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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Tooth Fairy Tale

          

        

      

    

    
      It was my first fancy date with Matt, at a place so upscale that he wore his only sport coat and parked his beat-up pickup truck a block away so the valet service wouldn’t see it.

      I had just been served my appetizer of escargot when my phone rang. It was the organization devoted to creatures even stranger than buttered snails: the Friends of Cryptids Society of the Americas. I sent the call to voicemail.

      As we ate and sipped our expensive wine, my phone kept buzzing from calls and texts.

      “Why are you frowning?” Matt asked. The night was so special, he had even trimmed his beard and shaved his neck. I felt honored.

      “The Society is bugging me about something. I don’t want them to ruin this evening.”

      Matt’s phone buzzed. As a reporter, he never ignored his phone, in case a story lead came in. He shrugged sheepishly and glanced at the screen.

      “The Society texted me,” he said. “I didn’t think they had my number. They want you to call them right away because of an emergency.”

      “Really? I’m so sick of them.”

      My phone buzzed again. I sighed and answered it.

      “We’ve been alerted that a crested mouth sprite has been killed, and we need to collect evidence,” Mrs. Lupis said. “The crested mouth sprite is exceedingly rare, and we’ve never examined one, alive or dead.”

      “A crested what?”

      “Mouth sprite. Otherwise known as a tooth fairy. We need you to collect the remains so we can do a necropsy. As a nurse for supernaturals, you’re perfect for the job.”

      “Where is it?”

      “In a home in Jellyfish Beach. A father apparently shot the creature while it was about to take his child’s tooth.”

      “How do you know this?” I asked.

      “We have our methods.”

      “I can’t just barge into a stranger’s house.”

      “You will, and you must hurry. The police have already arrived after a neighbor reported the shotgun blast. As far as the Society is concerned, this is a murder, even if the police don’t believe so.”

      “But I’m a nurse and a botanica owner. They won’t let me take evidence.”

      “You are now unofficially an agent of the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission.”

      “How am I supposed to⁠—”

      “Excuse me, madam,” said the restaurant manager, who had suddenly appeared at the table. “This is for you.”

      He handed me an envelope. Inside was a badge for the FWC.

      “How do you do this stuff?” I asked Mrs. Lupis.

      “I told you we have our methods. Please go to the home at 12 Barnacle Way immediately. We’ve paid for your dinner for you.”

      The server appeared with takeout boxes containing the entrees we had ordered but hadn’t been served.

      “Your bill has been settled,” she said haughtily. “Including a very minimal gratuity.”

      Matt pulled out some bills and dropped them on the table as we left. I wasn’t surprised my Society handlers had under-tipped; they weren’t fully dialed in on human etiquette.
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      The home was in a middle-class neighborhood with lots of cars parked in driveways, because Florida homes lack basements, and garages are used to store everything except cars.

      A patrol car was parked on the street in front of the address Mrs. Lupis gave me, a home where one of the cars in the driveway sat atop concrete blocks instead of wheels, and crab traps were piled in the side yard. It was obviously a neighborhood without an HOA.

      Matt pushed through the front door that had been left ajar, with me right behind. Our plan was for him to distract everyone with a reporter’s questions while I found and collected the sprite’s remains.

      “I’ll have to cite you for reckless discharge of a firearm indoors and endangering a minor,” the officer said, a young woman who stared at the homeowner with an expression that said she wanted to discharge her own firearm at him.

      The homeowner was a tall, shirtless, inebriated man with greasy hair, a potbelly, and a shotgun cradled in his arms.

      “I told you I had to kill a bat in my son’s room,” he said in a surly Southern accent.

      “You could have called critter control instead of shooting it in your son’s bedroom while he was sleeping.”

      “It coulda been a vampire bat.”

      “It was the tooth fairy,” said a six-year-old boy with a mullet haircut who popped up from a chair in front of the TV. “Now, I won’t get my money.”

      “There’s no such thing as the—” the father said before stopping himself. “The fairy will come back, and you’ll get yer money.”

      I flashed my brand-new FWC badge at the cop and headed for the bedrooms.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” she asked me.

      “I have to check the bat carcass. There’s been an outbreak of rabies.”

      “See?” the father said. “That thing coulda bitten my son. I’m a hero, in fact.”

      “You didn’t have to shoot it with a twelve-gauge shotgun,” Matt said.

      “You mind yer own business, you little twerp. Who are you, anyway?”

      “I’m a reporter for The Jellyfish Beach Journal.”

      I entered a bedroom with posters and toys that indicated it was the boy’s. On the far wall, dangerously close to the bed, was a wide circle of destroyed drywall peppered with tiny holes from shotgun pellets.

      On the floor beneath the damage was a crumpled pair of wings that looked more like those of a giant butterfly than a bat. At first, I thought the sprite might have escaped, losing only her wings. But nearby, beneath the nightstand, was the corpse.

      The deceased sprite had a humanoid body about a foot and a half tall. Her head was disproportionally large, but she was nevertheless beautiful, even with her wounds. The hair in the center of her head, from forehead to neck, stood straight up like a Mohawk haircut—hence the word “crested” in the species’ name.

      The poor thing must have crawled under the nightstand before dying, which was fortunate, because the father and the police officer apparently hadn’t seen her.

      I took photos of her and the wall. Then, carefully, I gathered her body and placed it in the shopping bag that had previously held my to-go box from the restaurant. I added the gossamer wings.

      As I left the bedroom, the father and Matt were shouting at each other in the living room.

      “You have no right to judge me, you little commie!” the man shouted in Matt’s face. Matt flinched from the spittle and booze-breath that flew at him.

      “I know all about you,” Matt shouted back. “You’ve been arrested for firearm violations before. And you’ve been busted for fishing and crabbing out of season. What kind of father would fire a shotgun when his child was in his bed only feet away? The state should take your child away from you.”

      The drunken father lurched toward Matt and was about to take a swing when the officer stepped in between them. She deftly seized the punching arm and got him into some kind of hold.

      “You desist right now or I’m taking you to jail!” she shouted at him.

      The man went limp. He was outclassed and in the wrong.

      “I’ll know all about you, too,” the man said to Matt with a sneer. “This is a small town. I know now where you work, and I’ll find out where you live. I’ll be coming for you.”

      “Rosen, you and your FWC friend need to get out of here to deescalate this situation.”

      Matt nodded, and I ushered him to the front door, eager to leave.

      “Wait, ma’am, what do you have in that bag?”

      “A dead bat that might have rabies,” I replied. “You can have it after we test it.”

      “Um, I don’t want to get in trouble losing evidence, in case we charge this guy with something.”

      “I didn’t do nothing,” he grumbled.

      “All the evidence you need is the hole in the drywall,” I said.

      “Give me your name and number, just in case.”

      I obliged, and then we left.

      “Why did you let that guy get under your skin so much?” I asked Matt, as he drove us away from the house.

      “He’s a drunken idiot.”

      “There seemed more to it than that.”

      Matt was silent for a long while. I glanced at him, the light from the streetlamps we passed streaking across his face, and didn’t think he was going to answer. Finally, he did.

      “Kids shouldn’t die from guns. Period. Aside from the mass shootings, I’ve always felt a lot of sympathy for those kids you hear about who are killed on the street or in their homes from random gunfire. Not from some twisted sickos, but from careless idiots.”

      “Like the guy tonight.”

      “Right.”

      He went silent again, and I had the instinct not to speak, in case he had something else to say. He did.

      “Remember, I told you my younger brother died when he was young? I never said exactly how.”

      “Was he shot?”

      “Yeah. We grew up around here, where we don’t have to worry about violent gangs. Nope, just about drunken morons with guns. It was on New Year’s Eve, at a backyard barbecue a neighbor had with tons of people. At midnight, we kids set off firecrackers. But some of the adults fired their guns into the sky. Stupid, stupid thing to do. You know how gravity works. What goes up must come down.”

      “Oh no,” I whispered.

      “Yeah. Jimmy was hit by a bullet in the top of his head. He lasted in the hospital for four days before he passed.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said. I squeezed his arm and kissed his cheek.

      “Sorry to ruin our date night.”

      “You didn’t ruin it! The Society did.”

      “No, that drunken bonehead with the shotgun did.”
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      When Matt dropped me off at home, my Society handlers were waiting on my front porch.

      “Do you have the specimen in that bag?” Mr. Lopez asked.

      “I do.”

      “Good. You always seem to forget to photograph the cryptids you encounter.”

      “I have the body, and I took pictures of the scene, too.”

      “Excellent.”

      “What kind of weapon was used?” Mrs. Lupis asked.

      “A shotgun. I hate to say it, but if you wanted to take down a flying sprite, that’s probably the best gun choice.”

      My handlers frowned. Even they realized my words had been in poor taste.

      “We’ll inform you of the results of the necropsy.”

      “Thank you. But I was wondering why you’ve never examined a sprite before.”

      “They play hard to get,” Mr. Lopez said.

      “Sprites are extremely shy,” said his partner, “and have the ability to fool your senses so you can’t see or hear them if they don’t want you to. It’s a pity that this one let her guard down.”

      “But what are they?”

      “The sprite species is part of the Nymph genus and the Fae family,” Mr. Lopez said. “But you knew that.”

      “Of course,” I lied.

      “In folklore, they’re described similarly to elves and faeries,” Mrs. Lupis added. “But sprites don’t come into contact with humans as much as those other species. Sprites are much more attached to nature—such as water sprites and meadow sprites—or to the elements. Crested mouth sprites are an exception, because of their need for human teeth.”

      “I see.”

      “It took the Society decades before we realized that they’re the basis for the tooth-fairy legend.”

      “What do they do with the teeth they take?”

      “They don’t actually take them anymore, since parents do that nowadays, and kids want to be paid in the local currency.”

      “They handle the teeth before the human parents show up to take them,” Mr. Lopez added. “We’re not entirely sure why the sprites do this, except that it involves harvesting energy for their innate magic. It’s too bad this sprite didn’t use her magic to protect herself. I suppose crested mouth sprites don’t normally get attacked by parents. Especially not with shotguns.”

      With the Friends of Cryptids Society, I learned something new every day.

      I went to bed mourning the little creature I had removed from the child’s bedroom. And I dreamed of it flying above the suburbs with its colorful butterfly wings. Gunfire erupted from a backyard far below, but the sprite’s magic kept it safe.

      My dream was happy but was interrupted by my phone ringing.

      “Someone just shot up my house!” Matt said breathlessly.

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah. They shot through my bedroom and living room windows, then burned rubber out of here. I’ll bet you anything it was the father we saw tonight. Jerome Puttle. I know it was him.”

      “Did you see the car?”

      “No. I was afraid to stand up. I could have been killed!”

      “Did you call the police?”

      “Of course I called the police! They’re on the way. But they’re not going to be able to catch the guy unless they can enhance the video from my doorbell camera. You can see the car go by, but you can’t really make out the license plate. Still, I know it was Puttle.”

      “Don’t do anything rash.”

      “Since when do I act rashly?”

      “All the time.”

      “Okay, Missy, I’ll be very careful and deliberate. But I’m going to make sure that idiot never endangers anyone again.”

      Matt had his skills and platform as a journalist to get revenge on Puttle, if he kept a grudge against him. The power of the press was Matt’s weapon of choice.
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      I kept an eye on him for the next few days, not wanting him to do any of the hotheaded things he could have in response to the drive-by shooting. All seemed quiet until last night when the local news ran a story about a crabber who had been reported missing. Park authorities reported his boat trailer had been left overnight near the Port Inferno boat ramp, which not only wasn’t allowed, but meant he’d not returned after a day on the water. Authorities found his boat anchored near the inlet with no one aboard. It was assumed he fell overboard, and a massive search operation took place.

      In a panicked text from Matt this morning, he told me it wasn’t until someone thought to check on the man’s submerged crab traps that they found the body crammed inside a trap near his boat.

      The man was Jerome Puttle.
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      “I don’t know how the heck they squeezed him into the trap,” said a toothless old man at the boat ramp to no one in particular.

      The ramp was busy with first responders, the media, and curious onlookers. Matt paced back and forth nervously while the medical examiner’s team wheeled the crab trap covered with a tarp into the back of a van.

      “They can’t get him out,” the old man continued. He had noticed that I was listening to him, so he seized upon me to be his audience. “They’re gonna have to cut through the wire.”

      I assumed the trap was like the others stacked on the deck at the stern of the boat, which was tied up at the ramp’s pier and cordoned off with yellow crime-scene tape. The traps were rectangular and made of heavy wire mesh, with an opening on one end and a bait basket in the middle.

      It did look rather improbable that a man could fit inside the trap, but according to the authorities, he had.

      “See that guy pacing back and forth like he has to go to the bathroom?” the old man asked, pointing at Matt. “He was on a paddleboard next to the empty boat when it was anchored out yonder.”

      I nodded, not mentioning that I knew him.

      “I was collecting my own traps nearby and motored over,” the man continued. “The guy asked me if I’d seen the owner of the boat. I told him it belongs to Jerome Puttle, who always raids my traps. I noticed one of Puttle’s buoys floating among mine, in my territory, so I went to pull up the trap. Too heavy. Thought it was snagged on the bottom, so I asked the nervous guy to help me. He got on my boat, we pulled on the rope, and finally got the trap to the surface. Puttle was inside.”

      This did not look good for Matt. The officer at Puttle’s home the other night had witnessed Matt arguing with Puttle. Then, Matt made a police report blaming Puttle for shooting at his bungalow. What was Matt doing paddleboarding to the victim’s boat? I walked over to him and joined his pacing.

      “This does not look good for me,” he said.

      “You think? Why were you at his boat?”

      “I didn’t know it was his. I was just fishing from my paddleboard this morning. I come here often because the fishing’s good, and it’s a nice park with easy access to the water. When I saw the unoccupied boat anchored in a busy traffic area, I remembered reports about a fisherman who’d gone missing, so I paddled over to take a look.”

      “Look, my two favorite people,” said a woman behind us.

      It was Detective Cindy Shortle, the smarter of the department’s two detectives, but the least experienced.

      “Mr. Rosen, how convenient for you to remain at the crime scene.”

      “What do you mean?” The blood draining from his face told me he knew exactly what she meant.

      “Officer Bird was telling me about you.” She pointed to the cop from the other night who was now speaking with a civilian on the opposite side of the ramp. “She said you knew the victim.”

      “I’ve reported on some of his brushes with the law. And I was there on the night he fired a shotgun in his kid’s bedroom.”

      “You had some heated words with him.”

      “Yeah. I was angry that he had been so reckless.”

      “And you reported shots were fired at your bungalow.”

      “Not ‘at.’ They were fired into my place.”

      “You claimed Mr. Puttle did it.”

      “Yeah. Wouldn’t you think he did it after our ‘heated words’? Besides, I did some research, and he owns a car that looks like the model seen on my doorbell camera. I gave the video to you guys.”

      “Why were you here this morning? Isn’t this a bit off your home turf?”

      “I frequently paddleboard here. Launching is easy next to the ramp, and the fishing is awesome.” He gave her the same story he had told me.

      “I see.” She turned away as someone at the ramp attracted her attention. “Don’t leave town, Rosen. We might need to chat a little more.”

      “This does not look good for me,” Matt said to me again after Shortle had left. “Out on the water, there are no surveillance cameras. All I have is my word that I had nothing to do with killing Puttle.”

      “How did he die? Was he shot before he was put in the crab trap?”

      “From what I overheard from the first responders, he drowned. Someone stuffed him into the trap while he was alive.”

      “No offense, but you don’t seem strong enough to stuff a large man into a crab trap . . . but you’re still strong enough to be attractive,” I added quickly.

      Matt sighed. “I don’t believe the police will factor in my strength or lack thereof.”

      “Maybe you should get a lawyer. Just in case.”

      “Yeah. I can talk to the newspaper’s attorney. She won’t be able to help me with my situation, but she can refer me to someone.”

      “I know an excellent attorney.”

      “I don’t want a werewolf for an attorney.”

      “Paul is good,” I said defensively. “Who cares about his lycanthropy? As we’ve learned, tons of successful business owners in this town are werewolves.”

      “I’ll think about it,” he grumbled, engrossed in his worries.

      “You’ll be fine. A guy like Jerome Puttle would’ve had a lot of enemies. I’m sure a more likely suspect will turn up.”
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      I should have known that I would end up involved in finding said suspect, and that I would be steered toward finding one who wasn’t human.

      “You really think it was a revenge killing?” I asked Mrs. Lupis and Mr. Lopez, who had turned up in their matching gray suits at my front door unexpectedly that evening, as they so often did.

      “It could be,” replied Mr. Lopez. “We know little about crested mouth sprites, but the Fae family of creatures can be quite violent, as you know.”

      “We believe they have some sort of governing structure, even if it’s simply clan leaders,” Mrs. Lupis said. “Another sprite will be allowed to take over the territory of the dead one. After all, children will continue to lose their baby teeth.”

      “That’s where you come in,” her partner said. “You need to make contact with the new sprite around here.”

      “And do what?” I asked, though I feared the answer.

      “Find out if he or she killed this human. Or knows who did.”

      “He or she? I thought tooth fairies were female.”

      “They can be of either gender,” said Mrs. Lupis. “This species is involved only in dental matters, and the males have to work, too.”

      “How am I supposed to find a crested mouth sprite?”

      Mr. Lopez looked at me like he thought I was joking.

      “Follow the teeth,” he said. “What else? Some crested mouth sprites are believed to visit dentist offices, but the best way to find one is to follow the ancient tradition of placing fallen baby teeth under pillows.”

      “Well, you make it sound so easy that I have to ask why you guys haven’t found more mouth sprites.”

      “It’s not so easy. That’s why we need you.”

      “We already told you sprites can trick humans’ eyesight to make themselves invisible,” Mrs. Lupis explained. “As a witch, though, you can block their magic.”

      “And block the sprite from sensing you,” added Mr. Lopez. “Do you know any children who just lost a tooth?”

      “Um, no.”

      “Well, find one. Soon.”

      “Kids don’t drop teeth every day like hens lay eggs, you know.”

      “I suggest, then, that you carry a pair of pliers.”

      My two handlers showed themselves to the door without so much as a goodbye.
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      Being childless myself, and in my forties, I didn’t exactly hang out with young mothers. Nor did I spend time on mommy social media. In fact, not being part of a large family meant I didn’t have nieces or nephews.

      And to be perfectly honest, being a witch who worked in a botanica and as a part-time nurse for vampires and werewolves, I wasn’t the kind of person you’d want your young children to be around.

      But my business partner, Luisa, had a large extended family. I was pretty sure she had nieces and nephews who were of tooth-shedding age. I asked her about them at work the next day.

      “Jorge lost a tooth last week,” she told me.

      I perked up. “That’s excellent! When is the next one coming out?”

      “How should I know? I’ll ask my sister.”

      “If he has any that are beginning to come loose, can you ask her to speed up the process?”

      “What are you talking about? You want her to pull her son’s tooth?”

      “No. Just maybe wiggle it a bit now and then. Do we sell any potions that make teeth fall out?”

      “No, we don’t. I don’t know about those nuts at the Society,” Luisa said. “They’re becoming more and more unreasonable.”

      The bell above the door rang, and in came Madame Tibodet with her zombie brother, Carl.

      Another reason I don’t know many kids: who wants to bring their children to a store where a zombie wanders around?

      “How can I help you, my dear?” Luisa asked the voodoo priestess.

      “I need another box of dried chicken feet,” she replied in her melodic Caribbean accent. “I’ve been going through them so quickly lately. The loas are very demanding.”

      “Do you have any magic that loosens teeth?” I asked her.

      “You know I am a priestess, not a sorceress,” she said, frowning.

      Carl moaned. He had been reanimated against his will by a sorcerer, so he wasn’t a big fan of the profession.

      “My apologies,” I said.

      After the pair left the botanica, I made Luisa promise me she’d alert me the moment Jorge lost a tooth.

      “You need to check in with your sister regularly,” I said. “Boys like to play rough, and a tooth could be knocked out with no warning.”

      “Got it.”

      Luisa stared at me like I was a ghoul.
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      Matt hosted me at his bungalow for dinner as a make-good for our interrupted date the other night. Of course, the setting wasn’t quite as elegant, to put it mildly. His 1920s-era home showed its age, partly because his furniture was almost as old as the structure. Overall, the building appeared to be a Category Two hurricane away from becoming kindling wood.

      The food was good, but not award-winning like the restaurant’s. Matt grilled fresh tuna steaks on his tiny backyard charcoal grill while he drank beer, and I sipped wine.

      The atmosphere also wasn’t as enchanting tonight as it had been before. Matt was too edgy, as he worried about being a suspect in Puttle’s murder.

      “Even if Lupis and Lopez are correct, and another sprite killed Puttle for revenge, we need to find a human suspect,” he said as he watched over the grill. “Obviously, the police can’t pin the murder on a folkloric creature.”

      “So, you want an innocent person to get arrested?”

      “I’m just concerned about this innocent person staying free.” He pointed the spatula at himself. “Puttle could have been involved in drug smuggling, and no one in that world has perfectly clean hands.”

      “We’ve been down this road before with another fisherman,” I said, referring to the commercial fisherman, Raul Rivas, who had run drugs from offshore ships to shore.

      “Think of Puttle as a low-rent version of Rivas. Maybe we should go speak to our favorite drug lord, Mr. Carrascal.”

      “I’d rather not. We’ve also been down the road of environmental extremists, but none of the ones around here have hurt anyone.”

      Matt slid his spatula beneath the tuna steaks and placed them on a platter. Nicely seared on the outside, and, hopefully, rare on the inside.

      “Crabs could be our salvation.”

      “The tuna will be plenty for me.”

      “I mean, crabbers might be behind the murder. It sounded like Puttle was poaching someone else’s crab traps. Those guys are really protective of their crabs.”

      I thought of the toothless guy at the boat ramp. “It seems reasonable.”

      “There’s not a huge crabbing industry around here, unlike other parts of Florida, which would make the competition even more ruthless.”

      “We’ll look into it,” I said, eyeing the steaks on the platter. “But let’s eat first.”

      Even here, behind the bungalow, we could hear the banging on Matt’s front door.

      “I wonder who that could be?” I mused.

      Matt went pale. “Hopefully, just a Jehovah’s Witness.”

      But when we went inside and opened the door, we found Detective Shortle and Officer Bird.

      “Hello, friends!” Shortle said, with fake exuberance. “Got a minute, Rosen?”

      “We were just about to eat,” he said. Holding the platter of tuna added credibility.

      “I just want to ask you a few questions.”

      “Let me guess. About Puttle’s death?”

      “See? We’re on the exact same page. I tell you what, why don’t you be my guest at the station while we talk?”

      “Right here is fine.”

      “Ah, Rosen, it’s just not the same as our cozy interview room.”

      “Yeah, my place isn’t wired to record audio and video of our conversation.”

      “There you go, on the same page again. What do you say? You won’t be gone long, and I’ll bring you right back here.”

      “Am I under arrest?”

      “You would know it if you were under arrest. This is just a voluntary interview.”

      “Meaning I don’t have to volunteer to go?”

      “Yes, but that puts you in a terrible light.”

      “I think I should get a lawyer.”

      “That would make this casual conversation awkward, wouldn’t it? You realize that if you come with me, you’re free to go at any point?”

      “Okay, okay, I’ll go so I can prove to you I wasn’t involved in this crime. And this will be brief, I can assure you.” He turned to me. “Missy, please eat without me. I’ll join you shortly.”

      “I can call Paul for you.”

      “Not tonight. I’m fine.” He leaned over to whisper in my ear. “Don’t worry, I won’t say anything stupid.”

      I watched him get into the back of a patrol car before it backed down the cobblestone driveway to the street. An hour went by before he called me.

      “Can you please pick me up at the station? I walked out of the interview, and it appears that Shortle’s promise of a ride home wasn’t sincere.”

      During the quick trip to the station, I called Paul Leclerc and left a message that we would almost certainly need his services. Right away.
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      Not every mother would allow a witch to hide in her young son’s closet while he slept. Fortunately, Jorge’s mother, Lidia, was accustomed to her older sister’s strange profession as a Santeria priestess who ran a botanica with a witch for a partner. She knew what she was in for when she told her sister that Jorge had just lost another tooth.

      Even luckier, Lidia’s husband was a long-haul trucker who was out of town and wouldn’t barge into the bedroom with a shotgun.

      Jorge thought it was cool for the strange lady to hide in his closet, and I had to keep reminding him to go to sleep and to stop making funny sounds to make me laugh.

      The crested mouth sprite—aka the tooth fairy—would use magic when she arrived to ensure the boy was asleep. She would also direct her magic at me once she discovered I was here, so I cast a protection spell around myself. The spell would also prevent the sprite from sensing my presence before I came out of hiding.

      I didn’t have to wait long in the closet stuffed with toys and outgrown clothing. Crested mouth sprites know that parents perform the teeth-for-money switcheroo before they retire for the evening, so the sprites must get to work shortly after the child is put to bed.

      I got goosebumps along my arms the moment the sprite appeared in the bedroom. I saw her materialize as I gazed through the slightly open closet door.

      Yep, it was a female, and she looked like what you’d expect in a tooth fairy. Unlike the carcass I had collected in the shotgun incident, the creature was manifesting as a beautiful, delicate waif on dragonfly wings. She looked quite a bit like Tinker Bell.

      She flew above Jorge’s head and hovered there while a surge of magic emanated from her, setting off additional goosebumps on my scalp. Jorge’s breathing became deep and steady.

      The sprite dropped to his bed, rummaged beneath the pillow, and pulled out a central incisor. The tooth looked giant in her tiny hands. She gazed at it like it was the Holy Grail, and I sensed an increase of elemental energy in the air.

      The tooth glowed, and so did the sprite. My witchy nature allowed me to feel the power, that she was harvesting from the tooth, growing within her. The sprite even increased in size.

      I discreetly opened the closet door a bit and took photos with my phone. The Society gets mad when I forget to photograph cryptids.

      The sprite returned the tooth beneath the pillow and flapped her wings, hovering once more above Jorge’s sleeping head, looking down upon him fondly.

      I took more pictures.

      Suddenly, the sprite disappeared.

      Just as I was opening the closet door, it slammed shut in my face. Someone was in the closet with me.

      I shined my phone’s flashlight to reveal a woman looming over me, her head poking out between little-boy shirts on hangers.

      “Why are you spying on me?” she asked in a hoarse whisper.

      The sprite had taken on a human form, as the species of the Fae family often do, and it was a frightening one. She was large and muscular, with the face of an old crone. Her fingernails were black and inches long. Primitive tattoos were etched on her face and forehead. The chlorine-like smell of ozone wafted from her and made me claustrophobic in this small space.

      It took a moment for my hyperventilating to slow enough for me to speak. I had to remind myself that I was safe thanks to my protection spell.

      “Oh, hello. My name is Missy Mindle. I represent the Friends of Cryptids Society of the Americas. What’s your name?”

      “Rachel.”

      “Pretty name, but not what I’d expect for a sprite.”

      “What is a cryptid?” She had an accent I couldn’t quite place. I would have expected a tooth fairy to have an English accent, because that’s the universal storybook narrator’s accent here in America. But she sounded more like a tough girl from Chicago.

      “Cryptids are legendary creatures that some people are certain exist, though there is no scientific proof. They include sprites, such as yourself, and various monsters and other supernatural creatures. Our Society catalogs, studies, and protects all of you.”

      “Protect me? Ha! What do you really want with me?” she asked
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