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The bell above the front door of The Dragon’s Lair Bookstore dinged. Laney glanced over from ringing up a customer to see Kody step inside. She smiled at her friend as he limped over to the front counter, his cane tapping along the hard wood. He stopped to scoop up a book lying open on the floor. He set it on top of one of the many piles of books squatting along the walls, waiting for their spot on a shelf to open up. He pulled out the stool that Mrs. Burns, the bookstore owner, had bought just for him. The metal legs scraped over the floor. 

“One second,” Laney whispered to him as she ripped the receipt from the old cash register. She put it in the bag along with the used copy of 101 Uses for Shrunken Heads. She handed it to her customer. “Here you go, Mrs. Zon. I hope your husband feels better soon.”

The old woman merely grunted as she took the bag.

As soon as she left the store, Laney shifted her attention to Kody. His black hair hung over his eyes like it usually did, and she had to fight the urge to brush it back. “Hey.”

He glanced up from his phone and flashed her his crooked smile. “Hey.” His phone buzzed in his hand. He frowned as he checked his text.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. 

“Nothing.” He typed a quick message and then shoved his phone back in his pocket. “It’s just Mr. McGregor wanting to know where I am. He’s so annoying.”

“Why does he care?” Kody had only joined the local werewolf pack a few months back when he and his family moved to Salmagundi after an encounter with an Eradicator that left him lame. Maybe Mr. McGregor didn’t trust him yet.  Laney knew the local pack leader was intense, but this seemed a little nosy, even for him. 

“Because the sheriff will want to know where all the werewolves were if someone else goes missing. It’s so unfair. Some guy gets eaten and they automatically think it was a werewolf. What about vampires, or ogres, or bears?”

“Oh, my,” Laney said. “Did someone actually get eaten?”

Kody shrugged. “They found a big toe floating in the Salmagundi Bay.”

“Really? That sounds like it could’ve been a mermaid. Have you seen the teeth on those guys?” She shuddered at the memory of her encounter with one when she’d been harvesting sea herbs for potions class last year. It had nearly chewed through the bars of the shark cage she was in. Thankfully, her teacher had been quick with a stunning spell. 

“Apparently, the local pack of mermaids are migrating south right now.”

“Gossip.”

“No, it’s true.”

Laney’s cheeks warmed as she explained. “A group of mermaids is called a gossip.” Why do I always have to correct people? He probably thinks I’m some pedantic nerd.

“Oh, cool.” Kody slouched while leaning on his cane. “I still can’t believe mermaids are real, and that they would rather have me as a snack than a boyfriend.”

Laney reached over the counter and patted him on the shoulder. Hollywood sanitized many magical creatures giving Banes, non-magical people, the wrong impressions. Kody had only been infected with lycanthropy a few years ago and therefore didn’t grow up knowing anything about magic. Just wait until he learned the truth about unicorns.

“Did you hear about the latest missing person?” Kody asked. “That half troll/man guy, Steven...? Stanley...?”

“You mean Randy?”

“Yeah! He hasn’t been seen for days now.”

“Do you think it was Randy’s big toe floating in the bay?”

Kody shrugged. 

“I wonder what happened to the rest of him.”

“Who knows? Of course, the sheriff searched the boarding house to see if he ‘visited’ recently.” He added air quotes to emphasize his disgust.

Laney clenched her jaw to keep herself from going on a rant about the injustice of it all. It wasn’t something Kody hadn’t thought of or complained about before, so she decided to change the subject and get his mind off all that. “Want to see my new book? I found it in the last shipment.”

“Sure.” Kody sat up straighter on his stool. 

Laney reached under the counter and pulled out her latest treasure. She set the used book in front of him so he could read the cover, Speaking to Specters by G Reaper. “Cool, huh. It has chapters about how to conduct a seance and the proper etiquette when speaking with the dead.” She opened the front cover and breathed in deep through her nose, delighting in the scent of old paper and ink mixed with various spices that must’ve spilled on the parchment by a previous owner. “I’m hoping to contact my great-grandma Pearl who died last year. She was the coolest lady I ever met.”

“It’s hard watching our grandparents die of old age,” Kody said. “They slow down and can’t do the things they loved anymore.”

“Oh, no. Getting old didn’t kill her. She was harvesting dragon scales from an empty cave when one came back early. She’d forgotten to cast her fire repellent spell.” Laney sighed at the ache in her chest that the memory caused. She hoped to be as brave as Grandma Pearl one day. Minus the forgetfulness.

Kody flipped through the pages, pausing occasionally to check out the many hand-drawn illustrations. He stopped at the image of some witches sacrificing a goat. “You have to kill something in order to do a séance?” His face twisted in disgust. “I don’t remember reading that on the Ouija Board box. No wonder it never worked.”

Laney shut the cover and slid the book back. “That’s a more advanced ceremony. I’m obviously not ready for that yet.” She slipped the book into her backpack. “I thought it might be fun to learn about.” 

“Of course. Some people read comic books, you read books about death and sacrifice. We all gotta have hobbies,” he said nonchalantly. Kody propped his elbows on the counter. “Anyways, I actually came to ask if you wanted to go to a party with me on Friday.”

“Oh. Is it someone’s birthday?” Laney loved birthday parties. All the brightly colored decorations and yummy cake. And finding the perfect gift for the birthday person. She loved getting creative with that.

Kody chuckled. “No, it isn’t that kind of party.” At Laney’s frown, he continued. “You know Jennifer Thompson?”

Just the mention of the girl’s name caused dread to pool in the pit of her stomach. “Yes, I know her,” she said flatly. They had been friends in primary school, up until Jennifer had told the entire class that Laney still wet the bed. One time. One time! She’d drunk too much soda during a sleep-over and had an accident. Laney suspected a spell had also been involved, but she’d never been able to prove it. She hadn’t spoken to the girl since.

“Well,” Kody said, obviously unaware of the humiliation Laney was reliving in her head. “She’s having people over on Friday while her parents are out of town and she asked me to come.”

“And you want me to go with you?” She’d never been invited to a high school party before. From what she knew from TV shows and movies, there could be alcohol and drugs, loud music and mayhem. Of course, this could all be exaggerated, like how magic was portrayed. Fear and excitement battled in her gut, leaving her in a cold sweat.

“Yeah,” he shrugged. “I still don’t know too many people at school, and it would be nice to have a friend with me.” 

Damn, he’d used the friend card. Kody had only been in Salmagundi a few months. After being attacked by an Eradicator one full moon, he was left with a bum leg, and vulnerable to another attack from the werewolf hunters. His family fled to the magical Alaskan town hidden from the rest of the world for their safety. 

Laney glanced around the room, her mind racing to come up with a believable excuse to decline when the large cuckoo clock on the wall caught her attention. It was almost that time. She quickly looked over to the B section of books and gasped. “Hold that thought.” She scrambled over to that area. One of the books hadn’t been put back properly, its earmuffs sitting next to it on the shelf. Laney held her breath as she slipped the pink, fuzzy earmuffs back on the History of Banshees tome, praying she’d been fast enough.

Kody checked his phone. “Oh, shit! Is it six o’clock already?” Before Laney could answer, he covered his ears with his hands, eyes squeezed shut.
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