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Ever wonder how Zoë and Rhonda met? Was it a good meeting? Accidental? Or was it a match made in heaven—at first. Were the signs always there? DEAD CORSE tells the story of how the not-yet Wraith Zoë Martinique and not-yet Sorceress Rhonda Orly met and began what they believed would be a long and loyal friendship. Will it last? Only time will tell the tale.  
 
 
Happy Halloween!
“I see in the cards you two are in love.”
I looked at the couple. They were holding hands, having difficulty keeping their eyes from one another and had answered each other’s sentences for the past ten minutes. Duh. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to see these two were in love—nor did it take a deck of tarot cards.
I’d never really paid attention to card reading until I saw my mom using them in her shop. She said she told her customer’s futures and I had to admit, her readings were a lot more in depth and believable than this boob’s. If only she could see me leaning against the wall behind her, my arms crossed over my chest and a sarcastic whatever look on my face.
But she couldn’t. Because I was a ghost.
My name’s Zoë. Martinique.
I’m Irish Latin mix which means—I wouldn’t say I was ugly but I don’t consider myself beautiful either. I have olive skin, sort of topaz eyes (no really, my mom said so), long thick hair and freckles. I also have an overbite the dentist insists needs fixing. But I don’t think so.
And there’s one more thing you might need to know—I’m a Traveler.
Hmmm—that doesn’t sound as impressive as it should does it? Makes me sound like someone that travels the world and blogs. I think maybe I need to come up with a better name. Anyway, what that’s supposed to mean is that I—for some unknown reason—can slip out of my body and take a walk-about.
I know right? Weird. But I can. And when I do it I don’t really look like I do usually. Yeah same face and hair, but my clothes are all dark and stealthy and I wear black bunny slippers.
Mental Note: Black bunny slippers are awesome. And hard to find.
Ever since I discovered I could do this I’d pushed it to its limits. The only limit I’d discovered so far was the length of time out of body. I’d never timed it because I couldn’t bring a watch with me—and I always forgot to look at a clock. I had noticed certain signs when I’d been out too long, like dizziness and nausea. And those times when I ignored those signs? It was a stone bitch when my silver cord yoinked me back and I slammed back into my body. The resulting hang over kept me in bed for a full day before I felt human enough to re-enter the world of the living.
My recent doctor’s appointment hadn’t gone so well. He’d made me take a sugar test. He couldn’t explain my fatigue, lack of energy and constant peeing as anything other than a possible problem with my pancreas. I knew that wasn’t it—but I couldn’t really explain to him I was staying out partying all night out of my body.
So here I was, eaves dropping in a haunted house two days before Halloween. I’d already taken a spin inside some of the more commercial holiday haunts, the ones that pop up the last week of September and disappear November first and yawned my way through. Thishouse was a real mansion a local group had rented out and decorated up to earn money for breast cancer.
I wasn’t there just to spy on people. I was there because I had a job! Someone wanted me to listen in and find a real Book of Shadows.
Honestly? A Book of Shadows? I know what that was and I figured I’d go look and when nothing turned up I could at least be honest when I reported back it wasn’t there.
“Oh…and I see you….” the fortune teller nodded to the young lady. “Have recently lost a loved one.”
The girl’s eyes widened. “Oh, how did you know?”
I rolled my eyes. “Lucky guess.”
The fortune teller looked to her left, then her right and wore a seriously strange look on her face. “I—I know because the cards say so.” She pulled a few more cards from the deck and made a cross pattern on the table. I’d seen mom do the same thing. “I see you have suffered because of their passing, but I also see you have a brighter future.”
Before I could give another retort I felt a wave of dizzy which was the first warning that I’d been out of body way too long. “Mmhmm…darkest before the dawn.”
This time the fortune teller lightly slammed her hands on the table. The cards moved a little but the clients didn’t seem to notice. They were too engaged in each other. “So…yeah. Okay. I see from this card you have many pressures on you like school and dealing with the loss of that loved one.”
Really? I looked at the couple again. Backpacks. One was wearing a Georgia State hoodie. Even I could have put together she was in school, and if a family member died then yeah—pressure! I made a rude noise.
“Okay that is it!” This time she slammed her hands down hard on the table. A few of the cards flew off the table as she stood. “Daryl? Is that you? This is not freak’n funny and it is not my fault you had to be the dead guy tonight!”
The clients finally realized their fortune teller was having a scary moment of her own and talking to—technically—no one.
Took me two beats to realize two things—one, she heard me. Crap! Damn! I forgot even if I’m invisible I’m still audible. And two, this was totally a Whoopie and Patrick moment from Ghost.
This was my cue to exit stage left. I moved from the wall and slipped past the couple who were now staring at the fortune teller as if she’d grown two more eyeballs out of her forehead.
“You!”
I stopped. I always stopped at loud voices. And I looked over at her—
And she was looking at me!
Wait just a freak’n minute. No one could see me like this—except mom and I figured since she gave birth to a weird kid then the gene had to come from someone. How did she see me? I was out of my body and technically—in my opinion—a ghost!
I decided if I ignored her and slipped through the wall (much better than sieving through metal or glass) and moved down the hall she’d forget I was even there. The sounds of customers screaming and then nervously laughing drifted down the stairs as I moved far away from the fortune telling room. Bothering the fake medium had been fun until it was apparent she could see me too. That was a question for mom later. But I needed to get busy on the job I was sent here to do which was finding this book.
I had to stop and let the second wave of dizzy pass through. Damn—I’d pissed away most of my time again. But how? I couldn’t have been out of body (OOB) for more than two hours. I’d gone corporeal (visible) a few times to ask questions about the house but that was it.
After that wave passed I felt the stirring in the silver cord connected to my belly button. It was a subtle tug, but it wouldn’t stay that way. It was going to get really strong, really fast.
I needed to hurry. I knew what a Book of Shadows was: the book used by a witch to record her spells, her triumphs, her failures, even her thoughts. Mom had one but I’d never tried to look into it. Magic isn’t my thing. And yes, it is real. I mean—look at me—well you can’t look at me—but if I can slip out of my body and go around like a ghost then why couldn’t witches exit?
Besides, my mom does some pretty amazing stuff.
Mental Note: Focus, focus, focus, focus…ghostly ADD strikes again.
The client that wanted me to find this book, some dude named thejackgrayson at gee mail dot com, said it was in a safe in this house. So, where would a safe be? In the movies they were in a study or a den. I was on the first floor of the house standing in a small space between the staircase and a wall. In front of me was the front door with its beveled glass cutout, and to my right under the stairs was another door I assumed lead to a half bathroom. To the right was where Fake Fortuna spun her fake psychic routine, and on the other side was where the tour of the mansion started. It was a huge house by any measuring scale I had. Reported to have eleven bedrooms, eight bathrooms, kitchen, plus other “family places.”
And that was just the way the house was advertised. Family places. I assumed that meant living room, dinning room, den, playroom—though I hoped this house’s playroom wasn’t like the Adams’ Family’s playroom.
I assumed dens and studies were on the lower floor so I slipped by the newest group getting their haunted story from their guide. This guy was dressed like a zombie and a really good one. Looked gross to me.
The room had plastic covered furniture, a roll top desk, one of those corner curio cabinets and a coffee table with several paperback copies of ghost books. A grandfather clock coincidentally chimed for the hour—it was after ten p.m. Over the roll top was a large painting of a bunch of trees. In the center of them stood what looked like a woman in—an apron? She was very small like a wee person in a large forest.
To the right of the roll top and the left of the grandfather clock was a door. Now that would either be another room or a closet. The padlock on the outside pretty much assured me it was a closet since I didn’t think people would put locks on the outside of a den or a study, but it wasn’t going to hurt if I just stuck my head through the door and took a peek.
The next group moved from the room as I approached the door. Old door. Paint peeling. I figured this was probably one of the house’s original doors. I glanced at the painting to me left and stopped.
The figure of the woman wasn’t in the middle of the painting anymore but was more toward me—and it looked like she was pointing at the door.
Holy Muther Guppie. My heart pounded against my chest as I stared at that little figure, waiting for it to move.
When it didn’t I tore my gaze away from it, took in a deep breath and shoved my upper half through the door.
Definitely not a closet.
Hell no. There was a whole room back here.
I started to push the rest of me through when the third wave of dizzy hit. Oh not good.
As far as I could tell, me being incorporeal (my mom’s word not mine) like this meant I couldn’t touch or move any physical object, and if something were thrown at me it would go through me.
Physics, right?
I was also limited in my five senses. Sight and hearing were good, in fact I could see shit that nobody really wants to know is lurking in the shadows. But touch and smell—eh—pretty much non-existent. So feeling cold or smelling something bad wasn’t going to happen.
I yanked my head and shoulders out of that door and spun around as the third wave of dizzy continued and I went down on my booty.
“Eieci te oh malum spiritum! Cum sale conpellar confodere te!”
What the hell? Who was shouting? I looked up to see Fake Fortuna standing over me with a hand full of salt. She threw some of it on me and of course it went through me and scattered on the dirty, dust coated hardwood floor.
I tried to yell at her to stop that but she was all into. She’d thrown back her hood and I saw long dark hair and really heavy eye-makeup. Painted nails wove symbols in the air and she continued to spew out what might have been latin as I felt the pull on the cord. Well hell, I wasn’t going to be able to explore that room tonight.
But, at least I knew there was a room.
I just hated that this whack job was going to believe she exorcised me.
Balls. 
 
• • •
 
Moms are the bomb.
Except when they’re not.
Sigh…that didn’t make a lot of sense did it?
Mom was great because she made the best breakfasts in the world. Mom was not because she came into my room and opened the curtains and let the evil sunshine burn my skin to my bone.
I know I said something rude. Or at least I was thinking it as I pulled the cover up over my head and made myself into a burrito.
“Up. Come on. You did it again last night.”
Yes. Yes I did.
Wait— “What did I do?” came my rather muffled question from the inside the safety of my burrito.
“You’ve got to come up with some kind of way to monitor how long your’e out of your body, Zoëtrope.” She smacked my butt. “Take a shower and come downstairs. You need to eat to keep up your strength. You’re too skinny and that is very unattractive with your height.”
Did I mention I was kinda tall?
“I just want to sleep.”
“I know. But you have email.” I heard her moving around the room picking up my stuff and then the bathroom door opened and the she turned on the shower. “Now Zoë. Or I will get an ice-cube.”
“All right all right,” I muttered as I unrolled myself and stumbled past her to the bathroom. She stopped me as I started to pull my pajama pants down and put a hand to my face. She turned it to the right, then the left.
“You look awful.”
“Mmmm,” was all I said as I pushed her hand away and slipped under the blessed avalanche of—“Christ woman this water is scalding!”
“Ten minutes, Zoë.”
Ten turned into fifteen but I made it to the table downstairs. Mom’s shop in Little Five Points was a converted Victorian with a wrap-a-round porch. The first floor was split into two shops—a botanica on the left full of books, candles, dried herbs (that mom sucked the life out of herself), sachets, statues, etc. A junk shop. And on the right—where the front door brought the customer in, was a tea shop. Mom thought of herself as a tea aficionado. Me nor Jemmy Shultz, mom’s cohort in all things old, had the heart to tell her she sucked at it.
So the shop also sold home made pies and cakes, treats and coffee.
The place was decorated post modern eclectic. That’s what mom called it. What that translated into was several different sized tables and all sorts of chairs. She’d found them all over Little Five, sanded and painted them.
It was Monday so she didn’t open the shop till one. That gave us—me, mom, and Jemmy—time to eat and relax before the rush. I know she’d like it if I helped her in the store but I just didn’t know anything about what she sold, other than some of it, in my opinion, was just over priced.
The two house ghosts—Tim and Steve—a long lasting couple that gave me hope that maybe one day I’ll find me a soul mate—sat in their usual spots. Steve at the table next to mom and Tim on a stool next to the display case.
Yes. That’s right. Not house guests.
House ghosts.
They were in the house when mom moved in and since the two of them got along with her and we could all see them, it was a perfect fit. And don’t get all judgy. Mom offered to exorcise them but since no one knew what that meant or where they’d go, they respectfully declined. It’s not like she’s keeping them there. They just couldn’t go beyond the boundary of the house.
I plopped down in a chair as Jemmy put the biscuits on the table, along with bacon, sausage, grits, butter, eggs, jam, coffee and juice. I grabbed a cup of the coffee, dumped about five cubes of sugar into it, cream and then held onto it with both hands.
Mom set my computer in front of me before she settled down in the opposite chair. Jemmy sat at my right, mom’s left.
I stared bleary-eyed at my email. “You look at it?”
“No she didn’t, Zoë,” Jemmy said. I liked the way she said my name. Zo-eh. “She heard it go off in the other room and brought it in.” She poured me a glass of juice.
I moved my finger over the track pad to scroll down the list. Junk. Junk. Ah, the third request for an update from Grayson. Patience grasshoppah. And…
There was a new email from someone on Craig’s List. I opened it and looked at the information. “Anyone ever heard of someone named Ma-” I frowned at the bleary little email address and tried it all at once. “Ma-har-bah?”
Mom, Steve and Jemmy shook their heads and continued on with their conversation. Tim was busy looking at a newspaper spread out on top of the display case. To anyone else coming into the shop, the pages would look as if they were turning themselves.
Well pooh on you all.
The subject line said “request for intel.”
 
 
Dear Miss Martinique,
It is a great honor to see you alive and very much in control of your facilities. Imagine our delight to see you are testing your boundaries. We wish to aid you in your journey of discovery by giving you this opportunity to show us just how valuable you can be.
We would like for you to gather intel on a person of interest. This is someone we believe has the capacity to create great things. Our present intel is based on her physical records: birth, weight, height, eye color, hair color, address, etc., but what we would like is to know more about the person. The individual herself.
Since this is your first job with us, we would like you to answer a simple question for us: Is this person a witch?
Included in this email is a pdf of physical, tangible information. Please study it and use it to your best advantage. The sum of $50,000 has been deposited in your account, and upon your report, a second deposit of the same amount will appear.
We look forward to working with you.
Maharba
 
I blinked at the screen. Fifty thousand dollars?! Even through the blur I could make out that number. I sat up and typed in the command for a new window so I could check my bank account. A few held breaths and—
Holeeee crap.
My balance as of this morning read fifty five thousand and sixty-two cents, which should give you a good idea how much I’d had in there to start.
“Da-Yam!”
That stopped mom and Jemmy’s nattering. They both looked at me and I read the email out and showed them the account.
Jemmy started clapping and singing ‘Happy Day’ even as mom took the computer and started clicking keys.
I grabbed up the buttered biscuit and took a big bite. Mmmm. Butter.
“Why is this person curious about Rhonda Orly? Who is she?” Steve spoke up for the first time that morning as he leaned over and read off the screen. Of the two ghosts, Steve was more the serious, analytical one. All business all the time. Tim was more the free spirit geek with a love of Disney memorabilia.
Washing the bite down with coffee I wiped my mouth and pointed. “Is that her name?”
“Yes. There’s a large dossier attached with her birth records, bank accounts, parents—” Mom stopped and closed her mouth. She looked at me. “You need to return the money.”
“Are you kidding? The only thing they want to know is if she’s a witch. How hard can that be to tell? I just have to find her and—” I pursed my lips. “How do you find out if someone’s a witch?”
“Hun, it’s not something you can just tell. You have to know,” Jemmy said as she ate her eggs with gravy—there was gravy?!—and a biscuit.
“Isn’t there like, some kind of test I can do? Throw salt on her like that freak threw salt on me?”
“Doesn’t work,” mom continued reading stuff on the computer. “I’m serious, Zoë. You need to give back the money and not get involved with a puppet account.”
“A what?”
“This,” she pointed to the screen. “This is a front for someone or a lot of someones who obviously know who you are and what you can do. As far as I know you didn’t put your full name on the Craig’s List ad, did you?”
Blink. “No.” Chew, chew.
“Then why are they calling you by name? And why are they happy you’re alive and well? Are you not supposed to be?”
My mom had always been paranoid. But not the normal kind. For example, I could leave the front door unlocked, just forget to turn the dead bolt and she’d be irritated but not freaked out. But if I messed up one of her salt barriers or interrupted a candle or something she had going in the shop? Woof. You’d think I’d just shot her.
She had that same look on her face, like I’d messed up some salt again. Yeah what she was saying did make it seem creepy—and there might be a possibility that this Maharba was a perv and watched me through my bedroom window. Which made that sound all rapey.
“Look, okay, I get it. But mom…fifty thousand dollars. And if I just find out and give them a yes or a no then that’s one hundred thousand dollars!” My voice squeaked even though she was looking at me as if I’d just done something really bad.
With a sigh she leaned over to the display case where the pies and cakes were and grabbed a pen off the top. She wrote a few things down on a napkin and pushed it my way. “That’s her full name and her address. Go over, see if you find any occult or Wiccan paraphernalia—”
I blinked at her.
“—just see if she has stuff at her place like in the botanica. Write it up and send it to them. But then I think you need to distance yourself from both this Rhonda Orly and Maharba.”
That’s my mom. Take the money and run like hell.
 
• • •
 
 
Needless to say I couldn’t go back to sleep. Not with fifty thousand dollars in my account, and another possible fifty K just waiting to be deposited. There were so many credit cards I could pay off with that.
I could even get my own place!
I decided to get this assignment done asap. Mister emails-twenty-times-a-day Grayson could wait. I had my eye on this condo over in Morning Side. But it was uber expensive and had a maintenance fee to give me ulcers.
So I got up, got another shower and drove mom’s old Volvo station wagon to the address on the napkin.
Rhonda Orly’s apartment was in Morning Side. And a very nice part of it. In fact, it was in a very nice house.
Mental Note: I hate her.
I realized at that moment I had no idea what she looked like or how old. I’d never actually opened the files. Mom had. Well crap. Didn’t matter. I parked down the street after making sure I wasn’t in a tow-away zone, leaned back and slipped my mortal coil.
Okay not slipped. It took a bit of struggle to pull out of myself and if anyone could see I was pretty sure it looked—for lack of a metaphor—weird.
Once outside the car I looked in the window to see my body covered in a blanket in the back of the wagon. Mom’s car was the best car to do this with since there was more room to put me. That and I didn’t have a car yet.
Jemmy and mom wanted me to keep my body at the shop so they could watch it, but I figured this way when I was done I could go shopping!
First order of business, getting into the house. Mom said to feel for wards. A witch would protect herself from influences and ward her home against them. I knew what mom’s wards felt like so that was a snap. I got all the way to the front porch, which was as big as my bedroom at mom’s, thank you very much, and nothing. Not even a tingle.
Miss Orly had the usual Halloween decor up. Cardboard hissing cats, bats and several cotton spider webs spread out over the windows. A pumpkin carved with a traditional smiling face sat to the right of the door and a plastic black caldron joined it at the ready for Halloween night candy.
The door was painted a rich maroon, more on the brown side. I took in a deep breath expecting a steel door and was pleasantly surprised to find wood.
Once inside the Halloween commercialism continued. More hanging bats made of nylon and wire, zombies trailing torn fabric. She had purple lights strung up the banister and at the top stood one of those life size Frankenstein mannequins.
“Great, how am I supposed to find anything in here that’s witchy when all this crap’s out?” With a sigh I started a little tour of the place and realized pretty fast that this old girl had money. A parlor was on the right, the kind no one actually went in except to entertain. On the other side was a pretty impressive den with a humongous desk, wall shelves and a couch. Nice!
The kitchen was all modern with stainless steel appliances and the dinning room looked pretty traditional with a long table for eight.
Upstairs wasn’t any different. Nice bedrooms, four of them. Two full bathrooms, all modern. But I didn’t see anything that was like what mom had in the botanica. Mostly it was just cheap Halloween stuff.
By the time I finished my exploring about two hours had passed and I was starting to feel…bad. I’d had several dizzy spells. Once back downstairs I heard something slam, followed by the unmistakeable utterance of a swear word.
Someone was home!
Or it could be a very clumsy burglar. And if it was then I could do good and scare them off.
Wait a minute—the sound and the voice sounded as if they were underneath me. Basement? I did a quick once around and spotted a door under the staircase. Huh, what was it with putting doors under staircases? It could either be stairs down or a bathroom.
Stairs. A flickering light illuminated them and the movement reminded me of a candle. I took the stairs one at a time, delighted I didn’t have any weight to make them creak.
When I got to the bottom I nearly fell over for two reasons. One, I was really, really dizzy now and wanted to just take a nap. And two—
The whole basement looked like mom’s botanica with a little bit of Hollywood thrown in for dramatics. The ceiling, which I assumed was usually little more than a display of the under side of the floor above, was covered in a black material, stapled to the wooden beams overhead. The floor had been painted black and on top of that in the center of the room was a huge pentagram. On the far wall was a table decorated with candles, incense, deer horns and what looked like one of those concrete garden statues of Aphrodite.
In the middle of all that stood some girl in a black robe, hood up, arms in the air over her head.
And she was chanting.
Yeeeah. I’d say this chick was a witch. Or she thought she was a witch because honestly this looked like a scene out of Midnight Offerings.
I had what I needed for a report so I stood—and fell right back down. Only this time I couldn’t keep my mouth shut.
“Who’s there?”
I lay half on my side and propped up on my elbows. I needed to get back to my body so I looked for the silver cord…
Nothing happened. It was there and I could feel it, but when I surrendered to it I stayed right where I was.
Oh snap. WTH?
“You! It’s you again!”
Wait—no. No, no, no, no…that voice.
I jerked my head to look up at the robed girl standing over me and when she pulled her hood back—
“Holy shit! The Fake Fortune Teller!”
That…might not have been the right thing to say. Her face grew red and she ran across the basement to that table, grabbed a handful of something, ran back and threw it at me and shouted something in latin again.
And again, nothing happened.
“Why aren’t you gone? Why can’t I banish you like I did before?”
I sighed and looked up at her. I tried to stand but when I did the whole room tilted to the right. “You didn’t banish me before. I’m not some weird demon or whatever to banish. And you’re definitely not a witch.”
“Yes I am a witch.” She squatted down and looked at me as if looking at a very weird bug. “What what the hell are you?”
“I call myself a Traveler.”
“Time traveler?”
I was starting to see where that label just wasn’t going to work. I gave her a sour look. “I’m out of body and having a hard time getting back into it.”
The girl’s whole demeanor changed. She shifted to her butt and looked me up and down. “Are you saying you’re astral traveling?”
“If astral traveling (see?!) means I’m out of my body then yes. Only I can’t get back in my body.”
“You should be able to just go back down your silver cord. Do you see it?”
“Yes.”
“And nothing’s happening?”
“No.” Oh hell. Nausea. And a lot of it. “I don’t know if astral travelers can throw up, but I really want too right now.”
“Dude, if you’re really stepping out of your body—how long have you been out?”
“What time is it?”
“Uh, I don’t know. No watches down here. Which is what I was working on. Making a watch that would work around magic. It’s really sort of easy if you think about they physics involved but I really need the spell I’m pretty sure is in this book I’ve been—”
“Rhonda? You are Rhonda Orly, right?”
“Yeah. How did you know my name?”
“Just…stop talking.” I started breathing funny too and wondered if my physical body was reacting the same way under the blanket in mom’s car. “What do you know about astral traveling?”
“Well what I started to say is that the longer or more often you disengage from your body, the harder it’s going to be to get back in. You really should time yourself more often—” she paused. “What do I call you?”
“My name’s Zoë and I think I’m in big trouble. I need you to call my mom.”
“Call your mom? How old are you?”
“Fine. I’ll try and get back to my body myself.” I did manage to stand but it wasn’t a good stand. In fact, the lower half of my body was sort of—missing. “Oh, this isn’t right.”
“Damn Zoë. Where is your physical body?”
I told her where it was, what it looked like and when she ran out of the basement, I ran out of time.
 
• • •
 
I’d only ever been in the hospital a few times in my life. Once to get my tonsils removed. And then once after I was attacked in Piedmont Park. The park attack was the one that I didn’t like to remember. Mainly because that’s what started all this shit.
My point is when I came to I knew where I was even before I opened my eyes because I could hear people being paged overhead as well as a familiar beeping noise. The silver bar along the bed came into view first and then I saw mom looking down at something. A shift of my head and I saw she was stitching something on black cloth.
“When are you going to learn I’m always right?”
Closing my eyes I sighed. I felt—awful. Sort of like I still wasn’t attached to myself. I cleared my throat before I answered and I still sounded a little like Harvey Fierstein for a few sentences until I cleared out the garbage. “What happened? Where am I?”
“You’re in Grady Hospital and what happened was your body slipped into a coma. Miss Orly managed to find the car and break in—you owe me a maintenance appointment on the Volvo for that and don’t say you can’t afford it because you can—and called nine one one.”
Coma? Seriously? “How long?”
“A day, which is long enough. Dr. Murdock said you should recover soon. Your blood sugar dipped down into the danger zone.”
“What does that mean?” I reached up to wipe at my face and encountered a tube in my nose. Ew.
“He’s looking into the possibility that you might be hypoglycemic. He’s not sure yet.”
“Ah. Great. So…” I pushed myself up in the bed. “I guess I owe that chick a thank you?”
“Yes.” She lowered her hands and the stitching to her lap and finally looked at me. “Zoë, what happened?”
Blink. “Why are you asking me? I went to her house, I looked around and then when I found the stuff in the basement like you said to look for and she was all robed up and chanting shit, I just got nauseous and my whole body started to disappear.”
“Your astral body.”
“Whatever you want to call it. I was missing from the waist down and that was spooky.” I looked around. “You got my laptop? I need to write up my report and send it to that client.”
“The one on Rhonda Orly?”
“Mmhmm,” I pushed myself up all the way and looked around. “Where are my clothes?”
“Zoë—” Mom slipped her work into a bag on the floor by her chair and stood. If there was one thing about my mom it’s that she looked a lot like Debbie Reynolds. She had reddish hair cut pretty short and she had big boobs. As a kid I always thought they were cushy and warm. As an adult, I wondered what happened to my fair share. “A man claiming to be a client of yours called the shop yesterday while you were out. He was very insistent you needed to fulfill your contract in finding this Book of Shadows.”
Oh…whups. The flood of money into my account had sort of pushed Grayson’s case out of the way. I remembered the room I found behind the door and figured it needed a once over. Maybe even another look at the house and if I couldn’t find it, well, so be it. I could afford to give him back his retainer. “Yeah. I can go back in there and take a look tonight—”
“Not by yourself,” she clasped her hands behind her back which was a sure sign she was up to something. “I think you should limit your OOBing for a good twenty four hours. You could continue and finish that case if you had help.”
“Help? What kind of help? I’m the only one I know that can slip out of my body and snoop.”
“Actually, there is someone else looking for the same book, Zoë.” Mom tilted her head to her shoulder. “And they’re willing to work with you to find it. But I don’t think the book should go to your client if you find it.”
I just sat on the bed with the stupidest look on my face. “What the hell are you talking about?”
She patted the side of my face and walked to the door. “Sit tight. I’m going to go find a nurse and see about getting you discharged. And no going out of body until after we get home.”
Mom scared me sometimes. And watching her leave the room I got the strangest impression that while I’d been in a coma (wow) she’d been out plotting something. And that thought made every hair on my arm stand on end.
 
• • •
 
The last thing I expected to see when I got home was Rhonda Orly sitting at the larger table in the tea shop with Jemmy. The two had a whole bunch of the books from the botanica side strewn on top of the table along with a bunch of pencils, erasers, an ink well and a quill.
My mom made and sold real quill pens. Me? Gimme a ball point.
Whoa…wait. What was that smell? It was like heaven…
Jemmy was the first up and coming to me with her arms out wide. “Wellll Zoë you look a lot better than you did yesterday. But you can’t be scaring your mom like that anymore, you hear me? Now, come sit down over here. I made a pot of my chicken and dumplings. Would you like a bowl with some garlic bread and glass of iced tea?
That was the smell!
Mental Note: insert large, embarrassing stomach growl here.
“I think that was a yes,” my mom said from behind me and the two of them steered me to the table to a chair beside Rhonda.
She was looking at me. And I was looking at her.
The dark and spooky make-up was gone and her hair was pulled back from her face. It was brown with what looked like a bad black dye job at the tips. Her finger nails were painted a chipped black. She had a roundish face which somehow made her look like a pixie. And when she stood up I realized how short she was.
“You do look a lot better,” she offered me her hand. “Rhonda Orly, but you already know that.”
“Yeah,” I shook her hand. Warm. Strong. No biggie. I sat down and so did she. “I need to thank you. For listening to me and finding my body.”
“No prob,” she said as she sat down. “I was a bit surprised to find it where you said it was. I really thought you were a ghost.”
“Most people can’t see me. I was surprised that you did in the haunted house.”
“Me too,” she looked at the book in front of her and I sensed she was a little shy, which seemed a bit odd given what she was doing at that house.
My face broke out into a wide grin when Jemmy put a huge steaming bowl of chickeny, doughy goodness in front of me. The glass of tea was the best as I drank half of it while Rhonda spoke.
“About that—what happened at the old house. I’m sorry, and a little disappointed. I thought I’d actually banished one of the ghosts in that place.” She put her hands on the table. “Uh—sorry I threw salt at you. You were out of time again weren’t you?”
“Mmhmm,” I was now deep into the zen of dumplings. “Oh nice house by the way,” I said around a mouthful of heaven.
“Oh. Thanks. It’s my aunt’s house. I’m just staying there while she’s in Europe. Uh…about the haunted house. The reason I’m there working as a fortune teller is because I’m trying to find an old book. I was said to be the owner’s Book of Shadows—”
I choked on a dumpling. Oh fuck. I should have realized this was the person mom said wanted to find that book. It made perfect sense. A wanna be witch looking for an old Book of Shadows.
“You okay?”
I grabbed the napkin and wiped my face as Jemmy sat down beside me and started flipping through one of the books on the table. “Oh.”
“Nona told me you were looking for it too and that you might have found where it could be?”
“I found a room on the other side of that door where they start the haunted tours? I just didn’t have time to look.” I remembered the weird painting. “Have you been in that room?”
“Yeah.”
“You know anything about that painting over the desk? The one with the woman in it?”
Rhonda narrowed her eyes. “There’s no woman in that painting. It’s supposed to be a rendering of the woods behind the house. Someone said a family member painted it.”
The hairs on my arms stood on end. I wasn’t nuts. I’d seen a little woman in that painting. And she’d moved. I hadn’t seen her move, but she did. And she’d pointed at that damn door.
Mom set a thick white candle in front of Rhonda. The black wick was long and curled at the top and I recognized it as one of the candles from the mantel in the botanica. “You’ve seen what Zoë can do and you know what Jemmy and I can do. Now I need to see what you can do and if you have the potential.”
“Potential?” Rhonda asked.
“Yes. For magic. Real magic, dear. Not that bullshit you were doing in the basement. The fact you can see Zoë when she OOBS—”
“Oobs?”
“Goes Out-Of-Body,” Jemmy interjected as she turned pages.
“—affirms to me that you just might have it. But you’ve never been trained. So while Zoë eats and regains her strength, let’s see you light this candle.”
I munched as Rhonda looked around the table and shrugged. “I don’t have a match or lighter.”
“I want you to light it. No other means.”
Ah. I knew this trick.
Rhonda stared at the candle. Her brows knitted together until she looked like Bert from Sesame Street. After a good few minutes she shook her head. “That’s impossible. No one can light a candle with their mind.”
“Ah, then I see the first lesson.” Mom reached out and pinched the candle for a few seconds before she quickly pulled upon the wick. It sparked and flamed blue and then settled into a steady yellowish light.
I understood the principles of how it worked. But I could never do it. I wasn’t magically inclined. I felt like I had the better super power though.
Rhonda’s eyes were goose eggs.
I finished up the bowl and burped. Mom thumped the back of my head and I rubbed it.
Mom then pinched out the flame with her fingers and stepped back. “Rhonda, press the wick hard and in your mind think of depriving it of all oxygen. Think of the properties of fire, the hermetic ones, and believe that when you pull up you’re giving that wick back its life. Don’t say it can’t be done, because you just saw me do it.”
I finished up my tea as Rhonda mimicked what mom did then pulled up—and removed the burnt wick from the candle. She opened her fingers and it was stuck to her skin.
I laughed.
Rhonda looked upset, then she looked pissed off.
The nib of unburned wick smoked, sputtered and then a three inch blue flame shot out of it. Second later it winked out and a long thin wisp of smoke streamed from the doused flame.
Jemmy looked over at the candle and then at Rhonda’s shocked face. “Yeah she’s got it—but she’s got a lot of anger too. Need to work on that first, little bender, or all your wants will eat you alive.”
“I did it…” Rhonda said in a soft voice. “I actually did it.”
“Yes, and you did it without touching it.”
She looked at mom. “Can you do that?”
Watching mom’s face I caught something there I didn’t like. It was the same flicker of sadness she always gave me when I asked her about my dad. “No Rhonda. I can’t. But I think we all know you have the potential. I will agree to give you custody of that book when you find it on one condition. But I will talk to you about that in private.”
My jaw dropped. “Hey, I’m being paid to get that book for that guy.”
“I don’t trust him Zoë. In fact I don’t trust either of your present clients. For now, I suggest the two of you should work together to find the book. And quickly. Halloween is tonight and that house will be crowded.”
“Then I suggest more dumplings,” I said as I pushed the chair out and grabbed up my bowl for another helping. Rhonda nodded and followed me into the kitchen to help herself.
I wasn’t sure I wanted a partner to do this, but I did need help when it came to timing.
I just couldn’t get the image of that exploding wick out of my mind. I would hate to imagine that as someone’s head.
 
• • •
 
I sent JGrayson an email telling him that I hadn’t found it yet but I had a few more rooms to explore tonight. If I couldn’t find it by then I’d be refunding him his money. After that I showered, snacked again and then got into Rhonda’s car.
“What is this thing?” I had trouble getting my knees out of my face.
“It’s a Rav4. It was my brother’s car and I inherited it when he died.”
“When did he die?”
“Last year,” she started it and pulled out on the road. “I don’t want to talk about it so let’s just say it’ll do for now. But I’d like to get a Volkswagen Beetle.”
Ick. Another tiny person car. “So, you always wanted to be a witch?”
“Yes and no. I liked it in the movies and I think I kind of romanticized it. Didn’t realize the reality was a bit more complicated. I also didn’t think I could do anything magical until I saw you the other day and I really thought I’d exorcised one of the ghosts at Dead Corse.”
“Dead Corse? Shouldn’t that be dead corpse?”
She stopped at a red light. The day was overcast, which made the changing leaves on the trees even prettier. They looked like they’d been spot colored on a monochromatic background. “Corse means corpse. Just a fancy-schmancy way of saying it. Dead Corse is the name of the Haunted House for the company, but the house itself was owned by the Durgans, old Irish family. Allegedly the matriarch was a witch from Cork. She disappeared a decade ago. Rumor is she had a book of Book of Shadows that had its own legend in Ireland. It contains the secrets of a hundred years and its cover is made from the skin of of a Durgan warrior.”
Ew. “And you want it why?”
“Because it’s supposed to have spells in it. Secrets of a hundred years? Doesn’t that just scream want?”
“No,” I made a face. “It screams gross, human skin, Purell.”
Rhonda laughed. “Either way this guy you got the email from to find it? Jack Grayson? He’s the missing matriarch’s grandson and he’s been trying to get his hands on the book since she disappeared.”
“So—why not just go into the house himself and look for it?”
“Because he went to jail for a while and the house went into foreclosure right after she vanished. The guy that bought it has been in talks with a land developer about leveling the house and selling the twenty acres piece by piece. The developer’s wife is a cancer survivor so he talked the owner into renting the mansion out so they could do the Haunted House for charity.”
“Ten years? Why so long? I mean, what’s holding up selling it?”
“The will. It stipulated the house would be sold when it was ready to be sold.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
“I have no idea. But it’s exciting isn’t it?”
I gave her a sideways look. Phreak.
There were a few cars in the side driveway and the security guard checked Rhonda’s ID. I gave the dead trees around the place the once over. Every other tree in the neighborhood up to the Durgan property still had a bouquet of fall leaves. Trees on the property?
We’re talking the Dark Forest.
This was the first time I’d seen the house in the daylight.
Once parked Rhonda reached behind her. She retrieved a huge backpack and started rummaging in it. “I want to try something. It’s a hunch on a theoretical application of a spell I’d found that supposedly came from this particular BOS. I discussed this with Nona and we came to the conclusion this might work.”
Riiiight.
When she pulled a gold pocket watch with a long chain out of the backpack I laughed. “What is that for?”
“Timing you. It’s going to take a few applications, but I think time is definitely your kryptonite.”
First clue that Rhonda Orly was a nerd. Heh.
I took the pocket watch. It was nice and well polished.
“Put it in your pocket.”
I did, though it took a bit of wiggling in the seat as well as some turning. I wore tight jeans.
“Now do the OOB thing.”
I hadn’t tried to OOB since I woke up and I was a little afraid too. That last experience scared me. I leaned the seat back, closed my eyes and did my thing. I’m not sure I can describe what it’s like or how. It’s just something I can do. Sort of like seeing the image in a Magic Eye picture.
Rhonda gasped as I opened my eyes. I was half sitting in my body. The physical part reclined and the ghosty me sitting up. “Okay, now what?”
“That…is just cool as shit,” she grinned.
I like her.
“See if you can pull the watch out of your pocket.”
“I can’t touch physical things.”
“Just try.”
I did as she asked—and to my surprise—my fingers closed around the cool, smooth surface of the pocket watch. With my own shocked expression in full view I pulled the watch out of my physical pocket and popped it open. The face of it changed. It no longer showed the standard twelve numbers, but four, each one placed in the four quarters of the circular face.
I showed it to her. She reached out and her hand went through me and the watch!
“This is so awesome,” she said. “To finally see something work! Now, notice the face? Watch as the minute hand goes down? The four at the top is the number of hours I think you should limit yourself to in a twenty-four hour period.”
“Why four?”
“Because that’s what I came up with talking to your mom and Jemmy on how long you’ve been OOB before and it didn’t bother you. So from now it’s counting down four hours. See?”
Now that she explained the watch to me I could see the count down. “Only four hours?”
“We can always change it if you can stay five. But for now, let’s work with four. And since it’s moving, we need to get going. Stay OOB ’cause I can’t get you in there without an ID.”
We covered my body with the big black blanket and headed inside.
None of the actors were there yet. It was still early in the day, just after four. A few workers in plaid shirts, hard hats and utility belts were there fixing minor damage created from the lines of people coming and going. You’d be surprised how much damage a person can do just standing in line. They get bored and start picking at shit.
No one was in the staging room, aka the living room, when we stepped in. I beelined it to the door then stopped and glanced at the painting.
Rhonda was right. There wasn’t a little woman in the painting. It was all just woods.
I swallowed and moved through the door.
It’d been dark the night before so I hadn’t gotten a good look at things. Afternoon light filtered through a single window to the right of the door. The room was definitely a study or an office of some kind.
A large desk took up most of the floor space to the left, facing the window. A portrait of the house hung on the wall behind it and it looked like it was the same artist as the one in the living room. I moved through the desk to look at it. The painting appeared to have been created when the house was in full occupancy. The trees were all in bloom and the sky was blue. There was even a little figure in white in the woods to the right. It looked like the figure of a woman in a long dress.
I froze.
It was the same woman I’d seen in the other painting.
Whoathat’sfreak’ncreepy!
I had shivers on top of shivers as I backed away from that painting and kept my distance. The rest of the space was wall shelves full of books and a few open spaces where plaques and framed pictures hung.
“Well?” Rhonda said on the other side of the door. I couldn’t unlock it for her.
“I don’t know. Can you pick a lock?”
“Not a padlock. Crap, should have brought bolt cutters. Oh wait, someone’s coming.”
I got to work, looking around the shelves, under the desk, sticking my face in the desk drawers. Nothing. I didn’t seen anything that looked like a Book of Shadows ’cause well, I didn’t really know what I was looking for.
Standing in the middle of the room I reached into my pocket to check the watch. I’d been OOB for twenty minutes tops. Wow. I liked this thing!
I glanced up at the painting just past the watch’s face.
And froze.
The thing had changed just like the other one! The leaves in the painting were no longer green and in bloom, but were now bright oranges, yellows and reds. Leaves littered the ground around the house and the little white figure was now closer to the house.
“R-Rhonda?” I called out. “I think we have a little problem.”
She didn’t answer.
Crap. She said someone was coming. Maybe they had her leave the room? I slipped my watch back in my pocket and took a step back to the door. I needed to sieve through and go tell her there were haunted paintings in this house!
The door knob turned a few times. Someone was messing with the padlock. I moved back and watched as the door opened. Rhonda stepped through and her face looked a little messed up. She’d been crying and the right side of her face was red and swollen. This bastard had hit her!
Another figure came through the door just behind her. One of the workers. Only this one had a gun pressed to Rhonda’s head. Rhonda held up her hands.
“Where’s your partner? I don’t see her”
“They’re not in here. I told you I was alone.”
He hit her with the gun and she stumbled forward. He stopped her from falling by grabbing the back of her hair and pulled her to him. The gun was dangerously close to her face. “Liar. Now you tell your partner to come out of hiding. I heard you talking to her and I heard her answer you. Do it now or I shoot you.”
Fuck. Fuckity fuck fuck.
What was I going to do? I couldn’t let this jackass hurt Rhonda—I didn’t even know what it was he was here for. Was he a burglar? Thinking with the Haunted House going on here the security would be less tight? And if so, what did he think was here to steal? The only idea that came to mind was a pretty stupid one but I needed to take his attention off of Rhonda. I moved to the desk and through it—and looked at the painting again.
The leaves were nearly gone now, the sky cloudy, and the figure was next to the house. The hairs all over my body stood on end as I ducked down behind the desk and crawled under it. I made myself as corporeal as I could and hoped this guy could see me. This didn’t always work because sometime they just never saw spooks.
“Hey…don’t shoot. I’m here. Don’t hurt her!” I called out.
“See? I knew she was in here. Stop hiding so I can see you.”
Moment of truth. Either he’d see me or he’d just get pissed off even more and start shooting the desk. I moved back as if coming out from under it, even though I could move through it, and then stood. I could tell the way his gaze tracked me he could see me.
“Wow…you’re a tall one.” He moved the gun. “Get from behind there so I can see you.”
I moved from behind the desk, careful not to walk through something. Not that I thought he’d notice in this dim light or given the fact he was holding a gun. “What is it you want? I doubt all these other workers in here are part of what you’re doing.”
“Shut up.” He looked around the room. “Well, is it in here?”
“Is what in here?”
“The book, you bitch!”
Rude! I put my hands on my hips. “What book?”
“The Durgan Book of Shadows. I know it’s here!”
Wait a second. Of all the people who would know about this book, what were the chances of all three of them being in the same house as opposed to this guy being the one person who brought the book to my attention? I narrowed my eyes at him. “Jack Grayson?”
Nailed it.
His face went blank in surprise. Rhonda shoved him back ran to me. Well, she ran behind me. “How…how did you know? How could you possibly know who I am?”
“Because you wanted me to find that damn book you asshole,” I felt my bravado returning now that he wasn’t pointing a gun at Rhonda. “Why the fuck are you here?”
“You’re the girl on Craig’s List?”
“Yeah,” I glanced at the painting. FUCK! The trees were bare and the little figure was in the doorway of the house. I looked behind Jack Grayson and the open door of this study. “So why didn’t you let me finish the job?”
“I thought you’d steal the book when you found it. Something told me I needed to come here and get it myself.”
“So you knew it was in this room?”
“No, I just came in here and saw that crazy chick talking to a door.”
Oh. Made sense.
He lifted the gun and pointed it at us. “Now, where is the book?”
“I couldn’t find it.” I moved in front of Rhonda, though I was pretty sure if he shot me the bullet would go through and then it would just be pointless. “I looked all over this room.”
“Liar. You want that book for yourself. It’s magic, did you know that? It’s got the secrets of the universe in it. And I plan on using it to play the lottery.”
…
I have heard some stupid ass things in my life, but this guy wanted to play the lottery with a magic book?
I looked at the painting again. The figure was gone.
Did that mean it was here? In the house?
“Why do you keep looking at the picture?” He looked from me to the painting. “What? Do you think it’s behind the painting?”
Behind it? Huh. I never thought to look there.
Rhonda gasped. I looked at him and then past him and caught sight of something shadowy in the doorway just behind him. I could see through it as it slowly came closer.
“Well it’s not there. You know why I know that? Because I put that wall there. I know what’s behind that wall and the book isn’t there!” He did a double take of the picture. “What’s wrong with my painting? Why is it winter? And why isn’t she there?” He pointed at the painting. “Why isn’t she in the painting?”
I looked at the painting again. That’s when I spotted the gold initials in the right lower corner. JKG. “Did you paint it?”
“Yes. I did it for her. I wanted to give her something so she’d give me that book.” His face sobered and the gun wavered. “But did you know she told me no? Yeah, my own grandmother. She told me I wasn’t gifted enough to understand it. That I didn’t deserveit.”
Rhonda stepped to my left. “Jack—what happened to your grandmother?”
“That’s my secret, and that’s not one I’m going to tell either of you.” He aimed the gun at us.
The shadow in the doorway was clearer now. A woman, dressed in a long house-coat. Sort of like the one mom wore in the winter. She disappeared and then reappeared in front of Rhonda and me.
Jack hesitated and started firing, but we’d ducked down hit the floor.
Then he fired at the painting over and over until it was little more than shreds of cloth. The wall behind it was damaged and the sheet rock cracked.
Thunder proceeded a crowd of workers charging into the room. They’d heard the gunfire and came running. Several of them grabbed Jack and wrestled him to the ground as another one helped Rhonda to her feet and led her out of the room.
I stayed incorporeal and remained in the background. Once they were gone and I heard the police sirens I pulled out my watch and gasped when I saw a full two hours gone. That wasn’t right—I hadn’t been in this house that long.
Unless—was it possible my going corporeal ate into that time?
I hadn’t thought about that.
“You’re not dead.”
The voice made me squeak and I nearly dropped the watch.
I wasn’t alone in the room. The woman I’d seen coming closer to the house now occupied the room’s center. “No, I’m not.”
“What are you?”
“I call myself a Traveler.”
“Sad,” she said and looked that way. “I had hoped you were an angel sent to rid me of my bond to this place.”
“You’re bound here? By what?”
“I hoped it was my body, but now that it will be found I feel no release. So I have to assume it is because of my folly.”
Rhonda came bounding back into the study at that moment, a blanket over her shoulders. “They want me to give my statement to the police on how he threatened—” she stopped when she saw the ghost. “Oh…hell…”
The woman looked at Rhonda. “Use it wisely. And never for harm. It possesses the same strength of will as that of an athame. If you accept it, then it will be your bane as much as it is mine.”
I had no idea what she was talking about. But Rhonda seemed to. She nodded to the spectre. “I promise.”
Something clicked in the room and I turned to see one of the larger plaques pop out from the wall. It swung open on a hinge.
Rhonda went to it and opened it wider. Behind the plaque was a small vertical hole in the wall cut in the exact shape as the book she pulled out. It was a big book, thick and bound in something brown and leathery.
“Is that it?” I pointed to it.
“Yes,” the ghost answered. “Do you accept it?”
“Yes, yes I do,” Rhonda said.
“Think carefully, little one. And remember there is nothing evil in this world, but thinking—”
Rhonda opened the book.
The ghost vanished.
I stood there for a few minutes before I felt the first tremor under my feet and an overwhelming dread press down on my shoulder. “We need to go…now.”
 
 
• • •
 
The house fell.
I mean it literally fell on its foundation. No one living was hurt. The gross part was it revealed three bodies buried inside the house walls. None of them was the lady we’d seen. Her body was found in the woods, buried under a now collapsed gazebo by a long dried-up lake. Mariana Durgan, the matriarch and I assumed the woman who spoke to us. She’d been killed by a blow to the head. Her grandson Jack Grayson confessed to the crime and buried her ten years ago. He’d had the gazebo added six months later to cover the grave.
Jack was arrested and sentenced a year later on drug related charges and recently been released from prison before contacting me.
The other two sets of remains were sent to the crime lab.
No idea who they were.
Mom and Rhonda were glued to that book for days afterward. I filed Jack Grayson’s case as closed and kept his retainer for services rendered. I was in the botanica, curled up on my old papasan chair with my laptop on my knees. I’d been trying to compose my report to Maharba for over an hour. I wanted that other 50K. But I didn’t know what to tell them. And I discovered that mom hadn’t told Rhonda about this person’s or people’s interest in her.
Mom came in with a cup of hot chocolate and sat on the couch beside me. “Still trying to figure out what to say?”
“Yeah. You done with the Big Book of Everything in there?”
She nodded. “It’s Rhonda’s responsibility now.”
I scratched at my cheek. I didn’t care for the thing and was happy enough to core dump it for now. “I’m a little weirded out that someone’s that interested in her. Why?”
“Oh who knows. I would give you a suggestion though.” Mom leaned in. “Tell them she’s not a witch.”
“But that’s lying.”
Tim appeared next to mom then and sat on top of the coffee table. “I don’t like her.”
“That was kind of random,” I frowned at him.
“Tim’s just mad because I’ve offered Rhonda a job to help me here. That way I can train her properly and get a bit of help. Maybe take her on as my apprentice.”
“Bad idea,” Tim said but didn’t utter another word.
I didn’t care one way or the other. Rhonda and I got along pretty well, and it was nice having someone I could talk to about all this. And I loved my watch. “So, you think I should just say she’s not that gifted?”
“Tell Maharba that Rhonda Orly is not a witch. You won’t be lying.”
“Mom, I saw her light that candle without even touching it. And what about what she did with my new watch?”
“That doesn’t make her a witch.”
“Then what is she?”
Mom looked dubious. “I don’t know. But do what I said. Get the money. And have no more to do with them.”
I typed up a to-the-point report and hit send. After I set the laptop aside I picked up my own hot chocolate even though it was more like warm cocoa now. “Mom, that ghost started to tell Rhonda something before she left. But she didn’t finish it.”
“What was it?”
I repeated what I heard.
“That’s Shakespeare, Zoë. Hamlet. The full quote is,” she shifted and took a deep breath. “Why then ’tis none to you; for there is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so. To me it is a prison.”
I stared at her. “What the hell does that mean? And why would she want to tell Rhonda that?”
“I’m assuming she wanted Rhonda to understand that the information in the book—and it is more of a dictionary than a spell book—should be used in the most noble of fashion.”
“And if she uses it in an not-noble fashion?”
My email pinged so I grabbed at the laptop again and looked. A reply from Maharba.
 
Dear Miss Martinique,
We do appreciate your insight into this matter and your information is invaluable. We also concur on your assessment and have made recommendations concerning issues that have made themselves known within the last twenty-four hours.
The balance of your payment has been credited to your account and we look forward to working with you very soon.
All the best,
Maharba.
 
What the hell did that mean?
“You get your payment?”
I shut the laptop without checking. “Yep. You were saying?”
“My answer is to both of you Zoë,” mom set her chocolate on the coffee table. “If you think of evil when you use your power, then that intent will permeate what you do. But if you choose to use it for good, the same is also true.” She reached out and tucked a strand of hair from my face behind my ear. “Always keep your intent true, Zoëtrope. Always be a good little girl.”
She’d called me that since I was small. Her good little girl. But this time when she said it I felt a shiver cross over my shoulders and I looked away
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