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      Waiting for Karma is fine, for the patient. But for the rest of us, it sure would be nice to give Karma a little nudge every once in a while.

      There comes a day when enough is really, truthfully, enough. For Kelly and Esmeralda, two snarky single witches, that day was yesterday. After applying their witchcraft to dish out a little magical payback, they realize they have a penchant for the dark art of revenge. And who’s to say a witch can’t make a few bucks with a talent like that?

      Doing the odd job was fun and gratifying. Then along came an unusual client with a pitch for an idea, “Karma Inc.-Reality TV.” The witches set up shop in the sleepy little town of Caldron Falls, Wisconsin. By enabling the good citizens to settle old scores, they hoped to transform the town into a virtual coliseum of televised revenge.  It didn’t take long before a few inconvenient and unexpected dead bodies began piling up. To complicate matters, Caldron Falls just happens to have more than its fair share of paranormal creatures, not to mention a Chicago mobster seemingly bent on taking over the town.

      Can Esmeralda and Kelly solve the rash of unexplained deaths before they get the blame and end up behind bars? What will Marie Laveau and the Witch’s Union have to say about this? And as any fool knows, Karma carries a roundtrip ticket.
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      WITCH’S UNION INTERNATIONAL, LONDON. SPECIAL INQUIRY BOARD FOR MISCONDUCT.

      My name is Annabel. I’m a Special Feline Familiar who serves the Supreme Council of Witches. I’m a very British Shorthair. To be honest, if it wasn’t for me these old fools who make up the council wouldn’t be able to find their way out of the bathroom.

      A very interesting case came before the Special Inquiry Board recently, and I was fortunate to have been assigned to the hearing as the official recorder. I feel compelled to share the official record for reasons that will be clear later on.
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            WITCHES V. FRANCHETTI

          

        

      

    

    
      “Annabel, what do we have on the docket for today?” Gwendolyn managed to ask me while struggling to get into the high-backed chair that was more ornate than practical for the stubby old witch.

      “One apprentice witch from Local 1313. Kelly Franchetti, age twenty-six. From Chicago, Illinois. A schoolteacher by trade.”

      “Goddess save us. It’s those damn Americans again.” It took Gwendolyn one more wiggle to get situated.

      “Let’s move along, then. Please make the record show the board consists of Gwendolyn, Poppy, and Francine.” The other two old witches were snoozing away in the chairs adjacent to Gwendolyn’s.

      I wrote the information in the blank spaces of the form. “The…usual…horrid…hags.” I noted and replaced the quill in the inkpot. “Done.”

      “Annabel, could you show some respect for just one time in your nine lives? Would that be too much to ask?”

      “Let me think. Hmm. Yes, it would be too much. Can we get this over with now?”

      “Right. Set the mood lighting and summon this witch.”

      I dimmed the lights to conceal the identity of the council members before using the intercom to call the waiting room. “Kelly Franchetti, please come before the board.”

      I wasn’t sure what to make of this young American. She strutted through the door, with an air of extreme self-confidence. She seemed defiant, and perhaps a little pissed off. Most of the time the witches who are called before the board appear nervous, even frightened. This Kelly Franchetti certainly didn’t fit that bill. Even her choice of clothing reflected her attitude: a short, tight, black dress that hugged her curvy full body. This was a woman filled with pride and spunkiness. I admired her from that moment on. I may have even pumped my paw in the air, subtly of course.

      Kelly shook her long blonde hair just a little. Her body language told me she had about as much respect for the council as I did. And that isn’t a whole hell of a lot. It was my opinion this girl had been under the wing of either some very good witches, or she was being set up to take the fall for someone.

      “Kelly Franchetti, you⁠—”

      Kelly cut me off. “A talking cat? You have got to be kitt-ing me!” She nearly snorted at her own joke. “Get it?”

      “Americans…” I mumbled.

      “My witch-cat can’t say a word. None of the witch-cats I’ve met can talk.”

      “Unlike humans, all cats are not created equal. Among the classes of familiars, British Shorthairs, such as myself, are the elite. We speak the Queen’s English. Unlike those purring domestics you have in the colonies—er, states. Now, let’s get this going, shall we? Right. You have been brought before the Special Inquiry Board to determine if you should be charged with the following offenses in the town of Caldron Falls, Wis—cone—sin.”

      “It’s Wis—con—sin. Say it fast, Wisconsin.”

      “Fine. Whatever. The potential charges are: murder, mayhem, contributing to the delinquency of an imp, practicing black magic, arson, assault, revealing witchcraft to the general public, and consorting with forbidden paranormal creatures. My, you have been a busy witch.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing. A girl’s got to have a little fun.”

      “Yes...I’ll make a note of that. Do you have a barrister to assist in your defense?” Kelly’s head cocked to the side and her eyes were blank, like she was trying to recall an answer to a crossword puzzle. “Counsel? A lawyer?” I added.

      “No, I’m afraid not. I didn’t think I needed one for this kangaroo court.”

      “Hmm. While I appreciate your candor, these are very serious charges, potentially. And this court, as kangaroo-like as it may be, has the ability to mete out the most severe of punishments. Unfortunately, the Supreme Council conducts business as if it’s still 1660. That means you’re assumed to be guilty. If you claim to be innocent, you ought to be able to prove it.”

      Gwendolyn barked from the shadows. “What are you two jabbering about? Kangaroo court isn’t until next month. Besides, it’s in Australia, New South Wales. Did you read the charges, Annabel?”

      “Potential charges. And yes, of course, I have,” I groaned. “Go back to sleep, you old bitch.”

      “What’s that, Annabel? You did? That’s it then. Mark her down as accused on all counts and we’ll find her guilty.”

      “Whatever,” I replied, then turned back to Kelly. “Do you admit you used black magic?”

      “Yeah, but⁠—”

      The door to the courtroom flew open and Marie Laveau walked in. Her powerful presence could be felt in the air. “Yeah, but? This witch is an apprentice. I know this committee wasn’t planning on having a discussion without her mentor present. You know the rules, Gwendolyn.”

      “Oh, save your theatrics for Shakespeare, Marie. This witch screwed up and we all know it.”

      Marie smiled at me and I, of course, returned her greeting with a polite nod. I had no idea Marie Laveau would be representing this young witch. Marie is a legend in witchcraft circles. She is a master of the noblest and oldest magic known, Voodoo. She is smart, crafty, and benevolent. If only we had some witches like her on the Supreme Council.

      Marie leaned in next to Kelly’s ear and her voice dropped to a whisper. I could still pick up on what she said. “Don’t say a word, child. They are only trying to trip you up. Go along with me.”

      Marie walked Kelly from the dock to the witness box and had her take a seat. She took a blue glass bottle from the folds of her gold silk robe and a pin from her white turban. “As the Chairman of Witch’s Union Local 1313, I have the right to practice whatever magic is required to ensure the truth is told here today. This is a truth serum. I’ll give her a dose that will put her in a dream state. She will recall every detail.”

      Gwendolyn groaned and moaned. But no matter how painful it was for her to sit through this, Marie was absolutely within her rights.

      Marie removed the cap from the bottle and turned it upside down on the table. It became a convenient shot glass that she filled immediately. What came next was a bit of a surprise, Marie pricked Kelly’s finger with the pin, adding a single drop of blood to the concoction.

      “Drink up, buttercup. It’s time to tell them the truth.”

      Kelly drank the shot and within a few minutes, she fell into a trancelike state. I hadn’t seen anything like that since Luna went through an entire quarter pound of catnip at the Witches Ball last Halloween. We all waited quietly until Kelly began to recall her story. She spoke with such detail, using a different voice for each character, making it feel like I was watching a movie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            KELLY TELLS ALL

          

        

      

    

    
      “A cozy, romantic dinner. Yeah, right. What a jackass.” My mind was still cluttered with the rubble of a date crushed by disappointment. If you’ve ever walked out on a date who acted like a complete jerk, you know that you’ll experience two major emotions; anger and pride. If you’ve ever had to drive yourself home, those suckers will be egging each other on. You’ll probably start out where you are proud to say how you handled it all, but angry at your date for ruining the evening. Before long, you’ll be downright pissed off and proud enough to wear your anger like a shiny medal. And if you’re anything like me, you’ll be talking out loud while your knuckles turn white from the kung-fu grip you have on the steering wheel. “Who does that fool think he is? He sure as hell doesn’t know he messed with the wrong witch. One of these days, he’ll get what’s coming to him. Maybe today.” The silver lining was that I was so busy being angry, I didn’t have time to feel hurt, sad, or even lonely.

      I traveled an entire three blocks until I had to stop for yet another long red light. I caught a glimpse of something in my rearview mirror. Headlights that seemed to be coming up faster than they should have. “Oh hell. Here we go.” My stomach turned when I felt the jarring hit. Against my better judgment, I threw open the door and sprang out of my car.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I was yelling more than asking because I was witnessing an old Dodge sedan backing up. This was a hit-and-run. “Oh no, you don’t! Get back here!”

      I called the police and a patrol stopped by fairly quickly. The officer was cute, but he was dry and professional. “So, where did this car hit yours?”

      “Right there.” I pointed to the back bumper that was lying on the street.

      “What were you doing when this car allegedly hit you?”

      “Seriously? You know, if you hurry, you can probably catch him. You can’t mistake that piece of crap. Busted headlights, red tape for taillight covers, ten thousand stupid bumper stickers plastered all over it, and the body was fifty shades of primer. And you’ll hear it for miles because it’s making a whining noise, like a dozen goats getting castrated with rusty pliers.”

      I endured an abnormally long wait while he filled out paperwork, and I made one very frustrating call to my insurance company’s robotic claims number. It was almost funny, dealing with the accident took longer than my date for the evening. Almost. The rest of the way home, I stewed silently, lest I somehow invoke more bad luck.

      “So glad to see my front door. Eight o’clock on a Saturday night. I should have known. What a waste of time.” My jingling keys set off a chorus of hyperactive Chihuahuas. “Keep your tails on!” I worked the key in the lock and the barking grew more frantic. “It’s just me, babies.” I knelt as soon as I opened the door. As far as I’m concerned, there is nothing that helps you shake off the lingering misery of a failed date like the welcoming little licks and nuzzles of your dogs. I glanced into the apartment and something didn’t seem right. Something wasn’t right. An intruder alarm went off in my brain, delivering a heart-thumping dose of adrenaline. The kitchen lights were on and my refrigerator was open.

      “Be careful, Kelly. I’d hate to see you torn to pieces by your own bloodthirsty Lilliputian guard dogs. Where did you find those little things? Did they come with a Happy Meal?” The intruder’s snarky female voice was familiar enough to instantly calm my nerves. Other than little wiggly dogs, seeing one of your best friends is another thing that can clear the date disaster debris out of your head.

      “Ha! Esmeralda Warren. Wicked Witch of the South. You know, I wouldn’t be so quick to make fun of these pint-sized attack dogs. They weren’t named Lucifer’s Bastard and Lorena Chompit for nothing.” I tossed my keys down and greeted my wiggly little pets. “What brings you to Chicago, Ezzy? I thought you weren’t coming back until the end of the month.”

      Esmeralda stood up from behind the kitchen island. A spoon hung from her mouth, and my quart of Cherry Garcia was in her hand. This was the rarely seen, casual Ezzy. Her long red hair had been freed from its tight bun in favor of a ponytail. Her naughty librarian’s black business suit had been thrown into a heap in the living room and traded for a black stretchy cutoff tank top and panties.

      Ezzy slowly slid the spoon out of her mouth and waved it like it was her own silverware magic wand. “Ice cream.” She ate another spoonful. “That’s why I’m here. And some downtime. Believe it or not, being the face of the Witch’s Union can be taxing. Ugh. Some days, I think I’ve been typecast as this iron-hearted bitch whose vocabulary is limited to caustic utterances of insults and sarcasm.”

      “Um, that’s actually a fair description. I was under the impression you relished in your ruthless reputation.”

      “Yeah. But it’s not much fun when that’s what people expect. It reduces my well-honed cynical and mocking persona down to some fucking cliché. I don’t want to be a cliché. The fucking…that I’ll take.” Ezzy took one last small spoonful of ice cream. “But mostly, I’m here for the ice cream. Enough about me. Look at you! My senses detect a new dress. You’re looking delicious this evening, but here you are coming home early. Alone. Maybe you should be the one eating ice cream.”

      “Yeah. Date from hell. Give me a minute to get undately then I’ll tell you all about it. Save some ice cream for me.” I went back to my room, accompanied by Lorena. Loosey, the more affectionate name for Lucifer’s Bastard, remained in the kitchen. From the alternating barks and whimpers, he was engaged in some serious ice cream negotiations.

      I placed my new dress on a hanger and took a deep breath. Lorena cocked her little head, giving me her “What’s wrong?” look.

      “I’ll be okay, Lorena. Just as soon as I get out of this torso tourniquet.” I tore off the Spanx and threw it in the general direction of my dresser. It’s a satisfying feeling when you remove a constricting undergarment. The effect is doubled when you throw the thing across the room. “Ahhh.” Everything reverted back to its natural form. “See that? I’m a shapeshifting were-girl.”

      One last look at the dress. “Damn.”

      When I went into the living room, Esmeralda was sitting on the floor, leaning back on her arms. Loosey was playfully using her legs for hurdles. “How bad?” she asked.

      “On the Franchetti failed date five-point scale, a five requiring bail money, I’d say a 4.5. The icing on the cake was when I was rear-ended on the drive home. Hit and run to boot.”

      Esmeralda raised an eyebrow. “I’m intrigued. You obviously had some high expectations from this guy. That’s what I want to know about.”

      “Excuse me while I become one of those people for a few minutes.” Ezzy knew what I meant by those people. They’re ones who don’t just talk to you for conversation. No, those people feel as if it’s their duty to unravel a gut-wrenchingly bad script filled with drama and lost possibilities every single time you talk to them.

      “Ah. That bad? Proceed with your rant.”

      “Ugh. All right. His name is Scott, but henceforth, he shall be known as Jackass Scott. I met him at a party about a month ago. One of the teachers I work with, Kim, had a little get-together at her place and she introduced me to her brother, Scott. Super cute guy, I’ll give him that. We chatted and seemed to hit it off. Did the whole social media exchange, and from there, he really got to me through Facebook. I mean, he knew exactly what to say to make me think he was special, and that I was special. I mentioned my Chihuahua rescue work and boom, he’s been a lifelong supporter of Chihuahua rescues. That was just the beginning. I swear he picked up on every post, every comment, every page I liked. If I had an interest or opinion on something, he was coincidentally one hundred percent in tune with it also. I didn’t realize at the time he was just stalking my Facebook page, learning everything about me, then using the information to make himself look perfectly compatible. Here I’m thinking it’s a miracle that I may have bumped into the guy who I could actually have something meaningful with.”

      “Your entire psychological profile is out there on the internet? Jesus, Kel. To the creepers, Facebook must be like going to a candy store. Seems like he put way too much effort into it. Anyway, so what happened?”

      “First, let me tell you that I’m fully aware of the risks of social media. But this guy was so different. He seemed so fresh and interesting, unlike the herds of unemployed penis photographers.”

      Esmeralda feigned disappointment. “What? Herds of penis photographers? Okay, now I’m really sorry that I’m the only person in the Western Hemisphere who isn’t using Facebook. I want to meet the herd!”

      “No, Ezzy, you don’t. For some reason, every creep from here to Camel Spit Mongolia just loves to send out awful pictures of their tiny, deformed members. Yep. Unsolicited anonymous cock shots on social media, the zeitgeist of my generation, I suppose. If it’s not that, it’s some crappy pornography. In any case, I was impressed by Jackass Scott from the beginning.”

      “He has a nice one?”

      “Smartass.” I nudged Esmeralda with my knee. “No, he was the opposite of all the online jerks. Then he asked me out to dinner. More specifically, he said ‘a cozy romantic dinner’. That filled my head with silly romantic notions. Of course, I haven’t had a real romantic date in forever, if at all. I got stupidly giddy about the idea. I bought a dress that I really couldn’t afford, and even stuffed myself into one of those diabolical body shapers. I honestly looked forward to this night for over a week.”

      “I assume this is when you tell me how your date spirals downward into the depths of hell?”

      “Exactly. I thought it was a little odd that he asked if I would pick him up. Sure, I’m all about equality and all that, I just imagined him picking me up. Come to find out, his car was repossessed. ‘And it wouldn’t have mattered anyway’, he says, ‘because his driver’s license was suspended for a DUI’. A DUI that, in his pea-sized brain, was his ex’s fault.”

      “What? Did she duct tape him to the steering wheel, gag him with a beer bong, and turn his car on?”

      “Right? That’s damn near the same thing I thought. He gave me some long-convoluted story about this and that. I knew in that very instant he lived by the Professional Victim’s Creed, blaming everything on someone else. Always. You know the type, they carry their own sidewalk chalk, just in case. Anyway, we had to park a block away from the first stop he wanted to make. I suppose he doesn’t want anyone to see him getting a ride from his ‘date’. The place turns out to be some shithole corner bar where his friends and his ex-girlfriend are hanging out. I felt completely ignored while he was getting obliterated. Then I suddenly became the target of his ex-girlfriend’s screaming tirade! Talk about drama. She didn’t back down until I threw a pitcher of crappy beer on her mullet.”

      “Kelly! I’m shocked and a little disappointed. You should have at least blackened her eye, knocked a tooth out, something.”

      “It took sheer willpower. I wasn’t going to jail for that pack of assholes. I walked out and came straight home. What can I say? The guy turned out to be an immature drunk. And you want to know what made it worse? He took me to that slut shack because he knew she’d be there. He just wanted to parade me around…show me off to his friends and his crazy ex. Ugh.”

      “Listen, Kelly, the way I see it, if someone has to go around trying to prove to the masses they’re not a loser, then it simply means they can’t even convince themselves.”

      “That’s exactly right. And to think this loser thought it was something he just had to do on our way to his so-called, cozy, romantic dinner. Nice way to set the tone for the evening. Yeah. Cozy, romantic dinner? My ass!”

      “Sometimes you go looking for Prince Charming and you can’t even find the frog. I get what you were hoping for. Despite my coldhearted reputation, don’t think for a minute that I wouldn’t like to be romanced the right way. It’s an unspoken and unrealized fantasy of mine.” Ezzy paused as if a dusty old memory slipped away from the place where she kept her regrets. With a shake of her head, she continued her fairy tale discourse. “But I refuse to kiss a metric assload of frogs in order to find a winner. Please. I’m not that desperate.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m over it already. Mostly. I want to enjoy that damn dress. I really like it. But I’m afraid every time I look at it, I’ll be reminded of the time I became a gullible fool. So out of character for me.”

      “Take some consolation in the fact that one day Karma is going to visit your boy, Jackass Scott. And all the rest of the jackasses, losers, liars, jerks, and those socially networked penises. Besides, we’ve got each other to hang out with, and the occasional boy toy.” Esmeralda gave me a very sly, tight-lipped smile. “A little debauchery makes you forget about all that mushy romance.”

      “Karma. Pfff. Karma’s overrated. It takes too long to show up. By then, you’ll miss out on seeing the look on their face when they realize Karma just paid a visit. Where’s the sadistic enjoyment in learning about it third or fourth-hand? No, I want front-row seats. I don’t just want to gloat, I want to experience some of that frickin’ schadenfreude!”

      “You’re talking to the right witch.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Okay, listen. I’m going to tell you this because you’re my only friend. I know you’ll keep it a secret. Right?”

      “Uh huh.” I agreed, but something about the way she spoke in a hushed voice worried me. What sort of confession was I about to get thrown on my conscience?

      Esmeralda leaned closer. “Black magic.” Her words were spoken as if she were suggesting we hire a hitman.

      I jerked my head back. “Ezzy? Isn’t that, you know…” My fingers made quote marks in the air. “Forbidden?”

      Esmeralda swatted at the air and my air quotes fell back to my lap. “I know, I know. A witch says those words, and everyone loses their damn minds. Especially at the Witch’s Union. But that’s only because they’re afraid it will be used against other witches or start World War III. I’m talking about a few hexes, some curses. You know, throw some magic variables into Jackass Scott’s life. Call it teaching him how to be a nicer guy, a better citizen, call it whatever. But you and me? We both know what it’s about.”

      “Revenge,” I said as if I just ordered my favorite pizza at Geno’s East.

      Esmeralda nodded. Her sly smile had returned.
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      I joined Ezzy on the floor and we sat cross-legged, facing each other. “So, what’s our first step?”

      “My, my, Kel, what an eager beaver you are. You really are on board with this. Okay, step one. We need a cell phone.”

      “Really? Nothing cool like spider eyes?” I picked up my phone and set it between us.

      “Now, order some pizza and some of those mozzarella sticks. Don’t forget the dippy sauce stuff for the mozzarella sticks.”

      “I should’ve known. Pizza whore.” That little comment elicited some genuine laughter from her. Despite our sometimes snippy behavior, Ezzy and I share the same sense of humor, and I appreciated her company.

      “What? Why do you think I came to Chicago? The weather?”

      I pointed to myself with both hands. “This, baby. This.”

      “You might do for dessert, but pizza is always my ulterior motive to come to Chicago. Make the call.”

      Once the order was called in, Esmeralda went over to a pile of black clothes and rummaged around for her purse. I expected to see her yank some money out or a credit card to pay for the food. Instead, she returned with her miniature broom.

      The only thing I knew about those little brooms was they were used to travel. When I say travel, I mean instantaneous teleportation to a place that’s designated in a carefully recited incantation. It’s a very delicate thing to monkey around with when you consider that you could end up anywhere in the world, with a slip of the tongue. I received my broom last Halloween and I’ve only used it by myself twice. The last time was to travel to New Orleans to visit my brother, Randy and my friend, Gertie. I ended up going for a swim in Bayou Lafourche. I already have a phobia about water, so you can just imagine my mental state after I ended up in some alligator-infested swamp.

      “What about the pizza, Ezzy?” She didn’t answer. There was a bright flash of light accompanied by a sizzling sound. It left a scent that reminded me of the unique smell that comes with an approaching summer thunderstorm. Loosey barked wildly and Lorena’s little nose cautiously poked at the swirling wisps of emerald smoke. Ezzy was gone. They looked up at me, wiggling nervously. “Don’t worry about Ezzy. She’ll be back. The pizza is on its way.” My words had no effect on my jumpy little dogs.

      We didn’t have to wait long. Esmeralda’s return was accompanied by another showy display of magic and the head-splitting barks of my Chihuahuas. Next to Esmeralda was an antique trunk. It was covered in worn black leather, with dark wooden slats. Even the brass hardware was tarnished to the point where it nearly matched the leather. What made it unusual was the length. I had the strange thought that it could be used as a coffin.

      “That was quick. Is that an old steamer trunk?”

      “This, my beautiful apprentice, is everything we’ll need.” She slapped her hand on top of the old trunk. Hollow thumps resonated through the room. The dogs whimpered, taking cover behind the couch, and I knew why. The old chest seemed to have an aura of foreboding. I approached it slowly and when I reached to touch it, I froze.

      “My God, this thing is ancient. What’s in it?”

      Ezzy huffed as she dragged the chest into the center of the living room. She placed her hands on her hips and blew a few loose strands of hair from her face. “Open it up and see for yourself.” Ezzy’s chirpy tone was unfamiliar and I suspected a setup.

      “This better not be some prank. If my brother pops up out of this thing, I swear I’ll kick both of your asses.”

      “Relax, Kelly. Here, we’ll open it together. Unfasten the latches on the right, I’ll take care of the rest, and we’ll open it. There’s no prank here. I’m actually excited to be doing this.”

      Ezzy’s words provided enough reassurance for me to touch the chest. The latches had been closed for a long time, and it took some effort to pop them open. Ezzy looked over the chest, her face beamed with anticipation. “Ready, set, go.”

      The heavy lid opened to a vertical position and was held open by locking support arms. The underside of the lid had several compartments, each one had a door with a simple latch to keep it closed. The inside of the chest held surprisingly few items: some folded green cloth embellished with gold stars and planets, an ebony staff with a brass crescent moon fitted to one end, a folded robe covered in a rainbow pattern of colored feathers, and a bizarre tribal face mask carved out of wood. The mask intrigued me, and I immediately picked it up.

      “Whoa, Ezzy. Now this is very cool.” The mask had a fierce-looking elongated face. I rubbed my finger against the wood, which was lightly stained with faded red and yellow colors. “African?”

      “No, it’s from Papua New Guinea, actually. It goes with the feathered cape. The other stuff is Druid. So much for the white-robed goobers holding hands at Stonehenge, huh?”

      “Okay, two questions, Ezzy. First, where did you get these things? Second, they might be good for trick-or-treating, but how can they help with magic?”

      “There’s one more little item you haven’t seen. It’s under here somewhere.” Ezzy picked up the feather cape and lifted out a black velvet bag. “Here it is. Um…I’ll take it out of the bag later. Anyway, this trunk and everything in it belonged to a pair of old witches who had a reputation for mischief. In their wills, they specified that it would be left to the Witch’s Union. When their time came, these things showed up at the office. I asked around…more or less, to see if anyone had an interest in them. The general consensus was that it was a box full of antiquated junk. Marie told me to put it in the storeroom. After a while, my curiosity got the best of me, and I brought it home.”

      “And Marie was okay with you taking it home?”

      “I didn’t exactly tell anyone, so let’s just keep it between us. There are some potions and powders in the compartments. Instant magic from Africa called Juju.”

      “Juju? You’re kidding, Ezzy.”

      “Look it up if you don’t believe me. Bad luck charms, curse powders, the kind of things I would call on-the-spot sort of spells. Now, for the potent shizz. All of the other items in this chest are charged with magic of another certain type…some people might call it the Left Hand Path, Black Magic, whatever. Combined, they are used for your more complicated curses. The kind that you can watch unfold over a few hours, days, or even generations. Powerful stuff. That was the type of magic the previous owners of the chest were interested in. I couldn’t make any of it do jack. It takes two witches. You know that each witch has a specialty. For example, Gertie has her animal magic, Leigh has her magic desk, Marie is the Voodoo expert, and I have a knack for potions and candle magic. You’re just learning what your specialty is going to be. So far, it seems that written spells and alchemy might be what has found you. In any case, the more of us that get together, the stronger the magic becomes. It’s the whole purpose of a coven.”

      “And here we are. The two of us.”

      “Yep. Here we are. Two witches and this little guy.” Esmeralda removed the black cloth, revealing the mysterious object. “Say hello to my little friend.” In her hands she held a large, ceramic, garden décor frog. Not just a frog, but a two-foot-tall caricature of a green frog standing on his hind legs, his arms folded across his chest. To top it off, the ridiculous frog was dressed in biker apparel; a leather visor cap, black leather vest, and matching chaps.

      “You’re kidding. Right? My mom has two garden frogs from that same set in her flower beds, the biker chick and the grandpa frog. And they’re about as magical as…well, as magical as garden gnomes.” I snagged the frog from Ezzy’s hands and looked at it. “You really believe this is a charmed object?”

      “You have to wake him up. It’s simple, really. Hold it in front of your face. Say the phrase ‘Conjuro te Barnabas’ three times, then put your mouth right on his belly and blow.”

      “Okay, where’s the camera? I know that if I do this, I’ll be the star in the next video gone viral. I’m not blowing some biker frog.”

      “I’m serious. Trust me when I say it’s amazing. The only instructions left in the trunk were how to awaken the guide spirit. Once you awaken the guide, we’ll be able to take our magic to a new level.”

      “Don’t bullshit me, Ezzy.” Esmeralda gave me a tight-lipped shrug. I suppose it was her look of encouragement. I held the frog out in front of me. “Conjuro te Barnabas! Conjuro te Barnabas! Conjuro te Barnabas!” I blew a noisy raspberry on the slick ceramic belly.

      What happened next made my heart stop. The figurine began to squirm. I pushed it away and its big eyes blinked at me. “Holy shit! It’s, it’s…this thing is alive!”

      “What? You were expecting maybe a Reuben sandwich?” The frog spoke with a distinctive Brooklyn accent. If I didn’t know better, I could have sworn it was Steve Buscemi talking. “Hey, Ezzy, tell your friend here to take it easy. She’s squeezing the hell out of me.”

      “Kelly, meet Barney. Barney is an imp. Despite popular myths, imps are not demons. They belong to the fairy group of spirits. Unfortunately for them, they have to reside in an effigy. An effigy that is chosen for them by a witch or wizard.”

      “Unfortunately, is right! If you could have seen me when I was in that statue of Apollo! You two would be on your hands and knees, both trying to slobber on the same corn on the cob, if you get my drift. You’d be begging to have your brillos fluffed and your sausage sleeves stuffed. Yeah, you two⁠—”

      “All right, Barney. Enough. We get it, you were a hottie, once upon a time, far, far away, yada, yada. I should have warned you, Kelly. Barney can be a little⁠—”

      “Hey! I’m an imp. I am what I am. I’m not going to apologize. Not even for my current frog state. This frog look really isn’t the worst. Those last witches had me in some flying baby statue for a while. Imagine what I was like as an incontinent winged cherub fluttering around. Those old bitches couldn’t handle it. So, they forced me into one of their shitty garden statues. Ta-da! Here I am. I miss the ability to fly, but not the bladder control issues. But I’m going to make a little deal with the two of you. You get me into some Greek or Roman god statue, maybe even something more contemporary, and I’ll help you with any impish mischief you want to get into. Sound good?”

      “Sounds perfect. But you have to serve us until the Autumnal Equinox, then you can pick out what you want.”

      “Autuminuminal Equiwhat? Ezzy, Ezzy, baby. Are you saying I have to wait five months until fall? Seriously? Work with me here.”

      “No. That’s the deal, Barney. I can’t move you into a new form until there is an equinox. Take it or leave it.”

      “Are you kidding? Come on! You try scratching your ass with friggin’ frog arms. Jesus.” Barney waved his little green arms and flexed his webbed hands. “I’ll take your deal. But it better be a statue with some good equipment under the fig leaf, if you know what I’m sayin’. I don’t want to be stuck in one of those short-peckered Da Vinci sculptures. Have you seen the schmekel he put on his statue of David? The dude’s got a little smokie and a pair of prunes, for Christ’s sake.”
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