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        Who knew pumpkins could do that?

      

      

      

      Cary Redmond encounters a lot of unusual things in her life as a magical Protector. A cursed Jack-O’-Lantern, however, is new. But since the creepy pumpkin is in her best friend’s place of business, Cary is quick to help.

      The only problem is she has no idea how to stop a curse. Or a pumpkin. Or, really anything. Getting between bad guys and good guys…she does that all day long. Stopping a deadly pumpkin come to life…not so much.

      But Cary is up for the challenge. At least, she hopes so.

      Because if she’s not, it could cost her her best friend’s life.
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        For my fellow pumpkin enthusiasts.

        May this not dissuade you from your love of all things pumpkin.
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      Cary Redmond stared at the carved pumpkin sitting five feet away from her, in the front desk area of her best friend Lucy Evans-Nakada’s brand new dojo. The pumpkin was one of those big orange things. The face carved into it was an ordinary assortment of triangles and the jagged cut of a smiling mouth. It looked fresh enough. No rot or decay. And with Halloween just two days away, it was the prefect decoration for Lucy’s business.

      If the pumpkin wasn’t, apparently, alive and cursed.

      Lucy gripped Cary’s shoulders, looking around her arm at the Jack-O’-Lantern. She was significantly more petit than Cary, which didn’t mean she couldn’t toss Cary around the dojo without breaking a sweat, but it did mean she couldn’t actually look over Cary’s shoulder while she was hiding behind her. Lucy’s curly red hair was piled onto her head in a tight bun, little curls escaping to frame her pretty, heart-shaped face. Her brown eyes were wide as she stared at the Jack-O’-Lantern.

      “You’re sure you saw it do something?” Cary asked, turning her attention back to the pumpkin.

      The face carved into it picked that moment to move, its triangle eyes narrowing a little, and a weird cross between a moan and a sawing sound came from the open gap of its mouth.

      “See,” Lucy said in her high, sweet, little girl voice, “I told you it was alive.” Her grip tightened on Cary’s shoulders.

      The pumpkin had definitely moved in a way that most pumpkins really didn’t.

      “How long has it been doing that?” Cary asked. She leaned toward the pumpkin then hurriedly straightened away from it when its mouth snapped open and closed.

      “It just started before I called you,” Lucy said.

      The pumpkin jumped forward, a move so sudden and unexpected both Lucy and Cary screeched and stumbled back a few steps. Cary put up an arm to keep Lucy safe behind her.

      “Ew,” Cary said. “But why did you call me instead of Angie? Angie is the witch. She can actually do something about that thing.”

      Doing something about a cursed pumpkin was outside Cary’s purview. Her skills were strictly defensive. A cursed and moving pumpkin seemed to call for skills of a more offensive nature.

      “I did call Angie,” Lucy said. “She’s on a job, reading for one of her rich clients at their house and couldn’t get away quickly. She’ll be here soon.”

      “Then why did you call me?”

      “So you can keep me safe from that thing until Angie shows up.”

      “Ah,” Cary said. “Well, that’s fair enough.”

      Cary was a magical Protector, a job she’d been tricked into a couple of years ago, but it paid, so she’d gone with it. And it turned out she was pretty good at getting between bad guys and good guys to keep the good guys safe. To be fair, it didn’t require an awful lot of specialized skills. Not like the years of training Lucy had needed to earn all her various blackbelts and martial arts skills. Cary just needed the ability to jump into the middle of situations most people ran away from, and then freezing there when confronted with scary things. So long as she was protecting someone from those scary things, her magic worked and her charge was safe. She was a walking, talking Kevlar vest. And her “Kevlar” worked against magic.

      Which was good when faced with a living Jack-O’-Lantern.

      The pumpkin lurched toward them another few inches. Its jagged mouth moved and a mumbling sound emerged, like it was trying to say something.

      Gross.

      “How the hell did you end up with a living Jack-O’-Lantern?” Cary asked.

      “I have no idea,” Lucy said.

      “Did you carve it?”

      “Not that thing. If I’d carved it, it wouldn’t be jumping around.”

      The pumpkin lurched forward again, and they both screeched.

      “Are you sure?” Cary asked. “Did you carve any pumpkins? Maybe you did this on accident?”

      Lucy made a snorting noise. “I don’t go around accidentally creating cursed pumpkins,” she said, sounding indignant. “I’m not the magical one in our group.”

      Technically, Cary wasn’t magical either, except for the magic her bosses gave her as a Protector, but since Lucy didn’t even have that, her point was valid.

      “But did you carve any pumpkins?” Cary asked again.

      “Sure. One. But it didn’t have that basic face. Mine was much more elaborate. My dad wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      Cary smiled at that. One of Lucy’s fathers had done a little competitive pumpkin carving in his youth before taking off to be a fulltime surfer in Hawaii, where he’d met Lucy’s other father. They both still happily lived in Kaneohe on Oahu. Lucy had moved to Portland, Oregon a few years ago, using the excuse that it was a less expensive place to open her own dojo. She was still close with her fathers, but Cary suspected Lucy liked the independence of living off the island.

      Cary couldn’t blame her. She loved her own parents, but the three hour drive between her home and theirs was…useful.

      “Okay,” Cary said, “so not your pumpkin. Was it a gift? Did someone bring it to you?”

      “Not that I noticed.” She paused to look around. “And my beautiful pumpkin is definitely missing. Bastards.”

      “It’s really cute when you curse with your little voice,” Cary commented.

      “And for that crack, you owe me a drink. Later. When we survive the deadly pumpkin.”

      “Are we sure it’s deadly?” Cary asked, trying to lean closer to the pumpkin to look at it better while at the same time leaning away from it because a moving Jack-O’-Lantern was gross.

      “It’s moving and trying to talk. I’m not taking any chances.”

      “Could it just be a trick?” Cary said, wondering out loud. “Like a joke someone is playing on you, and it’s not really dangerous?”

      “Are your powers working?” Lucy countered.

      Actually, Cary couldn’t tell. She couldn’t feel her magic. Whatever her bosses had given her, it just flowed through her when she needed it, but she didn’t really sense it or have any control over it. Which was pretty irritating, but according to her faery mentor, Jaxer, it was because she was a mundane human outside of the Protector magic. If she’d had some of her own supernatural skills before getting tricked into this job, she’d have had a better sense of the Protector magic she channeled.

      At least that was Jaxer’s story.

      “I could test it,” Cary said. “But it means you’ll have to get closer to the pumpkin. If it attacks you, we’ll know.”

      “Gee, that sounds like a wonderful idea,” Lucy said, heavy on the sarcasm. With her sweet, high voice, though, the sarcasm just sounded cute.

      “Come on. You’re the fighter. And if it does attack, I’m protecting you. And we’ll know it’s actually dangerous.”

      “Or we could just wait for Angie and let the trained witch take care of it,” Lucy said.

      “You’re going to feel silly if it’s just a trick being run by some sort of inner mechanical stuff, like those skeletons you hang on the door that have motion detectors and jump at people when they get close.”

      Lucy pointed past Cary’s arm. “That thing is not made of plastic. And those skeleton tricks don’t walk around the front yard after you hang them on the door.”

      She had a point.

      Still.

      “You know, it’s just a little pumpkin. We could probably just pick it up and put it outside and be done with it,” Cary said.

      “And endanger some poor innocent cat or dog?” Lucy said. “What if it eats them?”

      “Oh, right. No, that would be bad.” They’d bonded over their mutual love of animals and the fact that they both dealt with parents nagging them to settle down into a relationship. “Okay, so, what…? We just watch it until Angie arrives?”

      “I’m game if you are,” Lucy said.

      “How long did she say she’d take?”

      The pumpkin lurched toward them again, its mouth snapping open and closed. It didn’t sound like hollow, soft pumpkin smashing together, though. When the sharp, jagged peaks of its teeth clashed, it sounded like something significantly harder. And more likely to hurt.

      “Her client is that rich lady who goes on and on about her dead aunt and the conversations they’ve been having,” Lucy said.

      “Angie isn’t a medium,” Cary stated the obvious. “Why does this lady keep calling her in?”

      “Got me. I think she’s just using Angie as her therapist.”

      In a weird way, given Angie read futures
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