn’t hurt that the coffee was downstairs, and as much as I agreed with Jinx about the roof entrance being the most likely place the fairies tried to get in, I had this sneaking suspicion they might come in from the emergency exits.

Those exits were the quickest way to the children. It would be the perfect snatch and grab opportunity. Send in a wave of pixies to put everyone to sleep, grab the kids and run. It was the perfect plan as long as no one interfered, or put you on camera.

I got downstairs quickly and bumped into Joel as he was exiting the main theater room. “Everyone’s all set down here.” He rumbled as he came to a stop.

“And how is our back up plan doing?”

“All the cameras have enough battery power to make it until morning. So does the laptop, and it’s streaming the video live, and to a remote back up.” The sheriff gave me a sheepish smile. “At least that is what Delgado told me.”

Yeah, I didn’t know how all of that stuff worked either. I just knew that it was possible. “Ok. You cover the front, and I’ll take the theater.”

“You really expect the trouble to come from the front?” The sheriff looked skeptical.

“It’s possible.” Or maybe I was just trying to keep him out of harm’s way, but he couldn’t know that. Men always had this thing about protecting women. Some women didn’t need protection, but I also wouldn’t want to bruise his ego too badly.

“I don’t think the fairies are worried about human intervention. They have ways around that.”

Fire burned in Joel’s eyes. “Yeah, like hoodwinking my officers and cutting the power. I’m ready for a little payback.”

“Sheriff.” I wanted him to know what I said next was all business and had nothing to do with him. “My suggestion to you would be if you see one to come and get one of us.”

He chewed on that thought for a second before looking at the floor. “I’ll do my best.”

I guess that was better than a flat-out refusal. It had to be hard for him to realize that some things were just so far out of his control that there was nothing he could do about them. His life was built around order. There were laws, and they had to be enforced. You also didn’t last long in a law enforcement career if people thought you liked to hide behind two small women while doing said enforcing the law.

Leaving Joel in the entryway, I walked into the theater. As the doors closed behind me, I cast a simple spell to bind them shut. The metal in the doors and the frames melted together. Whoever ran the theater was going to be pissed that they needed new doors, but no one was getting in that way without some serious effort. Hopefully, it would keep Joel safe from whatever was coming next.

I moved around the room, waking the parents that were sleeping, and motioning for them to take their children to the back of the theater. If the fairies got past Jinx, I didn’t want them to be able to jump down here and take the kids.

Some of the children complained as their parents moved them, but they seemed to calm down as time continued to pass. Where were the fairies? We knew they were here, If you didn’t want to announce yourself, you didn’t cut the power. What could they possibly be waiting for?

It was almost like a rule of thumb. Ask for something you really didn’t want to happen, and it happens almost instantly. There was a tug on my wards guarding the roof. The wards hadn’t been breached yet, but someone up there was probing them.

Then the fairies struck at the front door, and both of the emergency exits all at once. The magic slamming against my wards was strong, but it was also subtle. Whoever was in charge of breaking my wards was just looking for a crack. Any weakness they could exploit to bring the entire ward down. My wards weren’t perfect, and these had been applied in haste. It was only a matter of time before they broke down entirely.

I pulled out my radio. “Get ready guys, we’re about to have company.”

“I can see three, no, make that four suspicious-looking characters outside the front doors,” Joel said.

“Roof access is still blocked,” Jinx replied quickly.

It didn’t make sense for the fairies outside not to be cloaking themselves. It was possible that the men out front weren’t fairies at all, but humans being used as a distraction. If the fairies could make veteran police officers leave their posts, then they could get four guys to walk towards a door.

“Joel, get upstairs and do whatever Jinx tells you.”

“But I have my eyes on four potential hostiles,” Joel grumbled in frustration.

“It’s just a distraction.” I didn’t have time to waste arguing with him. This was a magical event, so it was my call. I just hoped he listened.

“Damn it, Zoey. You better be right.” His breathing got louder as he started running. “Heading to provide back up now.”

“Jinx, take care of him.”

When Jinx responded you could hear the smile in her voice. “You know I will.”

If they could keep that door sealed so the fairies couldn’t get in, we might actually have a shot at winning this thing. I released the spell binding one of the doors to the theater. It sagged against the wall with nothing to hold it in the frame. I moved forward calling the parents’ attention to me as I did.

Grabbing one of the moms, I made sure that she was focused on me before speaking. When her eyes settled on me instead of her child, it was time to talk. “Get everyone in the lobby. Hunker down behind the snack area so no one can see you from the front.”

“What’s going on? Are we going to be ok?” she asked on the edge of hysterics.

“You will be if you just do what I say.” I felt another attack hit the wards on the emergency doors. “There isn’t time. Just get everybody out of here right now!”

I turned away from the woman and watched the back of the theater. The wards on the emergency doors stuttered briefly and then faulted. Screams sounded from the parents and the kids as the emergency doors were ripped away from the walls with a crash.

Turning back to the fleeing parents I ran towards the door I had released from my spell. Somehow I found a way to get it up and in the frame. Another quick spell melted the door back in place. The fairies would have to climb up to the balcony if they wanted to get past me quickly.

At least all of the kids were out of immediate harm. No one was coming through the front, and Jinx and the sheriff would be able to hold the roof for a bit. Still, there was no sense in making it easy for the fairies heading my way. Standing in the middle of the little theater I gathered my power and prepared for battle.

Cloaked fairies with bows flowed into the theater from both sides. Five figures stopped on each side of the theater, all ten bows were pointed in my direction. The hunt master strutted into the theater as if she owned it. The smile on her face proclaimed victory for all to see. She stopped in the center of her men and stared at me. The smile slipped from her face only to be replaced with an expression of disgust.

“It’s over little half-breed, but I’m feeling generous.” She turned to one of her men. “Tell me, Raff. Am I not generous?”

“You are the most generous woman in all of the world, Hunt Master.”

“Then it is with great generosity in my heart I offer you and your friends this one chance to leave. Will you accept my most gracious offer, Zoey Green.”

There was no way in hell I was going to take that offer. These people were counting on me to stop the fairies from stealing their children. I had to do something, even if it was reckless.

“Things have changed since the last time you came on a hunt. We have these handy things called cameras now, and we’ve got more than one on you right now streaming live to the web. Proof for the masses about what you are trying to do here. I could take down the link and destroy the video if you promise never to return.”

The hunt master laughed, and then made a cutting motion with her arm. Three arrows flew out, and I heard the sound of breaking glass. All of our cameras were down. I didn’t envy Joel having to explain what happened to them and why they needed to be replaced at the next budgetary meeting, but we had bigger problems to deal with right now.

“You are testing the boundaries of my patience. I will have your answer,” the hunt master growled.

“Those weren’t all of our cameras.” I tried to bluff. It was something every fairy was familiar with doing as a bargaining technique. The hardest part was making the person believe that you held all of the cards when you didn’t. “Not that it matters since we already have you on tape.”

“We both know those tapes will never see the light of day, and we’ll have whatever your streaming pulled down before it can make a difference. The humans can’t protect them from us.” She motioned for her archers to lower their weapons. “So tell me, will you leave peacefully? I’d much rather you didn’t, but if I have to explain to the queen why I killed you, I had better have a reason.”

Did that mean that the queen didn’t want me dead, or that the queen just wanted to have an excuse ready if she had to justify Alannah’s actions to the summer court? It didn’t really matter. Alannah had called my bluff, and I was all out of moves. There was only one thing left I could do.

I squared my shoulders and said with confidence, “I challenge you for the kids.”

“How delightful.” Alannah smiled and clapped. “This is going to be more fun than I expected.” She made a motion with her hand, and the fairies in the room with us fanned out creating a circle around the perimeter of the room.

Above me, I heard Jinx cry out, “Get your hands off of me.” Then there was a loud crash as Jinx hit whoever was carrying her.

Jinx appeared at the edge of the balcony. “You tell these fairies to shove it up their ass!” she screamed just before a hand clamped down over her mouth from behind. The fairy in question held the struggling witch at the edge of the balcony. A few moments later Joel joined her sporting a new bruise on his right eye.

“I’ve decided to throw your friends into the deal as well. You should really ask for everything you want next time.” She laughed with a cold chuckle knowing full well there wouldn’t be a next time. “I’d be fully within my rights to kill them now, but I want them to see what happens to you. I want it to be so horrific they think of nothing else until we wipe their minds.”

“You can try, but I’m going to put up a bigger fight than you can imagine.”

Alannah laughed again. “Like you did this afternoon?” She smirked. “You are outclassed, Zoey Green, and you have made a horrible mistake.”

“I guess we will see about that. Name the rules and be done with it.”

“Daggers.” She walked in a slow circle looking every inch of the predator she was. There was a grace to her movements I could never hope to match. “No magic.” She paused turning to fix me with a glare. “Are the terms acceptable?”

One of the fairies above let out a hiss of pain and started shaking his hand. The sheriff took his opportunity to shout down to me. “Don’t do it, Zoey. We’ll find another way.” The fairy that had been holding Joel slammed his fist into the side of his head driving him to his knees. He put a hand on either side of Joel’s head and looked towards the hunt master, waiting for instruction.

The hunt master’s smile turned dark, but before she could speak, I shouted, “I accept.”

“I had a feeling that you would.” She turned back towards the emergency exit and spoke a single word. “Daggers.”

Oliver walked in, his apprentice Quinn trailing behind him with a large box in his arms. They stopped in front of the hunt master, and Quinn set the box on the ground.

She bent down and opened the box. “Traditionally I’d let you select your weapon first, but you are anything but traditional.” The hunt master pulled two blades from the box. Both daggers had a deep curve to them, making them look more like a kukri. Alannah reversed her grip on the blades as she picked them up. The flat of her blades now rested against her forearms.

Quinn closed the box and then brought it over to me. Kneeling he placed the box on the ground and then opened it. He had a look of sorrow on his face. It was a look that said he knew I had helped save both of their lives, and he was pissed that there was nothing he could do about it.

There were two daggers left in the box. They were identical to the daggers Alannah carried now. I’d never fought with a weapon like this before. Playing with knives wasn’t high up on my list of priorities. That, combined with Alannah’s obvious familiarity with the weapons, placed me at a supreme disadvantage.

I knelt down by the box and placed a hand on Quinn’s shoulder. “It’s ok.” I wanted to absolve him of any guilt that he might be feeling.

He shook his head, and a single tear streamed down his cheek. “Please claim your weapons.”

This was it. I was really about to fight a fairy warrior with two daggers. I hoped she ended this quickly, but I had the feeling she would let it drag out. There was nothing else I could do, I had to try. If I gave up now, Joel and Jinx were dead.

My hands were shaking as I reached for the blades. My fingers brushed against the handle of the dagger, and I felt a brief flare of power. This wasn’t the same kind of magical hum that I felt from my mother’s dagger. This enchantment almost seemed to be trying to suppress my magic. It made sense when you thought about it, a fairy wouldn’t leave the stipulation not to use your magic up to chance.

So at least I didn’t have to worry about her breaking that rule. I could just focus on staying alive. Cold resolve replaced the fear that had been wrapped around me like a blanket. My will hardened, I was ready for this. I was reaching out to claim my destiny, for better or worse, when a voice spoke from behind Alannah.

“I claim the right to combat on behalf of Zoey Green.” A hush fell across the room, and all eyes turned towards the man that said it.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

Zoey

“Say that again, Oliver. I think you misspoke.” Alannah hissed. Her words had a cold sting to them that promised a lifetime of pain to the person that challenged her.

“I owe Zoey a life debt. The honor of battle is mine to claim.”

“You,” Alannah pointed at Oliver, “owe this half-breed a life debt. How could this have happened?”

“The manner in which she acquired the debt is well known and can be attested to by my apprentice.”

Alannah stalked angrily back and forth before finally stopping and staring at Oliver. “Then you leave me no choice. Oliver, please select your weapons.”

I knew there wasn’t a lot of time left before the fight started, so I hurried to Oliver’s side. “You don’t have to do this. I would have been fine.”

“No. You would have been dead.” Oliver reached out a hand and grabbed the back of my head. “Don’t do anything stupid.” He pulled me close, and I felt his lips brush against mine.

Oliver’s lips parted, and his tongue darted out. He tasted sweet and smelled of the forest. I kissed him back just for a moment, and then I came back to my senses and shoved him away. “What in the hell? Just cause you’re about to pull some macho shit, doesn’t mean you get to kiss me.”

Oliver smiled and reached into the box pulling the second set of curved daggers free. “My fate has been sealed with a kiss.” He looked at Quinn who just shook his head in exasperation and picked up the empty box.

“If you’re done trying to make me sick, maybe we should begin.” Alannah dropped into a crouch. She still held both daggers in a reverse grip, the blades angled up her forearm ready to slash her foe.

“Everyone’s a hater.” Oliver spun one of his daggers around and then caught it, flipping the handle so that he held the kukri the same way the Alannah did. Oliver held the other dagger in a more traditional style. I was interested to see how this played out as he began closing the distance between them.

It’s one thing to see a knife fight in a movie. Hell, even in the really good movies you only get a sense of the motion. You never really get the full experience of the panicked intensity. Each of them knowing one wrong move could end the fight. The fairy body is just as frail as a human’s, especially when it comes down to how it interacts with sharp objects being rammed into it repeatedly.

It didn’t take all that much effort for a knife to pierce your skin. Apply a small amount of pressure, and you could receive pretty nasty gash. Get stabbed anywhere, and you might not live. So next time you see a knife fight in a movie, think about how important every attack they make or don’t make is. One mistake, and you're dead. No do-overs.

It was also different seeing two masters of the craft battle than if you were to watch me in this fight. I would have spent my time stumbling around trying not to die and stabbing wildly at anything I thought I could hit.

The fight unfolding in front of me wasn’t anything like that. There was a certain sense of poetry about it. Watching Oliver and Alannah circle each other waiting for any chance to strike, was a dance unlike any I had ever seen.

Oliver dipped his shoulder low enticing the hunt master to move. She took the bait, jumping high into the air, both daggers pointed down like the teeth of a viper. Oliver rolled out of the way slashing as he rose to his feet. Somehow Alannah twisted her body as she landed, bringing one of her blades down to block the low strike. She spun away from the blades as they crashed together.

Alannah didn’t waste any time recovering from her failed attack. Instead, she charged forward. Oliver moved to the side but was soon engaged as Alannah spun towards him again. The hunt master kicked, parried, and thrust her blades almost faster than I could see. Now it was starting to sink in just how outclassed I would have been in a fight against her. If it were me out there, I would have been dead whenever she decided to end it. Alannah wasn’t enjoying that same kind of success with Oliver.

Oliver moved like liquid fire. Every time Alannah’s blade slashed out, he blocked it. Every one of her kicks he deflected. Oliver tried a few offensive rallies, but his attacks always seemed a little slower. They were more calculated, as he probed for a weakness in the hunt master’s defense.

Alannah renewed her attacks with panicked fury. It didn’t take long for her to slip out of position and that’s when Oliver struck. Alannah swore as Oliver’s blade clipped her shoulder. It didn’t matter that the wound was insignificant, first blood had been dealt.

The wound to her shoulder wasn’t nearly as bad as the one Oliver had just dealt to her pride. It was written all over her face. Alannah seethed with anger. With a cry that startled the heavens, she charged back into the fray.

Alannah’s body twisted and moved like a tornado. Oliver was cut once, then twice, and finally a third time before he managed to send her stumbling back with a well-timed kick to the midsection. The two warriors circled each other again, each of them probing for the slightest weakness. Both of them were bleeding now, but Oliver had taken the worst of it. Neither of them looked tired, their will to survive was driving them forward.

“Why do you fight so hard for this castaway? She is nothing to you.” Alannah asked as her attack was deflected.

Oliver launched a series of attacks. “She knew of our plans, and yet she saved me. That kindness will not be repaid with blood.”

Alannah smirked. “So you would forsake your own people. For what? So you can earn your way between her legs. What happened to your honor?”

Oliver let out a mighty roar. He sounded like a bear defending territory in the wild. His anger had clearly clouded his judgment. He rushed forward jumping off one of the seats to propel himself further into the air. One of his daggers pointed down like the tip of a spear, while the other was held out to ward off an attack.

Alannah crouched like she was going to try and dodge his strike before trying to land a killing blow of her own. As Oliver reached his apex Alannah’s legs twitched, and she launched herself into the air. Their bodies crashed together as she met his descent. They broke apart in the air and hit the ground.

Each of them immediately spun in place and rushed towards each other again. Alannah jumped her blades spinning around her in vicious circles, while Oliver rose to meet her, blades held still. The two fairies collided together and fell to the ground with cries of pain. It was hard to tell which one of them had suffered the worst of their most recent clash.

Oliver rose from where he landed, his left arm hanging limply against his side. It took a while to sink in that his arm had been slashed at the shoulder joint. He was losing a lot of blood. I tried to run forward so I could help him up but was grabbed from behind. Whoever had me wasn’t letting go despite how hard I struggled against them.

Alannah climbed to her feet. She staggered forward both daggers falling from her hands. She paused looking at us with disbelief. Her hands rose from her side slower than they should have and clasped at her throat. Alannah tried to stem the tide of blood that was flowing out of her.

The cut must have been deep. Blood continued welling up from between her fingers as she feebly tried to cast a spell to stop the bleeding. Her hands must not have been able to perform the right actions, and her spell failed.

Alannah managed to take another shuffling step towards us before she fell to one knee. Her hands dropped away from her throat, her eyes burning with hate as she gazed at us for the last time. The hunt master’s body collapsed to the ground, and she extended one hand towards Oliver as if she were pleading for her life.

Oliver knocked her hand to the side and stood over Alannah as the last of her life’s blood pooled on the theater's floor. The hands that had been holding me in place let go, and I ran forward to heal him. He fell into my arms, and I sent all of the power into him that had I stored up when I expected to be the one fighting. The burst of raw magic lifted him off his feet and sent him flying onto his back ten feet away.

Oliver hit the ground and let out a series of coughs as he struggled up to a sitting position. “You pack one hell of a punch.” He started to laugh. “Now that I’ve saved your life, what do you think about my chances of obtaining a kiss?”

I helped him up from the ground, and he wrapped his strong arms around me. He leaned in for a kiss, and I tilted my head away. “Since you didn’t ask me about the first kiss, I’m just going to say we’re even.” Oliver made a pouty face as I shoved him away. “Now get out of here, and start fixing everything you’ve screwed up since you came to Salem.”

Oliver took a step back, gave me a very Shakespearian bow, and then called out to the rest of the hunt. “Gather her body and prepare it for the return to Tir Na Nog. We are done here.”

A few voices mumbled in dissent, but no one dared to challenge Oliver directly. At least not after the display he had just put on. The fairies on the balcony released my friends and then jumped down to join the others as they exited the building. My mind was already thinking of what we could do to defend against them if they tried to attack Salem again. Sadly, I couldn’t think of a thing that would make us better prepared for another attack.

Jinx stayed on the balcony looking down at the theater from above, her expression was one of complete shock. In complete contrast to my friend, Joel’s face gave everything away. I could tell with just one look how happy he was that this was over and that everyone was ok. He turned and ran for the doors, probably to start rounding up the parents and getting them home.

Quinn gave me a sheepish smile and a wave before joining the other fairies leaving the theater. Oliver came towards me this time a little bit slower and a lot wearier than before. Thankfully he stopped before trying to pull me into another kiss. I’d hate to have to send the hero of the night limping back to his chariot after receiving a knee to the balls.

“Thank you, Zoey.”

“Shouldn’t it be me thanking you? Without you stepping in, I’d be dead, and those kids would have been ripped from their parents’ arms.”

Oliver smiled, and the lights turned back on. His eyes danced with mischief. “Ah, but without your challenge, none of this would have been possible.”

“None of what? What are you talking about?” I had a faint idea tingling in the back of my mind, but I hoped I was wrong. Nothing rubbed me the wrong way like being used as a pawn in someone else’s game.

“If Alannah hadn’t been so blinded by her desire to make you suffer, she would have never picked the blades. She was betting on your lack of skill and never saw what she was giving up.”

“I still don’t understand.” I wanted to make him say it, even though I was starting to put together all the pieces.

“Alannah selected the daggers to make an example out of you, but in doing so, she gave up the one thing that would have assured her victory. The challenge had been set, and Alannah had given up her magic. It was the perfect moment for my intervention.”

“You wanted control of the hunt, and you knew your only chance was to get her into a physical fight. You played me, Oliver, and I won’t forget it.” I hoped the look I was giving him made him feel at least slightly ashamed about his actions.

“Let me guess, you let the wendigo hurt you, just to put yourself in debt to me.” This guy was unbelievable. The lengths fairies will go to move one peg higher in society was astounding.

Oliver smiled and winked. “I promise you that my plan with the wendigo didn’t exactly go as anticipated. Without your intervention, it very well could have ended in disaster. You and your friends should be proud of that kill.” He turned and started walking towards the emergency exits. “Until we meet again, Zoey Green.”

Meet again? The last thing I needed in my life was this guy hanging around. Still, there was something about him that intrigued me. It sure didn’t hurt that he was easy on the eyes, but there was more to it than that.

I shook my head trying to clear it. Being with Oliver was something I could never do. You couldn’t trust a fairy, and I would never be with a man I couldn’t trust. I followed Oliver’s path out of the building and smiled as the emergency doors flew back into place and repaired themselves.

Slowly I started to drift away. Any thoughts of what I needed to do next were replaced by the sounds of the waves. I was sitting on a bench looking out at the ocean. Oliver was sitting next to me smiling. We clinked our glasses together, and Oliver leaned in to kiss me.

Gramps flew out of his necklace, gave me one look, and said, “Uh, oh.” He wiggled his fingers and mumbled a few words under his breath.

It felt like a weight had been lifted off my chest. Goddamn fairies, just couldn’t leave well enough alone. Oliver had cast some kind of love spell on me. If it hadn’t been for Gramps, I might have ended up chasing him down and throwing myself at him. The last thing I wanted to do was wake up with that man by my side. Damn that man, if I saw him again, I’d kill him.

There was only one man I was interested in right now, and he was heading this way. Joel looked tired, and I hadn’t finished healing his other wounds yet. Now he had two new bruises on his face to replace the ribs I had healed earlier. The poor guy just couldn’t catch a break around me.

Joel pulled me into a hug. “I’m glad you’re ok.”

“Me too.” I reached up and touched the corner of his lip wiping away a little blood. “I mean, I’m glad you’re ok too. Although, you really are starting to look a little worse for wear though.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Joel tried to stand up straighter but gave up and grabbed his lower back.

“How about you call Jinx a ride home, and I’ll drive you back myself?”

Joel picked up his radio and called for an officer to come to the theater for Jinx. He looked back at me and shrugged. “I know better than to pick a fight I don’t even want to win.” He tossed me the keys to his SUV.

I thought briefly about just letting Jinx take my Jeep, but I wouldn’t be at the sheriff’s for long. I just wanted to tell him my story and get the hell out of there so he could process it all. I’d catch a cab back to the theater and then drive the Jeep home for some much-deserved rest.

The two of us moved into the lobby, Jinx came down the stairs, and the sheriff briefly pulled her to the side and filled her in about the officer coming to give her a ride home. She tossed me a significant look that asked if I was about to be a naughty girl. That wasn’t what was going to happen right this morning. This was about clearing the slate for the future.

The sheriff limped in my direction. With all of the adrenaline wearing off, his injuries were starting to make themselves known again. He put an arm around me and guided me to the door. The street was busy for this early in the morning, but most of the traffic was from the relieved parents the sheriff had just sent home.

I wondered how many of those parents were going to talk about what had happened last night? Just what would the stories say once they got out? Would I play the hero or the villain? Only time would tell which side of public opinion I’d fall on this time. If nothing else the response shouldn’t be as harsh as what I faced over Christmas.

Joel climbed into the passenger side of the SUV. I closed the door for him and then moved to the driver’s side. Climbing inside I adjusted the chair and mirrors to make myself more comfortable. I’d never been behind the wheel of an official police vehicle before, and I didn’t want to screw up my chances of getting to do it again.

I smiled at Joel. “I’ve got just one question. “Where’s the siren?”

“Zoey…” Joel growled as he swatted my hands away from a button on the dash.

“Fine.” I put the car in drive. “But where is your sense of adventure?” I hit the gas, and we cruised into the night.
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Chapter Twenty-Three

Zoey

This was the perfect time for me to talk with Joel. He was trapped in the car with me and too injured to run away if he didn’t like what he heard. My stomach bubbled with nerves. Was I really going to do this? I took a couple of deep breaths and plunged ahead.

“Joel, remember when I said I had something to tell you?”

The sheriff turned his head towards me for a moment and then looked back out of the window. “Yeah, I do. That was one hell of a mess we avoided last night.”

I didn’t know if he was trying to change the subject or just making a statement. Two could play that game. “Sure was, and when I told you that I had something to say, it could have been about a few things, but now I only have one thing I want to talk to you about.”

Joel wiggled in his seat and started to wring his hands a bit. “You don’t have to say anything, Zoey. I feel the same way.” He kept looking out the window.

Feel the same way, what was he talking about? He couldn’t possibly be trying to tell me that he liked me too, could he? I’d started this conversation out the wrong way, and now I’d completely screwed the whole thing up.

“Actually, I was trying to tell you something about myself.” Joel looked at me his mouth hanging open in shock. I realized just a fraction of a second too late how it must have felt for him. He wasn’t the best at sharing his emotions, and when he finally put himself out there, I shut him down.

“Not that I’m not interested in exploring that other thing you were just talking about. It’s just that I have something else I need to tell you first.” I shook my head in frustration. “I’m sorry, I’m screwing this whole thing up.”

Joel reached over and patted my leg. “How about you just tell me what you wanted to say and we can worry about the other stuff later.”

I grabbed his hand and gave it a quick squeeze before putting my hand back on the wheel. I took a few deep breaths to steady myself, and then I plunged ahead. “There was a reason Oliver sought me out.”

Joel raised an eyebrow. “Was it as good as his reason for kissing you?”

The blush creeping into my cheeks was completely involuntary. If I could go back and stop Oliver from kissing me. I would. It didn’t matter that his lips were soft and his muscles were ridiculously firm. I could never date a fairy, and there was this other guy I kinda had a thing for. So much was riding on his reaction to what I was about to say, and the poor guy had no idea.

“I’m pretty sure he knows the kiss was a mistake.”

“He must have missed the memo because he sure was keen on getting a second kiss in before he left.”

“Well, his second effort was when he found out just how badly he screwed up when he gave me the first kiss.” We were getting way off topic. This was about us, not about how I felt about Oliver.

Joel laughed, obviously thinking about how I shoved Oliver away when he tried to kiss me the second time. “Serves him right.”

“But back to what I wanted to tell you.” Panic threatened to force my lips shut. I fought against it and managed to force something resembling coherent thought out of my mouth. “Joel, I’m not a witch.”

“Sure you are, Zoey.” He started to laugh. “I didn’t mean it like that. I mean you’re obviously a witch, but you know, not a witch.”

“That’s what I’m saying, Joel. I’m not a witch I’m something else.” Let’s see how he handled that info drop.

“Zoey, I don’t understand. I’ve seen you do magic loads of times. If you aren’t a witch, what are you?” He didn’t sound concerned, his voice actually sounded more curious than anything else.

“This is hard for me to say, so I’m just going to say it. “My mother was a fairy.”

Joel just grinned. “Now I know you're pulling my leg. Fairies can’t—you know—” he raised an eyebrow, ”with humans.”

“Not true. Fairies can’t with witches, at least not with very much success. There is always a chance, but I heard fairy witch matchups don’t do well. Something about mental instability in their genetic makeup.” I shrugged. “But with regular old humans, they have about the same chances as anyone else. That’s why they come for the children.”

“Wait, they take the kids to do what exactly?”

“They raise them among the fairies as if they were one of their own. It’s the only life those children will ever know.”

“So they steal them to be slaves or even worse, breeding stock.” The sheriff’s face reddened with anger.

“I don’t think it’s like that. It was explained to me that the children are treated the same as everyone else. They go to school, boy meets girl, yadda, yadda yadda.”

“That doesn’t make it right, Zoey. They are stealing people’s kids.”

“I didn’t say it was right.” Now I was starting to get angry. “I didn’t risk my life trying to save those kids because I agree with what the fairies are doing.”

He reached out and took my right hand off the wheel and held it with both of his. “I’m sorry, Zoey. That didn’t come out right.” He took a deep breath. “I don’t care what you are. I know you, Zoey Green, and you’ve proven to me and this city that you care about everyone in it.”

It felt good to hear him say that. I really did care about this city and the people in it. I was never sure if they felt the same. I grew up feeling like an outcast, but there was just something about Salem that called to me. I wanted to be here, but it was more than that. I needed to be here.

“This is my home, I’m not going anywhere.”

“That’s good cause I’m not ready to see you leave.” Joel gave the top of my hand a kiss and let it go.

We pulled up outside of Joel’s house, and I got out of the car. I met him on the other side of the SUV and watched him take a few shaky steps. It was easy to see how much pain he was in. I hoped that he had something stronger than Ibuprofen inside.

“Zoey, why don’t you come in and wait for your cab.”

“Actually, I have a lot to sort out. I think I might just walk back to the theater.”

Joel looked concerned. “Don’t be ridiculous, you shouldn’t be out there alone. Not tonight, they,” he waved at the sky, “could still be here.”

“I’m not worried about the hunt. They’re gone. Also, I’m not exactly alone.”

The sheriff looked around. “Zoey we’re the only two people here.”

“Want to make an appearance?” I tapped my necklace.

Gramps flew out lit in his brightest golden aura. He flew around us, darting around Joel’s head as he stared in wonder at my pixie. “What is that?” Joel pointed at Gramps.

Gramps landed on Joel’s extended finger. “That,” he said pointing to himself, “is a pixie, and its name is Gramps.”

“Holly shit,” Joel stuttered.

“That’s probably exactly what I would have said if I didn’t meet him when I was three.” Gramps jumped off Joel’s finger and landed on my shoulder. I could just imagine the judgmental look Gramps was giving him right now. Gramps took his status as my sit in father very seriously, and boys never matched up with his expectations for them. “Gramps is my oldest friend.”

“I can see that,” Joel stammered.

“Hey, watch it!” Gramps shouted. “Who’re you calling old?”

“I just meant if you’ve known her since she was three…” The sheriff trailed off.

“Whatever. I’ve got my eye on you, Mr. Man.” Gramps leaped off my shoulder, flew in a graceful loop, and then slammed back into my necklace with a huff.

Joel’s eyes stared at my necklace. “Don’t worry about Gramps. He takes some time to get used to.”

“I kinda like the little guy.”

Golden light spilled out from my necklace as Gramps opened it just a bit. “It’s about time someone showed me the level of respect I deserve. I don’t care what Zoey says about you, sheriff, I think you’re a great guy.”

“Gramps!” I growled at him feeling the blush creeping up my cheeks again. “I don’t know what he’s talking about.”

Joel let out a small chuckle and then looked longingly up at his house. “How about I meet you at the shop tomorrow? We can grab lunch and keep talking.” Joel hooked a thumb towards his house. “I’m beat. I think I’m going to get some sleep.”

I pulled Joel into a hug. He hugged me back despite the pain it had to be causing him. I looked into his eyes for a moment and then buried my head in his chest. This conversation had gone better than I ever would have hoped. Joel wasn’t scared of me. He accepted everything that I was. Where did we go from here? I didn’t know, but at least we would be moving forward with all the cards on the table.

We broke apart, and I watched him limp up to his door. He turned around and gave me one last look before disappearing into his house. Joel was one hell of a man, and any woman would be lucky to end up with him. It wasn’t often you found someone that always tried to put others first. When you did, you had to cherish that kind of person, because they were so rare.

I started walking back towards the theater. I hoped that Jinx was doing ok. She seemed fine when we left, but this kind of thing could hit you later. I’d check in with her at the store in the morning.

Jinx was going to be pretty pumped when I unveiled my new plans for next week. I was going to close the store after we finished filling the online orders every day. It would be a nice vacation for all of us.

I looked over the city as I walked back to the theater. This was my home, and tonight we did something special to protect the children of this city. It felt good knowing that we won this battle. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder what was coming next, and would I be ready to handle it?

Despite how much I hated training with Gramps I needed to do it more. We also needed to start bringing Jinx with us. I had the feeling that one of these days we’d be fighting together. It’d be better if our first time trying to do that wasn’t with our lives hanging in the balance.

There was a lot we needed to work on in case the fairies came back. We also still had Ash to deal with. I knew she wasn’t done with us just yet. You didn’t put that kind of effort into taking over a coven just to fail at the end. She would be back, and I’d have to be stronger if planned on defeating her.

The early morning sun was peeking over the trees that surrounded the city. We made it to another day. What did they say, the dawn is always brighter just before the storm? Maybe I was getting it wrong, but today felt pretty bright, and that meant there was a storm coming.

For now, our city and its children were safe, and now it was time that I took a page from the sheriff’s book and got some rest. The dawn's light made it chilly. I needed a night out in the garden to recharge. Something about being connected to the earth always made it easier for me to heal and replenish my magic. If I planned on recharging tonight, it would have to be in the small greenhouse. It was too cold out today on the ground.

A small skip made it into my steps as I continued towards my Jeep. It was over, and everyone was still alive. The skip fell out of my steps. Everyone made it except for the Peterson boy. I’d have to try and do something for the family. Getting over the loss of a child was never easy, in fact, most couples didn’t stay together after a tragedy. I didn’t want to see that happen to the Petersons; they had other children that needed to be looked after.

There was no way to tell what it would take to get them over this rough patch, but if it were in my power to help them, then they would have my support. That’s how we did things in Salem, we took care of our own. This city was more than just a place I lived, it was my home. Tonight my home was just a little bit better off than it had been yesterday. That was really all I could ask for.
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Chapter Twenty-Four

Zoey

My body was still a little stiff from the last few days of action. It didn’t help that it was cold out. That always seemed to have a multiplicative effect on sore muscles. Something about the cold just made everything hurt more.

It also didn’t help that my favorite coat had been shredded by the wendigo. Right now that left me with a cozy hoodie, maybe not the most attractive outfit I ever put together, but I still looked damn cute. A certain someone was coming to pick me up for lunch, and I was excited and slightly terrified to see what he thought about me after a night to think things over.

The morning had flown by. Jinx and Maggie took care of the online orders, and I had everything set to close down early in the day. We’d be back to normal hours over the weekend, and then I was shutting the doors for a week. It was the first time since I opened that the store would be closed. That wouldn’t stop our online business from clicking like clockwork, but it would give all of us a little time to recuperate.

I wasn’t too worried about granting them the extra paid time off. The online business was still my biggest money maker. So as long as those orders continued to go out, I’d be just fine. Plus, I knew the girls were super psyched about our mini-vacation.

Some music started up in the back, and I could hear Jinx singing along with it. Maggie let out a stream of giggles, and I could only imagine what Jinx was up to. She was probably swinging a mop around and pretending like it was a microphone. A smile formed on my face as I looked towards the back of the store hoping to catch a glimpse of her antics.

The bell over the door sounded, and Joel Stevens walked into my shop. I was going to have to get used to calling him Joel instead of the sheriff. When he saw me his serious expression melted away, and was replaced with a brilliant smile that also twinkled in his eyes.

“What’s going on back there?” The sheriff nodded towards the back of the shop.

“The girls are just blowing off a little steam. It’s been a long couple of days. After this weekend we’re all going to take a mini-vacation.”

“Well, you certainly deserve it after last night. That broken gas line in the theater could have been real tricky business if you and Jinx hadn’t shown up to help.”

Gas line? “Joel, what are you talking about? We didn’t help you with a ruptured gas line.”

Joel’s smile faltered. “You’re pulling my leg, right? Because I remember you two standing right by my side as we helped get all of those people out of the theater. It was a good thing you were there too because the fire did a real number on the place. I’m not sure they could have contained it without Jinx’s help.”

The fire? What in the hell was going on? I felt like I just woke up in the twilight zone, or maybe this was some other dimension. I grabbed the remote off the counter and flipped on the TV. The news at noon was on, and they were recapping about what could have turned out to be a much deadlier fire in downtown Salem if it hadn’t been for the intervention of two local heroes.

The camera cut away from the live shot and switched to footage of Jinx standing outside of the burning theater. She had a blanket around her shoulders, and her hair was wet. How had this happened? I dropped Joel off and went back to the theater for my Jeep. No one had been there. When did the fairies set all of this up, and how had they pulled it off? Was anyone besides me going to remember what truly happened last night?

Jinx sauntered into the room. “Come to heap more praise on Salem’s two cutest heroes?”

Joel gave me a quizzical look but then his smile returned. “I knew Zoey was just messing with me. She said that there wasn’t a fire at the theater last night.”

“Zoey, you used your magic to save those people. You should be proud of that. It’s not something you have to cover up.” She pulled me into a hug.

I managed to return the hug, but my head was spinning. The magnitude of this kind of cover-up was next level stuff. The kind of thing that could probably only be done by the witches council or above. The fairies had done it with just hours to spare before the city awoke for the start of a new day.

It wasn’t the cover-up that bothered me. The parents and their kids deserved to be able to forget last night. None of them would have suffered the terror of almost being kidnapped by fairies, and the fire would help bring all of those families closer together.

What really bothered me was that I had bared my soul to the sheriff for the first time, and he had no memory of it. Everything we had experienced together over the last day was just gone. The pit that had formed in the bottom of my stomach felt like it dropped to the floor. My head started to spin and then two strong arms wrapped around me.

“Zoey, are you ok?” Joel whispered an edge of panic in his voice.

My senses started to come back, the moment of utter despair that I felt started to fade away. Nothing had really changed. I still had my friends, and Joel and I could get to that place again. At least I knew that this time he would probably be ok with what I was. Joel had handled it like a champ the first time I told him.

The ground felt firm under my feet again, and I could once again stand on my own. I gave Joel a sheepish smile. Maybe this little fainting spell would be just what I needed to get out of lunch. I couldn’t bear to look at him right now, knowing what we had lost.

Part of me was still angry too. I was angry at him for not being able to remember. Angry at the fairies for using their magic on my friends. Angry that no one would ever know what really happened and the fairies would just come again. If not here then somewhere else, and I wouldn’t wish that on anybody.

Jinx put a hand on my shoulder and looked into my eyes searching them to see if I was ok. “Maybe you should go home and get some rest. I can check in on you after I meet up with Caleb.”

“I think that’s a good idea.” Joel beamed at me, but his eyes were still concerned. “Maybe I should drive you home.”

I patted him on the chest and took a step back. I grabbed my purse from under the counter and started towards the door. “I think I’ll be able to manage.” I gave them both a weak smile. “Raincheck on that lunch?”

“Sure. I’m ready for it whenever you are.”

“Thanks, Joel.” I turned towards Jinx. “Lock up for me will you?”

I saw her nod, and that was good enough for me. I turned and fled from the store. I couldn’t stay in there for one more minute. Something was disconcerting being around people that remembered a totally different version of events than you did.

There was one place and one person I went to see when I felt like everything was just too much. When things got overwhelming, I liked to sit and talk to him. There was a certain comfort to the gentle beeping of the machines that kept him breathing. It helped me to think, just like his presence stilled the rapid beat of my heart.

I put the Jeep in gear, I was going to see my dad.

<<<>>>

Sacred Oaks Retirement Center wasn’t the kind of place you’d expect to find a forty-two-year-old man lying in a coma, but this was where he was all the same. It was the best care I could afford. The local hospital charged an arm and a leg, but they didn’t offer the level of care I could get for him here.

This is where it all went, all the money from my online business. I wasn’t bitter, I’d have happily given them every penny that I had for the rest of my life if my dad would just wake up and stay that way. There wasn’t a doctor in the country that could explain what happened to him, but I had my suspicions.

The large white building looked more like the entrance to a country club than a retirement home. The image was reinforced with the valet waiting at the center of the circular drive. I stopped and hopped out of the Jeep before tossing my keys to Jerry in one smooth motion.

Jerry caught the keys with his left hand and handed me a ticket with his right. “Been a minute.”

It took a minute for it to sink in, but it really had been a while since I had come to see him. It hadn’t been more than two weeks, but it was the longest I had gone without coming. How could I have stayed away so long? It didn’t matter what was going on in my life, spending time with dad was something that should always be a priority.

“Tell me about it, Jerry. I’ll be seeing you soon, I’m sure.”

Jerry smiled as he climbed into the Jeep. I knew he loved it when I came because he just liked driving my car. He waved at me as he started the engine. “Don’t be a stranger now.”

The nurse had a tag ready for me when I walked in, so all I had to do was sign the sheet. The large lobby opened into a sitting area with a view of the courtyard. There were two paths to take from there. You could go to the right, which I always did, or continue straight ahead to assisted living.

Assisted living is what they called it when they had a couple of nurses and a doctor on call twenty-four seven. At a posh place like this they probably also had a concierge. It was more of a resort type atmosphere. Nothing you could see from here would even make you think that they also had a ward for people that couldn’t care for themselves.

That country club atmosphere ended when you took a right. This wing of the facility was for special cases that needed dedicated care. The hallways were white, and they had grey tile on the ground. Each of the rooms here had large steel doors, unlike the quaint wooden doors they used in the rest of the facility.

I waved to the nurse as I walked by. She smiled and went back to working on she was doing before I walked in. My dad’s room was just a little bit further down the hall. Stopping outside of the door I took a deep breath and then I went in.

It was always hard for me to see him at first. No one wanted to see someone they loved in a bed with tubes coming out of them. The machines behind him beeped and whirred softly as my father slept.

I pulled the lone chair in the room next to the bed and sat there. I picked up my dad’s hand and laid my head on his chest. It didn’t matter if he couldn’t feel it. Just being here and hearing his heart beating filled me with hope. Until the day he was no longer here, there was always a chance that he could get better. He’d woken up before, it just never lasted.

Life didn’t seem fair sometimes. Sometimes it felt more like it hit you in the face with a sack of bricks. Every obstacle, every situation that was thrown at you, everything that tried to break you but couldn’t. All of it, all of it makes you stronger. My father was a strong man, and even now he took away all of my pain with a simple touch.

I sat there listening to his heartbeat for what seemed like hours. The gentle rise and fall of his chest lulled me into an almost trance-like state. “I’m sorry I was gone for so long,” I whispered the words and the guilt I had been feeling since seeing Jerry washed away. If anyone would understand it was my dad. He knew I was different and he respected that.

Sitting up I replaced his hand on his chest and leaned back in the chair to stretch my back. I closed my eyes and leaned into the stretch. I must have been leaning over him longer than I thought. Picking up my purse I rose to my feet. “I’ll be back soon.”

I leaned in to give my dad a kiss on the forehead, and his eyes snapped open. He clawed wildly at the tube in his throat, so I helped him pull it out. The machines behind us came to life; their beeping increased with his vital signs and the removal of the tube from his throat.

My dad coughed and sputtered, the tube having rubbed against the throat he hadn’t used in years. I grabbed the pitcher of water by his bed and filled a cup. I slipped a straw in and brought it to his lips. He hungrily sucked at the water in-between coughing fits. The first sip didn’t stay down long, but the second and third did. Finally, he seemed under control.

He reached out and grabbed my hand. His eyes were wild, almost frantic. “They come on wings of fire but seek only the cold embrace of death. Nightmares and madness follow in their wake. Only the pure will survive.”

His eyes rolled into the back of his head, and he passed out. The monitors went crazy as his lungs fought to breathe without the assistance of the machine. A doctor burst into the room. “Jesus, what happened in here? Why is his breathing tube out?”

“He pulled it free,” I muttered stumbling back from my father’s bed.

The doctor glared at me. “Just get out of here, and maybe I can save him.”

A nurse pushed me out the door as the doctor grabbed a spare tube from the drawers beside my dad’s bed. I couldn’t be here right now. I’d come here to find solace, and instead, I got something else. Tears streamed down my face as I fled back through the building. I burst through the front doors and came to a stop. I needed to get myself under control.

What in the hell had just happened? I pulled out my phone and texted myself my dad’s message before I could forget it. Something like this had never happened before. Sure, he’d woken up, but always as himself and not with some cryptic shit coming out of his mouth. I knew whatever was coming was serious. Otherwise, my father wouldn’t have fought so hard to get me the message.

Now I was starting to wonder how he could have done it. As far as I knew, my dad wasn’t magical, he was a Grade A human. Most human clairvoyants are actually witches with a very limited amount of power. Basically less than a one on the scale, not even enough to earn an honorable mention from the witch’s council.

Still, my dad had never talked about having any magical talents. He never really talked about his family at all. Now I was starting to question just how much I knew about my dad. I took a few deep breaths fighting to center myself. There was a logical explanation for this, there had to be.

“They come on wings of fire, but seek only the cold embrace of death.” The words rang through my head making me numb. I didn’t even know how I got back in my Jeep, only that I was in it and driving away from the retirement home. I didn’t know what was coming, but I knew whatever it was I would be able to handle it, with a little help from my friends.
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Author Notes - T S Paul

This book was a long time coming. Bradford Bates and I came up with the idea for this in the middle of 2017. We were both hip deep in projects of our own and he couldn’t get started until late in the year. 

This isn’t the first project between us but it is the longest. We have two short story collections centered around holidays. Tales from the Pumpkin Patch is all about Halloween and introduces you, the reader, to other parts of the Federal Witch Universe. Reindeer can’t fly is just fun. All three of us, Taki, Bradford, and I wrote stories celebrating the holiday. The Witching Hour is an introduction to the characters and what is to come. All three books are available on Amazon and in Kindle Unlimited.

The Federal Witch Universe and its spin offs are creations of my own. My wife likes to say that there is a multitude of ideas just sloshing around up there inside my brain. This is just my way of getting them all out. 

If you’ve just arrived in my little world you might need a small explanation of what is going on. In 1914 during what we like to call world war one, evil Witches placed spells upon Vampires and used them to attack their enemies. The British, French, and other allied nations were shocked to discover that the paranormal walked among them. A spell was created. It was to stop the influence of the witches and end the war. But something went horribly wrong. The Vampire race was almost eliminated in the process and it shattered what little cooperation the paranormal races of the world had with humanity. 

Jump ahead several decades and you have the Jack Dalton, Monster Hunter series. Those books lead you to The Federal Witch. A series about a Witch and a micro-Unicorn that work for the FBI and attempt to solve all the problems of the world. From there you can take a step to the side and visit Russia. Zhanna and her cat familiar Dascha lead you on one adventure after another. Dascha even has her own series called Familiar Magic.  

This is my world and the world of the Federal Witch. You are now on board for the ride of your life. Enjoy! 

To stay in touch and find out new information about series, titles, book covers, and the occasional giveaway. Check out my Author Page, FaceBook, GoodReads, and BookBub. Fergus the Unicorn can be found on Twitter @Allaboutthehorn. 

 

Thank to all of you.  

   T S Paul
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Author Introduction – TS Paul[image: ]

I’m now into my second year as a published author. With over 45 works under my belt already my pace is relentless. Writing was never a goal of mine growing up. I really did fall into this accidentally. My wife and family knew of my love of books and urged me to try writing. It wasn’t until an author i befriended gave me a short push off a long pier that i really gave it a go. And what a go that was!

Athena Lee and Agatha Blackmore have given way to over 50 short stories. I write a lot. The future is in books and I’m in it for the long haul. Keep your eyes peeled for new and exciting things coming from me this year. Don’t forget to check the Blog every week for a new Wilson or Fergus story.

I welcome comments and questions on my blog. Follow me on Facebook  or visit my Amazon author page. I have an author page with BookBub too.

I’m excited, are you?

The Federal Witch

Born a Witch Drafted by the FBI! - Now Available in Audio!

Conjuring Quantico - Now Available in Audio!

Magical Probi - Now Available in Audio!

Special Agent in Charge - Now Available in Audio!

Witness Enchantment

Night of the Unicorn

Invisible Elder

Blood on the Moon - TBD

Child of Darkness - TBD

A Draft of Dragons - TBD

Cat’s Night Out, Tails from the Federal Witch - Audio Available

Serpent Con

Darkness Revealed

Unicorns Are Short

The Standard of Honor

Shade of Honor

Coven Codex - TBD

A Confluence of Covens -TBD

Conflict of Commitments -TBD

Standard of Honor -TBD

Familiar Magic

Familiar Shadows

The Wild Hunt

Witching Hour

The Mongo Files

The Case of the Jamaican Karma -TBD

The Case of the Lazy Magnolia - TBD

The Case of the Rugrat Exorcist -TBD

Cookbooks From the Federal Witch Universe

Marcella’s Garden Cookbook

Fergus Favorites Cookbook

Marcella’s Summer Bounty Cookbook

Marcella’s Autumn Harvest

Eat and Read Cookbooks

Badger Hole Bar Food Cookbook

Taking it on the Road

Athena Lee Chronicles

The Forgotten Engineer

Engineering Murder

Ghost Ships of Terra

Revolutionary

Insurrection

Imperial Subversion

The Martian Inheritance - Audio Now Available

Infiltration

Prelude to War

War to the Knife

Ghosts of Noodlemass Past

Athena Lee Universe

Shades of Learning

Space Cadets  - Coming Soon Late 2017

Short Story Collections

Wilson’s War

A Colony of CATTs

Box Sets

The Federal Witch: The Collected Works, Book 1

Chronicles of Athena Lee Book 1-3

Chronicles of Athena Lee Book 4-6

Chronicles of Athena Lee Book 7-9 plus the prequel

Athena Lee Chronicles (10 Book Series)

Standalone or tie-ins

The Tide: The Multiverse Wave

The Lost Pilot

Uncommon Life

Dead in Space

Kutherian Gambit

Alpha Class. The Etheric Academy book 1

Alpha Class - Engineering. The Etheric Academy Book 2

The Etheric Academy (2 Book Series)

Holiday Tales

Tales from the Pumpkin Patch

Night of the Living Turkeys

Reindeer Don’t Fly

Anthologies

Phoenix Galactic

Cupid’s Bow

Mysterious Hearts

Journal with a View: July - August - September

Haunted Hearts

Snapshots of Life I

Prime Peek I

Silent Thanks

Non-Fiction

Get that Sh@t off your Cover!: The so-called Miracle Man speaks out

Study Guide and Timeline: The Athena Lee Chronicles
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