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      In a world where the witch trials never happened and magic was allowed to flourish…

      The latest batch of lemon cupcakes, frosted with cream cheese icing, awaited my finishing touch. I took a deep breath as I prepared to—

      Achoo!

      I sneezed.

      We’re not talking a ladylike squeak either. I uttered a god-awful spit-and-snot-flying exhalation that practically shook the windows of my treat shop.

      Big or small, didn’t matter, the spray ruined my tray of desserts. My nose tickled again. I turned away even though it was already too late. I went into a good fit that left me with my eyes streaming and my nose sore. Leaning on my forearms, gazing upon the contaminated goodies, it occurred to me that only one thing could make me lose it like that. Something banned from my shop. Heck, I’d omitted it from my life with various cleaning methods that involved bleach and some pretty epic air cleansers.

      A glance upward at my industrial ceiling with its ducts and pipes painted a lovely sky blue showed a moldy rag—not mine—with all its allergen spores, hanging over a light fixture. Confirmation of sabotage. The second time this week.

      And the last.

      Never mess with a witch. A lesson most bullies—and pests—learned at a young age. Even nice witches like me had their limits.

      I didn’t have a chance to retaliate until later in the day near closing time. Only then did I draw a hex on the snotty cupcakes with some leftover icing. Once they all bore the same symbol, I waved my hand over the tray and muttered a few words. They glowed green for a second as the spell set. The visual evidence of my trick faded before I grabbed the tray of ruined treats and headed for the back door of my shop. It opened onto an empty alley. The previous homeless occupant, Ralph—who’d worn a sign during the day and claimed the dead would soon rule the Earth—had disappeared a few weeks ago.

      I’d have worried more if I’d not seen him taken by the Second Chances van. The town—with much encouragement from residents—had taken a bold stance on getting rid of the homeless, not by killing them as a slag paper hinted at but by having them rounded up and force-fed the help they needed—even if they opposed it.

      It caused a furor in a small vocal group that claimed it went against their rights; however, after three months, the evidence became too clear to ignore. No more needles in the park every morning. No dodging human waste on the sidewalks or being accosted by aggressive panhandlers for change. Not one of the beggars I’d offered food had appreciated it over cash, Ralph being the exception. Each night I used to bring him some leftover treats, and if I had none, then I made him something just to make sure he ate. Maybe now that Ralph had been taken off the streets he’d get the regular meals and care he needed to get healthier. Safer.

      My hip hit the bar to release the catch on the rear door. The alley itself had only one light over my door, barely enough to illuminate. An overturned crate allowed me to climb and hold the tray over the dumpster, which was full of bags but not much of a rotting smell. The vermin inherent in every alley near a restaurant ensured no food went to waste, and that included paper wrappers that smelled yummy.

      I tilted the tray and watched the morning’s work fall in a rain of lemony sweetness. It wasn’t long before tiny green paws emerged to snare the cakes. Goblins took up residence after Ralph left. Which I didn’t have a problem with. The issue started when they decided they didn’t want to wait until the end of the day to be fed. They’d also mistaken me for a pushover. I might be sweet as my peach pie, but I didn’t let anyone, or anything, take advantage of me.

      As the goblins munched the cupcakes, uttering happy little grunts—the biggest one casting me sly and smug looks—I counted in my head.

      Five, six…

      Wouldn’t be long now. Goblins weren’t the only ones who could pull pranks.

      It began with a belch, followed by many startled squeals, then much agitation as the mottled-skinned goblins suddenly exploded from the bags of garbage. However, there was no escape. One by one, they turned into the cutest little furballs.

      Giant, jewel-like eyes blinked at me. Cuddly bodies begged for a squeeze. I just wanted to hug and squish them. I refrained and instead smirked.

      “Oops. Did I accidentally hex the cupcakes to make you into the cutest version of you that you could possibly be?”

      The lead furball with a slight scar amidst the fur over an eye, shook a fist at me and chattered.

      I arched a brow. “Don’t you dare give me attitude. We had an arrangement. I feed you leftovers at the end of the day, and you keep my dumpster rat free. You broke the deal.”

      It uttered a few clucks and high-pitched whistles.

      “It’s not permanent. This time,” I warned. “But if it happens again…” They’d find out why they shouldn’t mess with a daughter of the Earth.
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      The rest of my day passed easily. There was a steady stream of clients for my baked goods and just as many for charms. After all, my shop wasn’t called the Hexed Cupcake for nothing.

      As a witch with an affinity for Earth and all things that grew, I could hex pretty much anything that had once grown in the ground, which was to say most things, barring meat. Plants being the easiest for me.

      Hence why I baked. Ingredients came from growing things. It proved easy to add a spell to the final product. Draw it in icing and then activate. Easy peasy carrot cupcake squeezy.

      I offered the gamut of options to those looking for a magical kick. My green tea macarons for relaxation. Red velvet cupcakes frosted with chocolate for a quick orgasm—very popular with the sex addicts after their Thursday night meetings. My strawberry scones made a person ooze goodwill and happiness. I had many a nervous suit come in looking for that extra boost as they went to ask for a raise. The gamblers usually walked away with a PB and J cookie for good luck. Unlike some other witches with a talent for Earth magic, I only sold benign hexes, which meant no love spells and nothing to cause harm.

      And before you accused me of doing bad things to the goblins, the shape change would wear off within a day and cause no lasting harm. The Becalm Hex was most often used to soothe rampaging animals, turn them from roaring beasts to cuddly pussycats. Or in this case, from green, bratty menaces to cutesy furballs. For some reason, the goblins hated this, possibly because I tickled the leader under its chin and cooed, “Who’s the most adorable squishy ever? I could just hug you and love you and call you George.”

      With a squeak of terror that widened its big emerald eyes, the transformed goblin dove into the bags of trash with its crew.

      That brought a smirk to my lips. They’d think twice before messing with me.

      Despite the goblins’ bad behavior, at the end of the next baking day, I still bagged the leftovers for them. While many might dislike them for their mischievous pranks, I knew if I could win their loyalty, they’d protect my shop against intruders and bad vibes. A gut feeling said I’d need that help.

      Something big and bad was coming. I’d seen it in the patterns left behind when I’d dropped a bowl of raspberry puree on the floor. A murder scene of fruit that almost made me cry. After all, my bushes sacrificed giving me those berries, and I’d wasted them. A tragedy that had me saying a little prayer. Dear Earth Mother, take these delicious seeds back to your bosom that they might one day flourish most bountifully.

      Exiting into the alley, I grimaced at the darkness. The bulb over the door had burned out. Again. Pity our town didn’t have any Electro Witches. Better than a solar panel, I’d heard, and cheaper, too. They were in high demand, though, given they held the title for ecofriendly electrical solutions. One Electro Witch could charge several large-sized batteries a day! Even a minor one could charge a lightbulb so that it lasted for years.

      I dropped the bag of leftover goodies into the dumpster to happy squeals. I didn’t peek because I could only imagine the carnage that icing would cause, especially if the spell hadn’t yet worn off from yesterday. Fur and buttercream did not mix well.

      The rear entrance to my shop swung shut with a heavy thud. It took me three tries in the dark before I locked it and headed for the entrance of the alley. It ran straight through to a road running parallel. Despite the early evening hour, the streetlights shone, giving me something to guide my steps in the somber alley. The occasional car and truck whizzed by, traffic lighter at this hour than in the daytime.

      I’d lucked out buying my shop, having picked it up when prices were still cheap before the area began to gentrify, or so they called it. Basically, it meant cleaning up storefronts and bringing in young professionals and the striving-to-be trendy who loved quaint shops within walking distance. Some might lament the fact that those same people pushed out those of lower social economic status. It did unfortunately happen, yet at the same time, it removed much of the crime that used to make it at times hazardous walking home at night. It left people like me conflicted because, on the one hand, I wanted to help those in poverty, but at the same time, I liked not fearing the dark.

      As if to mock that thought, a figure blocked the end of the alley, and I paused. While the town had been cracking down on violence of late, it still existed. As a woman, I had to be extra careful.

      I took a few steps forward, watching intently to see if they’d move, so focused I never saw the bird that swooped toward me.

      “Caw,” it yelled as it passed in front of me in a rush of feathers and a stink that had me swinging my arm wildly.

      Nasty crow. We’d had issues with them scavenging for scraps. Distracted, I realized I’d not only gotten close to the alley exit but the person blocking it hadn’t retreated. We were within a few paces.

      I shoved a hand into my bag, my fingers seeking the Don’t-See talisman I’d bought from a Stone Witch, the jade infused with a hex to turn away the glance of strangers on the street. Given the figure appeared to be staring right at me I could only assume the magic in my talisman required a refill.

      I tried to maintain a firm tone as I said, “Excuse me, but could you please step aside.”

      The person stood statue-still. Didn’t reply either. My hand slid from my bag to dig into my coat pocket for a different kind of charm. While I chose not to do harm, I would protect myself.

      I pulled out a chunk of valerian root, known for its sleeping aid properties and again asked, “Please move.”

      “Ungh.” The low moan raised the hairs on the back of my neck, and yet the stench that wafted had me taking a step back.

      Someone needed a bath. Possibly some bleach. And those clothes? Definitely required a flame thrower.

      Passing close by to the person didn’t seem wise. I’d leave via the front of my shop to avert trouble. I spun around and headed for the rear door, only to hear the shuffle of steps as the person followed. A sign they looked to cause trouble.

      I dug into my pocket with my free hand and gripped my keys. Would I have time to unlock the door? With my shaking hands, possibly not. I glanced in the direction of the other end of the alley. Farther away, but once I got close to the next road, I could yell for help. My pace increased, taking me past my shop’s rear entrance and into the darkest part of the alley, where the crow suddenly swooped again.

      “Caw.”

      I flailed madly as its wings beat about my head and found myself suddenly quite concerned about it pecking at my flesh.

      Crows don’t eat people. A reminder that did little to slow my racing heart.

      I’d stopped walking during my mini battle with the avian offender, and a glance over my shoulder showed the other person close behind, an ominous bulky shadow that had yet to speak.

      Run or stand my ground? A fight with my valerian root needed proximity. My magic usually required ingesting or touching for it to work, an unfortunate aspect, especially in a situation like this where my safety was compromised.

      As the person neared, I held up my hand with my sleepy sprig. “Stop. Don’t come any closer.”

      “Ungh.” A moan emerged as the figure halted less than a pace from me. While the alley might be dark, I could see a face, clean shaven, the head bearing a short stubble, the eyes wide. A stranger— No. I recognized the face despite the lack of hair and beard.

      “Ralph? Is that you?” It appeared like him, and yet didn’t. Not only had he lost his wild mane and facial hair but he wore a clean two-piece scrub suit, pants a light blue and the shirt baggy. His feet were bare. His milky gaze stared blanky.

      “Gaa…” He breathed the syllable, the stench of it unbelievably foul.

      “What happened to you?” I whispered. He’d never looked this unhealthy while living in my alley. He needed help.

      I reached for him, and his hand shot out faster than expected to grab me by the wrist. His touch icy cold–and wrong.

      So wrong.

      I shuddered and tried to pull away. “Let go.” In all the time Ralph was my neighbor he’d never laid a hand on me. Never done anything aggressive.

      This Ralph didn’t appear to hear me and uttered that groan again, “Ungh.” The exhalation gagged me.  Something was really wrong with Ralph.

      I slapped the chunk of sleepy root to his face, boosting its innate somnolence properties with magic. A normal person would have immediately hit the ground snoring.

      Instead, Ralph tried to bite my hand. I snatched it away just in time as his teeth slammed shut.

      “Ung. Ung.” He grunted and clacked.

      My concern mounted, and I yanked at the wrist he held. His grip remained firm.

      “Let me go, Ralph. You know me. Remember? Mindy.” I tried to appeal to the gentle man inside.

      A man that no longer existed.

      As my panic mounted, rescue came from an unlikely source.

      Tiny furballs of cuteness, and a few green-skinned, less adorable goblins, suddenly swarmed Ralph. The dumpster critters came to my aid and sank their sharp teeth into the hand and arm holding me.

      Finally, a reaction. Ralph’s fingers spasmed and released but only so he could grab a goblin and bring it to his mouth.

      My lips rounded in horror as he chomped.

      The caught goblin squealed.

      “No!” My exclamation didn’t stop Ralph from killing an unlikely rescuer. And by killing, he ate the poor furry goblin whole.

      “Run!” I yelled when Ralph flailed his arm while reaching for another. The writhing wave of critters jumped, hitting the ground and bolting as fast as they could. With protection in mind, they climbed back into the dumpster. In a panic, I sprinted past the dumpster for the door to my shop, clutching my keys in a sweaty grip. I fumbled them, looking for the right one.

      Jangle. Wouldn’t you know I dropped my keys.

      Instinct had me dodging as Ralph reached for me. I whirled to see him, mouth slick with blood and fur. He eyed me with violent hunger. I needed to protect myself, and yet, I had no weapon. My valerian root had been my only defense.

      The choice came down to fight by hand or—I glanced at the dumpster—hide.

      I ducked Ralph’s next clumsy swipe and shoved at his midsection. He stumbled off balance, and I sprang upward to grab the lip of the dumpster and heaved myself up. Before I’d managed to clamber over the lip, Ralph grabbed my satchel. I twisted my head to let it fall off as I hoisted my butt over the rim of the garbage bin. I yanked the cover down and hoped the obviously unwell Ralph would go away. Or at least come to his senses.

      He didn’t.

      Thump.

      Thump.

      Thump.

      He pounded on the side of the dumpster hard enough it dented. I knew because I felt it dimpling under my spread palms. Luckily, it didn’t occur to him to climb in with me. But at the same time, he didn’t appear to be losing interest.

      I wasn’t getting out until he left. Nor could I call anyone. My phone remained in my satchel outside the bin. Dumb and nothing to do about it now except hope he left soon.

      Bang. Bang. The rhythmic pounding didn’t stop and lulled me into a restless sleep.

      When I woke suddenly, it took a moment to realize the pounding had stopped.

      Had Ralph left?

      I waited. Listened. Wondered if he stood just outside waiting for me to pop my head out so he could—

      What I pictured next could be blamed on my best friend, Annie, who loved gory movies and guess who had to watch them with her?

      A stirring to my left and a pair of glowing green eyes—slitted and no longer the pretty emerald-jewel version—showed a Goblin creeping from the bags. Or at least I hoped it was a Goblin. The rats in my town could be quite dangerous.

      The lid of the dumpster creaked. I held my breath.

      The goblin whistled as it turned its eyes in my direction.

      “Is Ralph gone?” I asked.

      Eyes bobbed up and down. Hopefully it meant yes.

      Tense with fear, I rose and lifted the lid fully to look out upon the alley, dark still and yet lighter than the inside of the dumpster. I could see clear to the end of both sides of the alley. Ralph was gone.

      Or so I thought until I swung a leg over the edge and looked down. A lump had settled on the ground.

      Not a lump.

      A body.

      Missing its head.

      The goblins squealed in joy as I puked my dinner all over the dumpster.
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      A witch had only two choices when confronted with a body. The first was to call the police and deal with suspicious detectives, who would automatically assume I was the reason why a body was missing its head. A few bad hags had given us good ones a bad reputation. It started when a Fire Witch turned a small town in Ontario into a literal hell hole. In her defense, it was mostly there already. Now it actually possessed a portal to the demon dimension to add to its charm.

      Calling the cops would see me spending the night at the station. That would be the kindest scenario. Another would put me in a cell for a few days while a lawyer argued they had no evidence.

      Neither appealed.

      The other option? Deny, destroy, and pretend it never happened.

      Ralph was dead. Nothing would change that. Me going to jail would serve no purpose, especially since I didn’t kill him.

      Now you might wonder how little ol’ me was supposed to take care of the body of a full-grown man. If I were a butcher shop…

      Ahem. I don’t do meat. Ever. I was a vegetarian, meaning, along with veggies and fruits, I only ate ethically sourced milk, cheese, and eggs. Before you ask how that’s possible, my bestie, who happened to be a farmer, sold me the goods. Her animals—raised for personal consumption and selling to select others—produced more than she could ever use, and I was happy to take the surplus off her hands. It helped my little shop thrive among the eco-minded folk in my neighborhood.

      As I eyed my satchel, and the phone I could almost see inside, I debated calling Annie. She owned a farm. Plenty of places to bury a body. However, did I really want to get her involved? Didn’t seem like the thing a best friend would do. Although it should also be noted if I called, she’d show up with a shovel.

      I could dig my own hole. If I were at home, my garden would help. Decaying bodies did make for good fertilizer. It was why some of the best flowers, especially asters, were found in graveyards.

      How to get the body home, though? I’d walked to work. I couldn’t exactly lug it down the sidewalk all the way to my place. It might cause some people to question.

      I needed to borrow a car. From whom? Annie would insist on knowing why—and offer to help.

      Feeling overwhelmed, I chose to ignore Ralph for a second and entered my shop. I needed a drink of juice to replenish myself and help my brain think.

      I sipped wheat grass with a hint of calming lavender as I looked around to see what I had that might help. I kept a few plants in my shop but none big enough, even combined, to rid me of a body in the next hour. Not to mention I was loathe to contaminate them if the body didn’t agree. Ralph might have been seriously ill.

      I still remembered what happened to Mrs. McPherson’s rose bush. Rumor had it the ornery old lady died of a heart attack while pruning it and landed in the prickly plant. The bush took care of the body, even mulched the bones, and turned into a raging, flesh-hungry beast with dripping blood-red flowers and poisonous petals. When the Cryptid Authority torched it, it was said all the plants in a mile radius wilted. The story was a sobering reminder you are what you eat.

      By the time I finished my drink, I remained without a solution to my corpse problem. Meaning, only one option left. Two, actually: Annie or the cops? I pulled out my phone and grimaced at the screen as I pushed on the door to exit into the alley.

      The choice of who to call got taken out of my hands. Why bother? The body was gone.
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      Maybe I should have spent more time searching for and questioning about the missing body; however, my day started at 5 a.m. Given the hour neared one, fatigue wasn’t just tugging at me. It slammed my whole body.

      Thank the goddess for taking care of my problem. No body. No blame.

      I dragged my tired butt home, twitching at every movement. Whirling at every single benign sound. Despite seeing Ralph without his head, a part of me expected him to pop up.

      Eyes barely open, I paid no mind to my house. I fell into my bed and managed a few hours of sleep. I woke at 4:50 a.m., on the dot, my body like a clock. I’d lost my ability to sleep in once I hit my thirties. Now peaking at forty—but happily passing for much younger—I truly was a morning person. I bounced out of bed and hopped in the shower—which I could get done efficiently in like three minutes, including brushing my teeth. By 4:57 I was out the door, a super caffeinated coffee in hand, skipping practically up the road. By 5:30, I had my first batch of muffins in the oven, my coffee drunk, and my next tray being readied for the ovens.

      I started seeing people around sixish, as they needed their breakfast fix of muffins, scones, and wake-me up cappuccino pastries with a hex of extra wakefulness for those who struggled with the early hour. Once the morning rush ended, I prepped for the lunch crowd, the most in-demand item being the spelled double stuffed cookie that prevented falling asleep at the desk, some of my specialty cupcakes, and nut-filled pastries. Tarts, more cupcakes, and cream-filled puffs magicked with contentment rounded out my day’s work for the afternoon and dinner crowd. It petered out at six usually, with me making it home by seven. Six days a week because I took Tuesdays off. Sundays, I started later.

      Used to be I had an assistant to allow me more free time. Pietrov, a gangly boy training to be a witch, got accepted into the Academy of Magical Arts, and I’d yet to find a replacement. I missed him, especially since I knew I ran myself ragged; however, finding someone who could bake decently for what I could afford? Not easy. And that was without the ability to place hexes.

      It made me wonder who had a son or daughter, like Pietrov, looking for an apprenticeship that paid. I might have to put out an ad before I collapsed from running myself ragged. I could also close earlier. Even an hour a day would do me some good.

      The day passed quickly, but anxiously. During two lulls, I found myself at the door to the alley, peeking outside. No sign of the body, and despite dropping treats into the dumpster, the goblins remained hidden and quiet.

      The busy afternoon cleared me out early, so by five, I flipped the sign in the door over and started doing my cleanup. A rattle at the entrance to the shop drew my gaze. I was ready to yell, “Closed,” only to see Annie outside.

      I’d completely forgotten delivery day. I unlocked and held open the door as Annie popped in with her dolly stacked with eggs, a few liters of milk and cream, plus some homemade cheeses.

      Those who pictured a farmer would have never guessed Annie belonged to their ranks. My freckled friend enjoyed a mixed heritage that gave her tanned skin, almond-shaped eyes, full lips, and a wild, curly, ebony mane. Her plump frame strained at her T-shirt featuring today’s vegetable—the eggplant—and I had to wonder at the pairing of skintight leggings with a Christmas pattern, especially considering Halloween was around the corner. Annie didn’t care about fashion. She opted for comfort and pounced on huge discount sales—which often explained the holiday theme of her garments that could be bought for seventy percent off.

      I locked the door behind her while she wheeled her dolly to the kitchen.

      Once there, she whirled on me with wide eyes. “Have you heard?”

      “Heard what?” I asked, trying to not wince as she slugged items onto the counter, the eggs tossed as casually as the milk.

      “Apparently, everyone in the rehab has gone missing. You know, the one on Smythe Road. What’s it called?” Annie tapped her chin.

      “Second Chances. What do you mean everyone went missing? Have their guests escaped?” I called them guests for lack of a better word. If there’d been a breakout, it explained why Ralph had returned. It did not, however, excuse his sudden urge to bite me, eat those poor goblins, or diminish the fact he’d been decapitated and disappeared into thin air.

      “Not just the people they had locked up, the staff, too. Every single one right down to the receptionist. Gone. Poof.” She flung her hands in emphasis.

      I arched a brow. “That’s a lot of people. Where did they go?”

      Annie shrugged. “No one knows. Rumor is the police were going to raid Second Chances, and so they scrammed.”

      “Why would the police be interested in the rehabilitation centre?” Even weirder, why anyone would steal its patients.

      “Someone complained about abuse and weird shit going on. Apparently sounded convincing enough they convinced the cops to pay it a visit, only once they arrived, they found the place empty but everything left behind. Clothes, plates, books, even cell phones and purses. As if everyone got up and walked away.”

      “That sounds impossible.” Even if there’d been a fire evacuation or something of that sort, people would have grabbed their wallets and phones.

      “Not impossible. I’m thinking there was an outbreak.” Annie’s expression lit up as she launched into her theory. “Something so contagious the government swooped in, dropped a sleeping bomb, and took everyone to a secret location.”

      Having been friends a while, I knew to expect crazy conspiracies from my best friend. Although, in this case, it wasn’t necessarily a bad one. “You know, that makes sense. After all, it would take clout to coordinate the disappearance of that many people.”

      My acquiescence led to Annie skipping to her next—in her mind—plausible scenario. “Could also be aliens.”

      “Or some evil overlord kidnapping citizens of our town to create a super army to conquer the world.” I threw out the most outrageous thing I could think of.

      She nodded solemnly. “Let’s hope not. But if it happens, you know where I keep the guns.”

      I did. Annie had several stashes because, unlike me, she was “make war, fuck love.” She’d been burned in the past. Badly. I worried what would happen if the guy who hurt her ever dared show his face again.

      “You can keep the guns. You know they freak me out.” I had other ways to defend myself. Better ways than Valerian root. Next time, I’d have a sprig of itchy sumac, maybe a length of rose thorn.

      Being in tune with plants meant I knew what could cure and what could hurt. I also owned a few deadly gardening tools if I got desperate. The problem being the idea of doing harm turned my stomach.

      Annie tsked. “You’re too nice. It’s good we’re friends. You need me to protect you.”

      A bit insulting even if true. Look at how I handled Ralph. Thinking of whom, I really should tell her. “One of those missing folks ended up in the alley last night.”

      Annie’s eyes widened. “Who? Was it Ralph?” She used to bring him romance paperbacks once she’d finished them. He’d read them and then light them for warmth. And before you ask, yes, I gave him a blanket. Several. And sleeping bags. He slept in them once then set them on fire.

      Given how much Harry, the fire chief, had given me heck the last time he and the firemen from the Thirteenth Precinct came to put it out, I’d learned to avoid giving Ralph large flammable objects.

      “It was Ralph, but there was something wrong with him. He tried to hurt me. I escaped but not before he bit a goblin in half.” I wrinkled my nose.

      “Ew.” More fascination than actual disgust.

      “Right?” I exclaimed. “I thought he was going to eat me, too, and I got all freaked out so I hid in the dumpster for like hours.”

      “You were attacked and didn’t call me?” Annie asked, crossing her arms, miffed.

      “I would have, only I dropped my phone when I climbed into the bin.”

      “Mindy! How many times does it have to be said? Never drop the phone.” Annie punctuated the advice by slapping her hands.

      “I know. Trust me, I wasn’t happy given how long I had to hide with the garbage. It took forever before it was safe to come out.”

      “So where did Ralph go? Has he been caught? Because he sounds dangerous. Might have to rooster him.”

      She referenced Old Sal. The ornery cock got dropped off by someone who drove off too fast for Annie to ask questions. She took in the bird, who turned out to be a giant dick. He didn’t just crow at dawn. It was always timed to be the most startling. Two a.m., followed by five minutes after she fell back asleep. While shaving her legs. Bringing a spoon of hot soup to her mouth. During sex.

      Annie believed in treating animals with kindness—even those destined for her plate. Sal wasn’t nice to her or any other creatures. Nor was his stringy ass edible, so she kicked him out. Put him outside the fence and told him to have a good life. It was a bad year for coyotes. Sal never was heard crowing again. On the one hand, Annie didn’t actually have to kill him. She let nature take its course. But on the other…don’t get on her bad side. She would put you outside the fence.

      I should have been shocked she’d even suggest doing it to a person, but this was Annie.

      “Don’t worry about Ralph. Someone already took care of him.”

      “Did the cops pick him up? Or the men in the white coats?”

      “Neither. He got decapitated while I hid in the dumpster.”

      The statement dropped her jaw and silenced her. For like a millisecond. “What? A man lost his head and I’m only hearing about this now?” Annie shrieked.

      Trust my friend to be mad she’d missed out on the action and not the actual crime. “I was too tired and in shock to call. Besides, I knew I’d see you tonight.” A quick white lie.

      She grimaced. “I missed all the fun.”

      “Hardly fun.” My dry reply.

      “Who killed him?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t see or hear anything. When I emerged, I found Ralph’s headless corpse on the ground.”

      “Did you take a picture?” Her expression brightened.

      I shook my head.

      “Really, Mindy?” Peeved didn’t begin to describe her tone. “No pic, no call.”

      “It was super late.”

      “You selfish cow. It’s never too late to call your best friend for help.”

      “Sorry?” I kind of was in retrospect. At the same time, I didn’t want to drag her into any muck. “Not sure what you could have done.”

      “So what did the cops say about the body?”

      “They don’t know because there is no body. While I was inside getting a drink, Ralph disappeared. I don’t know where, or even how. I was only gone minutes.”

      “Meaning someone took it, or the body decomposed quickly. Did you see any sludge or ash in the area? Maybe smell something like brimstone?” While not a cryptid herself, Annie knew more about most species than I did. Despite my being considered a sub class of cryptid because of my magic, I barely passed my witch accreditation and never did learn to fly a broom, meaning I’d never achieve the rank of sorceress.

      I shook my head. “I have no idea what happened other than Ralph was acting weird then he was dead and gone.”

      “Wait, do you think everyone that went missing is like Ralph and acting all kooky? What if they were contaminated with something? Could be the military followed him and cleaned up their mess.”

      “It’s possible.” I had only to recall Ralph’s milky gaze and his bloodied mouth to admit there was something horrific at work.

      “Do you think he infected you?” She narrowed her gaze on me.

      Such a thing didn’t occur until Annie mentioned it. Suddenly, my chest grew tight. “How would I know?” Earth magic had its limitations. Hexes and charms tied to an object could affect small changes. I could even directly channel power into people and things for a short time. But while I could ease ailments, my abilities didn’t run to diagnosing them, especially in myself.

      Annie held up her arm in front of my face. “Do you want a bite?”

      “Ew. You know I don’t like meat.”

      And neither did Ralph when he lived in the alley, which was when it hit me. The wrongness of his actions. The fact his headless body didn’t leave any blood. No fluid at all. Surely someone being decapitated would create quite the mess.

      “You just thought of something!” Annie jabbed a finger in my direction. “Spill it.”

      “What if Ralph somehow became a zombie? Which is nuts, I know. Zombies don’t exist.” Not in this day and age. The history books, though, did talk about how the last zombie attack, known as the Black Plague, almost wiped out humanity. After the necromancer animating the bodies died—decapitation being rather permanent—disease erupted because of the decaying bodies strewn across Europe. It led to the extermination of all necromancers, even the young, and a burning of their books.

      “No zombies that we know of,” my friend added. “But never say never. Remember the unicorn they discovered last year?”

      “Wasn’t that debunked as a hoax?”

      “Who can tell anymore? Between digital editing and the media covering up stuff for the government, we could be living in a necropolis for all we know.”

      That caused my lips to twitch. “I doubt the undead are eating my cupcakes.”

      “No, they’re trying to eat you,” Annie pointed out, squinting at me. “Are you sure he didn’t bite you?”

      “I’m fine.” I rolled my eyes.

      “For now.” She hummed a few ominous notes. “What about the goblin he ate?”

      “Less ate and more like bit it in two.” The memory brought a shiver.

      “Only one? Did he nick any of the others?”

      I frowned. I didn’t recall if he’d chomped any after the first. “I don’t know. But I spent the night in the dumpster with a bunch of them. If one of them turned zombie, wouldn’t I know?”

      “If it was in there with you. Could be it took off, or it’s hiding, biding its time.” Annie didn’t shy from the worst-case scenario.

      “You’re assuming a bite is all it takes.” Just because movies and shows claimed becoming a zombie took only a small wound didn’t make it true.

      “Why don’t we find out? Let’s see your goblins.” Annie marched to the back door and first eyed the ground—which lacked any blood or gooey stains—and then her gaze turned to the lip of the dumpster above her head. I pointed to a crate I kept there especially for putting out the garbage.

      A hop on and she flipped back the lid. She poked her head in without hesitation as I exclaimed, “Careful.”

      Annie glanced at me. “Of what? There’s nothing in here. It’s empty.”
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      What Annie claimed couldn’t be true.

      “The dumpster can’t be empty. Garbage collection isn’t for two more days.” Yet a glance over the lip showed the bin cleaned out, and I mean clean as if pressure washed.

      How was that even possible? I’d been out here a few hours ago, tossing out a full bag. I’d seen one of the goblins poking its green face from the pile. A pile now gone.

      I should have heard something. Unless…

      “Someone used magic.” Most likely a noise dampening spell as they removed everything in the trash bin then an air scouring to remove all sediment. The question being, why?

      Annie said it first. “I’ll bet it’s the government.”

      “More likely the Cryptid Authority.” They were better equipped to handle things of a magical nature. Most governments had established agencies with specially trained staff to deal with the non-human because, after all, a rampaging minotaur in a china shop was a different beast to handle than a gun-toting villain in a bank.

      “Either way, they’re covering up something.”

      “Better hope not, because you do realize we are both involved.”

      “I’d like to see them try and make me disappear.” Her scowl might have appeared fiercer without the dimple of excitement.

      “I think the whole point is we wouldn’t see them coming.” Like the poor goblins. It seemed unlikely they’d been taken and kept alive.

      “The mystery deepens,” Annie declared, rubbing her hands in glee.

      “Speaking of deep, you coming over for some deep dish pizza?” I asked as we headed back into my shop.

      “That vegan shit you call pizza is an unholy abomination,” she declared.

      I protested. “It’s got real cheese. Your cheese, I might add.”

      “Ruined by the green things on it.”

      “Vegetables are good for you.”

      “In moderation,” she muttered. “A good thing I brought real food.”

      “You know I hate it when you cook meat.” The smell and appearance bothered me.

      “I know how you are about it, which is why I brought the fixings for my famous nachos.”

      “Now you’re talking!”

      We put away the groceries before locking up. As I checked the handle to ensure the door was secured, Annie muttered, “I’d swear it’s watching me.”

      “What is?” I asked as I turned.

      “The crow.” She pointed to one sitting on a lamppost. I wondered if it was the dive-bomber from the night before.

      I kept an eye on it as we got into her truck. Despite it being within walking distance, Annie drove the few blocks to my place and parked at the curb. I owned a narrow townhouse that had a garden the width of my house in front instead of a driveway. Unlike my neighbors with their asphalt and stone walkways, I cultivated a jungle that did not cross any property lines. My plants knew better than to squat without permission.

      As I stepped out, I breathed deep and smiled. Home.

      I followed the narrow walkway comprised of paving stones, the moss spread over them a soft cushion for my feet. The tiger lilies, in their last late summer bloom, swayed on their stalks, and the flowers flexed in greeting. The railing of my porch held vines wrapped around that spread to the walls of my home and framed all the windows. The leaves shivered as I trailed my fingers over part of its stalk.

      “Hello, Vinny.” What my English ivy enjoyed being called. Older established plants formed identities that the perennial crops never managed.

      I entered the house and Fern waved her fronds frantically, my tropical vascular always happy. My prickly cactus, Fred, remained grumpy in the corner. As for Lois, my lavender plant, she emitted waves of calm.

      Some people had cats or dogs, even rodents as pets. My home was filled with plants and the freshest air you could ask for.

      Annie followed me inside grumbling. “Like walking into a haunted greenhouse.”

      Annie had issues with the way nature reacted around me. In her defense, she didn’t have any magic, and while she might have a cryptid ancestor in her past, she showed no sign of it in the now.

      “Plants are good for you and the planet.”

      “Not always true. Just last week in the news they had a story about some Venus fly trap that started eating people. They might not have caught it if the neighbors hadn’t called the cops about some awful singing.”

      “It wasn’t that bad.” I’d seen the video. Heard the crooning. The Venus hummed up until the department of warrior botanists chopped its head off. Hard to feel too bad given the legs of a cop dangled from its mouth.

      Annie snapped her fingers in front of me. “People over plants, remember? We had that talk.”

      “Never!” I stuck out my tongue. Although, in all honestly, I didn’t want to see anyone hurt, plant, animal, human, or other.

      “Throw on the news while I fix us up some nachos.” By news, she meant type our curiosity into a search bar and see what it spat out.

      I searched for the obvious first: missing people Second Chances rehab. It didn’t merit more than a few Tweets. None of the news stations had reported on it yet, which seemed odd. You’d think that many folks mysteriously disappearing would be worth a mention. Perhaps Annie’s government conspiracy theory had some merit.

      With the rehab being a dead end, I did a search on headless bodies. That returned some interesting results, none pertaining to my situation.

      Annie emerged with a steaming platter of nachos. Homemade corn chips from corn sourced one hundred percent from her farm, hand milled, baked in her clay oven. Only one restaurant in town served them and charged a premium, they were that good. The salsa? Came from her garden, which I visited every few weeks to ensure its health. And of course, she used her own cheddar cheese, churned from cows exclusively free range.

      “What did you find?” she asked, plopping beside me on the couch.

      My kitchen table had been taken over by plants. I had a tendency of rescuing them from stores when they were about to die, nursing them back to health, and then giving them to people who could use some green in their life.

      “I found squat,” I admitted.

      “Impossible. Give me that.” She snared my tablet. “You’re probably not looking for the right thing.”

      I munched on nachos as Annie typed Zombies. As you can imagine, that got a zillion useless—if fun—results.

      She then did something complicated that narrowed down the references to those from our immediate area within the last few days. One page of results, only two links, both on social media.

      The first had a shaky video of someone running while huffing. The description claimed it was the last known sighting of Penny Dunn.

      “Didn’t we know a Penny Dunn in high school?” I asked.

      “Maybe. That was a long time ago.” Annie wrinkled her nose.

      I pointed to the screen. “It doesn’t say who’s supposed to be chasing her.”

      “Check the comments.”

      There were only three by a pair of people. One of them said, Franko did it. Followed by another user, Franko’s dead. And the final gem, He always did say he’d haunt her from the grave. #zombierevenge

      “That’s not proof of anything,” I argued.

      “Fine. You want to dig deeper? Let’s see who this Franko is.”

      While I ate nachos, Annie took us down an information rabbit hole.

      Social media coughed up the fact Franko was Penny’s boyfriend and an addict. The whole family spoke of their happiness at him being chosen by Second Chances for rehab. Then the startling announcement Franco had died, a fact his mother found out by trying to visit. Her social media post ranted, All I wanted was to see my baby boy. And they kept telling me no. But I wouldn’t leave and finally they told me the truth. FRANKO IS DEAD.

      The video of Penny being chased came out two days later.

      “I wonder if Franko turned out like Ralph.” Which begged the question, what about Penny? We couldn’t find anything on her, so we moved on to the next video that claimed zombies were active in our town.

      The clip, again taken at night, appeared to show someone with an odd glaze to their eyes and a vacant expression on their face. The male wore trousers and an open white coat. In this case, the person filming held the camera and taped while shouting, “Back off, Tom. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if you come near me.”

      The threat did nothing to stop the freaky-eyed Tom from launching himself at the camera. The person filming hit the ground, and the camera jostled before it finished off facing upward, showing nothing, but we could hear the screams. And then, suddenly, a head went soaring past.

      We both gasped.

      “Did we just…” Annie mused aloud even as I rewound the video.

      Sure enough, a head went flying over the phone. Tom’s head, I should add. A minute later, someone big and thick, dressed in a long duster, wearing a bandanna over the lower half of their face and a wide-brimmed hat, stepped over the camera.

      “Who was that?” Annie muttered, and yes, I zinged the video backwards for a second look.

      “He reminds me of a gunslinger.” Big and dangerous.

      “Gunslingers don’t slice off heads,” was Annie’s inane reply.

      “Paladin. Knight. Doesn’t matter.” I glanced at my friend. “I think that might be the guy that took care of Ralph.” Same modus operandi.

      “Seems likely. We should find him.”

      “Find?” I ogled Annie. “Why would we do that?”

      “Maybe he knows what’s going on with those people.”

      I shook my head. “No. We should stay far away. He’s obviously not the good guy. I mean, look at that.” I pointed to the screen and the head halted midflight. “He’s decapitating people.”

      “And? Who cares if they’re zombies?” Annie rolled her eyes.

      “We don’t know that for sure. Could be they are ill.  What if there’s a cure?”

      “Dead people can’t come back to life,” Annie reminded.

      “Assuming they’re dead.”

      “You’re right. We should find out more.”

      While I wasn’t keen about getting involved, the incident with Ralph kind of made it impossible to ignore. “Who do you suggest we ask?”

      “Penny for starters.” She pointed to the screen. “And whoever shot that video.”
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      Penny proved easy to find. Dead. Animal attack. The news clip hadn’t surfaced earlier because it lacked any mention of zombies.

      “What shit reporting,” Annie grumbled.

      “In their defense, they did find her being chewed on by rats.”

      “Rats don’t kill people.” Annie didn’t let Penny’s demise change her mind. “Let’s see if the other poster survived his attack.”

      Annie’s plan to find the video-taker possessed a few flaws. For one, the person who uploaded the footage did so under a fake name. Sir-Wanks-a-lot-ola69 posted many clips, most of them odd furry-animal dress-up pics posing provocatively. Their face never showed in any videos, not even the zombie attack, which they’d posted with the caption: It’s finally happening.

      It might have seemed an odd statement, if I’d not seen the “If you like this, watch this” videos in the sidebar. For some reason, the site had Sir-Wanks associated with end-of-the-world doomsday preppers. It made me think of Ralph. He’d believed it was coming.

      After we demolished the nachos, and my pizza—which I garnished with pineapple from a can to please Annie—we had to admit defeat. No idea who posted the video, meaning we couldn’t check and see if they were either A) a zombie, B) missing/vanished, C) fine, or D) playing a hoax online.

      “Maybe we should stake out the morgue and see if Penny’s body comes back to life,” Annie suggested.

      “Wouldn’t she be at the funeral home?”

      “Good thinking.” Annie brightened. “Let’s go check it out.”

      A plan dashed when the several funeral homes we contacted wouldn’t tell us anything. The family hadn’t yet posted viewing details, meaning we had no choice but to eat my moist vegan brownies.

      It helped Annie’s disappointment over coming up with only dead ends. She left but not before extracting a promise I would call her next time I encountered the possible undead or if I saw Mr. Long Duster.

      Personally, I hoped neither happened.

      Once she was gone, I went to bed, and before you freak, I will admit my choice was strange to most people.

      As a kid, I’d had a waterbed, which I loved better than any mattress. However, it eventually broke, and given the trouble I got in when it flooded the apartment below at the time, my parents forced me to use a mattress. I hated it.

      When I bought my townhouse, I went back to what I loved with a twist. My room held a hot tub, a big one, kept at a slightly elevated temperature, enough to keep the oversized lily pad I used as a bed from baking but warm for sleeping.

      The flower, which Lilley had kindly grown off center, acted as a pillow. A second leaf covered me at night. I’d never slept better.

      However, I’d learned to never show anyone other than Annie. The last guy I got serious with—meaning it lasted more than a few dates—took one look and ran out the front door. Apparently, a fear of drowning. He gave me an ultimatum, the bed or him.

      Guess what I chose?

      I went to bed hoping for sweet dreams. I woke to the rattle of tree limbs at my window. That would be Hugo, the tall pine from the yard next door. We’d become good friends since I prevented the neighbor from chopping him down—trees of a certain age enjoyed preservation status. The warning from Hugo’s tapping branches had me slipping out of bed and searching for a robe.

      As I went downstairs, I could see Vinny waving in agitation through the glass of my front door. I flung open the entrance and gaped. Entangled in Vinny’s limbs were three vacant-eyed people in blue scrubs. But of more concern were the ones moving in the direction of my house from the sidewalk.

      Not good. I slammed the door and locked it. Thick wood, it should hold. A peek to my side showed the beautiful, single-pane bay window. It wouldn’t take much to shatter it.

      Maybe I should leave. I headed for the back sliding door to my tiny patio, only to pause at the moving shadows outside. Several more of the freaky people approached, undeterred by the plants that sought to grab at limbs.

      Were they zombies? Depending on the movie, they could open doors or climb stairs. I really hoped this was the dumb kind as I trotted back up to the second floor. As I hit the landing, I heard the tinkling of breaking glass.

      Uh-oh. A glance around showed not much to barricade the stairs with. I entered my room and shut the door. No lock since I lived alone. I usually never even closed the door. My bedroom didn’t offer much in way of protection.

      Hence why my gaze went to the window. Hugo’s branches scratched. While not ideal, I could climb him. A quick look down showed a swarm of bodies on the back porch. Moving to the front bedroom, overlooking the front yard, I noticed the zombies entangled in Vinny, while a few others clustered at the window they’d shattered. If they got inside, then I’d be better off out.

      I shoved the window open and then hesitated. I should get some clothes on first rather than wander around in my robe. It took me only a minute to dress, a minute that had me cursing because all my shoes were downstairs, along with my wallet and phone. Oh, coconuts.

      Thump. Thump. The noise indicated these zombies could climb stairs and had some kind of hunting ability since they immediately began pounding on the spare bedroom door, but it was the turn of the knob that had me sitting on the windowsill, legs dangling.

      Vinny stilled his rustling branches, and I eyed the drain spout. Not ideal for climbing, yet my options remained limited. I grabbed hold and swung my body out. The ominous creak had me clinging to the wall, toes digging through the gaps between Vinny’s limbs into the brick underneath. Technically, I was only about a dozen or so feet above ground. Not a devastating jump unless I broke something and couldn’t run. If that happened, I’d be a zombie snack for sure.

      Better descend a bit before attempting to leap. I concentrated on my grip as I inched down, so focused that when a slimy set of fingers grabbed hold of my ankle, I uttered a piercing shriek and kicked.

      Surprisingly, my foot connected. I jerked free and reversed direction, climbing up instead of down, wanting to get out of reach.

      Only when I’d reached the second floor once more did I dare a peek down. I cringed as the zombie who’d grabbed me, their unhinged jaw hanging lopsided, stood below, hand in the air, grasping. Of more concern, the zombies converged below, attempting to bust into my house.

      Dagnabbit. Now what? I appeared stuck.

      Which was when he appeared.

      The man in the long leather duster stepped onto the curb, mighty sword in hand. The blade of it gleamed as he swung. One head flew over the holly bush. Another over the bonsai I’d been playing with. The third and fourth were caught by my tiger lilies.

      After that I stopped paying attention because I’d heard an ominous creak. Vinny rustled in warning.

      “I am not fat,” I muttered as I did my best to disperse my weight. Ping. A screw loosened on a bracket.

      The agitation of my ivy increased.

      “I know. I know. I need to get down. Give me a second.” I peeked down to see if my path was clear. Leather Duster stood below me, sword tip down in the dirt. More worrisome, he appeared to be waiting for me.

      Maybe I should return to the spare bedroom and hope for the best.

      Crack! The gutter broke.

      As I fell, my head hysterically sang, And down will come Mindy, drainpipe and all.
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      I half expected to hit the ground. Would I lose my head or a limb to the freaky dude in the gunslinger’s coat? Despite holding a sword in one hand, he caught me! One armed, I should add, and he didn’t even stagger.

      Showoff.

      I cracked open one eye and croaked, “Am I alive?”

      “You tell me,” he drawled.

      “Do dead people piss themselves?” Because I came pretty damned close.

      “You’re not dead.” He set me on my feet. The arm he’d managed to wrap around me was thick like the rest of him.

      “Well, that’s good to know,” I quipped, taking a step away to stare into a partially masked face that revealed nothing but the clearest blue eyes I’d ever seen. “Who are you?”

      “No one.” He glanced away from me to the front door. “Are there more in the house?”

      “No idea. I left when they decided they were coming in. They infested the backyard, too.”

      Without a word or semblance of asking permission, he entered my home. Vinny didn’t try to block his path but rather kept his vines tight to the trellis. Given the sharp sword Mr. Catch-Me-One-Armed carried? Probably smart thinking.

      I hugged myself as I glanced around. There were five headless corpses in my front yard and spilling into the neighbor’s. Good news, no blood. The bad…

      How would I explain this to the police? I had no doubt someone had called, probably even recorded the fight, and now I stood amidst the carnage. The proof of my fear came in the sudden eruption of sirens in the distance. Wouldn’t be long before I was trying to explain how all these people came to be headless on my lawn.

      Then again, it wasn’t me who wielded the sword. As if thinking conjured Mr. Let-Me-at-Them, he emerged from my house. He stalked toward me, coat flaring, giving off a strong gunslinger vibe, but the sword in his hand made him more of a bad-boy knight.

      Given the expression on his face, I half expected him to keep on walking past, but he halted and frowned at me.

      When he said nothing, I fidgeted and mumbled, “Did you find any, uh, things?” Calling them zombies with Annie was one thing, but with this stranger, I hesitated.

      “Too many. Who are you?” he asked.

      “Mindy and you are?” I held out my hand.

      “No one. Why did they come for you?”

      “Because I make the best cupcakes in town?”

      “They don’t eat.”

      “Then I have no idea.” I shrugged.

      “There must be a reason.” His head turned as the sirens grew decidedly louder. Without another word, he strode toward the road.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Away.”

      “And leaving me with this mess? I don’t think so. The police are going to want to talk to you.”

      “Not interested.” He kept walking.

      I darted to stand in front of him and waved a hand at my front yard. “You can’t take off. How am I supposed to explain all these decapitated bodies?”

      “You won’t.” His non-reply as he strode past me.

      I might have chased him down, only lights came on in the neighbor’s house. What was I going to do? How could I keep myself from getting arrested?

      Mr. Leroy emerged in a bathrobe and slippers, his gray hair standing in spikes. He shook a finger. “Evil witch.”

      At least once a week he harangued me about my service as a witch to Mother Earth. Made no bones about the fact he wanted me to move. Unfortunately for him, I liked my place. I’m sure he’d been giddy when he saw the commotion at my place. Probably thought he could finally rid himself of me.

      Not today he wouldn’t.

      “Hello, Mr. Leroy.” I waved and smiled.

      I got a scowl in reply. “Your friend. He murders. I saw him.”

      “Yeah. So about that…” As I struggled for an excuse, my gaze fell to the ground and the empty moss. No body lay upon it. Had it risen and walked away? Without a head, that seemed unlikely.

      It occurred to me, as I looked around, that there wasn’t a single corpse left. Nor any craniums.

      Well hot fudge on a caramel sundae. That was excellent news. Even as I had no idea what it meant.

      I turned a bright smile on Mr. Leroy. “That wasn’t real, Mr
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