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And now, after 24 years, there is the sequel Witches II: Apocalypse 

and both novels in one book Witches plus bonus Witches II: Apocalypse. 

This book is for my beloved husband of forty-three years, Russell Griffith, who passed away on August 27, 2021 and took my heart with him. Rest in peace, sweetheart, I will love you forever and always. See you on the other side.
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This book is also for my sweet brother Jim Meyer, who passed away on May 27, 2015. He was a great singer/musician/songwriter. If you’d like to listen to some of his songs, here they are: http://tinyurl.com/pytftzc

And here is a video of the last song he wrote, and we sang together, before he became too ill: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BeLsI0tQabU
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THE OLD WITCH DEIDRE had been having premonitions for days. Being a shrewd woman, she knew there was something dreadfully wrong with the world and it had to do with the other side. It was up to something again...it always was. She’d been seeing the signs for a long time.

Everything was a little off. Time seemed to freeze at certain moments, slither by faster than it should at others or she’d catch murky, slinking shapes rushing here and there if she moved her eyes quickly enough. It was her gift of the sight which enabled her to see such things, even though her witch powers had been dwindling the last decade because of her great age. Her basic abilities, being able to do her spells, would be the last to go.

The moon’s night faces frowned and the shadows of innocent objects churned and surged, becoming threatening creatures one moment and mere ashen blobs the next. These grave portents only occurred when the other side was close to bursting out of its boundaries–and that meant trouble.

Deidre had thought things were bad enough and then the demon whisperings began. In between her spoken words or in the brief time before she fell asleep each night or awoke every morning she’d hear the tiny rustling voices. She could never make out what they were saying–as if anyone could understand demons anyway. Mostly of their kind spoke gibberish. And no one heard these particular demons but she and it drove her a bit crazy. The witches in her coven, all younger and less experienced than she was, heard nothing, saw nothing and were beginning to think she was losing her mind or simply getting senile. She wasn’t, or, at least, she didn’t think she was.

But that wasn’t the worst of it. The dead were rising. She’d never have believed it if she hadn’t seen it herself. Driving by the cemetery one night she’d seen spooks squatting on tombstones or wandering around looking lost; grinning at her with dirty teeth and wormy faces, their eyes shifty with evil mischief. They weren’t the usual remnants of the dead and gone, which were mostly harmless spirits, for these she sensed were soulless haunts. She could tell they had no immortal souls by the ebony auras around them. For a split second her witch’s sight had caught the shades cavorting about and then they’d melted into the mist as if to hide from her.

At the time she’d turned the car around, parked it, and had stalked among the graves hoping to catch and get one of them to tell her what they were up to. She didn’t have any luck. The cemetery was empty and the air was silent. The only sounds were the crunching of dried leaves beneath her feet as she wove between the hunks of stone. There were no spooks anywhere. Sly little devils.

The witch knew what she’d seen, though, and when she couldn’t find the wraiths she quickly fled the place. She’d remembered the soulless dead could be strong and she was only one ineffectual aging witch. It was better to be safe than sorry.

Back at her apartment, trying to magically contact her sister witches all she got was white noise. Suddenly her invocations were no longer working and even the telephone wouldn’t let her reach any of her coven. The telephone lines were conveniently dead. Then she knew whatever was wrong was big trouble. Something really bad was coming and it didn’t want her to warn the others.

She had no choice but to get in the car and drive to where she could get help. A few of her coven lived in a nearby town and that was where she had to go; with their assistance she might be able to defend herself and the other white witches.

As she drove, the rain was a sheet of falling gray, and lightning lit up the car windows. Yet traveling fifteen miles in bad weather shouldn’t be difficult even if she was afraid of driving in storms; she could do it because the situation was too perilous not to. But a quarter way there she realized she’d forgotten something, turned around, and drove back home to collect her familiar.

But she fell violently ill the minute her hand touched her apartment’s doorknob and afterwards she was too weak to stand or move, much less go anywhere. She stumbled into her apartment and collapsed on the bed. Her owl familiar, was nowhere to be seen. Which was ominous. Her familiar rarely went anywhere without her. If the owl returned the witch could send her for help.

By midnight there were blistered scabs covering her body, a fever high enough to melt butter heated her leathery skin–and she knew she’d been cursed. An illness sent by the other side, and a potent spell indeed to have sickened her as swiftly as it had. Trapped in her apartment, she scribbled a note, was finally able to cast a protection spell on it after three tries so nothing would happen to it, knowing if worse came to worse other witches would read it and learn of her premonitions, her fears, and the situation so they might find a way to protect themselves and other witches even if she was gone.

Then her owl familiar was there on the edge of the bed. Its head drooping and its eyes full of some horror it had seen. “You finally came home, Missy. I was so worried for you,” the old witch exclaimed as she took the tiny bird into her arms. She could see the owl was dying, too. The fire in its eyes was fading, it couldn’t use any of its magic. Most likely that was the reason why it had taken so long to return to her. Whatever or whoever had cursed her had also cursed her familiar. She held it until it grew cold and still, her tears falling warm on its feathers. She’d had the owl since she’d been a child and the bird had always been her best friend and confidant. She had loved the creature and the creature had loved her. Losing Missy took away the last of the old witch’s will to live.

From outside she heard the storm raging, the scratching and moaning of otherworldly things demanding entrance and ignored them at first. With the last of her dwindling magic, she’d sealed her home against evil as best she could. It should keep the ghosts and demons out for a while. The trees scratched the metal siding and the wind whispered you’re in great danger! But, in the end, she was too weak to resist and eventually too sick to care.

She’d sensed things, seen things she shouldn’t have, too soon, and now someone or something wanted her silenced. The phones were silent, her familiar was dead, her magic had forsaken her, and there wasn’t anything else she could do. She fought to remain conscious. Muttering one final protection spell, this time for herself, she lay in her bed, and waited as her enemies and the wind screeched outside her home.

She didn’t have to wait long.

The old witch watched as a ragged tear slit down the length of her bedroom wall and smoky creatures burst from the opening onto her floor and slunk towards her. As weakened as she was, she tried to weave a fending-off spell against her demonic attackers, but the magic wouldn’t come. It had completely abandoned her.

Her note burst into flame as shadows laughed and fought in the room.

*****
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THE NEXT MORNING THE old woman was found dead in her storm damaged apartment. The medical examiner wasn’t sure what she’d died of...there wasn’t a scratch or a bruise on her. Death had been by natural causes, old age, he concluded, and his report was vague. Many elderly, their hearts simply giving out, died during thunderstorms. Bad weather was hard on the old ones.

It wouldn’t be the last of those mysterious deaths the medical examiner would document in the coming months. There would be more than he could imagine and particularly baffling because a great deal of them wouldn’t be old people and increasingly many would actually die of a strange illness the examiner would never be able to identify. The unexplained deaths would be women and men–of every age–but they’d all be just as dead.
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Chapter 1
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AMANDA GIVENS HAD BEEN admiring the large bay window in her kitchen which her friend Ernie had installed for her the month before. Though carpentry was one of her secret passions she hadn’t been able to help him much because she’d been so busy. There’d been too many duties and not enough hours, not even in a witch’s day, for her to help him. She’d always wanted a bay window so she could gaze out into the woods. And today, through the clear glass, the leaves on the trees behind her house were stunning hues of orange, gold and crimson. It was only early October, but autumn was already here. The trees outside were already speaking to her, sighing and whispering their secrets. There was much to learn if a person listened, for trees could reveal the past as well as sometimes tell the future. Amanda was waiting for them to tell her hers.

These days being a white witch wasn’t easy and being one of the elite Guardians, a secretive society to aid and protect white wiccans across the world, as well as humans, was more difficult yet. When dealing with Guardians’ business there were so many things which could go wrong, so much damage that could be done, and so many extenuating circumstances possible, that only the strongest of them, at times, could survive. Sometimes failure meant death.

Lately Amanda couldn’t afford to let her guard down, couldn’t relax, because the omens had become increasingly menacing, branding this as an extremely dangerous time in the world’s history. There was Armageddon in the air and Amanda, as one of the most powerful witches on the planet, knew an apocalyptic battle was brewing. She and the other Guardians had to be ready.

But she was weary. There were still the day to day witch problems and skirmishes to attend to. Her last mission had been exhausting. An unskilled young witch in Arizona had mistakenly summoned a deep-hell hate demon and allowed it to escape. Five innocent people had died before Amanda and her witch sister, Rebecca, had corralled the denizen from the underworld and destroyed it.

It’d been a hard year all around, she reflected. There’d been one crisis after another. Being a Guardian was an obligation she took as seriously as she did being a mother to a young witch who was destined to be one of the greatest white witches of all time, if the seers were to be believed. So Amanda had much to protect. Other witches. The world. The future. Her daughter. But even witches needed time for themselves, time to take care of their own business, their home, and to be with their children.

Elizabeth, her daughter, whom they called Lizzy for short, was ten now and beginning to come into her own powers. It was important Amanda spend time with her...for great magic such as Elizabeth possessed could be frightening to a child, even one as gifted as her daughter.

The woods outside, lit with pink twilight as the day came to a close, beckoned Amanda. All her worries and duties faded as she thought of the cool serenity of the night woods. Walking through the murmuring trees would rejuvenate her energy and spirit as it always did. She opened the door and stepped out onto the porch, down the steps and into her backyard. One of the reasons she cherished her little house in town was because of the small forest behind it. She rarely missed the cabin her dead husband, Jake, had once built for her in the woods and the townspeople had burned down so long ago. She’d come to enjoy living in town amongst people, being within walking distance from everyone and everything; close to the craft shop she ran with Jane Weatherby, her long-time friend. And her house was close to everything her child needed to have a full normal life. Well, as normal as a witch child could have.

Crisp, tangy air filled her lungs, a cool breeze tugged at her long brown hair streaked with white. She hadn’t tied it back today, but wore it loose so it could warm her shoulders. It fell to her waist, and she was a tall woman. Some would say she was too old to wear her hair so long. But she didn’t feel like herself with short hair, so she kept it long, sometimes tying it or pinning it up. And she didn’t mind the streaks, they made her feel wise and like the mature witch she was.

Somewhere off in the distance an owl flapped slender wings, disturbing the dark green silence. A glimmering aura of light was settling along the wood’s horizons and the sky seemed unreal with its palette of mauves and yellows.

She loved this part of the day. Twilight. It was one of the times of enchantment and possibilities when a witch could reach out and touch the past or the future. A time when spells cast would be strong. Only the minutes surrounding midnight and the last few hours of a Wiccan’s year on Samhain, October the thirty-first, were stronger.

A wooden swing hung from the oak tree and it creaked as it swayed back and forth gently in the breeze. At first Amanda didn’t see anyone on the swing, then her daughter, Lizzy, appeared on it as if out of nowhere. She’d learned the spell a few days ago, being able to materialize at will anywhere or anytime she wanted, and was crazy about it; used it whenever she could. But her daughter’s accomplishment was unsettling to Amanda. She couldn’t keep track of her offspring the way it was, now she never knew where she was poofing off to or when she’d return. There would have to be rules laid down. Especially now, when the child needed to be so careful.

Across the distance, the two witches exchanged smiles, and Amanda thought how pretty her daughter was becoming with her white blond hair, sapphire blue eyes and sweet demeanor. True, she wasn’t classically beautiful, not that it mattered because she had a fey way about her and treated everyone with kindness that, along with her smile, made her fetching in her own right. The girl’s mind was sharp and her eyes were alive with magic. Lizzy was already a true seer and was developing other amazing powers which were yet in their infancy. She seemed to know things she was far too young to comprehend. So how strong she’d be in ten or twenty years, Amanda couldn’t imagine.

“Mother, spying on me again?” the girl quipped in a mock cheeky tone.

“Watching over you, daughter, is more like it.”

Amanda would be forever grateful for the precious child she’d been given ten years ago from the man she’d loved in another time. Dragged back into the seventeenth century by the evil witch Rachel to die in that woman’s place, she’d fallen in love with a man named Joshua. He’d possessed her dead husband Jake’s soul and, though she’d tried not to, she’d loved him. He’d given her a child, a miracle in itself after all the years she and her husband had tried but failed to have one of their own. Lizzy was the greatest happiness of her life. She’d do anything for her daughter. Anything.

The light shifted and the gloomy shadows thickened beyond the trees behind them as if there were something lurking there which possessed a great darkness. Amanda shivered and pulled her sweater closer about her. “I came to tell you supper is ready, Lizzy. Chicken pot pie, your favorite. And I added a slice of cheese on top just as you like it.”

“Yippie!” The girl sailed out of the swing and landed on her feet like a cat. She was lithe and, for her age, tall like her mother and had some of the same mannerisms, the same soft heart, but there the resemblance ended. A child of the new millennium, Lizzy was in sync with the technology of the times, could navigate the intricacies of the worldwide web; could work a laptop, an iPad, an iPod, in her sleep and seemed to grasp the inner workings of those machines. People automatically warmed to her because she could win almost anyone’s heart with a smile. And she was fearless.

“Where’s Amadeus, Mom? I haven’t seen him all day.” Amadeus was Amanda’s familiar, a curmudgeon of a bluish-gray Maltese cat with ancient powers and a mind of his own. A true witch’s cat.

“You know Amadeus, sweetie, he’s the same contrary creature he’s always been. He’ll turn up, probably when I put supper on the table. You know how he loves the chicken in the pot pies.”

“He’s up to something...big,” her daughter commented casually as she skipped off in the direction of the house, her sweater flapping behind her.

“To Amadeus, everything’s big,” Amanda called from behind her moving daughter and then had second thoughts. Familiars did often know things before humans did. “But...something big, huh? You know that for a fact?”

“Uh, huh. Otto told me. Told me to keep it quiet, too. At first. But I know it’ll be all right to tell you now because time’s running out, Otto says.”

Oh, Otto again.

Most witches were given a protector, a familiar, when they were born. The familiar, some magical animal, showed up one day on their doorstep. But Lizzy didn’t have a familiar. None had ever arrived at their door for her. It’d bothered Amanda for years her daughter didn’t have someone to watch over her, or so she’d thought. They’d shared Amadeus. Then one day last year Lizzy announced that, oh, yes, she did have a familiar, but he didn’t live with her, though he was watching out for her in his own way. He was a ghost called Otto and he had many friends–the dead. That’s when Amanda had discovered her daughter not only had unlimited witch powers, she could see and converse to the dead whenever she wanted and the dead were drawn to her.

Shuddering, Amanda released a held in breath. She’d never cared for shades. They were usually a bane to witches. They were so unpredictable, untrustworthy and...so dead. Ghosts didn’t see things as humans or witches did. They had their own outlook on things and it was slanted. Haunts couldn’t be trusted as far as one could throw a wall, they often had hidden agendas and they tracked grave dirt everywhere.

The screen door slammed shut and Amanda followed Lizzy in to supper, a premonition chilling her. Something big. She didn’t like the sound of that. Amadeus did have a way of exaggerating situations, though. She was going to have a talk with that familiar of hers when he returned. Of late, her daughter and her cat had begun to keep secrets. Otto, too, had way too much influence. Amanda didn’t appreciate any of it. Lizzy was a child after all and didn’t have the maturity to know when she was in too deep. Her powers were coming too quickly. She needed time to adjust to them and to grow up.

Mother and daughter had their meal and afterwards they sat on the rear porch in wicker chairs, as they did most evenings, watching the stars through the screens, working on bowls of chocolate pudding with whipped cream, and talking. It was their quality time when Amanda tried to teach Lizzy what being a human and a white witch meant. She made Lizzy’s childhood as normal as possible, magic being the gist of their lives, and avoided using her own powers for the little things as she’d once done. Showing by doing, or not doing, that the child shouldn’t think her powers were for everyday use. It wouldn’t do for Lizzy to vanish on a whim or perform some enchantment in front of her classmates or friends when she was better off blending in. So they did normal human things in the normal human way most of the time.

Not that Amanda was ashamed of what she was or what she could do but if a witch were smart she’d keep her witchcraft to herself because it made living in the normal world easier. White witches were walking targets to evil anyway, so no need to go neon. And, bottom line, Amanda had to protect her little witch daughter as best she could.

When it was time for Lizzy to go to bed Amadeus still wasn’t home. “That old cat isn’t getting any younger, you know, Mom. He’s ancient,” Lizzy pointed out. True, even Amanda wasn’t sure how many centuries old her familiar was. He wouldn’t say. “He should be here safe with us. I wonder where he is.”

More like what is he up to now? Amanda thought, but instead said, “Heaven only knows. But he’s a wanderer and is most likely out on reconnaissance investigating something or other. He’ll be home. Don’t you fret. That old cat can take care of himself.”

“Amadeus misses Mabel, you know,” Lizzy murmured later, yawning, half-asleep as Amanda was tucking her into bed. “He’s probably at her grave visiting again.”

Mabel was the elderly lady who’d lived with them the last nine years. The old woman had had no one and no place else to go, and she’d been a friend of Jake’s from way back, so Amanda had taken her in. They’d loved Mabel as if she’d been their own flesh and blood and it had devastated them when she’d died in her sleep one night last year. She’d been ninety-one. So she’d had a long life. And her years with Amanda and Lizzy had been good years. The old woman had been needed, loved and cared for. She’d been happy. Her empty Bentwood rocker haunted the circle before the living room fireplace, reminding them every day she was gone. At night Amadeus used to sit in Mabel’s lap as she rocked. She’d sing him lullabies and stroke his thick fur. They all missed her. So far, though, no Mabel ghost and Amanda was glad of it. The old woman deserved her place in heaven and didn’t need to be meandering the world.

“Well, Mom, I wish Amadeus would get back. It’s going to storm.” 

“Don’t worry, honey. The cat’s okay.” 

Lizzy closed her eyes. “Yeah, now, I know he is,” she muttered sleepily. “I see him coming home. Be here in a tiny bit.” As young as she was she already could foresee the near future, clearer than any witch Amanda had ever known. Then Lizzy’s breath evened out and she slept. Ah, the innocent slumber of a child.

Before turning off the light Amanda gazed around her daughter’s room. Lizzy had inherited her mother’s artistic nature and had painted unearthly things–specters, graveyards and a night sky above splattered with stars and phantasmal beings–all over the ceiling and walls. It was so beautiful yet so eerie looking. The artwork was as accomplished as something a talented artist would have created, detailed and perfect. Lizzy had told her she’d woven spells into the paintings to protect herself from beings from the other side which had begun to bother her and her dreams; that the room kept the worst of them at bay. They made her feel safe. So Amanda had never said anything about the way it made her feel. The paintings gave her the willies.

Leaving off the lights in the house so she could see the outside world better, Amanda slipped on a warmer sweater and went back out onto the porch. Searching for her familiar, she sent out a silent summons. Amadeus return. I need to talk to you. No reply. No sign of him. But if Lizzy said the cat was on his way home, then he was. Lizzy was rarely wrong about such things. All Amanda had to do was wait. The rain began tapping on the porch roof, and the wet wind sang through the leaves. The temperature was dropping.

Suddenly Amadeus was in her lap, shivering, a fat ball of wet fur. “About time you came home,” Amanda admonished, but there was no real irritation in her voice. She trusted Amadeus to be away only as long as he had to be.

I was out scouting. Visiting with the other familiars. Tibby told me to tell you Rebecca says hi. She will be in touch real soon. Gibbewackett has a cold. So does Simon.

Simon, also a Guardian, was the warlock husband of Amanda’s older sister Rebecca. Gibbewackett was Simon’s bat familiar. They lived in London.

“Oh, oh. I don’t like it when Rebecca says she’ll see me real soon.”

Yep, means something is brewing. Something big. Means trouble, all right. Amadeus and Amanda had been together so long, he could finish her thoughts, at times, and she could complete his thoughts.

“But she didn’t tell you what it was?” 

I don’t think she or Simon know yet. Gibbiewackett swears they’ve been acting weird for days. He doesn’t even know what’s going on. Strange.

“Strange,” Amanda echoed. “But I’m sure we’ll find out all about it in time.” At the moment she didn’t care what the next emergency was. There was always another one or something else she had to do essential to the survival of either witches or mankind. Always some innocent person in danger. Amanda was tired. A vacation was what she needed, not another emergency. She changed the subject. “I guess it was raining over there in England, too, huh?” 

When is it not?

“Lizzy thought you were at Mabel’s grave.” 

Was earlier. I miss Mabel. But Mabel not there. In heaven. It is not me that spends time at the graves, but Lizzy. Too much, thinks I. Not good for child. Even witch child. Spooks not fit company. Fill her head with spook stuff. The cat jumped from Amanda’s lap and stretched up his claws against a window screen, peering into the night. His claws raked down the wire mesh. Amanda gave him a gentle tap of magic and the clawing stopped.

“Ah, so I keep telling her, Amadeus. She needs to spend time with kids her own age. Regular kids. Mary is about the only normal girl she’s friends with.” Mary was Jane’s youngest and the same age as Lizzy. “But you know Lizzy.” 

Yep, her mother’s daughter. Off in her own place. Daydreaming. Not in this world most times. She one wild witch child.

Amanda laughed. “That she is.” She knew her daughter spent a lot of time at the graveyard in the woods behind their house. It was one of the town’s oldest burial grounds yet it was overgrown with weeds because not many people remembered it was there any more–but Lizzy did. It was where Otto hung out.

“My child wants to spend all her time lately in that cemetery with the ghosts. Truthfully, friend, I don’t know what to do about it. Rebecca says I should allow Lizzy more freedom to discover and develop her unique powers; she needs experiences, good and bad, to grow as a witch, but I worry about her safety. I don’t trust ghosts. Simon says I worry too much and there’s always someone watching over her, if not us. Not to mention the child has powers we can’t begin to understand. Not to worry.”

Lizzy still needs us. There was petulance in the cat’s thoughts. Cannot let up on our responsibilities. We first line of defense.

“Of course, we are and she does needs us. But she’s growing and so are her abilities and the problems which will come from them...it scares me sometimes to think of what’s ahead for her.”

What will be will be. That Otto not much use. Who ever heard of ghost familiar. Humph! What good can he do if Lizzy in danger? Boo at them? The cat yawned. Tired. Furry butt dragging. Amadeus going to sleep now. Good night, Mistress. Amadeus padded through the cat door from the porch into the house.

Breathing in the night air and blanking her mind, Amanda enjoyed the music of the falling rain. When she went in she checked her e-mail on the computer. A short message from her youngest sister, Jessie, brought her up to date on Jessie’s newest college courses and reported her husband Jonathan’s last cancer checkup had been clear. He was now in full remission and Amanda felt a tug of relief. She’d used her magic to help heal him and wasn’t sure it had taken. Using magic to cure certain illnesses or to cure a relative was tricky. Some things in the world were meant to be and couldn’t be interfered with and major illnesses were one of them. God had plans for everyone and sometime magic could not change it.

There were no e-mails from Rebecca or the Guardians. Amanda keyed in a quick reply to her sister Jessie and turned off the machine. Computers. The Internet. Lap Tops, iPhones and iPads. These technologies were as much magic to her as what she did. And Amanda, against all her original protests of not wanting to waste her time clicking away on a key board, had eventually taken to computers and the World Wide Web. Oh, not as easily as Lizzy had, but Amanda had learned. She and her friend Jane even used the Internet for selling their craft merchandise, had their own web site, and now had orders from all over the world. It was so incredible. Who would have thought she would be such a modern witch.

Sitting in the dark front room, she wondered what tomorrow would bring and hoped it wouldn’t bring anything too strenuous. Enough of demons, ghosts, and evil, she wanted to be just an artist and a mother for a while. She’d been a witch all her life and a Guardian for as long as Lizzy was old. Ten years. She was feeling her age and she was lonely. Oh, not lonely for friends and family, she didn’t lack in that department. No, she was lonely for someone to cuddle up with before the fireplace, to whisper secrets to and lean on when times got tough, but not just any man, though. He’d have to be a good man because she’d had the best before with her husband, Jake, and Lizzy’s father, Joshua. And he’d have to accept her magic. That combination was hard to come by but she hadn’t given up trying. She simply hadn’t had any luck finding him yet.

Though all in all, she was happy with her life and couldn’t complain too loudly. She’d loved and lost Jake and Joshua, but had been given Lizzy. Life was a tradeoff. Sighing, she went to bed, pulled the covers up and slept, Amadeus snoring besides her. Tomorrow, her witch’s intuition warned, though she didn’t want it to be, would be a busy day and she’d need her wits about her. Rest would help, so she slept.

*****
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THE WITCH DIDN’T SEE the phantom faces floating along the fringes of the woods behind the house and didn’t hear the demon whispers on the night air, they were too soft, but they were growing louder with each day. Soon, the demons knew, they wouldn’t have to hide any longer. They’d be able to come openly out into the world because their time was coming and for them it couldn’t be soon enough.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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LIZZY AWOKE BEFORE dawn and lay in her bed, her eyes on the walls as the sun’s light washed over them with the coming day. She crawled out of bed and wriggled into her jeans and a sweater, careful to be quiet and not wake anyone else in the house.

Otto had told her to come early, alone, and not let that pesky cat follow her. Otto was so funny. As if she couldn’t shake a tail. Not even Amadeus could track her if she didn’t want him to. On her way out she grabbed an apple from the basket on the table and bit into it, its sweetness filling her mouth. Sneaking into the frosty morning, she was glad she’d worn a jacket and her high topped tennis shoes. The rain the night before had left puddles everywhere and it was getting colder every day. Frost crackled under her feet as she entered the woods and dodged the trees on her way to the graveyard.

Otto resided in the graveyard and had lived there since he’d died over three hundred years ago. Or so he said. Otto said a lot of things. Some of what he said made sense and some of it didn’t. Lizzy knew he could leave the graveyard because she’d seen him other places and had heard his raspy voice often in her ears when he wasn’t anywhere in sight. He was a special ghost. Lizzy had grown to trust him even though he smelled of dirt and never smiled. He was always kind to her, so protective, and told her things she needed to know, things which were supposed to help her. He’d had seven children of his own once, all gone now of course, and he still grieved for them every day. Otto must have been a good man when he’d been alive for him to be her protector now. He and the other good ghosts watched over her. No matter what her mother and aunt said about ghosts Lizzy liked Otto and felt safe with him and his friends.

And Otto could do the neatest tricks. He could take his head off or turn into a wisp of smoke whenever he wanted. He could speak to her from a grave or from an inanimate object like a doll or a statue. It was really cool.

That morning, though, Lizzy needed to get to the cemetery quickly, see what Otto wanted, and get back. She had plans for the rest of Saturday with her friend Mary. They were going to the library to work on their history papers due in class Monday–Lizzy was doing hers on the ancient Egyptians–and then they were going to the carnival. One of those traveling sideshows with all the midway game booths and rides she could buy cheap tickets for at the local stores. She adored the roller coasters, the bigger, faster, scarier, the better. But Mary, afraid of being thrown into space and smashing into the earth like an asteroid, preferred the security of a slow yet not too large Ferris wheel. But they both loved the cotton candy, the Funnel Cakes and the games of skill which might win them fluffy stuffed animals.

The carnival had arrived the night before and was camped outside of Canaan behind the Wal-Mart. She and her friend had been saving money all week, doing odd jobs for their mothers and neighbors so they’d have plenty to spend. Lizzy couldn’t wait to go. She could see herself on the Ferris wheel and taste the cotton candy already. One of her other schoolmates had said the carnival had a freak show and though Lizzy was curious about such oddities, she knew she’d feel sorry for the poor people in them and wasn’t sure she’d like to see any of them or not. It was the rides, the games and the carnival food, she and Mary were looking forward to.

Lizzy followed the path through the forest. Her mom wouldn’t like it that she was going to the graveyard to see Otto again so soon, especially on a Saturday. Her mom wanted her to have fun on weekends and forget she was a prodigy witch. Time enough for spells and responsibilities when you’re older, her mother always said. You’re a child now Lizzy, honey, so make friends, play games and laugh. Enjoy your childhood.

Her mother was smart but she didn’t understand. Time was one thing she–they–didn’t have.

The woods were unusually quiet for that time of morning. Lizzy listened, her head cocked at an angle, attuned to what nature should sound like. Today it was different. There were no birds, no insects. Her moving through the trees, her sneakers crunching on the dry leaves, were the only sounds she could hear and it wasn’t natural. She had a witch’s ear and should have heard all the layers of the forest murmuring away, instead it was as if everything was holding its breath.

Then on the breeze Lizzy heard ghost voices, a swelling ocean of whispers and shouts. That explained it. The wraiths were scaring everything else away.

She didn’t know what it meant, or if it was worth mentioning to anyone, but recently the spirits were suddenly everywhere. When a ghost realized she could not only see them but hear them, whoa, could they be so pushy. It was like they hadn’t talked in ages or something, like they were lonely or really scared. Perhaps they were all those things. Lizzy had a soft spot for lost or frightened creatures, alive or dead, so she usually ended up listening and sometimes trying to help them, if she could. A lot of things spirits wanted were things she couldn’t give them, like their bodies back or their lives. Poor things.

She halted beside the graveyard’s entrance which was a rotted gate covered in withered vines. Finishing her apple, she tossed the core, a snack for some squirrel or rabbit, as far as she could into the brambles which had overgrown the whole place. Carefully she made her way between the graves. She didn’t step on other peoples’ final homes and hoped they’d be as considerate someday with hers. Though, that wouldn’t be for a long time because, according to her mother, witches lived exceptionally long lives for mortals.

The voices on the air, chattering and snapping at each other all at once, sounded angry. Then Lizzy spied the ghosts sprawled on the ground, draped over their tombstones or hovering around in the trees. They were arguing over something or other, but shut up as soon as they caught sight of her. She was puzzled because usually nothing upset spooks. They sometimes moaned and cried over their condition, yet she’d never seen them battle among themselves until now–they never cared that much about anything to fight. Something was definitely going on.

“Well, are you guys mad at each other or what?” Lizzy shouted at them, standing there, hands on her hips. There was no response. They took no notice of her at all. The quarrelling continued as if she weren’t there. “Otto!” she yelled. “Are you here? This is Lizzy. I’ve come as you asked. Show yourself if you’re here, please.”

And Otto was beside her. “Little witch, I am here, you do not need to yell. Walk with me. I have something to tell you,” her ghostly friend invited her in a whisper. She felt the shiver of a ghost touch shimmy up her arm. Otto was so pale a white, no more than a reflection on the air, that at times Lizzy could barely see him. But she could always feel him, a wedge of cold air and grave smells, beside her.

When Otto would show himself clearly, fully formed, he was a gray-haired man in baggy drab clothes. In life he’d been educated, but poor, an aristocrat without income because he’d married beneath his station and his family had disowned him. He’d scratched out a living as a tutor to the rich yet had had so many children with his beloved wife, Samantha, it’d kept his family penniless. Otto spoke gently to Lizzy yet his smile and eyes were always sad. As she’d gotten to know him, he’d told her stories of when he’d been alive; about his family, his times and his life. Some of them had made her cry, especially the one about how his children had died from some awful flu or something. Lizzy thought that was why he’d picked her to watch over. He’d loved his children so much, even in death, he had to be safeguarding someone’s child.

The other ghosts were respectful of Otto. She didn’t know why, they just were. He seemed to have knowledge and powers the other ghosts didn’t possess. They got out of his way and left her alone when he was with her. Which was good because most of the time the spooks she came across clung to her like cockleburs, they were so starved for attention. They were always wanting her to listen to them, sometimes for hours, or give messages to people she didn’t even know. She couldn’t do all they asked of her or she’d have no time for her own life.

It must be awful to be dead, with everyone you loved gone and nothing to do all day except float around the graveyards. A spirit couldn’t even listen to music or eat cheeseburgers. It had to be boring.

Lizzy walked with Otto along the weed lined dirt paths. She was getting her shoes muddy and her mom wouldn’t be happy about that. It was easy enough to fix but she wasn’t supposed to use magic for the simple things such as whisking mud and dirt off of tennis shoes, air traveling when she could walk, or magicking her own messes away. Magic was for the big things, her mother informed her, to protect herself or help others, not just to make things easier for her.

But Lizzy fudged sometimes by using magic when she knew she shouldn’t. She used it for teeny things really, but she was careful that what she asked for wouldn’t be missed or the getting of those things wouldn’t hurt any other creature. She was careful not to be seen doing magic. She’d have a stain on her dress and she’d have it disappear or she’d want a candy bar and would make one appear. How could that be bad?

The other ghosts behind them were still bickering. She couldn’t make out what they were saying for the words were either too garbled or screechy. Remnants could sometimes be such disagreeable beings. “What are they fighting about, Otto?” She thrust her thumb back at the harpies.

“Things you would not understand, little one.” Otto shrugged, unwilling or unable to give her a direct answer.

“So what did you call me here for?” Her child’s mind moving quickly from one subject to another.

“You in a hurry, little witch?” He gave her a fatherly smile.

“Well, I’m supposed to meet Mary at the library when it opens at nine. We have homework to do. History papers.”

“Ah, then the carnival afterwards.”

“You know about the carnival?” Lizzy smiled but wasn’t surprised. Otto knew everything. He had friends in low places and they tattled to him on everything she was up to. She couldn’t get away with anything.

“It is good for children to have fun, yet the carnival is the reason I wanted to see you. It is not safe. I will not tell you not to go, it is not my place to do that, but you need to be warned there is danger there and someone you must avoid at all costs.”

“And I already know who that is.” Lizzy grinned. “I should stay away from the fortune teller.”

Otto nodded. He was aware she could see the future and didn’t seem surprised she already knew what he’d been about to say. She was becoming so strong in her powers she was often a step ahead of him. “Yes, the fortune teller. She possesses black magic and controls the people and entities, of which some are demons, who work for her. There are areas there that are not safe for anyone, not even a witch. It is a trap meant to lure in innocents. So keep your wits about you, Lizzy, if you go. Once you are there, you will understand what I speak of. If you look for it, you will see it.”

“I’ll be on the lookout for the bad, Otto. I promise. Thank you for the warning, though. Is that all?” She was anxious to get to town and meet Mary. She liked writing reports on subjects that interested her and she enjoyed reading and writing about the ancient Egyptians. They had known about magic.

“For now.”

“Otto,” she said, as they came to a crossroads of the paths and he’d be going one way and her the other. He didn’t wander too far from his grave in the sunlight and they’d come to the end of the tree shade. “Did you know the ancient Egyptians worshipped cats? They thought they were gods.”

“Cats have always thought they were gods. My youngest daughter, Zoe, had a cat she called Sunshine. She loved that animal. What little food she got, she gave scraps of it to him. Zoe died of the influenza. Sunshine outlived us all.”

Lizzy didn’t correct Otto’s misconception on the cat’s thinking themselves gods instead of the Egyptians thinking they were. Once in a while he misunderstood things she said and often babbled on about his children or things that occurred in his old life. She liked the stories although sometimes they didn’t make much sense to her.

There was a noise behind her and when she glanced away and back again, Otto was gone. That’s the way he was. He didn’t stick around long after he said what he had to say. Lizzy shaded her eyes with her hand and peeked up at the sun. It was getting late. She took a short cut through the weeds returning the way she’d arrived. Her route sent her behind the graveyard.

The squabbling ghosts were gone to wherever they went when they weren’t trespassing in the land of the living where they no longer belonged. Lizzy had asked Otto exactly where the ghosts went back to but he’d said it was a secret and he wasn’t allowed to discuss it. That Otto was weird. He had more secrets than her mom and her mom had a heap of secrets. Her mother was forever sneaking off to heaven knew where at the strangest hours of the night and didn’t think her daughter knew when she was gone, but Lizzy always knew. It was usually something to do with the Guardians. Oh, Lizzy knew about them, as well. Her mother just didn’t know she knew. Lizzy knew a lot of things her mother thought she didn’t know. Her dreams showed things to her. Secret things.

Smiling, the girl scampered off through the woods, with not another backward glance. Her thoughts were on how she was going to write her report and what pictures she was going to draw for it. She illustrated her reports herself because it earned her a higher grade and impressed her teacher and classmates. She’d been thinking of drawing a sphinx with a cat face in front of a pyramid; of drawing a page of hieroglyphics. Maybe she’d even draw an Egyptian sail boat on the Nile with a beautiful Egyptian queen on it. The queen would be dressed in gold cloth with a glittering crown on her head, lapis lazuli jewelry around her neck, arms and fingers, and eyes circled in that black stuff they sometimes wore. Yep, that should impress her teacher.

Her mother had given her donut and hot chocolate money for Bennie’s Donut Shop, which was close to the library, as well as extra money for the carnival. After she met up with Mary they’d go for donuts first. Bennie sold them warm from the ovens with the glaze sticky and sweet. They were the best donuts anywhere, Bennie bragged. Mary liked her donuts with cream inside but Lizzy simply liked the glazed.

Knocking on her friend’s door minutes later, she was breathing heavily from the run through the woods and down Main Street. Mary lived in the rear of the gift shop with her mother and father, Jane and Ernie, and three older brothers, and she was spoiled rotten. Two months younger than her, they were opposites in many ways. Mary was a loner while she was a people person, still Mary was her best friend. Also, Mary wasn’t a witch and didn’t know she and her mom were. Not that they and half the town didn’t suspect something was unusual about the Givens women, it was that the town didn’t seem to care about it. Lizzy thought it had something to do with the forgetting spell her mother had cast on everyone before Lizzy was born. Her mother didn’t know she knew about that, either, but she did. Though Lizzy was pretty sure Jane and Ernie knew they were witches, but kept it to themselves–most of the time anyway.

A short, stocky girl with brilliant blue eyes and chestnut curls opened the door and grinned at her. “Hi, Lizzy.”

“Hi, Mary. You ready?”

“About. Come on in while I get a jacket. Mom says I’ll need one.”

“She’s right. Summer’s absolutely over. When I first got up I looked outside and there was frost everywhere. It was chilly. Brrrr.” Lizzy wrapped her arms around herself and pretended to shiver.

Mary let her in and Lizzy shadowed her through the shop, which would be opening soon, to the rear living quarters. Mary’s parents were in the kitchen having breakfast. Lizzy said hello to them and waited while Mary finished getting ready. Two of Mary’s teenager brothers were probably sleeping yet. The third, Jonny, the oldest, was away at college.

“Don’t forget your notebook, honey,” Mary’s mother reminded her, as she poured coffee into her husband’s cup. Mary’s father, reading the newspaper in his mailman’s uniform, was getting ready to begin his Saturday deliveries.

“Maybe you and your mother can come over for supper one night this week,” Ernie addressed Lizzy before the two girls left, his eyes seeking approval from his wife; she nodded. He’d be gone by the time the shop opened and her mother arrived to help. “Then it’s decided, you two are coming for supper. Jane will set it up with your mom when she shows up.”
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