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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The October full moon shone down on the Button Hollow Witchcraft Academy, blessing graduation night. The newest class of witches marched across the stage to collect their hats and brooms, applauded by their families and friends. The administrators and teachers of the academy beamed with pride at the graduates, each of whom was more beautiful than the one before.

      The last witch to receive her hat and broom wasn’t applauded as loudly. In fact, hardly anyone applauded at all. Matilda Greenbottom was not beautiful, and she wasn’t young. Unlike the others, she wasn’t even a hereditary witch. She was a convert, a middle-aged woman who had studied in order to earn her place among the graduates that night. Where the young born witches seemed to coast from day one to graduation, Matilda had fought for every spell, and even though she was being hatted and broomed, she still wasn’t always accurate with her magic. The administrator gave her a smile anyway, but the teacher who fitted her with her hat looked unimpressed.

      “Good luck,” the teacher told her. “You’re going to need it.”

      Graduation was followed by the Midnight Feast, which would in turn be followed by the last stage in the graduation ritual, the assignment of familiars. The Familiar Emporium would be opened when the feast was over, and each beautiful young witch would be assigned the magical companion who would accompany her on her journey into witchhood. There was much excited conversation over dinner about the familiars who waited there, and about what the future held.

      Matilda sat alone and ate her dinner. Nobody talked to her about familiars, and nobody daydreamed about what the future would hold for her. She had no family and no friends at the ceremony, and to make matters worse, the soup had a cream base she didn’t know about until she ate it, and Matilda was lactose intolerant. She excused herself and went home to her bed, unable to continue to the emporium at all.

      It was hardly an auspicious beginning to her witchery career.
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        * * *

      

      After the feast was over, the witches came into the emporium. The familiars stood on their presentation stands, straining to see the faces of the women who would be their bondmates. Charlie’s stand was the very last one in the line, and he knew why. The other familiars - mostly cats - were all far more beautiful than him. He was a purebred Sphynx cat, which meant that he was more or less hairless except for a soft layer of suede-like fur that covered his gray skin. Because he had no ruff like the extraordinary Maine coons and Persians, his ears looked too big for his skull, and he knew he looked like a cross between a bat and a cat. None of that should have mattered in magic, but Charlie had been around this block before.

      Looks always mattered.

      This was the second that he had seen come and go. Charlie had been rejected before, and as the witches came in to examine the available familiars, he could tell that he was about to be rejected again. The young hereditary witches, even the kind ones, looked at him with pity when they saw him and slowly turned away.

      Oksana, the Russian witch who ran the emporium, tried repeatedly to interest the witches in him. He knew that he had the makings of a good familiar. He was able to cast simple spells with his own power, and he was good-hearted and loyal. He tried to make his eyes soft and kitten-like when each witch cast her gaze over him, but they all turned away.

      “This is good kitten,” Oksana told the witches in her heavy accent. “Why you not like him?”

      “It’s not him,” they would respond. “I just really want a cat with more fur.”

      Susannah, the valedictorian of the class and the daughter of the administrator, summed it up most succinctly. “He’s too ugly.”

      Oksana narrowed her eyes. “Okay… but he good kitten. You not always going to be pretty.”

      Susannah laughed. “Of course I am! Magic will see to that, silly! And I can’t be this beautiful and have a familiar that ugly.” She folded her hands. “So tell me which familiar you will assign.”

      “I will give you Mehitabel,” Oksana answered, clearly wishing she had a different selection. “You bond best with her. But I wish I could give you toad.”

      So, Susannah and the beautiful long-haired Mehitabel went away happy, and the other witches and their familiars left as well. When they were all gone, only Charlie and Oksana were left in the emporium.

      /Maybe, / he said, sighing, /maybe I’m just not meant to be a familiar./

      “Nonsense. You good kitten. You see. Tomorrow, your witch will come.”

      Charlie left his presentation stand and crawled into his basket. He covered his head with his blanket and closed his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      When morning came, Matilda was feeling well again, and she went immediately to the emporium. When she saw all the empty presentation stands, she stopped short, her heart sinking in disappointment.

      “Are they all gone?” she asked.

      Oksana was sitting at the window reading a book. “No. One left.”

      Matilda looked around. “Um… Where is she?”

      “He is in his bed in back room. Want me get him for you?”

      The witch tried not to look too excited, but she failed. She wrung her hands, a nervous gesture she had learned from her mother. “Yes, please.”

      “All right. You wait here.”

      Matilda bounced on the balls of her feet, the heels of her black boots bouncing against the floor as she waited in impatient anticipation. Oksana came back into the room with a basket in her arms. There was a blanket covering a moving lump in the middle of the basket, and she could hardly wait to see the creature who would be her companion.

      Oksana put the basket down on the last presentation stand, and Matilda walked over to stand in front of it. She held her breath as Oksana gathered the blanket up and revealed the familiar beneath.

      “Ta-da! This is Charlie!”

      Matilda looked at the grey-skinned, naked cat with the wide eyes and huge ears, and her only response was, “Oh.”

      The familiar looked up at Matilda, and she was acutely aware of her extra pounds, large nose and small, dark eyes.

      /Oh. /

      “There,” Oksana nodded, satisfied. “Good match.”

      Matilda mustered a smile, and Charlie pricked up his ears, his expression friendly and hopeful. “Well,” the witch said, opening her arms. “Would you like to come home with me?”

      /Yes, please. /

      “I know I’m not one of those beautiful, hereditary witches…” she began.

      /I know I’m ugly. /

      His voice was so sad in her head that Matilda winced. “Charlie, you are not ugly. You’re special.”

      /You’re just saying that because I’m your only choice. /

      “I’m your only choice, too,” she said. “But let’s make the most of it. Sometimes things happen for a reason.”

      Oksana nodded. “Good. He good kitten. You see.”

      Matilda put the blanket back over the top of him, tucking him in to keep him warm. He sighed and settled down into his bed. /You can hide me so nobody sees me. /

      “I’m tucking you in because it’s cold out there and I don’t want you to get a chill,” she told him. She stroked his back through the blanket, and he picked up his head to look at her. Matilda smiled gently. “I’m not ashamed of you if you’re not ashamed of me.”

      /I’m not ashamed. /

      Oksana walked them to the door. “Nobody ashamed of anybody. She good witch, Charlie. He good kitten. Good match.”

      Matilda smiled and nodded. Charlie looked up at her, clearly unconvinced. “Good match,” she echoed. “Very good match.”
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        * * *

      

      They went back to Matilda’s house, which was a crooked little cottage on the edge of town. She hadn’t selected the place out of any sort of conscious desire to be witchy; it was just the only property that she could afford. The Academy had given all graduates a cash award based upon their academic performance, and Matilda, who had been strictly middle-of-the-road in terms of ability, hadn’t exactly caught a windfall. She’d been fortunate to find a house at all and wasn’t in any position to turn up her nose at a chimney that had a few too many bends in the metal, or a house whose roof was uneven and sagging in the middle.

      “It’s not much,” she told Charlie, “but it’s home. I hope you’ll be happy here with me.”

      /I’ll be a good familiar for you, / he promised. /I’ll try hard for you./

      Spontaneously, Matilda hugged his basket close, and she kissed his little fuzzy head. “I’ll try hard for you, too.”

      She pulled back and Charlie sat bolt upright, staring at her with his eyes as wide as saucers. Matilda hesitated.

      “I hope that wasn’t too forward.”

      He stared at her in silence, then answered, /Nobody has ever kissed me before. It was.../

      Charlie trailed off, but he rubbed his cheek against her nose, his throat rumbling with a happy purr. Matilda stroked his head, her fingers gentle over his oversized ears.

      “That was nice,” she said, smiling at him.

      /That’s what I was thinking./

      Matilda opened the door and murmured the magical word that lit all the candles and set the hearth alight. Charlie shook himself.

      /I like the feeling of your magic,/ he told her.

      “I’m glad.” She put his basket down near the fire, where he could be warm. She straightened and smiled down at him. “It’s not much, but… welcome home.”

      Charlie looked up at her, and he slowly blinked at her. /I’ve never had a home before. Thank you, Matilda./

      She smiled. “You’re welcome, Charlie. You’re very, very welcome.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      That night, the second night of the October full moon, the graduates assembled in their new Coven. Matilda stood nervously in front of the full-length mirror in her living room, which had an antique wooden frame standing on carved lion’s feet. She braided her frizzy red hair and pinned it into a bun at the back of her neck. With her hair handled, she started fussing with her dress. It was a little snug over the bust, and though she wore a belt with a big brass buckle, she really had no waist to accentuate. The skirt ended well above her ankles, which wasn’t as elegant as a full-length gown would be, but she had to admit it was more practical.

      “What do you think?” she asked Charlie, who was sitting on the arm of the battered sofa beside her. She turned to look at him, and the mirror shuffled to follow her.

      /You look lovely,/ he told her.

      “Witchy enough?”

      /More than witchy enough./ Her familiar nodded, his tail curling around his slender feet. /You look amazing./

      She looked at her reflection and sighed. “I look podgy.”

      /You’re fluffy./

      Matilda laughed. “That’s cute. The actual word is ‘fat.’”

      Charlie shook his head, his bat-like ears flapping. /No. You’re soft and warm and you have an automatic kitten shelf on your chest. I like you./

      She bent down toward him, and he rubbed his cheek against her nose. It was something they’d done several times already, and she suspected it would become a habit for the two of them. If so, she welcomed it.

      “I like you, too.”

      /Now the hat,/ Charlie coached.

      Matilda took a deep breath and situated the black pointy headgear on her red hair.

      /And the broom./

      The mirror followed her into the kitchen, and she turned to face it with the broom in her hand. Charlie jumped down and raced after her, jumping up onto the kitchen table to put a paw on her arm and look at her reflection, too.

      /Magnificent./

      Matilda shook her head. “You’re so sweet. I don’t think I’m magnificent, but I think I can hold my own.”

      /Of course you can,/ Charlie answered, his eyes bright. /You’re my witch. You’re wonderful./

      She stroked his suede-soft skin and shook her head. “How could anybody turn away from you? I think you’re the best familiar in the world.”

      Charlie slow-blinked and purred.

      Matilda put her familiar into his basket and covered him up with the blanket again. The full moon wasn’t visible tonight, since the skies were overcast and a steady drizzle was wetting the world. Matilda didn’t want her little friend to get chilled, and she made a mental note to knit him a sweater or three before winter came in earnest. For his part, Charlie settled down with a contented purr and snuggled under the blanket, ready for the trip to the Coven grounds.

      The Coven was meeting in Hex Park, a community space just off the village green. There were two swing sets, a merry-go-round, two slides and a jungle gym made from railroad ties that had been constructed to look like a castle. The tetherball court would be the location of the Coven meeting, since it was already roughly round in shape, and they could affix their altar flag to the tetherball pole. Matilda expected the gathering to be low-key, because it was hard to take yourself too seriously as a witch when your rituals were being conducted on a playground. She didn’t have a car, so she walked to the park with Charlie’s basket cradled in her arms.

      Matilda and Charlie arrived a few minutes late. The rest of the recent graduates had already assembled, the witches standing in a circle around the tetherball court, facing inward. Their familiars sat in front of them, duplicating their circle. Matilda couldn’t feel any power yet, so they hadn’t actually started the ritual.

      “Whew! Made it,” she told her little familiar. He purred in response.

      She stepped up toward the dirt circle, and Susannah turned around, glaring. “You’re late,” she snapped.

      “Sorry,” Matilda said. “I walked, and these boots are new, and…”

      Susannah turned away again. “We have thirteen members already. We can’t have fourteen. You’ll have to go.”

      Matilda stared at her. “Excuse me?”

      “Thirteen people in a Coven. Not fourteen.”

      Charlie grumbled in his throat. /That’s not nice./

      Mehitabel, Susannah’s new familiar, looked archly at the basket. /Who asked you, you little goblin?/

      Matilda wanted Charlie to fight back, or to hiss, or to do something. Instead, he just ducked his little head under his blanket and hid.

      “You…” She felt her face flush with embarrassment and anger. “You’re not very good people.”

      “And you’re not a very good witch,” Susannah said. “Buh-bye, now.”

      Matilda felt stung. She blinked away the tears in her eyes and said, “Fine. We don’t need you, anyway. Come on, Charlie.”

      As she walked away, she thought she heard Mehitabel laughing.
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        * * *

      

      They returned to the house in silence. Matilda returned Charlie’s basket to its spot beside the fire and made sure he was comfortable before she went and locked the door. She leaned against it, her hand still on the latch, and kicked the door with the toe of her boot.

      /We don’t need them,/ Charlie told her. He pushed the blanket aside and looked out at her, propping his little chin on the edge of the basket. /We can be solitaries./

      “We’re going to have to be solitaries,” she sighed. She put her broom against the wall and took off her hat. She hung it on a peg beside the door.

      /It’s better,/ he said, trying to see the bright side. /If we’re solitary, we don’t have to worry about anybody’s rules or opinions. We can do the kind of magic we want, when we want to do it./

      “I don’t know… We’ll be diminished without a coven behind us.”

      He flicked his ears back. /Nonsense. The kind of magic they want to do - it’s probably all cosmetic and romantic. Not valid for a witch with a serious mind, like you./

      She sat down on the floor beside his basket and started stroking his soft skin. “You’re trying to cheer me up.”

      /Maybe,/ he allowed. He looked up at her. /Is it working?/

      Matilda chuckled. “It’s working.”

      /Good. Now let’s steam some milk. You can have it in hot chocolate, and I’ll have it in a bowl, and we’ll relax and plan how we’re going to be major magic users without them./

      She laughed. “You’re feisty.”

      /When the occasion calls for it./ He climbed out of the basket and into her lap. /We’ll be fine. They’re the ones who’ll be sorry./

      “I don’t want anybody to be sorry,” she told him. “Not even a bunch of mean girls in pointy hats.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Matilda and Charlie went out to explore the town. It was a warm autumn day, but to be safe, Matilda had pinned Charlie’s blanket around his shoulders like a cloak. An old diaper pin with a plastic duckie held the fabric closed, and he trotted along beside her, trailing his blanket behind him through the leaves. Its weight prevented him from carrying his tail high with happiness, as he would have done, but the way the blanket collected leaves and sticks and rustled when they walked more than made up for that detraction.

      /Where are we going?/ he asked, looking up at her with his eyes bright.

      “We’re going to get some supplies at Sybile’s Sundry Shop, and then we’ll swing ‘round the craft store.”

      /Well, this is exciting. I’ve never shopped for sundries before./ He trotted a few paces ahead, then stopped. /What are sundries?/

      “What the ever-loving hell is that?”

      A rude male voice interrupted their morning constitutional. Matilda swept Charlie up in her arms protectively, and he held on tight, his claws in her jacket. A man whose handsome face was twisted with an unpleasant sneer approached them. He was dressed all in black, with a trench coat over his suit. There was a strange lump beneath the coat, and Matilda wondered if he was injured.

      “This is my familiar,” she answered. “Please don’t say anything mean to him. He’s sensitive.”

      He admitted, /I am./

      The man laughed in her face. “Your familiar? And I suppose that means you think you’re a witch?”

      Matilda frowned. “Everyone on this side of the river is a witch, sir.”

      “Not everyone.”

      “Yes, sir. Everyone.”

      He crossed his arms, peering at Charlie. The little familiar looked back, his chin raised defiantly. “I suppose that all depends upon whom you ask. Did you graduate from the Academy?”

      “Yes,” Matilda said proudly. “Just this weekend, actually.”

      The man snorted. “They’ve let their standards slip.”

      /Now, see here!/ Charlie yowled at him. /Don’t insult my witch when she’s been kind to you!/

      “Who are you, sir?” Matilda asked, holding Charlie more firmly.

      “My name is Xander Melrose. You might have heard of me.”

      “I haven’t.”

      Xander looked surprised. “Then their perfidy goes deeper than I thought.”

      “Whose?”

      /Perfidy?/ Charlie put his ears back. /What does that mean?/

      “Ask your former administrator about me,” Xander answered. He glared at Matilda, and it seemed he was getting angrier by the second. “I cannot believe they let the likes of you graduate when I…”

      He stopped speaking and turned to face a trio of young witches approaching. Their lustrous hair fell in waves down their backs, and their hourglass figures were identical and alluring. Each of them was dressed in tight clothing that revealed their cleavage and their legs, and they were accompanied by familiars of similar flash and beauty. Susannah was in the lead, Mehitabel walking ahead of her with a sparkling purple witch’s hat upon her furry head.

      “And here we have the belles of all the balls,” Xander mocked. “All so beautiful, and all so much the same. Don’t you realize that when you all cast the same spells for perfect hair and perfect bodies you end up looking like the products of a doll factory? You blend together. So much for your ambitions.”

      Susannah tossed her blonde hair, and the other girls tossed theirs, too. They raised their pert chins in matching poses of defiance, their hands on the swelling of their hips.

      “Xander!” Susannah spat. “Who said you could set foot back in Button Hollow?”

      “Who said I had to ask permission?”

      “My mother.” Susannah looked at Matilda and Charlie. “And I should have known you’d be keeping company with these freaks.”

      Charlie extended a hairless paw. /He’s not with us./

      Xander looked at Matilda. “We’ve only just met on the street. I don’t even know this poor unfortunate soul’s name.”

      “Matilda Greenbottom,” she supplied politely. Susannah’s dark-haired lieutenant rolled her eyes, and so did Susannah and the third witch, whose flame-red hair was the same flame-red as most every other witch on campus.

      “My mother told you to leave Button Hollow,” Susannah informed him. “Why are you back?”

      Xander stood tall, facing down the three identical beauties before him. “I’m back because I’m not finished with your mother, or with her precious school.”

      Matilda stepped between them. “Please… don’t fight or argue. We just want to go to the store.”

      “Then go to the store, you miserable cow,” Susannah’s red-haired friend spat. “Make sure you buy plenty of sugar and soda. You have a weight problem to maintain.”

      Charlie glared at her. /You only wish your kitten shelf was as comfortable as Matilda’s./

      “Charlie, that’s all right.” She gathered up his cloak and tucked it under her arm. “We just want to live our lives the best way we know how. Mr. Melrose, I don’t know what these girls have done, but I doubt…”

      “What we’ve done?” Susannah asked. Her scarlet lips parted around the unpleasant words. “We only told him he didn’t belong at the Academy, just like we should have told you the same.”

      “Well, you didn’t tell me that, and I graduated, and now I need to go to the store. Excuse me.”

      The brunette laughed at Matilda’s back. “Running away?”

      Matilda sighed and turned back to face her. “No. I’m simply too old for this kind of playground nonsense. We all are.” She looked at Xander. “And if I could offer you a word of advice, it’s this: these girls are never going to change. That’s the point of their magic. They want to be the same as one another, and to stay the same for their entire lives.”

      “Don’t speak for us,” Susannah pouted. Her friends pouted, too.

      Xander laughed. “Your mother denied me a magical education, and now she’ll pay the price. Tell her that.”

      Susannah tossed her head again. Her hair glistened in the sunlight. “I’ll do no such thing.”

      Matilda turned and walked away. Charlie shifted so he could look over her shoulder at the witches’ confrontation, curious and wary.

      The ground rumbled, and Matilda almost lost her balance. Charlie announced, /He’s left./

      “Good. I don’t think I liked him.”

      /He certainly didn’t like the witches./

      “No. He didn’t.”

      Charlie settled back down into her arms. /I don’t like them very much, either. They’re very mean./

      “That they are, but they’re also very young. They’ll learn that there’s more to life than physical perfection.”

      /Is there?/

      “I sincerely hope so.”

      They walked in silence for a few moments longer, until they passed the fountain in the center of town with its oversized cauldron and its statue of three perfect witches standing around it. Matilda glanced up at the carved faces and sighed.

      /He was mostly talk, wasn’t he?/ Charlie commented.

      “Let’s hope so. I suspect that he’ll be back, and probably with a monologue.”

      /I hope not./ He mused, /But then, he did like to talk. He probably does have more that he wants to say./

      Matilda turned left and walked down a side street toward the mundane side of town, called Button Landing. “I actually hope he does,” she told her familiar. “The longer he prattles on, the less time he has for casting spells.”

      /He had a bat under his coat./

      She blinked at the nonsequitur. “That’s… odd.”

      /His familiar. And bats don’t like the sun. They sleep during the day./

      “How did you know he had a bat? I saw a lump, but…”

      /Familiars always know each other,/ Charlie told her proudly. /Even the new ones./

      “Is his familiar new?”

      Charlie licked his paw and ran it over his face. /No. They’ve been together for a while, I think. Their power is very well melded./

      She bought a ticket for the ferry to Button Landing and sat on the bench to wait. “What about our power? Is it well melded?”

      /Not yet./ He rubbed his cheek on her chin. /But it will be./

      Matilda smiled and stroked him under the blanket, feeling his warmth and the softness of his suede-like skin. He purred appreciatively and curled up on her chest, his paws kneading the soft flesh.

      /You have the best kitten shelf,/ he complimented.

      She kissed his head. “That’s because I have the best kitten.”

      He curled up beneath her chin. /And I have the best witch./

      Matilda sat back, the confrontation in the square forgotten, and cuddled with her familiar. She might not have been the best witch in Button Hollow, but right at this moment, she’d be willing to bet that she was the happiest.

      The ferry came and took them to the other side of the river. The only magically inclined store on this side was Sybile’s Sundry Shop, and even then, its enchantment section was only a very small part of its crafting aisle. Most of the place was simple groceries, which was what brought Matilda there today. She needed cat food, human food and toilet paper, and Sybile’s was the place where she chose to get it.

      She could have gone to one of the stores on the Button Hollow side of the river, but Matilda had been born in Button Landing. Her talent for magic was something she’d smothered for most of her life, until finally she exploded with magical retaliation one night. She’d caught her boyfriend Alex - ex-boyfriend, she reminded herself - having a dinner date at Luigi’s, sharing spaghetti with a beautiful witch from Button Hollow. In her anger, she’d cast an automatic hex on the girl until she was belching tadpoles, and Matilda had been sent to the Academy to learn control. The damage to the restaurant had been minimal, but she’d still lost her job over it. Luigi didn’t like his waitstaff casting magic on his customers.

      She sighed and stroked Charlie’s fuzzy back. /You’re sad,/ her familiar told her. /Why?/

      “Just thinking about people.”

      /They must be mean people, if thinking about them makes you sad./

      “They sort of were.”

      Charlie leaned into her. /If anyone tries to be mean to you now, I’ll scratch them./

      She kissed him, warmed by his willingness to fight for her. “Thank you, sweetie, but don’t do that. You’re so tiny, and people can be so big…”

      /I’ll hex them./

      “Not on this side of the river, you won’t.”

      She walked from the ferry station to Sybile’s store. Her old friend was working at the cash register when she arrived, and Sybile’s face lit up when she saw her.

      “Matilda!” She threw open her arms and danced out from behind the counter. “Look at you! All hatted and caped! And where’s your broom?”

      “I left it at home.”

      The two women embraced, surrounding Charlie in their arms but not crushing him. Sybile looked down at him, the shine in her eyes not at all dimmed by her cataracts.

      “Who is this?”

      “This is Charlie,” Matilda answered proudly. “He’s my familiar.”

      The shopkeeper grinned and ran a hand over his head. “My, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a naked cat before! Did you shave him, or did he come this way?”

      “This is how he is naturally. Isn’t he darling?”

      Charlie purred.

      Sybile grinned. “He’s… fuzzy. And wrinkly.”

      /Thank you./

      “Oh! He talks!”

      The speaking that familiars did was 90% telepathic, and while Matilda had always been prepared for it, she knew that mundanes like her friend were easily startled by other people thinking inside their heads.

      “He’s very intelligent. He’s smarter than many people.”

      “I… well, my goodness!” Sybile pressed a liver-spotted hand to her chest. “The things that magic does! I don’t know that I’ll ever get used to it.” The bell over the door announced the arrival of another customer, and Sybile patted Matilda’s arm. “Well, my dear, I’ll let you get to it while I get back to business. So good to see you!”

      /Lovely to meet you,/ Charlie called after her as she retreated. He looked up at Matilda. /I guess she’s never met a familiar before./

      “Probably not.” She went to get a shopping cart, carefully putting Charlie and his blanket in the kids’ seat. Matilda smiled proudly at a little boy who gaped at her while he clung to his mother’s hand.

      “Mommy,” the child said, “it’s a witch!”

      “Yes, Robbie.”

      “And the ugliest cat I’ve ever seen!”

      “Yes, Robbie,” his mother sighed, embarrassed. She pulled him toward the door. “Come along.”

      Matilda’s proud smile folded in on itself and she gave the kid her witchiest glare. He squeaked and ran after his mother.

      “Sorry about that, sweetie,” she told Charlie.

      /It’s okay,/ he sighed, even though it very much was not. /People always say that about me./

      “That’s just because people are stupid.”

      /You didn’t think much of me when you first saw me, either,/ he said.

      Matilda sighed. “I’m sorry, Charlie. I guess you just weren’t what I was expecting. I’ll wager that I wasn’t quite what you were hoping for, either.”

      /Well.../

      “See?” She shook her head and consulted her shopping list. “We’ll make the best of it. We’re together now, and that’s all that matters.”

      /I agree./

      Charlie rode quietly while they went up and down the rows. Matilda was a methodical shopper, starting in produce and working her way through the store to the milk. When she finally added the last item to the cart and turned back toward the counter, her little familiar looked up at her.

      /I’m glad we’re together,/ he told her. /I see your real face, and it’s the same one as the face you show the world. Other familiars aren’t as lucky./

      She remembered how Susannah and her two friends had looked during freshman year, before they’d gained the ability to cast permanent Glamours. “No, they’re not.”

      /I’m glad that you don’t use Glamours,/ Charlie told her. /I’m glad that you don’t lie to me./

      It had never occurred to her that magically created perfect faces were a form of lying, but now that he’d said that, it made her feel better. She’d never been able to cast those spells, anyway. Her Glamours instructor, Professor Heine, had told her it was because she didn’t have the right spirit. She supposed now that she lacked the intention to lie.

      “So am I, Charlie.” She nodded to herself. She might not be beautiful, but she had a clean conscience. “So am I.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The next afternoon, a young woman from Button Landing came to Matilda’s crooked little house to have her fortune told and to purchase a potion or two. While his witch was otherwise occupied, Charlie stood in front of his water dish and looked down into his reflection.

      /Water, water, oh so still,/ he intoned, /show me those who wish us ill./

      The water responded to his scrying spell with prompt predictability. The surface shimmered, then coalesced into the vision of Susannah and Mehitabel sitting together on a four-poster bed. The young witch was dressed as a normal human, albeit one with an almost endless supply of money for the latest and greatest in all things fashionable. Mehitabel was lying on a thick pillow while Susannah combed her luxurious fur. He looked over his shoulder to confirm that Matilda and her client were otherwise occupied before he turned back to the dish.

      /Water, water, lying near, do more than show. I want to hear./

      He could make out Susannah’s voice, sounding filtered and very far away. Charlie pricked his ears forward and listened intently.

      “I don’t know who he thinks he is, coming back here like that.” Susannah sighed and paused her comb hand. “I mean, he got kicked out for a reason.”

      /He wants to be admitted back into the coven,/ Mehitabel warned.

      “Well, that’s too bad, because he’s not welcome.” She giggled. “He can always make a coven with Matilda.”

      Charlie clawed the image in his bowl, then shook the water from his wet paw. He looked over at Matilda. These other witches didn’t understand how wonderful his witch was, and it burned him that they were so cruel to her. They could say whatever they wanted to say about him - he’d heard it all before, after all - but Matilda was sensitive, and every harsh word hit her like a barb in the heart.

      He should have listened longer. He repeated his spell and resolved to keep his claws to himself this time.

      The conversation continued, and he listened closely, but Susannah had devolved into baby-talking to her beautiful familiar. For her part, Mehitabel lapped up the praise like it was clarified butter. It was stomach-turning, and Charlie released his scrying spell with a sigh.

      Matilda walked her client to the door, and when the mundane woman had left, she turned to Charlie.

      “It almost feels like stealing,” she told him, showing her familiar the cash she had just earned for interpreting a few simple Tarot spreads.

      /It’s only stealing if you lied to her,/ he advised. /And I know you. You’re far too honest to lie./

      Matilda put the money into a tin that had once held tea. Charlie could still catch a whiff of the green aroma of the loose leaves the box had once contained. His witch stoked the fire in the hearth until it crackled. Satisfied, she sat down in her rocking chair and took up her knitting. Charlie respected the runners on rocking chairs the way that mice respected the talons on hawks, so he gave the chair a very wide berth as he came over to join Matilda by the fire. He jumped up into her lap, and she held her knitting up to his side.

      “This purple will look very fetching on you,” she told him.

      /You’re knitting this for me?/

      She smiled. “Of course, silly. It’s a sweater to keep you warm when winter comes. You don’t have a lot of fur the way those other, more pedestrian cats do, so I’m doing what I can to make up the difference.”

      He rubbed his cheek against her hand. /Thank you./

      “You’re very welcome.” She knitted for a while, rocking slowly as she did, and Charlie curled up in her lap. The yarn dangled over the top of him, and it tickled a bit, but soon the repetitive movements of his witch’s hands and the tugging of the purple thread against his side lulled him into sleep.

      When Charlie woke again, it was dark outside, and Matilda had put her work aside. He yawned and stretched, his ears and tail shivering.

      “Good evening,” Matilda greeted.

      /Good evening./

      “I’m glad you’re awake. Now I can stand up and make us some supper.”

      He hopped down and licked his paw before he swiped it over his face to put his whiskers back in order. /What’s for dinner?/

      “I thought perhaps a little creamed herring for you and a grilled ham sandwich for me.” Charlie followed her into the kitchen. Matilda added more water to his dish and looked at him.

      “So... who were you spying on?”

      If Charlie had been human, he would have blushed. /Oh… you saw that, I guess./

      “I guess.”

      He jumped up onto the counter and watched her as she assembled the ingredients for their dinner. /I wanted to know what Susannah was saying./

      “And?”

      He blew a heavy breath out through his nose. /Nothing much. She was talking about someone wanting back into the coven, even though he’d been kicked out./

      “Probably that weird man from town,” Matilda guessed. “Any ideas who he was? Did she say?”

      /No. Mostly she just talked about Mehitabel’s fur./

      He couldn’t keep the sullen tone out of his voice. Matilda put down the bread and picked him up in her arms.

      “Now, I want you to listen to me, little man,” she said firmly. “I don’t care if you’ve got long fur, short fur, fuzz, or green and yellow scales. You are the finest familiar I’ve ever met, and the best I could have imagined. I don’t want you comparing yourself to those other cats, because there’s nothing wrong with you.”

      Charlie leaned into her, pillowing his head against her kitten shelf. /You make me feel like that’s true./

      “It is.”

      A knock on the front door startled them both, and Charlie leaped down from her arms. Matilda went and peeked out the speakeasy door.

      “Yes?”

      “Matilda Greenbottom?” It was the powerful, croaking voice of an older female witch, and Charlie could feel the magic in her words. “Open up. Coven Council.”

      Matilda looked at Charlie, and for the briefest flash, he could see concern in her eyes. She turned back to the door and opened it up.

      “Come in, sisters,” she greeted, stepping aside to allow the three crones to enter the house. The one in the middle, the tallest and thinnest, looked around in disdain. She stopped when she saw Charlie.

      “Oh. You chose him.”

      “We chose each other,” Matilda corrected mildly.

      “I see.” The crone nodded to her sisters, and the three of them stood shoulder to shoulder in a line across the floor, their backsides warmed by fire. “I need to know what your connection is with Xander Melrose.”

      Matilda closed the door and leaned against it. Charlie scampered to her side and jumped up into her arms. “I don’t know that name,” his witch admitted.

      “You were seen talking to him.”

      She raised her chin. “I talk to a lot of people. And as it happens, Susannah spoke to him, too.”

      “She warned him away. You… conversed.”

      Matilda crossed her arms. “I had no idea who he was, and to be honest, I still don’t know. And last I checked, conversation in a public street is not a crime. Now, unless you came about something else, you’re welcome to leave my house.”

      The smallest of the witches sighed. “Xander Melrose is one of the only males to be admitted to the Academy in generations. He has amazing power, but it comes with an equally amazing ego and arrogance. He cheated continually to ensure that he was always number one in all his classes. When he was discovered by Agatha, the administrator, he was expelled.”

      The tallest took up the tale. “He’s never forgiven the school or our covens for casting him out.”

      “Every graduating class forms its own coven,” the middle witch said.

      “I’m aware.”

      “And every graduate is to be a member.”

      Charlie snorted. /Someone needs to tell Susannah that./

      “Susannah knows,” the tallest witch stated flatly. Her hat tipped up, and a toad looked down at Charlie, glaring.

      “You have failed to join the coven,” the middle witch told Matilda disapprovingly.

      “I tried. They wouldn’t let me in.”

      The witches gaped. Finally, the smallest stammered, “B-but Susannah said you never came…”

      /We showed up five minutes late and she told us that the coven was full./ Charlie’s tail flicked with annoyance. /She said that there were already thirteen members. But without counting my witch, there were only twelve other graduates of this class./

      A black rabbit stuck its head out of the smallest witch’s pocket. /Hush, familiar,/ it scolded. /This is witch business./

      /And familiars support their witches in all things,/ Charlie protested. /They lied to keep her out, and now you’re scolding her for something that she didn’t do by choice, and something that isn’t her fault./

      The middle witch nodded. “We will talk with Susannah. But about Xander Melrose - be wary of him. He has darkness in his heart.”

      “I doubt I’ll see him again,” Matilda told them. “He’s not interested in me, and since I’m not allowed to be in the coven…”

      “You must be in the coven.” The tallest witch straightened her hat, concealing her toad familiar once again. “The coven is meeting for the Devil’s Night ceremony, and you should attend. If we must, we will accompany you to ensure that you gain your proper place.”

      “Will you be at the Samhain ball?” The smallest witch tried to smile at Matilda. It made her look like she had a sick stomach.

      “I doubt it,” Matilda answered. “I’m not much for parties.”

      “Too bad.” The tallest witch was clearly lying, but she added, “All of the witches in Button Hollow will be there. It’s tradition.”

      /Maybe we’ll be there,/ Charlie said.

      “Good.”

      The three witches swept out of the house, and when they were gone, Matilda sat back down with her knitting. Charlie jumped back into her lap and curled up, his tail wrapped tightly around himself.

      “That was weird,” Matilda said.

      /Are you going to the coven meeting on Devil’s Night?/

      “I suppose I have to.”

      He sighed. /They’re just going to be mean to you again./

      “I suppose they will.”

      They fell silent, and Matilda kept knitting.
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      Agatha Winterhex was the administrator of the Button Hollow Witchcraft Academy and had been for the last three hundred and sixty-seven years. Susannah was her youngest and last daughter, the requisite seventh daughter of a seventh daughter that she was obligated to produce. In the years to come, Susannah would be required to bear seven daughters, but that was the furthest thing from their minds as they prepared for the Samhain Ball.

      The Witchcraft Academy was festooned with black and orange streamers, specially fireproofed for when the fairy lights were cast and living flames were summoned to illuminate the dance floor. Flying familiars were delivering garlands to the top of the massive chandelier in the ballroom while Agatha observed. Her snake was coiled around her arm, snoozing.

      Susannah stood beside her mother, her arms crossed. She was pouting. “I waited until start time, and that hag didn’t show,” she argued, defending herself. “She was five minutes late, so I filled her spot with a walk-in.”

      “A walk-in?” Agatha clicked her tongue. “That coven is exclusively for graduates of the Academy.”

      “She was late,” Susannah insisted, “and Tiffany has always wanted to be a witch.”

      “Tiffany Welles?” Agatha asked, looking at her daughter in dismay. “You let that bitch into the coven? She’s nothing more than a brewer.”

      “She brews curative potions,” Susannah defended. “It’s a form of witchcraft.”

      “It’s hedgecraft, you mean.” The administrator turned her attention to the students carrying in the chairs that would line the walls. “Expel her and replace her with Greenbottom.”

      “I’m the high priestess of the coven, and I say who’s in and who’s out. Those are your own rules.” She set her jaw and pulled her crossed arms in even more tightly. “So there.”

      Agatha sighed. “You always have been problematic.”

      “Why don’t you just add her to the Lilac Coven? They only have twelve, since you-know-who got expelled.”

      “The Lilac Coven is not seeking new members,” Agatha answered archly. “They get along quite well with twelve.”

      “It’s not a witchy number.”

      “It suffices.”

      Every familiar in the room turned as one to face the doorway. Oksana, the witch who ran the Familiar Emporium, came into the room. Normally she was followed by familiars who hadn’t been claimed by other witches, but today she walked alone. It was a strange sight.

      “Oksana,” Agatha greeted. “What brings you here?”

      “Need permission to get more familiars,” she said. “But first, there’s big problem.”

      “What big problem?”

      Oksana handed her a sales receipt. “From Button Landing pet store. Xander Melrose goes shopping there.”

      “I suppose that’s one place to buy bat food,” Agatha mused. “What do bats even eat, I wonder?”

      “Bugs. But he not buy bugs.” She pointed to the receipt. “He buy aquarium.”

      Susannah rolled her eyes. “So?”

      “So,” Oksana said, glaring at the younger witch, “he planning something. And it big aquarium.”

      “Maybe he’s purchasing fish, or a snake like Abattoir.” Her familiar lifted his scaly head lazily when he heard his name. He determined that he wasn’t being called and went back to sleep.

      “Maybe,” Oksana said, although it was clear from her tone that she really didn’t agree. “Maybe he planning something else.”

      Agatha thrust the receipt back at Oksana. “I am not going to concern myself with purchases of mundane supplies made by a non-witch at a mundane store.”

      “Oh, he witch. He just bad one.”

      A young student witch hurried into the room, her blue robes flapping like giant wings as she ran. “Madam Winterhex! Madam Winterhex!”

      Agatha turned to the newcomer. “Yes? What is it, Ariadne?”

      The girl held out a scroll. “This was delivered by magical courier.”

      The scrolled was sealed with black wax, and a ribbon hanging from it carried a tag that said, Urgent. Agatha took the scroll and broke the seal.

      Almost immediately, a flickering blue image of Xander Melrose appeared before her. He bowed sarcastically.

      “Administrator Winterhex,” he greeted. “I’m sure you’re very surprised to see me again. I’ve been waiting for this moment for four years, ever since you cast me out of your school and replaced me with a hedge witch from Button Landing.”

      Susannah groaned, and Agatha muttered, “Oh, bother.”

      The recording of Melrose continued. “I should have been in the graduating class that just gained its hats and brooms, and you know it. I should have been the high priest of the new coven. You have until Devil’s Night to correct these oversights. Name me a proper graduate of the Academy and place me in charge of the new graduates’ coven, or there will be hell to pay.”

      The flickering image vanished, leaving behind a whiff of sulfur. Oksana coughed and waved her arms, trying to shoo the stinking fumes away.

      Susannah looked at her mother. “You can’t consider this.”

      “I’m not. Even if he were in the right to make demands like that, I do not respond well to ultimatums. Xander Melrose will never be a member of your coven, and he will never be an accredited graduate of this academy.” She turned a hard look onto her daughter. “You will remove Tiffany Welles and add Matilda Greenbottom to your coven, where she should be, by the end of Devil’s Night. If not, then Xander Melrose’s wrath will have nothing on mine.”

      Her daughter pouted again. “I don’t want to.”

      “I don’t care.”

      Oksana chimed in. “Better do it. Not good to make strong witch angry.”

      The youngest witch looked as if she wanted to argue, but she wisely held her silence. Calling Mehitabel to her, she left the ballroom.
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        * * *

      

      The trio of witches from the Coven Council were waiting for Susannah when she returned to her condo. She stopped and stared at them disdainfully, taking in their hooked noses and stringy hair. She would never in a million years allow herself to look so unkempt. She had standards to uphold. Didn’t these old hags know that witches were supposed to be beautiful, with gorgeous hair and hourglass figures, and that they were supposed to wear impractical dresses with long skirts and high slits, or better yet, some sort of elaborately useless leather armor? She shook her head and sighed.

      “Hello, sisters,” she greeted. “What brings you here?”

      “We were told that you prevented Matilda Greenbottom from taking her rightful place in your coven.” The tallest witch’s hat bounced up once, allowing the toad familiar that sat on her head to get a good look at Susannah.

      “There were no places left. Our number was already thirteen.”

      The three looked at one another. The middle of them said, “Most irregular.”

      “Who took the thirteenth spot?”

      “A stand-by hereditary witch from Button Landing.”

      “Like Greenbottom?” the smallest asked.

      Susannah brushed past them and unlocked her door. Mehitabel glowered at the trio as she walked into the condo ahead of them all. “Not at all like Greenbottom. I don’t think she has a drop of the blood.”

      “She’s a full witch.”

      “If you say so.”

      The trio followed Susannah into the living room and stood in a line while the young witch hung up her hat and put her broom into its holder by the door. Susannah ran her hands through her beautiful hair, finger combing the silky locks to that they fell into natural ringlets all the way to her waist - natural by way of magic, of course.

      “You must remove this hereditary witch until she has graduated from the Academy,” the middle member of the Coven Council insisted. “Only graduates of the Academy can be members of covens in Button Hollow.”

      Susannah laughed. “I will decide who’s in my coven and who isn’t!”

      “So you say.” The tallest of them drew herself up. “There are rules that must be followed.”

      “I followed the rules. I just interpreted them, too.”

      “Incorrectly.”

      “Whatever.”

      The smallest member of the Council said, “You are aware that Xander Melrose has returned.”

      “I saw him.”

      “Then you know that an off-balance coven is a weak coven, and if he attacks…”

      Susannah glared at her guests, her fists on her curvaceous hips. “Don’t threaten me. We are strong enough to withstand anything that counterfeit warlock tries to do.” She sniffed. “He never finished his first year at the Academy and we’re all full graduates…”

      “Except for this hereditary witch.”

      “... And we are far more able than him.” She picked up Mehitabel. “Now kindly step out of here. I’ve heard your warning, and I appreciate the concern, but my coven is in no need of your advice.”

      The smallest witch shook her head. “Watch yourself, little girl. As that other saying goes, pride comes before a fall.”

      Mehitabel hissed, and Susannah spoke in a cold voice. “Get. Out.”
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      She didn’t know why she was bothering, but Matilda put special effort into her appearance again. She tamed her red curls and cinched her waist, smoothed her black skirt and put her hat on her head. Beside her, wearing his new purple sweater, Charlie looked on in approval.

      /You look wonderful,/ he encouraged. /They’ll surely let you join the coven this time./

      “It takes more than looks,” she sighed. She looked down at him with a smile. “Although you look very dapper tonight.”

      He stood and arched his back in happiness. /And so warm! I had gotten so used to feeling chilled that I forgot what it was like to be comfortable./

      Matilda picked him up and snuggled him, and he purred loudly. “I’m glad you like it. I’ll make many more for you. You have fur, but it’s just so short… and I got a letter from Oksana today saying that there are special baths you need to have. You didn’t tell me that.”

      Charlie looked sheepish. /I don’t like baths./

      “I’ll figure out a way to do it so it’s not unpleasant.” She turned and looked into the mirror, which shifted its position so she could see her reflection more clearly. “I think we look smashing.”

      /I agree./

      “Well… here goes nothing.”

      She put Charlie into his basket and covered him with a blanket, just in case. He crawled out from under it and kneaded it into a nest, then settled down with a purr. The mirror followed them to the door as they left, and Matilda told it, “We’ll be home in a little while, Specs.”

      The mirror hummed its understanding and settled down to lean against the wall beside the door.

      Matilda and Charlie headed to the park where the coven was supposed to be meeting up for Devil’s Night. There were spells to be worked and pranks to be played, and she hoped that she would not only be allowed into the coven, but that she would also be given a fun assignment.

      The park was strangely absent when she arrived, and Matilda frowned, hugging Charlie’s basket tight. Her little familiar straightened and craned his neck, his bright eyes wide.

      /Something’s wrong,/ he told her.

      “I can tell. I feel…”

      /...magic./

      She walked forward cautiously. The sparkle of recent magic flickered all around the park, but it seemed to be centered on the empty tetherball pole. A glass container sat at its base, and when she came closer, she saw a letter lying on the wire screen top.

      She picked up the letter and read it aloud. “You were warned. Thus ever will it be for the faithless.”

      /They’re newts!/ Charlie exclaimed. /All the witches and all their familiars!/

      Matilda looked into the aquarium in horror. There were indeed thirteen large newts with thirteen smaller ones, all crawling over the top of one another, trying to reach her. The largest newt, bumpy and green with a golden blaze down its back, stretched up one webbed foot toward her in silent supplication. Matilda couldn’t hear anything at all.

      /Are they talking?/

      “I think they’re trying to, but they can’t. They’ve been rendered magicless.” She took a deep breath and looked around. “This has to have been done by that Xander person.”

      /Now what?/

      She tried to pick up the aquarium. It was awkward, but she could manage it… just. “I can carry it, but I’ll have to put your basket on top of it.”

      /That’s all right./ He hesitated. /Do you want me to get a wagon?/

      “You can do that?”

      He sounded embarrassed. /It’s the only thing that I can summon, but I promise you, it’s very helpful./

      Matilda chuckled despite the gravity of their situation. “Yes, Charlie. Please summon a wagon for us. I’ll remember that in the future - I’m sure a wagon will come in very handy in the future.”

      Charlie preened and meowed at length, and then a red metal wagon appeared, standing on thick black tires. Matilda struggled with the aquarium and its newt cargo until she got it safely loaded into the wagon. Charlie hopped back into his basket, and she put him gently on top of it.

      “Here we go.”

      He snuggled down into his blanket nest, and together they took the newts back to their bent little house.
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        * * *

      

      They put the aquarium near the fire where the newts would be warm, but not close enough to cook the unfortunate creatures. She put a shallow dish of water in with them and consulted some of her textbooks to confirm what a newt was supposed to eat. She sat at her kitchen table and pored over the books.

      “Bugs, worms… tiny fishes….” She closed her book. “I don’t have any of those things here.”

      /Oksana might./ He sat at the side of the aquarium, watching the newts closely. Matilda suspected that he was enjoying the sight of Mehitabel reduced to an amphibian after flaunting her feline beauty for so long. /I think we should tell the Administrator./

      “True.” She leaned on her elbow and looked at the little creatures in the glass cage. “One of those newts is Susannah.”

      Charlie let out a sound that could only be called a snicker. Matilda knew she should have scolded him, but in truth, she was enjoying the schadenfreude quite a bit, herself.

      “Let’s go to the Academy and see if Administrator Winterhex will see us,” Matilda said, closing her book. “On the way home, we can check in with Oksana.”

      /I.../ Charlie looked over his shoulder at her, then back at the newts. /I think I should stay here to watch them. I mean, to make sure they don’t drown. They may not be as smart as normal newts./

      Matilda saw through his excuse. Once a kitty, always a kitty. “Okay,” she said, smiling at his very mild predatory instincts. “Call me if there’s a problem.”

      Charlie looked up at her. /You’ll hear me, won’t you?/

      “You’re my familiar, silly. Of course I will.”

      He purred. /Just making sure./
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        * * *

      

      Matilda went to the Academy with the note she had found in the park. The gates had been closed for evening curfew, something that was imposed on Devil’s Night for the comfort and safety of the mundanes in Button Landing. It was a way to keep the students out of trouble, and of giving them plausible deniability when they got into trouble anyway. Some of the students’ favorite targets for Devil’s Night pranks lived across the river.

      She went to the intercom on the gate and pressed the sigil. It took a long time, but finally an irritable woman’s voice responded.

      “We are very sorry, but the Academy is closed. Please come back in the morning.”

      “I need to speak to Administrator Winterhex,” Matilda said quickly. “It’s about her daughter, Susannah.”

      There was a long silence. Matilda was about to turn away when the gate shimmered and clicked open. She waited for the heavy wrought iron to slide out of the way before she walked through.

      The gate opened onto the circular drive in front of the Academy’s portico, and as Matilda approached, the administrator appeared at the front door, tying her black silk kimono’s belt. Her face was covered with a green mask, and the beauty treatment made her look even more like a witch than she normally did.

      “Greenbottom,” she greeted coldly. “What about my daughter?”

      “I went to the Devil’s Night coven meeting and the witches and their familiars had all been enspelled, and this was on the site.”

      She handed over the note, and Agatha read it. “Thus ever will it be for the faithless,” she spat. “I’ll show him faithlessness! What sort of spell?”

      “He turned them into newts.”

      Agatha stared at her. “You must be joking.”

      “I wish I were.”

      “All of them?”

      “And their familiars, yes.” She gestured vaguely behind her. “I took them all home so they’d be safe. He put them in a mundane aquarium.”

      Agatha’s eyes pinched, and Matilda thought she looked like she was suffering a rapid-onset migraine. The administrator sounded offended. “Newts are so passé!”

      Matilda had certainly heard a million jokes about witches turning people into toads, but never newts, except for one popular comedy film. “Yes, ma’am,” she said noncommittally. “I was hoping perhaps you’d know a way to change them back.”

      “I must research it. Nobody has cast that spell in a hundred years.” She sniffed. “Leave it to an outcast first-year warlock to come up with something antique.”

      “Antiques are quite valuable in their own way,” Matilda said. The administrator glared at her. “May I have access to the spell library? I might be able to help.”

      Agatha drew herself up haughtily. “You most certainly cannot, and you will not. You were last in your class as I recall, and you were fortunate we accepted you in the first place. You may be a hereditary witch, but you are a half-blood - your father was human.”

      “I am aware.”

      “That’s why you were born in Button Landing.”

      “Again, I am aware.” She nodded. “I understand, though. If a full-blood witch could get herself turned into a newt by an antique spell by an outcast first-year warlock, then a half-breed certainly wouldn’t be able to help.”

      Her words were spoken sarcastically. An antique spell required an antique response, and if there was anything that Matilda was good at, it was things that were old and outmoded. Agatha, though, misread the tone.

      “I’m glad to hear that you’re being sensible. Go home and concentrate on your hideous furless cat and your… whatever it is that you do.”

      “He isn’t hideous, and he isn’t furless.”

      Agatha sniffed. “That’s a matter of opinion.”

      “And your opinion is wrong.”

      The administrator glared at her. “I do not have time to argue about your familiar. I have my daughter to save.”

      “Good luck,” Matilda told her sincerely. “I don’t want to keep them any longer than I have to.”

      She left the Academy grounds, feeling very annoyed and insulted. She was tired of people denigrating Charlie, and she was also tired of being underestimated. Any witch who’d passed Spellwork 4 could cast any spell she found in any spellbook, and the administrator should have known that. She resolved to get access to that library as soon as morning came.

      In the meantime, there were newts to feed, so she went home by way of the Familiar Emporium. The lights were all off, but a candle burned merrily in a jack-o’-lantern whose face resembled a cat’s. She knocked on the door.

      It took a moment, but then she heard footsteps approaching. Oksana opened the door. She was dressed in a painter’s smock over her black witch’s dress, and green paint was smeared down her cheek. She smiled. “Matilda! Hello! Come in.”

      Oksana stepped aside and led her visitor into the living quarters behind the empty familiar chamber. Lights blazed all around the room, illuminating a canvas bearing a half-rendered green kitten. None of those bright lights had been visible from the outside, and Matilda made a mental note to find and learn that spell.

      Once they were inside her private chambers, Oksana closed the door and embraced her. “So good to see you! Where Charlie?” She narrowed her eyes. “He not cast off, is he?”

      “Cast off? Certainly not. He’s at home, watching the newts.”

      Oksana blinked her green eyes. “Newts?”

      “Yes… we, uh, found an abandoned aquarium filled with newts, and I need to know what to feed them.”

      The emporium’s mistress rushed over to a desk and came back with a receipt. “It look like this?”

      She pointed to a minimalist description of a fish tank. Matilda knew the pet store the merchandise had been purchased from; she had shopped there in the past and would do so again. “It could be.”

      “Ooh, this bad. This very bad. Those newts… were they people?”

      “At one time, yes,” she nodded. “It’s Susannah and her coven.”

      “Supposed to be your coven too.”

      Matilda sighed. “Well, Susannah didn’t think so, so here we are. And she’s lucky that I wasn’t, otherwise Charlie and I would be newted up and in that aquarium, too.”

      Oksana took her back into the emporium. “Not many people cast newt spell anymore,” she said as she busily packed up a bag, “but sometimes newts happen. Here. This is food for them. Be careful not to let the crickets go… but Charlie might like to chase them, so okay.”

      “How much do I owe you?”

      “Nothing! Is enough to think of Susannah eating bugs.” She snickered. “But we shouldn’t leave them that way for long. I will look into spells that create newts, and maybe you look into spells that create newts, and we find some way to reverse it.”

      She rolled up the edges of the paper bag so she could carry it more easily. “The administrator was going to do the same thing.”

      Oksana made a dismissive gesture with her hand. “Pssht. She no witch no more. She send all her power into her last baby. That what happen with seventh child of seventh child.” She nodded sagely. “That good thing to avoid.”

      Matilda chuckled. “I’m sure it is. Luckily, I don’t have to worry about that.”

      “Lucky neither of us do.” She walked Matilda to the door of the emporium, pausing only to add a few toys and treats for Charlie. “Now… you give these to newt girls and go to bed. Tomorrow is busy day.”

      She nodded and stepped back out onto the street. She looked down at the carved pumpkin. “That’s very nice,” she said.

      “Thank you. I carve it myself.” Oksana grinned. “But tonight Devil’s Night, and pranksters out and about. Be careful you don’t get spelled on.”

      “I will.” She held up the bag. “Thanks.”

      “Back at you!”

      Oksana closed the door, and Matilda turned for the walk home.
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      Matilda thought about her conversation with Oksana all the way back to her house. Charlie met her at the door, his tail high and his eyes bright.

      /I think they’re angry,/ he told her eagerly. /There was a newt fight when you were gone./

      “Did anybody get hurt?” she asked, hanging up her hat.

      /No. Newt fights aren’t very impressive./ He trotted beside her as she walked over to the aquarium with her purchases. /Do you have newt food?/

      “Yes, indeed. Crickets and mealworms.”

      Charlie shivered and said in a delighted voice, /That’s disgusting!/

      “It certainly is.” She opened the aquarium and loaded the food dish with the squirming booty she’d brought back from the emporium. The newts fell on the insects, ravenously hungry. Matilda shook her head. “They’re going to be horrified when they come out of this.”

      /If they come out of this./

      “Oh, they will.”

      She sat down in her rocking chair, and Charlie hopped up into her lap. /Did you get an idea of how to de-newt them?/ He snickered. /They’ve been newt-ered./

      Matilda laughed and pulled him up into her arms, settling him onto her bosom, which he so adorably called her kitten shelf. He snuggled in. “Not exactly, but when I talked to both Administrator Winterhex and Oksana, and they’re both going to research ways to reverse the spell. But Oksana said something that got me thinking.”

      /What was that?/ He tucked his head under her chin and purred loudly.

      “When I was leaving, I said ‘thanks,’ and she said ‘back at you.’”

      Charlie purred more loudly. /She’s silly./

      “She is, but it got me thinking. Instead of just reversing the spell, why don’t we reflect it?”

      His purr stuttered. /Reflect it? Can you do that?/

      “It’s easy enough to do with smaller spells. I don’t know how much power this one takes. Maybe I can, maybe I can’t… I just need to know the right incantation.”

      /Do you need to know who cast the spell in the first place?/

      “I think I do. Xander Melrose.”

      /He’s a troublemaker. The Council witches said he was powerful,/ Charlie fretted. /I hope he doesn’t come after you./

      “So do I.”

      They were quiet for a moment, listening to the chirping of the surviving crickets in the newt cage. Matilda thought about how the Administrator had spoken of the newt spell as being antiquated, and she thought about her sources for antiquated knowledge. The obvious answer presented itself: her grandmother’s spellbooks. They were in the care and keeping of her mother over in Button Landing, and they’d been packed away for Matilda’s entire life. Her mother had abandoned her magic to marry Matilda’s father, and witchery was a forbidden topic in her girlhood. Her decision to enter the Academy had strained her relationship with her parents, something that she had never ceased to regret.

      She sighed deeply, and Charlie looked up at her, placing one paw gently on her cheek. /You’re sad./

      Matilda smiled. “Was that a guess?”

      /No. You’re feeling sad, and I feel what you feel./ His eyes brightened. /Our magic! It’s meshing!/

      She hugged him close, his sweater tickling her nose and making her suppress a sneeze. “Oh, you’re such a fine familiar! Those other witches lost out when they didn’t take you!” Charlie rubbed his cheek against her face, and she stroked his head. “Yes, I’m sad. I’m thinking about something I haven’t thought about in a long time.”

      /If it makes you sad, stop thinking about it./

      “It’s not that easy, sweetheart.” She sighed. “I think I know where I can find books to help us with our problem, but it’s tied up in a lot of family nonsense.”

      Charlie nodded his head sagely. /So go to the Academy library./

      “Administrator Winterhex won’t let me use the library.”

      He stood in her arms, flabbergasted. /Why not?/

      “Because I’m only half witch.”

      Charlie’s little mouth fell open, but he closed his jaws again with a click. /Why, that’s… that’s speciesist!/

      Matilda had to smile at his feline outrage. “Yes, I suppose it is.”

      /Well, just for that, we should leave her little witchling as a newt and put her in her office./ He threw himself back down onto her chest with an audible, “Hmph.”

      She stroked his back through his sweater. “You know we can’t do that. It wouldn’t be right.”

      /Well… no…./

      “I think it’s time we went back to Button Landing. There’s someone I need to speak to.”
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        * * *

      

      They went to Button Landing on the ferry’s second to last crossing. The only other passengers were a trio of young men who whispered and laughed together in a corner near the prow. They were clearly talking about Matilda and Charlie, but she paid them no mind.

      Devil’s Night had clearly been active. The trees near the ferry station were draped in toilet paper, and Matilda could smell the stench of rotten eggs. The three young men ran away from the ferry, clutching bags to their chests, and she wondered what mischief they were planning, and what they’d been up to on the Button Hollow side of the river. They were mundanes; if they’d been in the magical part of the city, they’d probably been up to no good.

      She walked to her parents’ house with Charlie in his basket. The air was biting, carrying the hint of the winter still to come, and it blew fallen leaves across the sidewalk in front of her. They skittered like fleeing mice, and Charlie’s ears pricked up as he watched them go. There was a whisper on the wind, but she couldn’t quite make out what the voice was saying. It made her shiver.

      The streetlights flickered out overhead, and she heard the sound of running feet in an alley they’d just passed. She couldn’t tell if the steps were approaching or moving farther away, and she gripped her broom in both hands, prepared to use it as a quarterstaff. The three young men raced past her, hooting like crazy people, and this time the bags they clutched were empty.

      Charlie’s ears flattened against his skull. The ne’er-do-wells vanished into the darkness.

      Another set of footsteps approached them. Though the streetlights had been extinguished, there was still enough ambient light that Matilda should have been able to see who was coming toward them. She saw nobody, and it frightened her. She held Charlie’s basket tighter.

      She felt a presence crowding close, and then hot breath touched her ear as someone unseen whispered, “You escaped me once. Do you think that you can do it again?”

      Matilda’s pulse raced and a lump of fear settled into her throat, unmoving. She recognized that voice.

      /Xander Melrose,/ Charlie said. /We’re not afraid of you./

      The invisible warlock chuckled. “You should be, little one.”

      Matilda found her voice. “I have no quarrel with you. Leave us alone.”

      “You graduated from that Academy. That’s quarrel enough.”

      “You’re really obsessed. Have you considered therapy?”

      She felt the tickle of magic against her skin, and Charlie hissed, his sharp little teeth bared. Another wave of magic washed over her, and she realized that her familiar was protecting her from a spell that Xander had attempted to cast on them. The warlock chuckled again.

      “Impressive for a mutated cat.”

      “He’s not mutated!” Matilda defended. “He’s special! And leave me alone before I…”

      Xander’s chuckle became an outright laugh, but he was putting distance between them. “Before you what?”

      “Before I turn you into a newt!”

      He vanished in a peal of laughter, and Charlie hissed after him once more, just for good measure.

      She pressed a shaking hand to her forehead. “He’s crazy.”

      /Seems to be./

      Behind them, there was an explosion of magic, and a cold wind blasted through them, carrying shrieking spirits in its wake. Matilda clutched Charlie’s basket to her and flattened her back against a wall, gasping. The three mundanes from the ferry had detonated a spirit sphere, probably one they’d stolen from the Academy. The released ghosts, all of whom had been locked up for a reason, screamed and streaked out into the night, freed once more to torment the living.

      “Ugh!” she exclaimed. “Those idiots!”

      /Devil’s Night prank,/ Charlie said, clearly disapproving. /And a stupid one./

      “With any luck, those spirits will haunt those three boys.” Matilda shook her head and regained her aplomb. “The poor people on this side of the river will have to call a spiritual exterminator.”

      /Maybe you should pass out business cards,/ her familiar suggested.

      “I don’t want that kind of noise.”

      She continued walking, listening for the laughter of the three troublemakers and keeping a weather eye out for magic on the move. Matilda saw one of the ghosts that the pranksters had released, a sour-looking man in a prison uniform with a noose around his broken neck, and she shook her head.

      “Something has to be done.”

      /Newts first,/ Charlie advised. /Ghosts later./

      “But he’s right here,” she objected.

      /Yes, but newts are harder. And the sooner we get whatever you came here for, the sooner we can go home and make sure the house isn’t haunted./

      She was going to argue further, because she knew that ghosts couldn’t cross running water and therefore wouldn’t be able to make it across the river on their own. Then she remembered the ferry, and the fact that it still had one crossing to make.

      “We’d better hurry.”

      With a little more speed in her step, she turned the corner and walked down the street where she’d been a little girl.

      Matilda had been a grown woman for quite a few years; in fact, if she were fully human, it would be safe to say that she had more years behind her than ahead of her. Her memories of this street were still vivid, though, as if they’d been formed only yesterday. The trees, the pavement, the houses… even the grass seemed the same. She could feel herself waxing nostalgic, and she sighed.

      Her mother was standing on the porch with her broom in her hand when Matilda approached. It was the first time they’d seen one another since Matilda had decided to cross the river and enter the Academy. She hesitated at the end of the walkway. She looked at her mother silently, and Olivia Greenbottom looked at her the same way.

      “Hi, Mom,” she finally said haltingly.

      /Mom?/ Charlie sat up, energized. /This is your mama?/

      Olivia smiled. “Hello, Tildy.”

      /Tildy?/ he echoed, delighted by the childhood nickname.

      It was hard to say which one of them moved first, but they met in the middle of the stoop, their arms tight around one another. Charlie and his basket swung from Matilda’s elbow, and he reached out a paw to steady himself on her shawl.

      Olivia stepped back first. “Let me look at you. All graduated! Look at that hat!” She held her daughter out at arm’s length and smiled, proud tears in her eyes. “Oh, honey, it’s a good look for you.”

      A squirrel leaped down from the maple tree in the yard and ran along the porch until it reached Olivia’s ankle. One of his little hands reached out and rested on her foot, and his dark eyes studied Charlie frankly. A normal squirrel would have feared a cat, and the difference in attitude made his identity plain.

      /Charlie,/ the familiar in the basket said to the familiar on the porch.

      /Solomon./

      /A pleasure./

      His tail twitched. /Likewise./

      Olivia smiled and opened the door. “Come in and tell me all about your life,” she urged.

      “Is Dad home?”

      The older witch’s smile dimmed. “No, sweetie. He moved out last week.”

      Matilda looked shocked. “But… why?”

      “I’ll explain over tea.” She closed and latched the door as a ghostly child rocketed down the street, pursuing a hapless carriage. Olivia tsked. “Someone is going to get hurt.”

      “A trio of mundane boys shattered a spirit sphere,” Matilda explained. “They probably stole it from the Academy.”

      “Well, hopefully the Academy will come and clean up the mess.”

      They followed Matilda’s mother into the kitchen, where she put a kettle on to boil. There were bundles of herbs hanging on strings that stretched from one side of the room to the other, and a broom that was most decidedly not for cleaning hung from a pair of nails driven into the wall. Solomon hopped up onto the table and helped Olivia put out cups and saucers, and when she added a bowl filled with sugar cubes, he helped himself to one.

      “You went back to the life,” Matilda observed.

      Olivia nodded. “I couldn’t ignore the calling anymore. It was easier to pretend I didn’t feel the tug of magic when you were still a child, but once you were gone and it was only me and your father, well… A lady has to do something to fill her time when her nest’s gone empty.”

      “Dad didn’t approve.”

      Charlie looked from one witch to the other. /Move in with us,/ he invited. /You can help feed the newts./

      Olivia raised an eyebrow while Solomon chittered in annoyance, /My nest is in the tree outside! It’s going to be winter soon, and I have to hibernate! We’re not moving!/

      “Solomon,” Olivia chided gently. “You’re a familiar. You don’t hibernate.”

      /Well… no,” he defended, /but I still have my nest and the bole of the tree is hollow and perfect for… for things./ He crossed his little arms. /No. I’m not leaving./

      “It was just an invitation. I didn’t say I was going.” She shook her head and the tea kettle began to whistle. Matilda watched as her mother poured the water over the tea strainers.

      “This is just like the old days,” she said softly.

      “Yes. Except this time, I won’t pretend that I can’t read the leaves that will be left behind.”

      Olivia sat down across from Matilda, and her mother raised her cup. “To a magical life.”

      Matilda tapped her cup against Olivia’s. “Hear, hear.”

      /Cheers,/ Charlie said, wrapping his tail around himself.

      Olivia smiled at him. “You have a lovely familiar, Tildy. He’s adorable. Did you knit that sweater for him?”

      Matilda smiled proudly as Charlie preened. “I did.”

      “Lovely work.”

      “Thank you.”

      They sipped their tea, and Solomon dumped a sugar cube into Olivia’s cup. She smiled her thanks to him and stirred it until the cube dissolved.

      “So,” Olivia said at last. “What brings you back here to Button Landing after all these years? And since when do you keep newts?”

      Matilda told her the story, and Olivia listened intently. Finally, she nodded. “This is very troubling. Very troubling indeed.”

      “I was hoping that Granny’s spellbooks might have something in them that I could use,” Matilda said hopefully. “I mean, Administrator Winterhex said it was an antiquated spell, so I figured Granny’s books might…”

      “I don’t know,” Olivia admitted. “I haven’t read them in literally decades. But you’re welcome to take them back with you across to the Hollow.”

      /I can summon the wagon,/ Charlie volunteered, eager to perform his solitary trick for his witch’s mother.

      “That would be very advisable.” The sound of heavy footfalls crossed the floor directly above their heads, and both witches frowned. “One of them got in, the slippery bastards. Well, ‘tis the season, I guess. I’ll clear him out when the veil begins to thicken again after Halloween.”

      “Mom,” Matilda asked slowly, “do you think we can reflect the spell back on him? Or can we only reverse it?”

      “Any spell can be reflected if you have the right power and the right spell,” Olivia assured her.

      “Did Granny ever turn anyone into a newt?”

      “She did! She cast the spell on your grandfather when they were both young witchlings.”

      Matilda felt a surge of excitement. “Then she knew how to reverse it!”

      “Of course.” Olivia poured more tea. “And it seems to me that she knew a reflection incantation, too. Let me go up to the attic to get her books while you finish your tea.”

      Matilda shook her head. “Let me come with you.”

      Her mother paused to consider Charlie and Solomon. “Well… I don’t guess that there’s too much trouble you two can get into if we leave you alone.”

      Both cat and squirrel watched their witches go with innocent faces. As soon as they were out of earshot, Solomon leaned closer to Charlie’s ear. /Hey… hairless./

      Charlie sighed. /What?/

      /Wanna see what I’ve got hidden in my tree?/

      He glanced at the door that Matilda had gone through, wishing he could say yes but knowing that he would be needed soon to conjure his wagon. He sighed. /Maybe another time./

      Solomon scratched his ear. /Fine. Your loss./

      /Why? What do you have?/

      He leaned closer. /I steal jewelry. I’m a jewel thief./

      Charlie was horrified. /Does Olivia know?/

      /No, and what she doesn’t know won’t hurt her. Someone has to set up a nest egg for her now that she’s getting divorced. Anyway… I stole a special piece of jewelry the other day./

      He was interested despite himself. /What was it?/

      Solomon put his hands on Charlie’s head. /Xander. Melrose’s. Necklace./ He saw the question in the cat’s eyes. /No, don’t ask how. Trade secret. But there was hair caught in the clasp./

      Charlie’s little mouth fell open. /We might need that!/

      Solomon danced on the tabletop, delighted. /Then I’ll go get it. Don’t leave without me!/

      Charlie watched the little red squirrel go, devoutly hoping that the hair would be sufficient to anchor a spell if they needed it to.
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      They loaded her grandmother’s books up into Charlie’s conjured wagon, and Solomon tucked the stolen necklace in alongside them. Charlie could smell the warlock’s scent on the hairs stuck in the clasp, and he didn’t like it. Too much aftershave, he thought, or maybe not enough deodorant.

      Martha balanced his basket on top of the pile of tomes, but it wobbled dangerously, so Charlie abandoned it to trot along beside her. He kept up as steady a pace as he could, but he still slowed them enough that they nearly didn’t make the last run of the ferry in time.

      Matilda sat down to catch her breath, and Charlie flopped onto his side on the floor beside the wagon. Across the passenger cabin, a ghost in an old sea captain’s coat settled onto a chair and looked at her askance.

      “Witch, huh?” he asked, his voice hollow and as cold as the grave, which to Charlie seemed only appropriate.

      “Ghost, huh?” Matilda responded.

      The sea captain smiled. “I guess I had that coming.”

      /Why were you caught in a spirit sphere?/

      “Charlie, that’s a personal question,” his witch scolded gently.

      “No, no. That’s all right. I don’t mind.” He took a deep breath, pulling spectral air into lungs that no longer existed in any physical form. “I was convicted, you see.”

      /Of what?/

      “Of betraying the witches of Button Hollow.”

      Matilda’s mouth dropped open. “But… betraying them how?”

      He smiled. “By being a man who cast transformational magic. That was forbidden back then.” He turned his face toward the water that sloshed against the ferry’s side. “Ah, I miss the sea.”

      “You were a warlock, or a sea captain?” Matilda asked, unable to resist the pull of her own curiosity.

      “Why couldn’t I be both?” he asked. “I was a sea witch. It was handy for the captain of a merchant vessel to be able to still storms and quiet rolling seas.”

      “That was the transformative magic you were convicted for using?”

      He nodded. “Do you think I could find transport to a sailing vessel? I don’t want to bother anyone...I just want to set sail again.”

      Matilda tilted her head and studied him. Charlie could tell that she thought the sea captain seemed kindly, and he himself thought the ghost had a sweet face, as human faces went, even if half of it was hidden by a beard. “I’m sure it could be arranged,” she mused.

      “If you help me return to the sea, I’ll help you with whatever you need.” He smiled. “I’m a bit anchorless at the moment, so I can wander wide, and I have no need for sleep.”

      Charlie looked up at his witch. She answered slowly. “Actually….”

      “Yes?”

      “There’s a warlock in town right now who’s causing trouble,” she said. “I wonder if you could keep an eye on him and tell me where he is and what he’s doing?”

      The sea captain smiled. “I will be a perfect spy for you, Miss….”

      “Matilda Greenbottom.”

      “Miss Greenbottom. I am Captain Henry Davenport, but you can call me Henry.”

      “Then call me Matilda, please.”

      /And I’m Charlie,/ he said quickly.

      “Hello, Charlie,” the ghost said, smiling. “You must be Matilda’s familiar.”

      The ferry’s engine changed pitch as it slowed in preparation for reaching the other bank. Henry looked wistfully at the water once again. He looked so sad that Charlie felt the need to distract him. /Did you have a familiar?/

      “I did. She was a cat, sort of like you.”

      He sighed. /I’ll bet she had lots of fur./

      “That she did. And as a consequence, so did my clothes and my blankets.” He chuckled. “There are drawbacks as well as benefits to fur, my little friend.”

      Matilda sighed. “It doesn’t seem right that you were trapped in a spirit sphere for doing something that the Academy freely trains everyone to do.”

      “Ah! But males?” Henry asked. “Do they teach them now?”

      “Well… no. There are no male students.”

      Charlie furrowed his little forehead. /The Academy is speciesist and sexist./

      Henry waved one transparent hand. “They have their reasons.” He looked over at Matilda. “What is the name of this warlock you want me to watch?”

      “Xander Melrose.” She reached into the wagon. “This is his necklace.”

      The sea captain reached for the purloined jewelry, but his fingers passed through the chain. He sighed. “Could you hold it up for me?”

      “Of course.” She gathered it up in her hand and held it up. It was a coin on a golden chain. The coin was pierced through the top to allow a jump ring to pass through it, connecting it to the necklace. Henry studied it carefully.

      “Interesting. All right, I have his energy from it. I’ll find him.” He stood and began to vanish, staring with his feet.

      Matilda hopped up to her feet, and Charlie stood up, too. “Do you think you’ll be able to find me again?”

      Henry’s face was the last part of him to vanish. It faded as he smiled at her. “I think I’ll have no trouble with that.”

      Matilda watched him turn into air, a strange, sad smile on her face. She sighed and picked up the handle on the wagon.

      “Come on, Charlie.”

      He walked along beside her, and this time, with no ferry to catch, they went at Charlie’s speed. /I liked him,/ he told her. /He seemed like a very nice ghost./

      “He certainly did.”

      /Then why are you sad?/

      She looked down at him. “Is that a guess?”

      /Not at all./

      Matilda stopped to scoop him up in her arms. He climbed up and draped himself over her shoulders, lying across the back of her neck like a living stole. Her hair caught in his sweater, and he licked it free.

      “I guess because… I thought he was a very nice ghost, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Matilda put her grandmother’s books on her kitchen table, and even though time was of the essence, she was far too tired to do anything with them now. She was a morning person, witchery aside, and the spell could be researched as easily after the sun came up as it could be in the darkness after midnight.

      She got into her nightgown and pulled her hair up into a ponytail on the top of her head. As she climbed into bed beneath a quilt she’d made with fabric from a jumble store, Charlie jumped up beside her. She had taken his sweater off him so his delicate skin could breathe, but now he was chilly, so he playfully batted at her hair, then burrowed underneath the covers. They fell asleep with his back pressed against her thigh.

      They were startled awake by a crash against the front door, and Matilda threw herself out of bed before she was fully conscious. She wrenched the door open, a ball of defensive magic glowing blue in her palm. The remains of a jack o’lantern lay on the front step, shattered from where someone had thrown it into the door. The sounds of running feet and boyish laughter were receding, racing away from their little house toward the town square.

      “Boys will be boys, my ass,” Matilda grumbled, irritable. She flung her magic into the air, and it split into three parts, each one pursuing one of the mundane idiots who had been making trouble all night. The magic caught up to each of them and turned into a gloved hand, which delivered a sharp slap across the backs of their heads. The boys shouted in dismay, and, satisfied, Matilda went back to bed.

      Charlie blinked at her, only his head revealed by the covers that she’d thrown back. /Serves them right,/ he opined.

      “I agree.”

      In the aquarium, one of the newts squeaked, and it was almost like a wee bark. Matilda smiled to herself as she settled back into her bed, imagining that Susannah was put out by the pranksters, too. Matilda fell asleep wondering what good beauty sleep did for salamanders.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, Matilda cleaned up the pumpkin mess, made a new jack o’lantern, and settled down at the kitchen table with her grandmother’s spellbooks. Charlie sat across from her, helping her go through the books as well. He turned the pages, careful not to use his claws. The spellbooks smelled like lavender, which he liked, and camphor, which made him sneeze. The newts munched on their meal worms and one of the last crickets, probably not long for the world, chirped away defiantly in a corner of the aquarium.

      /What will you do if one of the crickets gets loose?/ he asked Matilda.

      “Congratulate him on a fine sense of self-preservation.”

      She sounded distracted, and she had her lips pressed into an unhappy line. Charlie could feel her emotions and knew that she was frustrated with the search for a spell that would work for what they needed. Underneath it, she was also feeling nostalgia with a tinge of grief.

      /Tell me about your grandmother,/ he prompted, hoping the conversation would take the edge off the subconscious missing that she felt.

      She smiled. “She was kind, and always very soft and huggable.” She glanced up at him. “She had a wonderful kitten shelf. You’d have liked her.”

      /Aw, I’m sure I would have./ He rubbed his paw across his nose and shook himself. His new sweater, which was orange with a black stripe around the middle, shook with him. /Did she teach you much about witchcraft?/

      Matilda’s eyes softened at the memory. “Silly little things. Divination, mostly. Like how you could find a star in an apple if you cut it the right way, and how to read fortunes in tea leaves. She gave me my first Tarot deck when I was seven years old.”

      He glanced over at her reading table. The deck that sat there was ragged with long years of service. /That deck?/

      “No. The deck my granny gave me is tucked away in a box under the bed. It’s too special to me to use every day.”

      He could understand that. He was sure he’d feel the same way about the sweater that was currently on Matilda’s knitting needle, because it was made of the softest white yarn he had ever encountered. He couldn’t wait for it to be finished so he could show it off in town.

      The window by the door rattled, and Henry appeared beside it, his coat coming into view before the rest of him. Matilda looked up, pleasantly surprised, and waited for him to finish materializing.

      “Good morning,” she greeted as soon as he had all his parts in a visible form.

      “Good morning to you, Miss Matilda,” he greeted. He looked around the single room that was their home. “A charming little cabin.”

      “Thank you.”

      He walked closer to the fire and held out his hands, warming what would never be warm again. The newts scurried away from him, and he chuckled.

      “Silly creatures,” he commented. “I have news about your warlock.”

      “Excellent! Where is he right now?” she asked, folding her hands over the vellum pages she’d been scrutinizing.

      “He’s hid himself away in the Academy’s main building, up in the attic. He’s been staying there for a while, now, with three young men.”

      Charlie’s eyes went wide. /Three young men? The same ones who stole the spirit sphere?/

      “I’d bet money on it, if I had money to bet,” he nodded.

      “That doesn’t make sense to me,” Matilda said, frowning. “Why would he associate himself with three mundane teenagers?”

      “Who better to send around running errands and making mischief on Devil’s Night?” Henry asked.

      /Nobody would pay them any attention,/ Charlie agreed. /They’d be able to get places he couldn’t go./

      “I wonder what sort of errands he’d need…”

      Henry shrugged. “Gathering supplies, maybe, or spying, or who knows?” He turned to her with a sly grin. “But I could find out.”

      “Would you?” she asked eagerly.

      “Happy to, Miss Matilda.”

      Henry bowed and tipped his hat to her, and Matilda blushed. The ghost vanished, his smile disappearing last, and then he was gone. The witch ran her hand over her hair, and she straightened her skirt with a fussy swipe of her hand. She sighed.

      Charlie watched his witch in confusion, then went back to scanning through the book in front of him. He didn’t know what Matilda was thinking, but he knew what she was feeling clearly enough.

      Everybody knew you couldn’t mate with a ghost.
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      Eddie didn’t much care about witches.

      He knew them, sure. He’d lived in Button Landing all his life, and you didn’t grow up in a place like that without encountering at least a few of the spooky ladies from the Academy. They were almost all the same: ravishing beauties, knockouts with hourglass figures and legs that went on for days, long hair that seemed to always flow on a wind all its own… fakes and phonies, all of them.

      When he saw the witch that his boss had told him to watch out for, he was surprised. She didn’t put on a fake face and make herself look like a wet dream on feet. She had a familiar that looked more like a goblin than a cat, and she was a little too heavy and a little too old. She had a weird, rolling gait, and her hair looked like she’d just pulled her finger out of a light socket. All in all, a very un-witchy witch, in his opinion.

      Eddie didn’t know why his boss wanted that particular witch kept under surveillance. If she couldn’t even put on a fake doll face like all the others, she probably couldn’t do anything that should make old Xander nervous. Still, he liked money, and he was paid to watch her, so he did.

      “Watch” was an extremely malleable word, as far as Eddie was concerned, so his activities as her watcher included throwing a stolen spirit sphere at her, demolishing her Halloween pumpkin against her own door, and stealing her morning newspaper. She didn’t realize she was the target of the first one, retaliated mildly for the second, and as far as he could tell, she hadn’t noticed the third. Oh, well. He’d just have to come up with something else.

      His buddies, Ralph and Jimmy, were more than happy to help him out for a cut of what Xander was paying him. Jobs were hard to find in Button Landing, and jobs that let them harass a witch were even more scarce. Xander paid him a ridiculous amount of money, so he could easily afford to share with his buddies. They thought he was splitting it evenly, but he wasn’t a chump; he kept half, and they split the other half between them. He called the extra his finder’s fee, and what they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them.

      Xander was a weird one. He had all kinds of things that he muttered about, but even after working for him for nearly a month, Eddie still didn’t know what he wanted, beyond his immediate plans for the Halloween ball. It had something to do with the Academy and its creepy administrator. Eddie figured anybody with a name as creepy as ‘Winterhex’ deserved whatever mischief Xander had planned.

      For now, with Xander holed up in the Academy clock tower, Eddie was once again being deployed to gather spell components and snacks. Almost without fail, the things Xander needed for his spells were slimy, smelly, or just plain gross, and this time was no exception. He eyed the list in his hand.

      Five fish heads, two mouse livers and a bottle of pickled hot peppers. It didn’t say what kind of fish, so probably any fish would do. He could go to the store for the fish and peppers, but the mouse livers? He had no idea how to get those. Then he remembered that the pet store in Button Landing had mice for sale so people could feel them to their snakes. Those mice wouldn’t be needing their livers, he supposed.

      He rode the ferry back over the river, leaving Button Hollow behind and going back to more familiar surroundings. He felt strange while the boat was moving, like he was being stared at, but even though he checked numerous times, he could never see anyone who was taking an unusual interest in him or in his activities. He was happy to leave the ferry behind when it docked.

      It was Halloween morning, and the town was coming to life in anticipation of the holiday. Jack o’lanterns leered from every doorstep, and garlands of ghosts and bats festooned the town square. The one witch shop in town was doing brisk business, and across the street was the grocery store, where he had business. Eddie wadded up his list and shoved it into his pocket.

      The grocer, Mr. Peabody, looked up when Eddie came in, and his friendly smile instantly shifted into wariness. “Edward,” he greeted, his voice deep. “What brings you here?”

      “Shopping,” he answered simply.

      He brushed past Mr. Peabody and went into the aisles. Pickled hot peppers were surprisingly easy to find, which was gratifying, and the little jar fit perfectly into his pants pocket. He’d cut corners where he could as far as costs were concerned, and after the greeting that Mr. Peabody had given him, he didn’t feel bad about causing the grocer a little stock loss.

      The seafood counter was quiet, but Marvin, the butcher, was on hand. “Hey, Marv,” Eddie called. “You got any smelt?”

      “In the case,” Marvin answered curtly. “Six to a package.”

      “I only need five.”

      The butcher shot him a warning look. “Now, don’t be tricking any of the witches tonight. You had your fun last night, just judging from the busted-up pumpkins, and from the shards of the spirit sphere that the cops found by the ferry.”

      Eddie widened his eyes and put his hand over his heart. “You’re accusing me? With what proof?”

      “I’ve known you for sixteen years,” Marvin advised. “That’s all the proof I need.”

      The feeling of being watched returned, and this time it carried a sensation of someone standing far too close to him. Again, there was nobody around when he looked, and Eddie realized that he was probably being haunted by one of the ghosts from the shattered sphere.

      “You should be grateful,” he whispered. “I got you out of that thing.”

      A voice breathed in his ear, cold and sepulchral. “Gratitude is wasted on the ungrateful.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Whatever.”

      Just like Marvin said, the smelt were packaged up, six to a bundle. He took the cold fish to the counter, where he paid Mr. Peabody. The grocer looked at the money as if he expected it to be printed in crayon, but he accepted the bill and gave Eddie the change.

      “Thanks, man,” the teenager said, throwing in a jaunty salute. “Happy Halloween.”

      Mr. Peabody squinted at him. “Happy Halloween.”

      Eddie made a mental note to come back with toilet paper to give the store a little something extra tonight.

      He glanced at the clock and made his way to the pet store. Xander said he had to have his errand run by noon, but there was plenty of time still. A group of school children trooped by him in their costumes, trick-or-treating at the businesses. Their teacher, a pretty redhead named Alice, nodded to him as they passed one another on the street. She’d never spoken to him. He wondered if he could get Xander to change that for him.

      The pet store was near the witch shop, which made sense to him. If witches always needed eye of newt, why not set up next to the one place where you could pop in and buy some? He chuckled when he thought of all the new newts in town, and at what Xander had planned for Old Lady Winterhex.

      He knew the kid behind the pet store counter. They had dropped out of school at the same time, and they used to run together until Steven decided he wanted to be a decent human being and clean up his act. Eddie was convinced that he was less interested in becoming a reformed character than he was in getting with Alice’s sister Hannah, but that was Steven’s business.

      “Hey, man,” he greeted jauntily as he walked in, the change in his pocket rattling against the jar of pickled peppers.

      “Hey,” Steven greeted. “Happy Halloween.”

      “You, too. Hey, can I get two of the feeder mice?”

      Steven frowned. “What do you want ‘em for? We’re not supposed to sell live animals to any suspicious characters today.”

      Eddie feigned shock. “I am not suspicious! You know me perfectly well.”

      “That’s why I’m not sure I should sell them to you.”

      He sighed. “Well, do you have any dead mice? That’ll do, too.”

      Steven hesitated. “I’ve got some pinkies in the freezer.”

      “What’s a pinky?”

      “A baby mouse that’s been frozen.”

      Frozen mouse liver was just as good as fresh, he reasoned. “Sure, that’ll do.”

      He watched as Steven walked over to the chest freezer that they kept near the front window. Alongside the organic dog food, they carried frozen cubes of fish and other nasty perishables, including dead baby mice, apparently. Steven pulled out a baggy and closed the lid.

      “There’s three in here. They’re stuck together, so…”

      “I’ll buy all of ‘em. No problem.”

      Steven rang up his purchase but looked at him strangely as he did. “Are you growing a beard?”

      Eddie frowned. “No.”

      “Huh. Looked like it for a minute.”

      Behind him, Eddie heard a disembodied chuckle.

      “Yeah… no. No beard.”

      “Okay.” Steven handed him the frozen mice in their baggy, stashed into a plastic shopping bag. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.”

      He strolled back out into the street, and almost immediately, he felt cold air wrap around him and sink into his body, chilling him all the way to his bones. His body shook as if he were standing on a fallen electric line and just as suddenly went still. Eddie tried to brush his hair back from his face, but he couldn’t get his hand to move.

      The disembodied voice, now a part of him, spoke in his head. “I’m driving now.”

      He was able to exert enough self-control to whimper, but then the ghost that had possessed him took him at a quick clip back to the ferry and Button Hollow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ah!” Matilda exclaimed, startling Charlie awake. He had fallen asleep on top of the book he’d been skimming, curled into a ball with his paws over his nose. He blinked up at his witch, momentarily confused.

      /Ah?/ he echoed.

      “I found the newt spell!”

      That woke him up. He stood and stretched, then crossed the table to look at the spell that Matilda had found. It was handwritten in very old-fashioned penmanship, and the ink was made of lead and hemlock. The smell was pungent, and Charlie rubbed his nose after he got too big a whiff of the stuff.

      /Can you undo it?/

      “I think, maybe… but more importantly, I think I can reflect it.”

      /How?/

      “It’s touchy. I have to take one of the newts he made, and I need to hold it while I cast it the spell in reverse into a mirror that both I and Xander are looking into at the same time.” She glanced at him. “But since tonight is Halloween, I might be able to use a short cut.”

      Charlie was excited, and he kneaded the tabletop with his front paws. His claws caught in the tablecloth, bunching it up. /A Halloween short cut? How does that work?/

      “The veil between the living and dead is thinner tonight, and so is the separation between spiritual magic and physical magic, at least in theory.”

      She sounded like she was beginning to doubt herself, and he was too good of a familiar to allow something as silly as that. /You can do it! I know you can!/

      “I hope so. There are just some special things that I need.”

      /Like what?/

      “Well… here’s where it gets harder.” She pointed to the page. “I need three pieces of Halloween candy, given freely by three strange women to my familiar.”

      Charlie rose and arched his back, his tail rising like a flag. /I can go trick-or-treating in Button Landing./

      “You could, I suppose…”

      /But?/

      “Most mundanes can’t hear you speak. If you stop at their doors and holler for them, they won’t hear you.”

      He tipped his head back and yowled at such a volume that even he was impressed. /They’ll hear that!/

      “They will, but they won’t know that’s how you say ‘trick or treat’ in cat,” she pointed out.

      /I can just follow a child,/ he suggested. /I can hold a little bag or something in my mouth, and when the child calls trick or treat, then I’ll get candy, too./

      “Well…”

      /Come on. At least let me try./

      He gave her his best wide-eyed, innocent kitten look. It was the same look that had always failed to get him selected back at the emporium, but that was just because he’d been waiting for Matilda and hadn’t known it. Charlie was certain the innocent eyes would work for him now.

      Matilda relented. “Well… Okay. Let me whip up a costume for you.”

      There was a loud knock at the door, and they both jumped, startled. Even the last surviving cricket fell silent. One of the newts, the one with the golden blaze down its back, chirped. Charlie had decided that one was Susannah.

      Matilda went to the door and opened it. One of the three mundane ne’er-do-wells stood there, a haunted look in his eyes and two shopping bags in his hands. She held the door open, ready to slam it shut in self-defense if need be.

      “Yes?”

      Henry’s voice spoke clearly from the young man’s throat. “Aren’t you going to invite us in?”

      Charlie and Matilda gaped in surprise, and his witch stepped back, allowing the ghost-possessed human to walk awkwardly into the room. Henry sat his stolen meatsuit in Matilda’s armchair and said, “Quickly, now. Tie him in place and I’ll release him so you can question him.”

      She grabbed the belts from two bathrobes and a couple of scarves and bound the human’s body into place, his arms and legs secured to those of the chair. As soon as he was secured, Henry abandoned him and appeared standing nearby, his arms crossed.

      “Augh!!!” the young man screamed. “Augh!”

      /Quiet,/ Charlie commanded.

      “Quiet,” Matilda repeated. “You aren’t hurt - yet. What is your name?”

      He was panting, terrified. Charlie could hear his heartbeat racing. “Eddie.”

      “Well, Eddie, what were you doing to catch the attention of my friend, here?”

      “Nothing!”

      “Hmm. I doubt that’s true.”

      Matilda took his shopping bags and looked inside. “Ew!”

      She dropped the bag and Charlie raced over to have a look. There was a plastic Ziploc bag filled with dead, frozen rodent young. They were too icy to have a scent, but Charlie judged that when they thawed, they might be worth eating in a pinch. He looked up at his witch.

      /Rats,/ he said.

      “Why on earth are you carrying dead rats around?” she demanded of their prisoner. She looked into the other bag. “And fish?”

      Eddie licked his lips. “Please just let me go. Please.”

      “He has something in his pants pocket,” Henry advised.

      “I am not sticking my hand inside his clothes. The heavens only know what he has in there.”

      “It’s a jar of pickled peppers,” Eddie volunteered, “and it’s digging into my thigh. If you could take it out, I’d be much obliged.”

      Matilda reached in gingerly and withdrew the glass jar, which came out along with a crumpled shopping list. She put the peppers aside with the dead rats and the plastic-wrapped fish. The look she gave him was pure stink-eye as she uncrumpled the list to see what was written on it.

      As soon as it was opened, Charlie could smell Xander’s scent. Matilda frowned at the paper, then at Eddie.  “This is a list of spell components. I know you’re working for Xander, and I can tell by looking at you that you don’t have enough magic of your own to manage an easy card trick. These aren’t for you.” She waggled the paper at him. “What is he trying to do?”

      /Do you know the spell those ingredients are for?/

      “By themselves, they’re nothing, but they can be used in multiple different spells. The fish heads are usually for ugliness, the mouse livers for illness, and the peppers are almost always involved with curses on language or on speaking.”

      /Maybe he’s going to cast a spell that makes someone’s speaking voice so ugly that it makes other people sick,/ Charlie suggested.

      “Or a singing voice,” Henry agreed. “I’ve heard some sailors who had voices like that.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know… it might be to make someone’s voice deliver a spell…” She snapped her fingers. “Agatha Winterhex is going to be giving a speech at the ball tonight! I’ll bet this spell, whatever it is, will affect anyone listening.”

      “Clever,” Henry complimented.

      “Too clever by half,” Matilda agreed. “Well, we’ll just have to get in the way.”

      She beckoned to her mirror, which toddled over immediately, its reflective face angled upward hopefully. She ran a hand over the polished wood frame, and the mirror hummed.

      “Mirror, mirror, in the hall,” Matilda intoned, “reach my mother. Make the call.”

      There was an awkward moment as the furniture thought about what to do, but then the image that the mirror reflected was the inside of Olivia’s parlor. Solomon leaped across a couch and two end tables to appear in the center of the other mirror, looking through at them.

      /Hello!/ the red squirrel chirped. /I’ll get her./

      He hopped away, his long tail flowing after him like a wave. He returned with Matilda’s mother in tow.

      Olivia leaned toward the mirror in her parlor, which by now reflected the inside of Matilda’s little house. Charlie stood up on his hind legs and raised his paws, and Olivia smiled.

      “Good morning, darling. Good morning, Charlie.”

      /Good morning, Grandma!/

      Matilda smiled back. “Hello, Mother. I need your help.”

      “Of course. Are you using Granny’s mirror?”

      “Her name is Gertrude, but I call her Specs.”

      “Ah. Wonderful. Good morning, Specs.”

      The mirror rocked back and forth on her wooden feet.

      Matilda explained the situation at hand, with Xander hiding on the Academy grounds and sending flunkies out to gather arcane ingredients. Olivia listened and nodded sagely. Charlie could see the resemblance between his witch and her mother, and he thought they were both quite lovely. He glanced at Henry, but the ghost only had eyes for Matilda.

      “Well, I think you’re on the right track with your suppositions,” Olivia said finally, “and I agree with Charlie that he should go out trick-or-treating. The children are visiting the businesses in the Landing now, so he won’t have to wait for nightfall.”

      Charlie hopped up onto his back feet again, resting his front paws against Specs’ frame. /I need a costume./

      Olivia produced a wand from somewhere her mirror didn’t show. “I can do that.” She waved her wand, and the mirror’s surface rippled like water. Magic arced through, rose-colored and warm, and then Charlie was wrapped in a soft black sweater to which black bat wings had been affixed. He tried to turn to look at the wings and ended up spinning in a complete circle before he sat down.

      /Am I cute?/

      “The very cutest, dear,” Matilda reassured him, bending to scratch him gently behind the ear. He purred.

      “I’ll escort our little friend here to the ferry,” Henry told Matilda. “That way he’ll be protected. He’s awfully little to go out there all alone.”

      “Thank you, Henry.” She reached out to touch his arm, but her hand passed through him. She clenched her fist at her side, frustrated. Her mother nodded.

      “Well, if you’d rather, Charlie, you can travel through Specs, here.”

      The mirror took a step back in surprise.

      “It won’t hurt either of you,” Olivia reassured. “When the glass looks like water, just jump through as if you were going through an open window.”

      She whispered magical words, and the glass rippled again. Charlie looked at Matilda, uncertain.

      “Go ahead,” she nodded. “And you can come back the same way.”

      He was a little apprehensive, but he steeled himself and jumped.

      His paws landed on the plush carpeting of Olivia’s living room, and he turned to look back behind himself. Matilda and their house were still reflected in a mirror that was attached to the wall. His witch smiled at him.

      “Good job! Now be safe, and hurry. We haven’t much time.”

      Olivia handed him a tiny bag from a jewelry store, and he took it in his teeth. He followed her to the front door, and when she held it open, both Charlie and Solomon trotted outside.

      “Solly,” Olivia said. Her squirrel familiar stopped and turned around. She waved her wand, and a black-and-purple witch’s hat appeared upon his tiny head. She nodded. “Very nice.”

      He put nodded to Charlie, who nodded back. /Right. Let’s go./
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        * * *

      

      Matilda sighed, and her mother came back to the mirror. “Now let’s have a look at those spells, shall we? You in Granny’s books, and I’ll look in mine, and we’ll see which spells use those ingredients.”

      “There are dozens,” the younger witch objected, “and I want to stop him before the Halloween ball begins. Whatever he’s going to do, he’ll do then.”

      Both witches looked over their shoulders at the cuckoo clocks on their walls. Olivia was the one who said it. “We have three hours before the guests start arriving. Are you going to the ball, Tildy?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Well, I am, and you should too.”

      Matilda was flustered. “I have no costume to wear, and no appropriate finery. I also have no escort.”

      Henry cleared his throat. “If I were alive, Miss Matilda, it would be my honor to ask you to the ball.”

      Matilda looked up into his blue eyes and stammered, “Oh…”

      Olivia asked, “How did you die, Captain?”

      Henry was surprised by the question, and his expression showed it. “I… Died? I didn’t die. I was contained in the spirit sphere while I was quite alive.”

      Both witches’ eyebrows shot up toward their hairlines.

      “Still alive?” Matilda echoed.

      “Well,” Olivia said, sounding impressed. “That was a very strong spell that imprisoned you.”

      “It was,” he nodded. “When it happened, my body was in the dungeon of the Academy.”

      “Why were you…?” her mother began. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter now.”

      “For casting transformative magics.” Henry shrugged. “It was the year the Academy chose to exclude all males.”

      “Do you know why they did that, Mother?”

      “Which? The excluding, or the punishment?”

      “Well... both.”

      Olivia sighed. “Males were excluded as revenge for the burnings. Mundane males, mostly ministers, were responsible for the Stake Days.”

      The Stake Days. Matilda had heard of those. Three hundred years ago, there had been a week when female witches from Button Landing, which in those days was not connected to Button Hollow, were gathered and burned at stakes erected in the city square, roughly where there was a playground now. In Button Hollow, which had always been the home of the witches, there had been massive unrest in response, and the barring of male students had been part of the retaliation. The Academy had been enclosed in the high, stout walls and gates that now surrounded it during the Stake Days. Matilda had always known that before the burnings, there had been male students at the Academy. Afterward, there were none. She had heard the story since her childhood, and it had never occurred to her to ask what had become of those wizards.

      Now, looking at Henry, she knew.

      “It’s likely that my body was kept in the crypt beneath the Academy, where it decayed,” Henry shrugged. “But dead before the spirit sphere? No.”

      “Your body may still be alive,” Olivia posited.

      “Three hundred years later? No. I think not.” He smiled gently. “And I would hate for you ladies to see me the way that I probably look now.”

      “I think that we could bear it,” her mother said, “but no matter.”

      “This is very interesting, but we should discuss it later,” Matilda said firmly. “We have Xander to counter now. And I don’t think that we need to know what spell he’s going to cast. When darkness falls, I think I can use the Spirits of Halloween to make his magic reflect back on him. Whatever spell he thinks he’s going to unleash, he’s going to put it right back on himself.”

      “You’re so clever!” Olivia praised her daughter. “Do you know how you’re going to do it?”

      “I found a spell in Granny’s book, and it’s just perfect for enacting some Halloween revenge. I have everything I need but one ingredient: trick or treat candy, three pieces freely given by strange women to my familiar.” She sighed. “Now it’s up to Charlie.”
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      Charlie and Solomon hurried to main street with their tails held high. The cat’s tail was high in excitement and because he felt so clever dressed up as a bat. The squirrel’s tail was bushed and arced over his back in anxiety.

      /I don’t like being close to so many humans where they can see me,/ Solomon fussed. /Humans are so big and ungainly, and they could crush me if they step on me./

      /You’re quicker than they are, and anyone seeing your hat will know that you’re no average rodent,/ Charlie reassured.

      /You’re just saying that./

      /Not at all. I think you look quite grand./

      They reached the first store where children were going for their holiday treats. It was a hardware store, and the man behind the counter was giving out candy to the kids in costume. At his elbow was a bowl full of walnuts, still in the shell. Solomon’s eyes went wide.

      /Why…. It’s perfect!/

      The door was propped open, and Charlie and Solomon trotted inside.

      The man took one look at the two familiars and threw a walnut at them. It hit the ground between them with a crack, and Charlie nearly dropped his bag as he jumped out of the way.

      “You filthy monsters!” the man shouted. “No familiars in my store! Out!”

      Solomon grabbed the walnut and thrust it into Charlie’s bag. He turned and gave the man a piece of his mind, swearing in purple squirrel-ese with his hands on his hips. The man threw another walnut, and Solomon grabbed that one, too.

      /There! Two down./

      /Those don’t count,/ Charlie said sadly. /They’re nuts, not candy, and they weren’t freely given by a strange woman./

      /Candy for me, freely thrown by a strange human. I think it’s close enough./

      Charlie only sighed.

      At the next store, the woman in the shop closed the door in their faces and refused to give them any treats from the bin that she had. As soon as the door slammed, Charlie saw a piece of paper taped to it at the level of a human’s face. He couldn’t see it from where he stood, but Solomon scampered up the door jamb and ripped down the sign so they could read it.

      A crudely drawn image of a black cat in a witch’s hat was accompanied by words in red text. “WARNING: By order of the Button Landing Health Council, beware of familiars. HALLOWEEN POX. Twelve gold pieces for each familiar brought to the Health Council, dead or alive.”

      /Well, that’s stupid,/ Solomon grumbled. /First of all, familiars don’t carry disease, not even the hissing cockroaches. Second of all, there’s no such thing as Halloween Pox./

      /I’ll bet that this is Xander’s work,/ Charlie sighed. /I don’t know why, but he’s making humans turn against us familiars./

      /Well, if they kill or lock us up, our witches will be affected. Their magic will be limited,/ Solomon explained. /If a witch’s familiar is imprisoned, her power is cut in half, and if her familiar dies, then she can’t cast anything at all. Ooh, he’s clever… and mean./

      A rock slammed into the cobblestones near them, and they leaped out of the way. A group of teenage boys shouted angrily at them, and one threw another rock.

      “Familiars!” he yelled. “Get them!”

      /Augh!/ Solomon screamed.

      Charlie wasted no time on vocalizations. He dropped his bag and ran as fast as his feet would go. His companion scaled the side of the building and raced along the rooftops to safety.

      Little Charlie couldn’t climb the bricks the way Solomon could, and he could only run so quickly. The hard ground hurt his paws, and the bat wings on his back impaired his speed. He careened around a corner, headed toward Olivia’s house as quickly as he could. The boys pounded after him, still slinging rocks and sticks. One hit him in the hip, and he tumbled. Charlie’s heart was pounding in terror, and he cried out piteously as the boys surrounded him.

      A white mist appeared above him, and he shuddered, closing his eyes in terror. He didn’t know what was happening, but he was sure that he was going to die.

      “Here, now!” a woman’s voice said harshly. “You get away from him!”

      He opened his eyes to look up at the ghost of a witch. Her skin was green, and her nose looked like a bent cucumber, curling down over her dark black lips. Those lips were pulled back in a snarl, revealing snaggly teeth. Her black hair stuck out from her head in all directions, and the peaked hat upon her head was bent. It glowed in spots as if it were on fire, and the embers were eating through the fabric.

      The boys who were pursuing Charlie screamed and ran away, shouting about ghosts and hollering for help. The ghost witch turned and looked down at the little familiar between her feet.

      “Little man,” she said. Her voice was rickety and full of creaks like an old buggy. “You’d better get on home now.”

      He meowed at her, too panicked to remember how to mindspeak. He bent to lick his bruised hip.

      The ghost witch put her hands on her ample hips and stood squarely on her spindly ankles. Her feet were too large for such skinny legs to possibly bear.

      /Charlie!/ It was Solomon, and he ran to stand beside his fallen friend. The squirrel looked up at the ghost. /Thank you for saving us./

      “Think nothing of it.”

      Running hoofbeats rang through the lane. Charlie was almost afraid to look. Oksana came toward them, driving a covered wagon packed with familiars. The Shetland pony drawing the cart lowered its nose toward Charlie and Solomon.

      /Get in,/ she advised the other familiars. /We’re getting back to Button Hollow before the burnings start again./

      The witches looked grim, and the familiars in the wagon looked afraid. Charlie understood how they felt. He and Solomon climbed aboard and took their seats among the others.

      “Okay,” the Russian witch said. “Hold on. We going fast way.”

      She took a wand out of her pocket and swept it in a circle, and a portal opened that connected the Landing’s residential street to the sidewalk outside the Familiar Emporium. The pony leaped through the portal, pulling the cart after her, and then they were safely in Button Hollow. Oksana closed the portal and glared over her shoulder toward the river.

      “Oooh, people so bad,” she fumed. “Make me so angry! Well! No good Halloween for them!”

      She swiped her wand in an angry arc, and the sky above Button Landing filled with dark clouds. Lightning flashed furiously over the town, and then buckets of rain began to fall. Oksana cackled at her mastery over the weather.

      “There!” she chortled. “Try trick or treat in that!”

      Charlie rubbed his face against her leg. /Thank you./

      “Oh, you’re welcome. You good kitten.” She took the harness off the pony and opened the back gate to the covered wagon. “You all safe now. Go home.”

      /She saved us,/ a startled-looking turtle told Charlie. /We had all been taken by the Button Landing Health Council, and she set us free./

      /I don’t think I like Button Landing anymore,/ Charlie said.

      Solomon fumed. /My tree and my witch are over there./

      “Your witch need to move here where she more welcome,” Oksana told him.

      The wild weather was contained on the other side of the river, held in place by Oksana’s spell. From where they stood, Charlie and Solomon could see the wind whipping the tops of the trees and blowing shingles away from roofs. Solomon crossed his little arms.

      /Serves them right,/ said a hawk. He wore a jeweled collar, but it was more decoration than containment.

      /Monsters,/ agreed a hound. /And they call our witches names!/

      “Ooh, people!” Oksana shook her fist at the other town. “So people-y!”

      Charlie looked across the river and despaired. /But… I was supposed to get trick-or-treat candy,/ he sighed. /I’ve failed./

      “What failed?” Oksana asked. “You think only mundane people trick or treat?”

      /I... yes…/

      “Silly kitty!” She picked him up. “Nice costume!”

      /Thank you. My grandma made it for me./

      “Grandmas are best.” She chucked him gently under the chin. “Don’t be sad. We going to make it right.”

      She carried him across the square to the Coven Council. Three witches, nearly identical in their ravishing beauty but none of whom he had ever seen before, sat here toiling over ledgers and books. Oksana knocked on the door and called out in a bright voice.

      “Trick or treat!”

      The witches greeted them with smiles. “Oh!” one of them exclaimed. “What a cute little goblin!”

      “Cat. Dressed as bat.”

      “Of course. Cat.”

      Charlie sighed. /Trick or treat,/ he said, trying to look as winsome as he could.

      The three of them came forward, each of them with a wrapped candy. “Happy Halloween,” another of them said. They were so similar that he wasn’t certain which of them had spoken.

      Oksana held him out to them, and they tucked the candies into his sweater. He purred loudly. /Happy Halloween!/

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      The shadows were lengthening when Charlie scratched at the door to the house, and Matilda opened it immediately.

      /I have the candy!/ he announced. /And oh, what an adventure!/

      “You’ll have to tell me all about it once this is over,” she told him, smiling. She saw the bruise on his hip and frowned. “What happened?”

      /Some people are mean./

      While she took the candy out of his sweater, he told her about the flyer and the mob, and she shook her head in horror and cuddled him in her arms. “You poor baby! I’m so sorry! I’ll never send you out alone again.”

      /Thank you./ He licked her nose. /It was worth it to help you./

      “You’re so sweet.” She kissed his forehead. “I’m glad we found each other.”

      /So am I./

      In the armchair, Eddie grumbled something around the sock that Matilda had put into his mouth. She glared at him, and he fell silent.

      /Are you ready with the spell?/

      “I think so.”

      Specs rocked on her feet, and then the reflective surface began to ripple. Solomon hopped through into the house, followed by Olivia, who was dragging a wooden chest that very nearly didn’t fit through Specs’ glass. Matilda helped her haul her burden into the house.

      “What is this?”

      “You can’t very well go to a Halloween ball without a ballgown,” Olivia said, smiling, “and you need to be there in person to cast this spell on Xander.”

      Olivia opened the trunk and revealed masses of black lace and satin. She whispered a word of magic, and two beautiful, elaborate black gowns levitated out of the trunk and did a slow pirouette in front of Matilda’s widened eyes.

      “Mom, these are beautiful!” she exclaimed.

      “One for me and one for you.”

      Matilda hesitated. “I don’t know if they’re going to fit…”

      Olivia clicked her tongue. “They’re magical, silly. They’ll resize automatically.”

      Solomon climbed up the leg of the kitchen table and said, /We think we know what you need to do./

      “So do I.” Matilda touched the nearest dress. Charlie sniffed at the hem. “I have the incantation, and now I have the candy. I just need to be in the same room as Xander to make this end.”

      “Then let’s get changed and get to it,” Olivia said.

      Matilda grinned. “Are you coming, too?’’

      Her mother laughed. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”
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        * * *

      

      The Academy was brilliantly lit with orange lanterns and bubbles of fairy lights that bounced and floated around the grounds. Music filled the air, and the sweet smell of apple cider was everywhere.

      Carriages rolled up to the gates in a long procession, some made of gold, some made from enchanted pumpkins like something out of a storybook. Matilda and Olivia, their familiars in their arms, walked toward the Academy in their black gowns.

      Eddie had told them, before he was gagged, that he was being paid to watch Matilda. She wasn’t certain why Xander had such an interest in her, but she supposed it probably had to do with their encounter in the town square. She didn’t want to take the chance of him seeing her before she could get close to him, so she and Olivia had added magical enchantments to their appearance, concealing their true faces so that they would be more able to sneak up on Xander without him realizing who they were. Charlie was in his bat costume still, and this time a little hood had been added to conceal his face. It was silly, and he disliked it, but he wore it like a trooper.

      Matilda, eternally practical, had enchanted both gowns to have extra pockets in the skirts. In one pocket, she had a newt in a special magical bubble to keep the creature safe and secure. In the other pocket, she had the candy that Charlie had obtained through trick-or-treating. She had the words of the incantation memorized, and she just needed Xander to show himself so that she could make things right.

      Henry strolled along with them. He was invisible, but his presence was very tangible. Matilda wished that he were alive in truth, because she found herself extremely drawn to him. He was kind and handsome, and it was a rotten shame that he’d been dead for so long.

      Her emotions must have echoed through to Charlie, because her little familiar put his paw out and patted her hand. He looked up at her wordlessly, but the love shining in his eyes made her smile. She didn’t know how she’d ever gotten along without him.

      When everyone was gathered in the ballroom, Administrator Agatha Winterhex stood up on stage with the musicians and began to speak.

      “Witches of Button Hollow, welcome to this celebration of our most cherished night!”

      The attendees applauded politely.

      “We have….”

      Agatha choked, and Matilda could feel a wave of power sweeping through the room, coalescing in a green glow that surrounded the administrator. She began to shake, her body rocking with wild contortions.

      /Counterspell!/ Solomon shouted to them, gripping his hat in his little hands. /Counterspell!/

      Olivia began to chant. “The spell that’s working will not bind. It falls away from me and mine. The spell that’s working will not bind. It falls away from me and mine!”

      She continued chanting, and a bubble of white energy surrounded Olivia, Matilda, Henry and the familiars. Outside Olivia’s protections, Agatha began to croak like a toad. She dropped down onto all fours, and each croak left her throat in a cloud of green that surrounded the people in the ballroom. All the witches dropped to the ground and vanished into the folds of their dresses.

      Agatha transformed into a warty toad, her bulbous eyes rolling as she continued to croak. Dozens of newts crawled out of the dresses that lay in heaps on the floor, and Matilda shook her head in annoyance.

      “That’s the only spell he knows.”

      “Well, my dear,” Henry said at her elbow. “You’re on.”

      Matilda grasped the candy in one hand and the newt in the other. She stepped forward. “Xander Melrose, show yourself!”

      A bat flew past her, the wind from its wings ruffling the curls that rested on her forehead. She ducked. When she straightened, Xander was standing on the stage, holding in his hand the toad that had once been Agatha Winterhex.

      “You can’t tell me that you have any loyalty to these witches who have always spurned you, Matilda,” he said.

      Charlie hissed, and she hushed him. “What you’ve done is wrong. I will give you one chance to undo what you’ve done.”

      Xander laughed. “Undo it? Why would I do that?” He held the toad in his hand and stroked its warty back. “I am now in a position to declare myself the administrator of this Academy. You could join me, if you wished. Think of the power.”

      “I don’t want power. I want you to make this right.”

      She held out the newt and pointed it at him. Xander laughed until his eyes watered.

      /He asked for it,/ Charlie said, irate. /Let him have it./

      Matilda held out the candy in her other hand and intoned:

      

      One if by pumpkin,

      Two if by bat,

      Three if by ghosties

      All brought by a cat

      

      Ghosts of the nighttime

      From Halloweens past

      Turn back all injustice

      Bring justice at last

      

      She put the newt on the floor and stepped back. The room fell preternaturally silent, and Xander continued to laugh at her. He put the toad down and gathered the musicians, who had been turned into newts. He piled all the little creatures together in Agatha’s hat.

      Solomon asked, /Did it fail?/

      Henry appeared beside her, his eyes as round as saucers. “No.”

      The ghost of the sea captain abruptly disappeared, shattering into a thousand glittering bits of light that plunged through the floor. In the distance, a cacophony of howling filled the night, getting louder and closer by the minute. The doors of the ballroom blasted open, and Xander stopped laughing.

      Spirits of all sizes and shapes, black and gray and misty white, swarmed into the room. Matilda and Olivia huddled with their familiars, terrified. Legions of ghosts filled the room, packing the air so tightly that the witches and familiars could see nothing but ectoplasm on all sides of them. The walls, floors, ceilings, even Charlie’s own paw in front of his face - they were all hidden in the spiritual storm cloud that filled the room.

      Magic, wild and uncontrolled, swirled around them, and they could hear Xander let out a gurgling scream. Beneath them, something banged three times, the noise echoing up from the dungeon and rattling their teeth. Olivia and Matilda trembled, and Solomon hid beneath Olivia’s hair and screamed.

      Charlie knew what was happening. He leaped out of Matilda’s arms and ran up toward the stage.

      “Charlie! Come back!”

      The ghost cloud began to recede, and as it went, the screaming and murmuring of spectral voices were replaced with the chatter of living witches, once again standing on two feet in their party clothes. Charlie raced up to the stage, grabbed what he was looking for, and brought it back to Matilda as the last of the ghosts swept back out into the night.

      He dropped an oversized newt at his witch’s feet. /You did it!/

      “Is that… Xander?”

      /Yes!/

      She bent and picked up the newt. It was larger than the ones in her house - all of whom had probably been returned to their witchy selves - and it glowered at her angrily. It chirped at her, and if she’d spoken newt, she would have been incredibly offended.

      Administrator Winterhex stood up and brushed herself off, looking pale but none the worse for wear. The others in the room, all of them reversed back from newt to witch, looked at one another dumbly, uncomprehending.

      “Charlie,” Matilda asked slowly, “have you ever eaten a newt before?”

      /No, but I’m willing to try it once./

      She put Xander down on the floor. He shook his amphibious head, but she had no pity for him. “Run if you can, newt boy.”

      He scampered toward the open door, and Charlie raced after him.

      Agatha called, “Matilda Greenbottom. Olivia Greenbottom.”

      “Yes, Administrator?”

      “Approach the stage, please.”

      They were halfway to where Agatha waited when the door to the dungeon stairs opened. Matilda gasped. Captain Henry Davenport, warlock and sea captain, stood there in the flesh, hale and hearty and very much alive. His clothing had been magically refreshed, and his eyes twinkled above his bright grin.

      “All injustice was reversed,” he announced. “All of it.”

      He stepped aside, and a troop of male witches came out of the dungeon behind him, some of them achingly young. They came into the ballroom, some staring at the decorations and stunned by the lights, others staring at their own hands as if they couldn’t quite believe that they were real.

      Henry crossed the room to Matilda. He clasped her hand and kissed it.

      “You have saved me, Miss Matilda. How can I ever thank you?”

      “How can any of us?” Administrator Winterhex asked. “We owe these two witches a deepest debt of gratitude. Witches of Button Hollow!”

      The witches, warlocks, and familiars all turned their faces toward the stage. Matilda and Olivia stepped up to join Agatha, who took their hands and held them high.

      “Give thanks to these witches! They have saved us all, and they have saved Halloween!”

      The room erupted into applause, but to Matilda, the greatest gratitude was the light she saw shining in Henry’s eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Solomon found Charlie in the vestibule, licking his paw and washing his face. The squirrel put a paw on the cat’s costume bat wing.

      /All’s well that ends well? / he asked.

      Charlie put his paw down. /Definitely. /

      Solomon looked around. /Where’s Xander? /

      The little cat’s eyes sparkled. /Let’s just say I think I’ve developed a taste for newt. /

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

      

      
        
        BONUS STORY:

      

      

      

      
        
        “Board Games”

      

      

      

      When the invitation came, Ellen Harper had to read it three times just to convince herself that she was actually seeing the words printed on the card.

      You are invited to a Halloween party!

      Nobody had ever invited Ellen to anything, unless you count the “request” from Julie Finney to join her in the school bathroom so the mean girls could shove her head into the toilet and break her glasses. Now, in her super-flowery handwriting with little daisies drawn in as the dots on all of her I’s, the captain of the cheerleading squad in her high school was inviting her to a party.

      Michelle Wells was everything Ellen wasn’t. She was pretty, thin, popular and rich. Her father worked as a foreman in the local auto factory, and he made what Ellen thought was ridiculous amounts of money. Their house was the grandest on their street, with an in-ground heated swimming pool and a three-car garage. Michelle had just turned sixteen, but she already had a car of her own, and all of the girls at school competed to see who would be chosen to get to ride along. She dated Mike Nichols, the quarterback of the football team, and everybody just knew the two of them would get married after high school.

      Ellen thought it would be a miracle if Michelle made it to graduation without getting knocked up. 

      She walked into the kitchen with her school backpack still slung over one shoulder, the rest of the mail in one hand while she held the invitation in the other. Her grandmother was sitting at the kitchen table, peeling apples. She looked up with a smile.

      “What do you have?”

      “An invitation.” She could hear it in her own voice how she didn’t believe the card was real. Ellen held it up so her grandmother could see the cheesy googly-eyed bat on the front. “To a Halloween party.”

      Her grandmother smiled. “Well, that’s nice.”

      “No, it probably isn’t.” She put the invitation down on the table. 

      “Is this from one of your school friends?”

      “Well, one of the girls from school, anyway. I don’t have any friends.”

      Angelica Harper picked up the invitation. “Which girl is this?”

      “The cheerleader captain. Michelle.”

      “The blonde?”

          “No, her friend. The red head.” 

      “Ah.”

      Ellen sat down across from her grandmother and picked up an apple. Taking a bite out of the red fruit, she said, “She hates me.”

      “Hate is a pretty strong word.”

      “It’s accurate.”

      Angelica nodded sagely. “Well… why do you think she wants you to come to her party?”

      “They’re probably just inviting me so they can pick on me all night.”

      “That’s not very nice,” Angelica commented, putting the invitation back on the table, “and it’s not very wise. You’d think that with our family’s reputation, those girls would know better than to start any shenanigans on Samhain.”

      Ellen sighed. “I don’t talk about it, Gran. I’ve never told them...”

      She picked up the apple she’d been working and resumed carefully cutting away the red skin in one long spiral. “You don’t have to talk about it. Everybody knows… but maybe that’s part of the trouble, hmm?”

      Ellen couldn’t look at her. Angelica had raised her ever since her parents had died, and she’d always been wonderful, but sometimes she was embarrassing. When she talked about the Old Ways in public, or walked up to a stranger in the grocery store with a message from spirit, it was enough to make Ellen wish she could sink into the earth and disappear. The entire town knew that Angelica Harper was a psychic and a witch. In a conservative burgh like Henley, that sort of thing made Ellen an outcast.

      I’m a freak, Ellen thought.

      “Nonsense,” Angelica said firmly. “You’re not a freak. The rest of Henley is just closed- minded.” She nodded toward the invitation. “What are you going to do?”

          Ellen shrugged. “I don’t know. Go, I guess.”

      Her grandmother smiled beatifically. “Good girl.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day at school, Ellen was putting putting her coat into her locker when Michelle Wells and her sidekicks trotted up. It was a game day, so they were all decked out in their cheerleading uniforms, dressed in tiny skirts and ankle socks and sweaters bedecked with the mascot of the Henley Chargers. Michelle smiled and leaned against the locker beside Ellen’s.

      “Did you get my invitation? Julie’s mother works at the post office and she said she delivered it yesterday.”

      Ellen closed the locker and spun the lock, just to be safe. She didn’t want to get shoved into it again. “Yes. Thank you.”

      Beside Michelle, Collette Howe batted her big blue eyes, her blonde ponytail gleaming in the bright morning sunlight. “Well? Are you coming?”

      The third member of the group, Theresa Wares, prodded Ellen’s shoulder with a hard finger. “Yeah. Are you coming?”

      She looked at the squad, including the two silent members, Julie Finney and Lisa Shepherd. She swallowed her fear. 

      “Yes, I am. Thank you for the invitation.”

      Michelle simpered. “Excellent. We’re having pizza at 7, so don’t be late.”

      “Yeah,” Lisa told her. “The real fun starts at midnight, though.”

      “The witching hour,” Julie added.

      “You know all about that, don’t you?” Michelle straightened and winked at Leroy Hall, who was passing in the corridor. He grinned. “Well… see you tomorrow night.”

      The cheerleading captain led her girls away, and they followed where she went like obedient puppies. Lisa hesitated long enough to turn a hard look on Ellen.

      “Don’t think you’re invited because anybody likes you,” she told her.

      “Oh, not to worry. I’d never think that.”

      “Good.”

      Ellen watched as the girls flounced away. Sighing deeply, she headed off to class.
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        * * *

      

      When Ellen got home from school, her grandmother presented her with a wrapped bundle.

      “What’s this?” 

      Angelica smiled. “You can’t very well go to a Halloween party without a costume.”

      Ellen opened the wrapping paper, careful not to mar the images of ghosts and vampires. She pulled the gaily-printed paper away and stopped stock still. The package held her mother’s ritual robes, complete with her gold tiara bearing the symbol of the Triple Goddess. 

      “This isn’t a costume.”

      “No, but they don’t know that, and this is an opportunity for you to inherit what your mother left behind.” Angelica smiled at her and crossed her arms. “Samhain is an important night for us, as you know. The veil is very thin. You never know who you can contact - or who those idiot girls might bring through without you there to guide them.”

      Ellen’s mouth was dry. She ran her hand over the cool black silk. “I don’t think they’ll listen to any guidance from me.”

      “If they won’t take your guidance, then they can take your wrath.” 

      She looked up into her grandmother’s eyes and saw a steely look there that she didn’t expect. Angelica nodded. 

      “You know what happens to the uninitiated when they play with things they shouldn’t. It’s good that you’re going to be there, Ellen. You can put right what they put wrong.”

      “But…” She hesitated, unconvinced. “I don’t have any training in combat magic.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Angelica smiled an enigmatic smile and walked away, leaving Ellen in the foyer with her mother’s robes clutched in her hands. “I’m sure.”

      Ellen pressed her face into the black satin robe. She expected to smell moth balls or maybe lavender, but instead the thick, heavy scent of incense and sandalwood rose to meet her. In her mind she was an infant again, cuddled in loving arms, being presented to the man in black who haunted all her dreams. The memory faded away again as soon as she lifted her face from her mother’s ritual garb.

      She blinked tears away. “I miss you, Mama.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Saturday, was Halloween. Ellen spent the daylight hours in dread, worried about what she would find when she arrived at Michelle’s house and hoping that this would be the end of her outcast days. She knew that she was fantasizing when she imagined Michelle and the others greeting her with open arms, but she couldn’t bring herself to stop hoping. Perhaps today would be the day they finally accepted her.

      Fat chance.

      She wasn’t there to be a friend. She was part of the entertainment.

      In history class a few weeks ago, they had been covering the Salem Witch Trials, and when Lisa Shepherd had asked her point-blank if her grandmother was a witch, Ellen had made the mistake of telling the truth. It was the worst mistake she’d made yet in her high school career. To compound her error, she hadn’t just shared what Angelica could do, she’d also come clean about her own abilities. Lisa immediately told Julie, who then told Collette, and from there it reached Michelle, who might as well have been in a broadcast booth. By lunch time, everybody in the school knew that Ellen had admitted she could speak with the dead.

      The harassment had taken a few hours to start, but by the end of the day, it was clear that she was the object of discussion. Steve Jameson, Julie’s on-and-off boyfriend, taped a sign to Ellen’s back that said “I see dead people.” April Nichols, daughter of Henley’s evangelical minister, marched up to her with her Bible in her hand and offered to do a deliverance, whatever nonsense that was. After that, girls followed her in packs, only to scatter when she turned around, giggling and frightened. Stanley Cooper threw stones at her when she was walking home from the bus stop. It had been a banner day in the life of Henley’s bullies.

      Now she was invited to a party hosted by the most popular girl in school, and Ellen knew what to expect. She was going to be on display, just another spooky thing on a spooky holiday. Well, if that’s how they wanted to play it, then who was she to interfere?

      She showered and put on the oil her grandmother had made to anoint them both for Circle. She put on her normal underwear, but over that she donned a white chemise and a black overdress with a lace-up bodice, part of her garb for the Renaissance fair. Her Highland dance shoes went on over striped socks, because cartoon witches always wore striped socks. She left her black hair hanging loose and let it air dry so the natural curls could go wild instead of flat-ironing them out of existence the way she usually did. She took out the diamond studs she’d worn in her ears every day since her sixteenth birthday when Angelica had given them to her, then hung her pentacle necklace around her neck. For the first time, she made no move to conceal it. Finally, she donned her mother’s robes and her golden circlet, letting the triple moon phase symbol rest over her Third Eye. Only then, when she was fully attired as the witch she was, did she look into the mirror.

      She barely recognized the person who gazed back out at her. She looked like her mother more than she ever had before, and the robe, with the delicate gold embroidery at the cuffs and hems, made her look mystical. Ellen swallowed hard. They wanted a witch. Well, that’s what they were getting.

      Angelica met Ellen at the base of the stairs, smiling in approval. She nodded her head. 

      “You look beautiful, darling,” she said, bestowing a kiss on both of her granddaughter’s cheeks. “You’re really coming into your power.”

      “I don’t feel powerful,” she admitted.

      Angelica put her hands on Ellen’s shoulders. “But you are. And you know what this day really means, and what this night can really hold.”

      Ellen hesitated. “Should I open the door?”

          “They’re going to do that themselves, but if they ask you to do it?” Angelica nodded. “Absolutely. Let them see that we are nothing to be laughed at.”

      “What if I open the door and nothing happens?” she fretted. “Then I’ll be a laughingstock.”

      Her grandmother’s eyes glinted. “Oh, don’t worry. This is a very special night.” She picked up her car keys. “Ready?”

      “You’re driving me?”

      “Well, you can’t take a broom.” She grinned. “I want to talk to that girl’s mother.”

      Ellen felt sick. “Don’t make things worse for me.” 

      “Honey, I would never. But Michelle’s mother needs to know a thing or two about her darling.”

          The house was hard to miss. It was heavily decorated for the holiday, with orange, black and purple streamers, a fake cemetery in the front yard, and a mass murder tableau made of scarecrows. 

      Angelica chuckled when she saw the display. “Well, one thing’s certain. They’re not afraid to go all out.”

      Michelle’s mother opened the door for them, a smile on her face. “Come in!” she greeted cheerily. “Happy Halloween!”

      “Happy Halloween,” Ellen responded politely.

      “Great costume! The girls are downstairs,” Mrs. Wells said. “Go on down. Pizza will be here in a minute.”

      “Thank you.” She looked at Angelica. “Thanks, Gran. I’ll see you later. Please…”

      “I know,” Angelica smiled. “I won’t embarrass you too much.”

      Mrs. Wells laughed and showed Ellen the way downstairs. The basement was finished, with wall-to-wall carpet and a bar in the corner. A large sliding glass door opened onto a walk-out patio, where another scarecrow tableau was assembled. A huge flatscreen television hung on the wall, and a slasher movie was playing. The room was full of cheerleaders and popular girls in Halloween costumes, and Ellen felt out of place. 

      “She’s here,” Julie announced.

      Michelle swept forward, dressed in a revealing nurse outfit. Ellen wondered who she was trying to impress. “Come in,” she said. “Hey, everybody, it’s Ellen!”

      A low murmur coursed through the room, and everybody turned to stare at her. One of the girls whispered, “I thought we were supposed to come in costume.”

      The others laughed. Ellen didn’t think it was funny.

      Michelle took her arm, and it was the first time the cheerleader had ever touched her. She led her into the middle of the room, where a table had been set up. It was groaning with sodas and snacks, and in the middle of the centerpiece was a Ouija board. Ellen could feel power emanating from the board, and it made her shiver. There was a spirit attached to that board, and it knew she saw it. She retreated spiritually and put up wards of protection around herself, but she heard the spirit of the board chuckle at her efforts. They would not be enough. 

      “We’re going to be having pizza soon, and then we’ll watch movies and talk and stuff. But once midnight comes, you’re on.”

      Collette widened her eyes theatrically. It added to the impact of her Raggedy Ann costume. “Witching hour.”

      “Technically, witching hour is at 3 am,” Ellen told them. “It’s also called the devil’s hour.”

      “Ooh! Spooky!” Michelle gave a fake shudder. 

      “Do you believe in the devil?” Collette asked Ellen.

      Lisa snorted. “She worships him.”

      She held her head high. “I believe in the devil, but I don’t worship him. You’re thinking Satanists, not witches.”

      Theresa asked, “Are you really a witch?”

      “Of course she is, silly!” Michelle chided gently. “I mean, she’s Angelica Harper’s granddaughter.”

      The brunette cheerleader giggled. “Say no more.”

      Mrs. Wells came to the top of the stairs. “Michelle, can I talk to you for a minute?”

          Ellen’s heart sank, convinced that her grandmother had done or said something that would make the party even more excruciating. Michelle trotted up the stairs. Ellen could hear the two of them talking, but she couldn’t make out any of the words they said.

      After a moment, Michelle returned, her hands full of pizza boxes and her expression sour until she reached the bottom of the stairs. She pasted on a false smile. “Pizza’s here,” she said. “Dig in.”

      While they ate, the girls gossiped about other classmates who hadn’t been fortunate enough to be invited to the party. Ellen didn’t listen. She sat by herself in the corner, eating her pizza and drinking a soda, while the other girls chattered. Finally Lisa said something that caught her attention.

      “Is Mike coming over?”

      Michelle smiled. “That’s what my mom wanted to talk about.” She cast an arch glance in Ellen’s direction. “Somebody’s grandma told her that Mike was going to be coming to the party, even though boys aren’t allowed at my house.” 

      “That sucks,” Julie opined.

      “Well, that just means he can’t come in the front door.” She nodded her head toward the walk-out doors. “Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

      Now she understood the slutty nurse costume. Ellen spoke up without stopping to think about whether she should. “If you have sex tonight, you’re going to get pregnant.”

      The room fell silent. All of the girls stared at her. Michelle sputtered, “Wh - As if! Like you know anything.” She rolled her eyes. “And stay out of my personal business, freak.”

      The other girls held onto their silence for a few minutes longer. Michelle flounced up the stairs to the bathroom, and in her absence, Julie asked, “How do you know? How do you that’ll happen?”

      Ellen shrugged. “I saw it.”

      “Saw it how?”

      She hesitated. “I can’t explain it. I just did.”

      “Is this like when your grandma sees ghosts?”

      “Kind of,” she admitted.

      Lisa rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on. This is all so stupid. People can’t see ghosts, and nobody can see into the future.”

      Collette quietly said, “I’d say that you got pretty close to the truth for her to react that way. Maybe she and Mike do have plans…”

      “Not in front of us, I hope!” Lisa laughed. 

      The girls laughed with her, an edge of relief in the sound. 

      Ellen sat back. With her witch eye open, she looked at the girls ahead of her. Most of them were destined for very normal lives - graduate high school, go to college, get an M.R.S. degree - and some were destined to be successful. It didn’t surprise her to see financial success in Lisa’s future. She was already in the Young Entrepreneur Club at school. 

      When she looked at Collette, she wished she hadn’t. Unlike the others, there was no future that she could see. Collette saw her looking and smiled nervously. Ellen shifted her eyes back to the bottle of soda in her hand, trying to pretend she hadn’t been reading the other girl.

      It wasn’t just that Collette had no future.

      Her timeline ended tonight.
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        * * *

      

          They watched more scary movies and listened to music that Lisa had brought, inflicting her favorite boy band on them. They gossiped and ate, and night fell. Upstairs, trick-or-treaters came and went, and the darkness outside grew deeper and blacker with every passing minute.

          The closer it got to midnight, the more Ellen could feel the power coming from the Ouija board. It throbbed like a toothache. None of the other girls seemed to feel it, but she was finding it hard to tear her eyes away from the board and its plastic planchette.

          When the last slasher flick ended, Michelle turned off the TV and turned to her guests.

          “It’s time to get freaky,” she said. “Midnight is almost here. Let’s get down to some serious fun.”

          “Anybody know any scary games?” Lisa asked.

          “There’s Bloody Mary,” Theresa suggested.

          “Yeah,” Ellen allowed, “but don’t you want to do something that you can all get involved in?”

          “Like what?”

          All eyes turned to Ellen. She took a breath. “Light as a feather, stiff as a board.”

          Julie blinked owlishly. “What?”

          Ellen sighed. It was time to do what she’d been invited to do. 

          “One of you will lie down on the floor with your legs straight and your arms by your sides. The rest of us will kneel around you, and using just two fingers on each hand, we’re going to lift you.” 

          “Right,” Lisa scoffed.

          Ellen ignored her and looked at Michelle, issuing her challenge. “Well? Do you want to play?”

          Michelle grinned. “I’m game.” She stretched out on the carpet exactly as Ellen had described. “Now what?”

          “Close your eyes and concentrate on being weightless. And now we all kneel around you.”

          Ellen directed the girls into position, and even the skeptical Lisa joined the group. Each of them slid their fingers under Michelle’s body. 

          “Chant with me,” Ellen said. “We have to say it seven times. Say, ‘Light as a feather, stiff as a board.’”

          The others joined in, and they repeated the phrase seven times, chanting together. “Light as a feather, stiff as a board. Light as a feather, stiff as a board. Light as a feather, stiff as a board. Light as a feather, stiff as a board. Light as a feather, stiff as a board. Light as a feather, stiff as a board. Light as a feather, stiff as a board.”

      Ellen interjected. “Now lift on the count of three. One, two, three.”

          The girls lifted with their fingers, and to their frightened amazement, Michelle drifted up from the floor. They lifted her almost a foot above the ground before Julie squealed and pulled her hands away. Michelle fell with a thump, and the girls giggled and babbled.

          “Oh my God! It worked!”

          “I can’t believe it!”

          “Did we just cast a spell?”

          “My turn!”

          The partygoers repeated the feat with different girls lying on the floor, always with the same result. The last time, Julie was the subject, and they were just about to begin chanting when there was a sharp rap at the patio door. One of the scarecrows from the display had moved, and its painted face was pressed to the door. Its hand rose and flopped against the glass.

          Several of the girls screamed, but Michelle hopped up with a grin. She went to the door and opened it, admitting Mike Nichols, her quarterback boyfriend. He squeezed past the scarecrow display, leaving the one he’d been using as a puppet so it was still staring inside. She kissed him, and he put his hands on her hips, looking down at her skimpy costume appreciatively.

          “Happy Halloween,” he said.

          Michelle pouted. “You’re not in costume.”

          “Nah. My parents don’t believe in Halloween, so I couldn’t dress up. I had to tell them I was doing some Bible study in my room so they’d leave me alone.” He grinned. “You look awesome, though.”

          “Hi, Mike,” Theresa greeted. Theresa had been Mike’s girlfriend until that summer, when he had dumped her to take up with Michelle. He glanced at his former girlfriend and cast her an uneasy little smile.

          “Hey.”

          “Come on in,” Michelle purred. “Things are just starting to get interesting.”

          “What do you mean, interesting?” he teased. “Like, girl-on-girl action interesting?”

          Michelle rolled her eyes. “Ugh. You’re such a pig. No, we’re about to have a seance.”

          Mike looked at Ellen. “I guess that’s why she’s here?”

          “Yeah. We needed a medium, and she’s the closest we could find.”

          Ellen bristled. “I am a medium. And you didn’t say anything about a seance.”

          “Why else would we want you here?” Lisa scoffed. 

          “I thought it was just going to be parlor games and ghost stories. Not a full-on seance,” she objected. “Fine. Just… you have to know what you’re dealing with before you start.”

          Michelle clicked her tongue. “Oh, stop being dramatic. We’re just playing around.” She plucked the Ouija board out of the centerpiece and directed some of the girls, “Clear off this table, We’re using it for this.”

          Her lackeys sprang into action, Lisa getting the snacks and drinks out of the way while Collette and Theresa began setting up folding chairs around the table. When all of the chairs were placed, Michelle put the Ouija board down on the table with a great flourish.

          “Sit here, Ellen. You’re going to run this show.”

          She looked around and saw expectant expressions on everyone’s faces. Squaring her shoulders, she looked at Michelle. “If I’m running this, then there are some things that you have to let me do first.”

          The cheerleader crossed her arms. “What?”

          “Let me cast a circle for protection.”

          “What does that mean?” Mike asked. He frowned. “I don’t want to get involved in any devil-worshipping stuff here.”

          His girlfriend rolled her eyes again. “Honestly, Mike, you sound more like your dad every day.”

          “Well, excuse me.”

          “I thought you were cool,” she pouted.

          “I am cool.” His gaze flicked toward Ellen again. “I just don’t want to go to Hell, that’s all.”

          “You won’t go to Hell if you do things the right way.” Ellen looked into his nervous face. “Say a prayer to your Jesus if it makes you feel better, but you have to let me cast a circle.”

          Lisa groaned. “You’re being overly dramatic. These things are toys. They sell them at department stores, for crying out loud.” 

      “I agree.” Michelle glared at Ellen. “If you’re not going to play along, you’re going to have to leave.”

          Ellen felt her face burning as anger washed through her. For as long as she could remember, Michelle and her friends had been making her life miserable. Why was she trying so hard to keep them safe? If they wanted to play with fire, who was she to deny them the match?

          “Fine,” she said at last. “Be it on your head.”

          Michelle and the girls giggled at her words, but Mike looked at her with alarm. He sat down on the couch.

          “What are you doing?” their young hostess asked. “You’re supposed to be taking part in this. I want to have you at the table.”

          “I’m just gonna watch,” he said. “Make sure there’s no funny business.”

          “Funny business?”

          “Like if she bumps the table to make it move.” He shrugged. “That kind of thing.”

          Michelle smiled. “Oh, you’re so smart!” She rewarded him with a kiss. Theresa looked away, and Ellen scowled.

          “I’m not a faker,” she defended. Mike is just being a coward.

          “We’ll see,” the quarterback told her.

          Theresa sat at the table and put her hands on the planchette. “I saw this in a movie. We just put our fingertips really lightly on this thing, right? And then it supposedly moves on its own?”

           Julie lit a candle and put it on the table beside the board. Ellen put her fingers on the pointer. “It doesn’t move on its own. It’s moved by spirit… or, because we didn’t cast a circle, by a demon.”

      Michelle giggled and sat at Theresa’s side. She added her fingertips to the pointer, too, her immaculate French manicure gleaming in the light of the candle. “Ooh,” she mocked. “Demons.” 

      Mike smiled and leaned forward to rub his big hand across Michelle’s back. “I’ll protect you, baby.”

      Ellen rubbed the circlet where it was resting against her forehead. If she had been allowed to cast her circle, her spirit guides and protectors would have been there to keep them safe, keeping the spirit of the board under control. That same spirit purred in her mind, and she felt a tug, as if it was beckoning her to touch it. There was an oily, sexual edge to the purr, and the way it wanted her to touch the board was obscene. 

      She felt unsettled. The spirits that came to speak through Ouija were normally in the grey, tricksters and lost souls who might not have been evil but certainly didn’t always have the best of intentions. The one that was calling to her now was a spirit of the black. Knowing that she should have cast the circle anyway, she told the unseen presence, Show them why they should have listened to me.

          When all of the girls who wanted to take part were seated at the table, Ellen began. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She put her hands on the planchette and began the summoning.

          “Tonight is Samhain, the night when the veil is at its thinnest. The spirits of the dead walk the earth tonight. I call to any spirits who are here with us tonight to speak through this board.”

          The planchette shuddered, and she could feel the power in the board echoing all the way up to her shoulder, as if she were holding a live wire in her hand. The plastic pointer began to move.

          Immediately, Julie pulled her hands away with a squeal. The planchette stopped moving abruptly, and Ellen sighed in exasperation.

          “If you’re not going to do it right, just get a notebook or something and write down the letters as we call them out.”

          Julie scowled. “I was startled, that’s all.”

          “Why? She’s totally moving it,” Lisa sniffed.

          “No, I’m not,” Ellen defended.

          “Neither am I,” Theresa insisted.

          “Nobody’s moving it,” Michelle said, her voice pitched low, “except spirits. Hahaha!”

          Julie got a pencil and a notebook and sat down on the couch. “Fine. Just… go without me. That’s too weird for me.”

          Collette sat down in the chair that Julie had surrendered, and she added her slender fingertips to the group on the planchette. “Okay,” she said, nodding to Ellen. “Let’s do this.”

          Michelle asked, “What is it going to tell us? Our future?”

          “No. The spirit can tell you about itself, if it wants. Or it can tell you about yourself.” Ellen looked up at her. “It’s going to tell you secrets and things that you don’t want to hear.”

          Their hostess laughed. “Oh, okay. Sure it will.”

          “These things are dangerous,” Mike warned. “I mean, if you believe the stories I’ve heard.”

          “You mean creepypasta?” Theresa asked. “We can read some of those later. My favorite is the one about the black-eyed kids.”

          “Shh,” Michelle scolded. “We’re concentrating. Ellen, you’re on.”

          The young witch felt the power of the board lifting into the air, and she knew that the spirit of the board had been freed from its physical prison. She could hear it purring in her mind, and it draped itself over her back like a cloak. It felt like a cold, wet weight on her shoulders, and its trailed its icy fingertips over the back of her neck. The protective amulet of her pentacle necklace shivered, then dropped to the table in front of her. Its clasp and several links in the chain had completely vanished.

          The spirit chuckled in her ear.

          The girls had heard the thump of her necklace falling onto the table, and they all stared at the defiled necklace. She felt the spirit run its hands down her arms until it was grasping both of her wrists. The cold was almost unbearable, and then it began to sink into her body through her back.

          Ellen looked across the table at Mike, who was staring in pure alarm, his blue eyes as wide as they would go. She wanted to tell him to take the girls and run, but the words failed her. Instead, she said the only thing that the spirit would allow her to say before it took control completely. 

          “By the pricking of my thumbs, something wicked this way comes.”

          Lisa rolled her eyes. “That’s from Macbeth. We just read it in English class, idiot. You can’t scare us with that.”

          Michelle smiled. “Go on, Ellen. Ask it its name. Julie, write this down.”

          The planchette began to move in a circle, slowly at first, but then with increasing speed. It began to move so quickly that they had trouble keeping up with it, the movement and the necessity of keeping their fingertips touching making them all sway in their seats. 

          Ellen found her voice again, but even to her own ears, it sounded strange. She was still in command of her head and her heart, but her body was no longer her own. The spirit had taken control.

          Asssssk me, it hissed.

          “Spirit,” she said, her voice thick, “what is your name?”

          The planchette stopped circling and hit the letters in quick, sharp cadence. Collette announced them as they were indicated. 

          “X-I-C-I-P-E.” She frowned. “What kind of name is that?”

          Julie looked down at the letters she had written. “How do you even pronounce it?”

          Mike picked up a pillow from the couch and held it tightly. “It’s not in English. That’s a demonic name.”

          “Oh, stop,” Michelle ordered, her tone light even though it was clear that his words had frightened her. 

          “Maybe it’s Aztec,” Lisa suggested. “You know how Mexican names can have those X’s in them.”

          “Yeah!” Theresa agreed. “Are you an Aztec Indian?”

          “Native American,” Collette corrected.

          “Whatever.”

          The planchette moved to where the word “no” was printed on the board. It skimmed over the “yes” and the word “good-bye,” then began to circle again.

          “Okay. So you’re not an Aztec,” Michelle said. “Are you a demon?”

          In her head, Ellen heard it laugh.

          No.

          Her stomach sank. She asked in her mind, Are you a devil?

          The planchette went to “yes.”

          “No, but yes?” Lisa mocked. “Make up your mind.”

          DO YOU WANT TO TELL YOUR SECRET LISA

      “Ooh! Secrets!” Michelle laughed. 

      Lisa answered quickly. “No.”

      “Yes,” their hostess countermanded. “Tell.”

      Her friend glared at her. “No.”

      “It’s my board. I say what it does.”

      “It’s not your board,” Ellen objected. “It’s Xicipe’s board.” She pronounced the name the way she heard it in her head - kishipee. The spirit laughed.

      “There’s no spirit,” Lisa said, “and there’s no secret.”

      DADDYS GIRL

      All of the color drained out of Lisa’s face. “Stop it.”

          AND YOU LOVE IT

          “Stop it! Ellen, stop it!”

          DADDYS SPECIAL WHORE

          Lisa pulled her hands away, tears in her eyes. “Make it stop.”

          Ellen couldn’t have lifted her hands if she’d tried. The planchette continued to circle, its pace even more rapid than before. 

      “I can’t take my hands off,” Theresa cried.

      Collette agreed. “Neither can I!” 

      “Then don’t,” Michelle snapped. “Spirit of the board, tell us more.” She leveled a malicious glare across the table. “Tell us about Ellen.”

      WHAT DO YOU WANT TO KNOW

      “Tell us her secrets.”

      “I don’t have any secrets,” she objected.

      WHO’S YOUR DADDY

      Theresa laughed. “This thing is obsessed with fathers, I think.”

      WHO’S YOUR DADDY ELLEN

      “Daddy issues,” Michelle smiled. “Spirit of the board, who’s your daddy?”

      DON’T ASK DON’T TELL RIGHT MIKE

      On the couch, the young man looked startled. “Leave me out of this.”

      TELL US ABOUT THE COACH MIKE. 

      “I don’t like this game,” the quarterback said. 

      THE TWO OF YOU ARE VERY CLOSE

      “Michelle, knock it off.”

      LIKE ONE BEING SOMETIMES

      Collette frowned. “I’m getting scared. Maybe we should quit…”

      THE BEAST WITH TWO BACKS

      He roared and leaped up from the couch. He knocked Michelle and Collette out of the way, tackling the table and ripping the planchette out of everybody’s hands. Collette fell backward, hitting her head hard on the edge of one of the end tables that flanked the couch. Ellen jumped up to her feet, and the feeling of the spirit left her.

      The basement was filled with a cold wind that whirled around them in a frantic circle, moving like the planchette had done. It was like a cyclone, the wind blowing fast and hard, making it difficult to stand. The teenagers clung to one another in the center of the storm.

      There was a rhythmic scratching sound from the patio door. The scarecrow was moving, clawing at the glass with the straw-stuffed work gloves that formed its hands. The girls screamed.

      “Make it stop!” Mike shouted at Ellen. “You can control this! Make it stop!”

      A voice spoke from the middle of the maelstrom. It was a deep voice, masculine and sneering. “Why don’t you pray, preacher’s son?”

      Mike opened his mouth, but no sound came out. The spirit laughed.

      The other scarecrows in the patio tableau struggled to their feet. With jerky motions, they began to slam themselves into the door, and the glass seemed to bow inward with every strike. Inside the room, every piece of paper, every plastic cup and even the remotes for the TV and DVR were caught in the spirit’s wind, creating a tornado of flying objects. The girls were crying and screaming, holding each other. Mike crept toward the girls and tried to protect them from the flying objects, shielding them with his body. Only Ellen and Collette, lying still on the floor, were outside his attempts at protection.

      Ellen stood.

      “By the power of the Morrigan, I command you to be gone.” She spread her arms out and raised her hands, adopting the pose from ritual of Drawing Down the Moon. “By the power of Hecate, the dark one, I command you to be gone! By the power of the Mother, you are commanded to be gone!” 

      The wind ignored her and the spirit started laughing. The scarecrows beating against the patio door sounded like a drum. She knew, deep inside, what she needed to say, and the things she needed to admit. This was her test. 

      She would not fail.

      “By the power of my father, I command you to be gone! Father, Satan, Evil One - retrieve your minion and return him into hell! I, your daughter, command this!”

      The spirit stopped laughing.

      Whirling still, the wind focused on the discarded board, lying abandoned on the floor. The wind made a sound like a train whistle as it spun tighter and tighter, a tornado of grey air focusing its tip on the center of the board. Like water down a drain, the spirit returned to its prison in the board, and all of the wind fell still. Outside, the scarecrows fell to the ground, inert once more.

      The sudden silence made her ears ring, but Ellen knew that the job was only partly done. She walked to the board and grabbed it in her hand, while with the other hand she inscribed a sigil on its face. The throbbing power of the spirit ebbed away, and the room was normal again.

      Or nearly so.

      Mike went to Collette and touched her head. His hand came away stained with scarlet.

      “Oh my God,” he moaned. “She’s dead.”

      Michelle stared in horror, and Lisa pointed at him. “You pushed her into the table.”

      “It was an accident!”

      “Mom!”

      Ellen stepped back, watching. In her head, a voice she had not wanted to hear but had been waiting for whispered, You claim me at last.

      She took a breath. Yes… Father.

      The circlet over forehead blazed with heat, and when she touched it, it was no longer in the shape of the three-moon symbol of the Goddess. Instead, the centerpiece was an interwoven inverted pentacle. She pulled it from her head and hid it inside her robe.

      Welcome back to me, my princess. Satan’s voice was full of pride. I have such plans for you.
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