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Prologue
1952

El Paso, Texas

THE THREE ROMANOV WITCHES drove into El Paso on Good Friday. A crowd forced Medea to slam on the brakes. The white trailer-house their vehicle was pulling nearly crashed into them. The 15 cats in the trailer were all smashed up against the windows, along with a few frogs and toads.
“Sonofabitch! You drive better when you’re a cat,” Dima said.
“We are stuck at a traffic light because of a parade. And you know darn good and well that Medea cannot drive at night after she turns into a cat,” Nikki said.
The intersection was lined with beatniks. The large group of people lining the sidewalks consisted of men and women dressed all in black, wearing turtleneck sweaters, dark sunglasses and black berets. The female beatniks wore slacks that went to the middle of their calves. Most of the men had scraggly chin beards.
“I heard that the Ku Klux Klan was in Texas, but I didn’t know they dressed in black,” Dima said.
She wasn’t talking about the beatniks. Dima referred to the parade. Persons wearing full-faced, black-pointy hoods with only their eyes showing walked slowly past them. Black robes fell to their shoes. The coneheads all wore white gloves, in stark contrast to the black clothing. Each person carried a large, black wooden cross about six-feet in length. Four people carried a slab of wood on which stood a man dressed like Jesus Christ with a crown of thorns stuck in his head. Blood dripped down his cheeks.
Medea rolled down the window and asked one of the beatniks about the parade.
“Yeah, man, they’re the Penitentials, whom the pope has condemned as a renegade arm of the Catholic Church. They’re religious fanatics, going all the way back to when Spain owned Texas from 1690 to 1821. The Penitentials formed groups in the olden days when there weren’t enough priests to go around, and the mode of transportation was horseback or wagons, so a lot of people could not attend church. See that guy pretending to be Jesus? The Penitentials crucify a volunteer member every Good Friday in a secret location. If that man playing Jesus dies, the Penitentials claim his sacrifice is a great honor, and his entire family will go to heaven because of him. The Penitentials are a brotherhood. The sect has a leader, whom the men all have to obey.”
“Well, golly, gee,” Medea said. She thanked him for the information.
She rolled up the window and Dima hissed, “Fanatical Catholics and a brotherhood.”
“It’s obvious that the men have formed their own religion and are out of touch with the Catholic Church. I doubt they know that the Phoenix Archdiocese wants to burn me at the stake,” Nikki said.
Dima grunted. “I suppose you’re right. We’ll go ahead and settle in El Paso then, but please, both of you, keep your powers to yourselves. Medea can be an ordinary palm reader. Nikki will be a regular medium, helping people communicate with their dead loved ones, without calling up the shadows of the ghosts.”
“And you, Dima?” Medea asked.
“I will go back to reading tarot cards, as I did at the beginning of my career, 119 years ago. We should not stand out as different from any other carnival fortune teller or medium.”
“Then you better not let anyone catch you shifting back into your true self,” Medea warned.
“Yeah, we don’t want someone to die of shock from seeing you age from a 19-year-old to a 131-year-old hag, just like that.” Nikki snapped her fingers.
“I’m not a hag,” Dima said, “I’m your sister, got that?”
“Whatever you say, Mother,” her daughters both sang out.
Medea’s aging was odd because she was cursed to be a human during the day and a cat at night. Thus, she had nine lives. Medea was living her second life and was 16 years old. However, she had the maturity of a 33-year-old, the age she would have been if she had not died and come back to life.
As for Nikki, she really was 17-years-old.
To the deceiving eye, they were just a trio of teenaged sisters, rooming together and trying to make a living in a man’s world. No one would ever have guessed that the 19-year-old-looking Dima was actually a 131-year-old pregnant woman.
∞ ∞ ∞
 
After five months in El Paso, Medea, Nikki, and Dima still lived in a crowded trailer, located on a trailer park near the Mexican border, so as not to draw attention to themselves. Dima and her daughters, grew bored with their low-key lives, occasionally walking across the border to purchase cheap goods and eat at the best Chinese Restaurant in the area, which just happened to be in Juarez.
Medea and Nikki were sitting around the kitchen table, waiting for their mother to give birth. Dima just had her first contraction and they ignored her scream.
Nikki studied a pamphlet which boasted that even the ugliest woman could be turned into a beauty with plastic surgery. “This is expensive and I only want half of my face done over,” she whined, “and it says right here in black and white that the company will not give anyone the face of a celebrity. It’s not my fault that I was born an exact replica of Marilyn Monroe and that half of my face was damaged by a priest.” She tossed the pamphlet into the trash can.
Finally, Dima went into serious labor, which added excitement to their dull lives. Their mother appeared shrunken on the bed with her stomach looking like a watermelon. She had morphed into her ancient self by the trauma of child labor. She said in her old lady voice, “Medea, open my grandmother’s trunk, and make sure that my most treasured possessions are still in there.”
On the trunk lid, a rusted, silver-red crown above the intertwining initials, CG, which stood for Catherine the Great, winked at Medea. She concentrated, opening the trunk with her mind. Inside the trunk were her mother’s royal baby blanket bearing the Romanov family symbol, a cracked hand mirror encrusted with jewels, and a once five-strand string of pearls fit for a queen. The necklace was now a two-strand string of pearls because Dima had been selling a pearl, here and there, for over 30 years.
“Bring me my diamond tiara,” Dima said.
Medea sighed down at the fancy jewels in the trunk; Catherine-the-Great’s pearls, and all her mother wanted was a tiara that was missing some fake diamonds.
Medea lifted the tiara, as if it was real instead of fake. Dima wore this tiara when she lived on the fringes of Russian society, a bastard Romanov denied her inheritance. The goldish band of the tiara was dull from being entangled with her then unwashed, oily hair.
“Last I lived in St. Petersburg, I did not have the energy to place the tiara on my grey-white head,” Dima said. “Wearing the tiara makes me feel as if I am once again being kicked out of the palace.” She had the gift of seeing the past by touching objects. Her eyes were glazed from pain and the tiara leaned crookedly on her head. Her grey-white hair brushed her ankles.
“Tell us a story,” Nikki pleaded.
“Yes, the past will take your mind off of the pain,” Medea added.
“So will a shot of Vodka,” Dima said.
“You’re pregnant,” Nikki said.
“You should not drink,” Medea added.
“Now you tell me. How do you think I got pregnant in the first place? I just need a taste to dull my past, which is more painful than a bowling ball rolling from between my legs, which is what childbirth feels like.”
Dima made a face and then sipped a drink of water before beginning a tale of her past in Russia when she was 97-years-old and Lenin and his Bolsheviks had just overthrown her third cousin, the Tsar. “I was not born illegitimate; my mother was. Decades after my birth, I tracked down the midwife who delivered me. As you know, my mother was the bastard daughter of Catherine the Great. The midwife said that I was a difficult birth and my mother screamed, ‘Get it out of me!’ The midwife shoved her hands between the legs of the princess, my mother, and dragged me from the birthing canal.
The midwife gasped because I was born en-caul, which meant that the birthing sac had failed to break.
‘Well, is it a boy?’ my mother, asked tiredly.
The midwife could not tell what sex I was since I was tightly wrapped in the clear amniotic sac with my ankles folded and my knees up. I did not move, so she could not tell if I was alive or dead. In fact, she believed my mother had given birth to a six-pound insect.
Before she could break the news to my mother, the gilded doors burst open, and my father walked in with a wide smile on his face.
The midwife had no choice but to hold me high in the air and show him the monster his wife had given birth to.
He shoved his head back from me, and his eyes bugged out of his head because I resembled a six-pound silkworm.
My mother and father were terrified of me. The features of my face were twisted by the birth sac, making me appear unhuman. I was, also, bloody, but the blood was contained by the sac. Thus, the midwife remarked that, ‘at least the birth is clean.’
My father instructed in a hoarse voice, ‘Take that...that thing out to the river and throw it in the water.’ He could not bear to even look at me.”
A tear rolled down Dima’s cheek. “My mother was pale and crying. He patted her hand and muttered, ‘We will speak of this to no one. The child was born dead. That is all we will say about this unfortunate incident.’
My mother stared with a blank face at the wall.
‘Take the princess to another room,’ he instructed the servants. He then stormed from the room.
The ladies-in-waiting helped my mother to rise and led her from the birthing chamber.
The midwife poked a hole in the sac birth where my mouth was, not to make me breathe, mind you, but to make my drowning faster. I fooled them,” Dima snarled. “I gasped, proving that I was alive.”
Dima lay back on the bed and moaned, “The baby is coming.”
With smiling faces, Nikki and Medea both helped to deliver a baby sister.
“Quick,” Dima said in a weak voice, “take the pumpkin seed from the trunk, and plant the seed in the ground. We shall see what grows tonight at midnight.”
Medea agreed to plant the seed.
Dima slept most of the day while Nikki and Medea took turns rocking the baby, that is, until the sun went down and Medea turned into a cat, as she did every night, due to a curse.
At midnight, Nikki followed behind Medea’s shaking tail to where her sister buried the pumpkin seed. There was a full moon out tonight. What normally should have taken three months or more to grow, lo and behold, a pumpkin sprouted.
Nikki carried the small pumpkin into the trailer and placed the vegetable on the bed.
Dima had been feeding the baby and she now set the infant down on the bed. She recovered from childbirth, thanks to shifting, and was her young self again. “The pumpkin is green, which is a bad symbol. Your new sister is going to be rotten to her jealous core,” she announced.
“What?!” Medea said, followed by a meow. As a cat, Medea could speak like a human.
“How can you tell?” Nikki asked.
“Your pumpkins were both orange and ripe,” Dima explained.
They both stared with disbelief at Dima.
“Ha! You do not know the magic powers of the pumpkin.”
“Powers?” Nikki asked.
“Don’t be nosy. You girls went through some wild times, as some teenagers do. This child has greedy eyes with a hungry look for all she sees around her. She wants too much. Life will be a struggle for her.” Dima sighed. “There is nothing for it but to name her Liliya, which is Russian for Lily. If she is named after the lily flower, perhaps she will be soft.”
“Here,” Medea said excitedly, wiggling her whiskers. She dragged a piece of paper with her mouth over to Dima. “I sent for this birth certificate. You just have to write in the baby’s name.”
“To think that a royal Romanov is a daughter of Texas, according to the birth certificate. What next? A granddaughter who wears cowboy boots? What is the world coming to?”
Dima picked up a pen to write in the name.
Nikki slammed her hand against her mother’s fingers, stopping her. “Lilies are extremely toxic to cats,” she said.
Medea’s cat ears went flat on her head.
“Why can’t you name the baby after some other flower, like Rose or Tulip?” Nikki said.
“Because, if you know anything about mythology, the lily was created from Hera’s breast milk. Hera was the wife of Zeus, and the lily flower is the symbol of purity. The only chance your sister has for any goodness in her life is to be named after the lily,” Dima said.
And that was that.
Medea walked away with her tail between her legs.




Part 1
1970

Eighteen Years Later

El Paso, Texas





Chapter 1
DIMA HAD BEEN TOO OLD IN BIRTH YEARS TO DEAL WITH A DIFFICULT CHILD, like Liliya had been. She was now 149 years old, and her youngest daughter had been bossing her around since she could talk. There were three arguments that Dima never lost to Liliya about, one was to let her use the shapeshifting stone, Pompeii. The second fight was that Liliya was not allowed to participate in any Vietnam War protests. “You might get arrested,” Dima told her.
The third battle was Dima’s refusal to let Liliya plant the walnut tree that sprouted from a magical walnut seed Dima had stolen in Italy 52 years earlier. The tree was in a pot that stunted its growth to three feet.
“It’s not yet time to plant. The tree will find its roots when it is ready,” Dima would say to Liliya’s nagging.
Liliya had become a bit easier to get along with at the age of ten, after Dima allowed her to choose a Starostavne
Magic Book to study. Dima was relieved when Liliya chose the Natural Magic Book, which seemed more harmless than the other magical books. After all, Dima was a Natural Magic witch. She was a hydromancer and could predict the future, based on patterns of moving liquid.
What Dima did not know; was how ambitious her youngest daughter was. She would smile at Liliya as the girl tossed dirt or seeds into the air, thinking, how cute. Liliya is learning to tell fortunes by reading the shapes that are formed on the ground by using a geomancy chart.
Liliya was such an intense girl that she would look up at the clouds, confusing Dima, who had no idea that the geomancy chart was used by Liliya to fool her mother and her elder sisters. What Liliya was really studying was Aeromancy, a magic art classified as forbidden during the 15th and 16th centuries by witches practicing Renaissance Magic.
Aeromancy was the art of reading cloud formations, thunderstorms, the wind, and comets.
Liliya was power hungry. She not only wanted to divine the future from the atmosphere, Liliya wanted to control the weather. She had been studying the book Magia Naturalis, a work by Giambattista della Porta first published in Naples in 1558. The book of ancient science had ties to the Benevento witches, a coven that had been around since the 13th Century. The Benevento witches had planted a magical walnut tree, from which Dima had stolen a seed that now sprouted as the small potted tree which Liliya coveted.
It was because of the tree, which glowed with power from the pot, that Liliya decided to become a natural witch or in other words, a witch in touch with Mother Nature. However, Liliya wanted to boss Mother Nature around, just as she did her family, or tried to anyway. Her sisters were not as compliant as her mother was. Liliya wanted the magic from the walnut tree, and with the magic, she planned to control her sisters. Medea was 34 and Nikki was 35 years of age. The two sisters were a generation apart from 18-year-old Liliya. Medea and Nikki were not just close in physical age, but often went out together, and never once invited Liliya. All her elder sisters ever did was lecture her.
“Shut up! You’re not my boss,” Liliya would yell at her sisters and then storm from the room, searching for something to destroy that belonged to Medea or Nikki, depending on which sister started with the advice nag. Usually the item of revenge was an earring Liliya would toss away, or a rip she would make in a piece of clothing. Liliya always had to have the last word, and that word, was spoken with destructive action.
In Medea’s case, Liliya’s revenge was sometimes a vicious act upon one of Medea’s 12 cats, felines that no longer lived in the house. Medea no longer slept at home at night. As soon as the sun set, if she was home, Medea would run from the house right before turning into a cat. She did not come back until morning. Medea had scabs of missing fur because Liliya made her nervous. As a human, her hair was thinner for the same reason.
It was difficult for anyone to like the unpleasant Liliya. She was ugly, both inside and out. She had no friends. Dima appeared a year older than Liliya did, because of the shapeshifting stone, but what 18-year-old wanted to hang with her mother? Yuck!
Liliya was always talking to herself since she mostly got the silent treatment from her family. She now said to the mirror, “Well, if I spoke Russian, perhaps they would want me around.” It drove Liliya crazy that she only knew how to speak English. Medea could speak Greek, which she boasted was the original language of the legendary dead witch, or goddess as she called her. All her family were fluent in Russian, a language they often used to talk about Liliya in front of her face.
And of Dima’s three daughters, I’m the one with a Russian name, she thought, Liliya Katerina Romanov!
Feeling as if she was being left out of her family, drove Liliya to become a pothead. To hell with the Herbology Magic Medea knew, instead, Liliya grew a feel-good plant in a pot, marijuana.
She now rolled herself a joint. Liliya wore wire-rimmed glasses on her face, like all hippies, a culture she identified with because of the hippy love of nature.
Liliya, also, believed in the concept of free love, no matter the sex. However, no one wanted her. “That’s because you’re ugly,” she said to the mirror and stuck her tongue out at her reflection. She resembled her mother, but not the gorgeous 20-year-old Dima disguised herself as. Liliya looked more like the Dima who fled Russia when she was 97-years-old. Unfortunately, Liliya had a white, pasty skin that wrinkled easily, and though only 18, she could have passed for 40 years of age.
Her sisters often told her how handsome her father had been.
Dima bragged of what a great beauty she had been, when she was young in St. Petersburg.
Unfortunately, Liliya inherited features from some homely ancestors. Her face was a mishmash of bulbous nose, pointy chin, bad skin, and beady eyes set too closely together. No matter how many beauty creams she used, nothing helped her parched, pimple-scarred, pock-marked skin. Plus, she was already beginning to wrinkle, a few lines on a forehead that scowled too much, and wrinkles around her mean, squinty eyes.
She now stuck a tongue out at her face, which had a tad of a green tint beneath the skin. So what if Medea was lovely in a kittenish way? Who cared if Nikki was half ugly and half beautiful? Neither of her sisters resembled a rough-looking male, like she did. Liliya wore jeans and sandals on her dirty feet. The arms of a white, long-sleeved man’s shirt brushed her fingers. A brown, leather, fringed vest hung to her slim waist. Her brown, coarse hair fell in scraggly pieces to just below her shoulders. A leather band with beads was tied around her forehead, plastering her oily hair to her forehead. Leather, beaded straps encircled her thick, coarse wrists. A leather pouch was tied around her neck. The pouch was full of weed and wrapping paper, along with a lighter to heat up a joint.
If only I could get my hands on Pompeii, Liliya thought. If only that little shit of a rock didn’t hate me so much. She didn’t want the stone for beauty, like Nikki did. Liliya wanted the shapeshifting stone for power.
After smoking some weed, Liliya was now high as a cloud and ready to experiment with the weather.
The Romanovs still lived in the trailer. Their home was a bit dingy now, which suited 18-year-old Liliya. She abhorred any sign of wealth and embraced the hippy lifestyle. They lived a quiet life of peace, that is when Liliya was not in one of her moods.
She left the house and climbed into a bright-blue, Volkswagen Bug that was painted with zig-zagged stripes of yellow and psychedelic flowers. There was a big peace sign on the hood of the car with the words Flower Power painted around the peace sign.
Liliya wore wire-rimmed, circular glasses, tinted yellow. The glasses were not much help from the sun, but more of a fashion statement. She drove slowly towards an isolated spot that she recently scouted.
She parked the VW bug and walked up a hill, carrying in her arms two books, the Starostavne Book of Natural Magic, which had a chemist flask on the cover which seemed to move with liquid, and the book, Magia Naturalis. Liliya borrowed the book from the El Paso Library, when the librarian wasn’t looking. She changed the words on the inside cover: Property of the El Paso Library, by crossing out the last three words and writing Liliya Romanov
in big red letters in its place. This book was the English translation so entitled Natural Magick and was published in England in 1858. The book was promising with a cover consisting of nine pictures. Six of the pictures had a word beneath it. There was the picture of a serpent with the word Water; a picture of a statue of a woman with six breasts and the word Nature beneath it. There was a picture of birds flying about clouds and the word Air, a picture with animals and trees and the word Earth, and a picture of a lizard-dragon and the word Fire. Lastly and baffling to Liliya was the picture of the statue of a man and the word Art.
What really interested Liliya were the sections on Geology, Gunpowder, Optics, and Magnetism. Liliya opened the book and read while climbing the hill. She was so enthralled that when she got to the top of the hill, she paid no attention to what was to the left.
At the bottom of the short hill, left of Liliya, was a small tattered, unmarked building, which just happened to be the secret meeting/worship place of the Penitentials, that same fanatical religious group that Medea, Nikki, and Dima spent the last 18 years avoiding.
The Penitentials was the same renegade arm of the Catholic Church that Medea and Nikki lectured Liliya about avoiding at all cost.




Chapter 2
LILIYA OPENED HER ARMS WIDE, AND MUTTERED A SPELL. A flash of lightning, cracked the sky. She reviewed the books and tried again. This time, there was a shower of lightning striking the Franklin Mountain Range, which was between Texas and Mexico.
Liliya heard what sounded like the snapping of a branch behind her, probably from a large, dead tree. Perhaps another branch had fallen, but the noise freaked her out.
Liliya swept up the magic books and ran down the hill to her Volkswagen. The back window was rolled down because the window crank was broken. She tossed the books in the back, jumped behind the wheel and tore rubber, headed home.
She was exhausted by the effort of the magic, but giddy with excitement.
That night, there was a terrible storm.
∞ ∞ ∞
 
The next morning when they woke, Dima and her daughters all screamed at eyes peering into the windows of the trailer. The eyes were encased in purple, pointy hoods.
“Calm yourselves,” Dima said in a voice grown hoarse with old age. “There is no need to be frightened. We have done nothing wrong.”
Her daughters looked at each other and scoffed. Talk about scared, Dima did not realize that she had shifted into her ancient self. Wrinkly feet stuck out of the bottom of a silky, red-hot, sexy, low-cut nightgown. An age-spotted, fallen bosom stuck up from the bony chest. Her chin rested on her chest from a hunched back. Her eyes were so wrinkled, Dima could barely see as she shuffled towards the door and the loud knocking.
“Sonofabitch,” she snarled, as she caught her reflection in the mirror. Well, she couldn’t shift back into a young woman with religious fanatics gawking at the windows.
She yanked open the door to a crowd of Penitentials dressed in light-purple satiny hoods and matching robes. White, full-length, capes draped their shoulders to their shoes. The Penitentials were dressed rather fancy, as if they planned to attend an important event. A crowd of them surrounded the trailer, with their hands folded as if in prayer. The leader was sipping a drink from a paper cup from a local burger joint. The smell of char-broiled burgers was in the air, and sesame buns with special sauce.
Her three daughters stood behind Dima, looking over their mother’s mostly bald head.
Medea wore a robe she hastily put on over her nakedness since she had entered the trailer last night as a cat and woke up as a woman.
Nikki forgot to put on a hooded robe and wore a Marilyn-Monroe knockoff nightgown, displaying half of a grotesquely scarred neck.
Liliya was still high on pot from last night. She just wore a pair of panties and t-shirt with a slogan, Get Your Free Love Here. There was a red arrow pointing down to her crotch. A wide pair of frameless, hippy glasses slid down her nose. Her tangled hair fell to her waist. As usual, she was barefoot and her feet filthy.
“What do you want?” Dima spit out from a mostly toothless mouth. Ha! Some of her saliva splattered on his shoe.
“Where’s the fourth sister?” the leader asked.
She was a bit off center by the question. Apparently, the Penitentials had been keeping an eye on them these past 18 years. She had been naïve to think otherwise. Well, the Bible did preach something about being neighborly and then there was the 1960 census, and the census earlier this year. She had listed their employment as Women of Power in the Craft. “The youngest sister is out,” Dima said, referring to herself.
Nikki had written that she quilted, leaving out the fact that it was Fate’s quilts she made.
Medea had listed herself as a woman who made small creatures, leaving out the fact that she miniaturized living animals, and reptiles.
Dima had put down that she brewed her own beverages, leaving out the fact it was Strega Liqueur, otherwise known as the Witch.
She did not trust Liliya, so Dima had written in for her on the census that she grew plants which relaxed people.
“Well, who are you then?” the leader asked Dima. “And why do you talk funny?”
“Uh, she is our great-grandmother,” Medea said while her sisters screeched with laughter. “She is visiting from Russia.”
“Did you know that there is a Cold War going on? Are you a Commie?” he asked.
Dima flushed red. “No, I watched the World Series last night. Go, Orioles. Rah, rah, rah! I’m as American as apple pie. What do you want at this Godless hour of the day, Mister? It’s 6:30 in the morning, and I need my beauty sleep.”
A Penitential who stood beside the leader pointed to Liliya. “Her,” he said, “she’s the one I saw. She’s the witch!”
All four of the women sucked in their breaths.
“What exactly are you accusing my half-sister of?” Medea asked. She could feel her claws coming out.
“Yeah,” Nikki said, “what did Liliya do now?”
Liliya took a step back.
Dima grabbed her wrist to stop her from fleeing. She wasn’t worried that Liliya would use magic against the Penitentials since the family figured she knew no curses or spells, or had any magical gifts. What could the girl do? Throw homemade aloe vera on them? Liliya’s aloe vera was another plant-induced beauty treatment she made for herself that did not work.
“We suspect your sister...Liliya, is it? Of witchcraft,” he said.
“I witnessed her cause lighting to appear in the sky,” the other man said. He pointed a bare finger at Liliya. The Penitentials did not wear gloves, like on Good Friday. The man’s hand was not entirely naked. Each finger had a tattoo of a black cross on it.
“We are here to put the witch on trial for causing the storm that struck El Paso last night,” the leader said.
“My daughter, er granddaughter...”
“Great-granddaughter,” her daughters screeched.
Dima glared at them and said, “My great-granddaughter is not a witch. Look at her. Liliya is a dirty hippy! She plays with plants. Liliya is a harmless flower child.”
Indeed, a wilted flower poked out of Liliya’s hair. Her eyes were glazed over from sucking on a joint she just lit.
Dima smacked the weed from her lips. “What?” she said.
Another man handed the leader a book.
The leader said, “Yesterday, when she was seen on the hill, she left behind this stolen book with the name El Paso Library crossed out and the name Liliya Romanov written below the true owner.”
Liliya muttered, “I thought I’d thrown that book in the back seat of the Bug. Oops, must have missed the window,” she giggled in a voice high on pot.
Medea pinched her and Liliya shouted, “Ouch!”
Dima shrugged a bony shoulder. “So, we’ll return the book to the library. Is this why you come to our house to disturb us? A late library fine?” She pointed a finger at the man and chuckled.
The leader of the Penitentials flipped over the book and held it up to reveal the title, Natural Magick.
“Ah, the author misspelled the word magic,” Nikki pointed out.
The man said with exasperation, “The book was originally written in 1558, and that’s how they spelled back then.”
“Oh, I’ve seen magical books older than that,” Dima said.
Through the slits in his purple hood, he narrowed his eyes at her.
“What my great-grandmother is trying to say is that she has heard of magic books written centuries before the library book,” Medea hastily said.
“She’s senile,” Nikki added.
Dima elbowed her.
Several Penitentials marched into the house and grabbed Liliya. “But it’s a science book,” she protested.
As Liliya was having her wrists tied, Dima hissed in her ear, “What did I tell you, girl, about not standing out?”
“Huh?” Liliya said and smiled serenely. She was obviously high as a kite, to use an old cliché.
Two men walked towards the door with Liliya between them. Two other men guarded the front and back doors.
Medea screeched with a slight meow in her voice, “You can’t just barge in here and take her! You’re not the sheriff or the police!”
The men snorted and dragged Liliya from the trailer.
“Yeah,” Nikki yelled at their backs. “What right do you have to arrest our half-sister?”
“God gives us the right, and we’re merely taking your half-sister to question her,” the leader hollered back.
“Where are you taking her?” Medea screamed.
“To a secret location for a witchcraft trial,” the leader said.
“Don’t try to follow or else,” the Penitentials all sang in chorus like a church choir.
“I’ll fetch the Looking-Glass-of-Time,” Nikki said. She limped towards the back of the trailer where the trunk was stored.
Meanwhile, Dima spun, clutching her shapeshifting rock and becoming younger with each spin, until she was 19 again. “Sonofabitch, it gets harder every year,” she said, rocking dizzily. “So many spins,” she moaned.
Medea ordered her cats to, “Pair up in twos and follow those men.”
The cats bumped into each other, trying to form into pairs.
Medea yelled, “Pair up with the same buddy as last time.”
Finally, the cats ran out the door in pairs.
“Well, they’re not bloodhounds, but one will be back eventually with some news,” Medea said. The dozen cats were all Medea’s familiars and often spied for her.
“Ah, here’s Nikki with the looking glass,” Dima said. “We can keep an eye on Liliya. Something you two should have been doing all this time, looking after your sister.”
“First off, she’s your daughter,” Nikki said, stretching the looking-glass, more like a spying-glass, to the maximum height of six feet.
“Secondly, Liliya is not a child. She is 18,” Medea pointed out.
“I hate it when you two start counting. You know that I’m horrible in math. Remember, I never went to school and if I had, mathematics was not taught to girls in the years 1827 to 1845,” Dima said.
“Your ancient past is no excuse for ignorance,” Nikki said.
“You’ve only had 125 years to learn how to count beyond the number of toes and fingers you have,” Medea said.
“Well, it’s not my fault I’m not an octopus. Numerology never interested me,” Dima said. “Now crystal balls, I can read events from, but numbers all look alike.”
“You’re hopeless,” Nikki said.
“No, I’m five generations before Medea and six generations from you so we don’t see eye-to-eye. I may look younger than both of you, but I’m really just an old-fashioned, horse-and-buggy girl. I don’t believe that girls need an education. There is a poem, Death of a Peasant, written in 1862 by Nekrasov. I think I may have slept with him one time. Anyway, the poem boasts that Russian women can stop a runaway horse, or barge into a burning house with no fear. However, nowhere in the poem does it state that a Russian woman can read.”
Medea rolled her eyes and then blew some green smoke on the Looking-Glass-of-Time.
“Show us my youngest daughter,” Dima screeched, clearly worried.
When the smoke cleared, Liliya’s face appeared at the bottom of the looking glass, in a pool of water, which represented the present. Her features looked even uglier than usual. Her cheeks shook with fear. Her eyes were big, filled with veins.
Liliya let out a scream.
 




Chapter 3
DIMA HAD BEEN EXPERIMENTING WITH BORROWING THE EYES OF A CAT for seeing at night. So far, all the tests on her night-vision deprived daughters had failed. However, Nikki and Liliya now wore glasses due to the botched attempts.
Nikki put on a pair of black-framed eyeglasses; exact replicas Marilyn Monroe wore in the movie How to Marry A Millionaire. The eyeglasses were in a cat’s eye shape, but not too narrow. The frames were black at the top but turned to a clear plastic at the bottom of the lens. The frame sparkled with small jewels along the eyebrow.
True, Nikki had been more upset when Marilyn died eight years ago than she was at Liliya being taken. Nikki even made a shrine in the trailer to Marilyn. She was determined to one day conjure Marilyn from the grave. However, she was upset enough at Liliya’s upcoming witchcraft trial that her hands shook when she put on her glasses to peer into the present, via the Looking-Glass-of-Time.
She sat between her mother and sister, all three watching the scenes in the magic mirror for any clues as to the location where Liliya was driven to by the Penitentials.
Liliya came into view. She stood in front of a tribunal of three men sitting at a table located in a small, crowded room with only one window. The door was open, to let in more light, they supposed.
There was an altar with a burning candle and a big wooden cross above it.
“The building is a chapel,” Medea said.
“There are twelve skulls on the altar,” Nikki added.
“Look at all the wooden statues,” Dima said.
“The statues represent saints,” Nikki said. She should know from once having worked for a Catholic. Dima and her girls were Russian Orthodox Christians, and so the cross in their past churches had four boards instead of two. The Russian cross was more humane and had a small bar for a footrest, along with a small bar on top for Pilate's inscription, The King of Glory, based on John's Gospel.
“Liliya should tell the Penitentials that she is a Christian,” Dima said.
“Like that would make a difference to fanatics,” Nikki said. “Do you recognize anything, Medea? You’re the wandering cat.”
“Not yet,” she said with a sigh.
“Shush,” Dima said, “They’re about to begin.” She held up the enchanted sow’s ear and sang out, “Piggy, my piggy, listen well, and tell us what the magic mirror has to say.”
The hair on the sow’s ear glowed. The three women looked into a black hole and listened as moving images emerged from the darkness. Liliya was standing in front of what appeared to be Penitential judges. These men were unmasked. They wore wigs of ringlets, like from the 17th Century.
The leader, who was still wearing a purple, pointy mask, seemed to be the prosecutor. “You created an electrical storm, which blew up a gas tank. Your witchery has caused massive winds that blew several houses about. Your storm caused rainfall, which flooded a housing development in one of the arroyos.”
“What idiot builds houses in an arroyo?” Nikki said. “Of course, there are going to be floods, you stupid jerk!”
Dima shrugged her shoulders. “You sister will be home soon and having learned her lesson to be more careful in the future.”
Medea and Nikki just looked at each other.
“No one in his right mind would believe that an 18-year-old girl could do all the damage Liliya is given credit for,” Dima added. She then pointed her chin to the mirror.
“Why did you run yesterday from the hill?” one of the judges asked. He seemed to be the lead judge in charge of questioning.
Liliya shrugged her shoulders.
“We’ve been watching you for a long time. Were you spying on us?”
“I had no idea this building was behind the hill where I like to pick plants,” she said loud enough for a sow’s ear to hear.
“This is a holy place,” the judge corrected her, “our secret, holy, meeting place.”
“Plants, indeed,” the judge scoffed. “You’re a witch in touch with nature. One last time, girl, who helped with your witchery?”
Liliya nodded her head, no, and then spit at him.
“Good for you, daughter, you have courage,” Dima said, but unfortunately, Liliya could not hear her.
The judge wiped the saliva from his brow. He hit the table with a gavel. “We, the Penitentials of El Paso, sentence you to a witch hanging.”
Her family gasped.
Liliya swayed, grabbing the back of a chair to keep from falling.
The wind picked up where the Penitentials were. “There,” Medea said and pointed to the branch of a tree. “I know where they’ve taken her.”
“Let’s go,” Nikki said.
She and Medea ran out the door.
Medea lifted her chin to the sky, mumbling an incantation.
Her body began to change. Her spine curved into her stomach. Her head touched her shoes. Her circular figure rolled around the ground, playfully butting against Dima.
Faster, her body rubbed against the hardened earth, like flint.
Bam! Medea ignited, whirling into the sky as a red and orange fireball.
While Medea was performing the magic to fly like a fireball, Nikki closed her eyes, willing herself to turn into a spirit witch. Years ago, in Italy Dima witnessed witches fly as spirits. Nikki was a necromancer and could both communicate and conjure spirits. She had learned how to turn herself into a spirit witch.
Nikki now floated into the air, semi-transparent.
Dima proudly watched both her daughters, soar upward, and fly across the sky. Staying in El Paso for 18 years had been worth it for Medea and Nikki to learn powerful witchcraft in the Mexican desert. At Nopala, the Region of the Dead in the mountains of Oaxaca, the inhabitants of the mountains were known as the people from the clouds. The area was steeped in witchcraft and even celebrated in February and March the Tuesday of the Witches.  The famous shaman, or healer, Maria Sabina, lived in Oaxaca. Many famous musicians, such as the Beatle John Lennon, Bob Dylan, and Keith Richard from the Rolling Stones were said to have sought her magic, most likely her magic mushrooms.
Bah! Liliya should have traveled with her sisters and learned about magical plants from Maria Sabina while Medea and Nikki learned how to fly from the legendary dead witch. With every magical gift comes a price. The dead witch took her sweet time, years, to complete their flying educations. Someday, the witch would demand a favor, make that two favors.
Dima sold four pearls a year from her Catherine the Great necklace because their means of making a living was limited to minor fortune telling by her and Medea, and run-of-the-mill séances by Nikki. Living modestly in El Paso so that her two eldest daughters could learn to fly as fireballs cost her 2 pearls a year, or 36 pearls, which left Dima with only 95 pearls.
Dima long ago gave up trying to make her youngest daughter work. Liliya was an energy zapper. She had the knack of breaking one’s will by bullying. Besides, her youngest was a lazy hippy who did not believe in dirtying her hands as a maid or waitress. Her education was sporadic, since Liliya believed in the hippy philosophy of home schooling, which was why Liliya believed in teaching herself magic.
Dima blinked her eyes at the looking glass and Liliya, who lay on the floor sobbing. As far as I know, only the Finnish can cause such storms, which is why on my journey from Russia, there were no Finnish sailors on the ship, even though the ship sailed through the Gulf of Finland. Liliya has no such powers. She is the daughter of chaos. The brat may have snuck out of the house last night and blown up a gas tank with dynamite, just to see if the nearby houses would shake. Big deal, so a few houses came unhinged from their foundations. No one was physically hurt. But Liliya knowing the magic to cause lightning to flash in the sky? Ha! That’s a good one.
Well, time to flee again.
Dima quickly packed up the Looking-Glass-of-Time, which she had found in the Catacombs of Paris, hidden deep beneath the earth.
She shrunk the looking glass into a compact mirror and tucked it into a large, black purse. She had resisted the temptation to look into the future to see her daughter’s fate. Dima only hoped that Medea and Nikki could save their sister.
There was a witness to Liliya and the weather, she thought. Perhaps, I have underestimated Liliya, as I once did Nikki and Medea.
Dima had her own means of flying. She clenched the shapeshifting stone in her hand and shifted into her familiar, a three-foot, snowy owl.
The cats returned, and screeched loudly at the large bird of prey.
“Shut up, it’s me,” she growled at the 12 cats Medea now owned. Well, 13 was the number of a coven, so Medea had her own cat coven with her as leader. “Watch the trunk. It has all of our valuables. I’ll be back for the trunk and for you kitties. There is an open suitcase. See if you can pack up a change of clothes for each of us. And take down the family pictures.”
She left some of the cats jumping on the walls and swinging on the pictures in an attempt to make the pictures fall. Other cats ran around the bedrooms, picking up stray clothing or jumping in the laundry hamper.
Dima walked down the steps of the trailer, shuffling from side-to-side on her talons, as birds do.
She soared into the air, expanding her wings, looking for a vehicle to borrow, which would be big enough to move in. They would have to abandon the trailer to avoid being found. There may be other Penitential branches spread across the country.
As an owl, Dima had the advantage of being able to see a distance of two miles.
Ah, there is the perfect vehicle.
She swooped down. Dima landed on her talons, and spun, shifting into a young man, a college-looking student of about 22 years. Well, she wouldn’t want to be pointed out in a suspect line.




Chapter 4
TWO BURLY MEN IN POINTY HOODS lifted Liliya to her feet. They carried her up the hill to the hanging tree, the same tree where Liliya had been yesterday, experimenting with lightning. Her hands were tied behind her back and her ankles tied to keep her from kicking.
Her tears and pleading did not move the men. “You claim to be holy,” she shouted.
“We are. See how we pray for you before you die,” the leader said.
The judge was putting a rope around her neck and asking for any last words.
“Devils,” she spit at them.
They each pointed an accusing finger at her.
The leader kicked a bucket Liliya was standing on.
Her feet swung in the air.
She was gasping for air, her face turning blue.
A fireball roared from the sky like a shooting star, only it was daylight. The fireball whizzed by, setting the rope on fire.
The rope snapped, and Liliya dropped to the ground.
The fireball whizzed back around.
“A ghost from hell,” the Penitentials hollered. They pointed at the sky, opposite from the fireball, to where a figure, appeared like a semi-transparent grim reaper. The ghostly figure flew low to the ground, just above their heads. Indeed, the tips of their pointy hoods fluttered when she flew across their heads.
“You go to hell,” Nikki shouted back.
The fireball twirled in the sky, and then stretched into a human, burning outline, holding out fiery arms. Flames shot from the fingers.
The Penitentials all ran, scared for their lives. Sparks licked at their robes and they smacked at themselves to prevent catching fire.
To make matters even more frightening, the ghostly Nikki chased after them, screeching like a banshee.
The fireball bounced on the grass, laughing at the screaming leader rolling on the ground with his robe on fire.
The fireball then exploded on the ground. Medea’s fiery body tapped across the grass like a tango dancer. Her flaming head and back were arched while she kicked up a burning leg.
Her flames burned out, her flamenco dance collapsing to a swirling pile of cinders shaped like a woman. Medea melted to rustling ashes, forming a clay-like woman. She walked towards Liliya, faceless.
Liliya backed away from the strange-looking creature, choking as she tried to yell, but her vocal cords seemed damaged.
Clay turned to flesh, slowly, rippling from the feet to the top of the head, revealing Medea. She brushed the burnt fabric of her clothes from her shoulders and stood there naked.
She spun to the scream behind her. The leader of the Penitentials lay at the bottom of the hill. His rolling on the grass had put out his flames. He had lost his hood and his hair stuck up from his head, the edges scorched. His face was black with smoke, and his neck was red from having been burned.
Medea blew out the smoke on her fingernails. “Well, his burns are just second degree. He’ll survive to torture again,” she drawled.
Nikki whooshed by them so quickly, they could barely make out her face.
She twirled in the air and landed, slowly materializing completely.
“You saved me,” Liliya said in a hoarse, coughing voice.
“Well, you are our half-sister,” Medea said.
“You are half-family,” Nikki added, “and family always sticks together.”
“You saved my life, after I’ve been so mean to you, Medea.”
“Well, you are named after a lily.”
“What?”
“Nothing. Just don’t ever pull my tail again, or next time I won’t be there for you.”
“Next time?”
Medea and Nikki simply gave each other a look.
Medea offered Liliya her hand.
Liliya slapped her fingers away.
Medea and Nikki both sighed. It was the same old Liliya, even after a near-death experience.
“When did you two learn to fly?” she asked, suspiciously.
“While you were playing with nature, a legend taught us in the Mexican desert,” Nikki said.
“What legend?” Liliya asked. Her green face had nothing to do with her hanging since the hanging only lasted for about a minute.
“A legend you have no need of knowing about,” Medea snapped back.
Liliya bit her lip, her eyes narrowed. From now on, she vowed to be nicer to Medea.
A horn honked loudly.
Nikki and Medea both opened their eyes wide at a vehicle parked at the bottom of the hill with the engine running.
“Oh, no, don’t tell me that is the vehicle Dima came up with,” Medea said.
“So much about not standing out in a crowd,” Nikki added.
“I think the bus is neat,” Liliya said.
“You would,” Medea muttered.
The three sisters walked slowly down the hill towards a mother they barely recognized.
 




Chapter 5
DIMA LEANED AGAINST A HIPPY BUS, which once belonged to the El Paso School District. The bus was mostly painted red with multi-colored spirals, eyes with stars for pupils, white doves, and a mix of colorful designs. There was a green, metal sign above the windows with the grey word, FURTHER, on the sign. On the hood of the bus was a metal ornament, a court jester holding a small, American flag in one hand. On the sides of the bus were flowers, peace signs, and the words, Free Love.
Dima had shifted into a hippy with long, dark hair. A green, flowered sack dress, which appeared handsewn, made her appear shapeless. She wore no makeup, except for a peace sign painted on her forehead. A beaded band encircled her head. Five cloth and beaded bracelets were tied on both wrists.
“Why is she wearing granny glasses?” Medea asked.
“You mean, John Lennon glasses,” Liliya said, “and I think they’re cool.”
Liliya handed their mother a flower.
Dima smacked the flower from her hand and beat Liliya on the head with the stem.
“You look just like the actress from that movie, Love Story,” Nikki said.
“Yeah, that hippy, Ali McGraw,” Medea added.
They all climbed into the bus which was filled with a dozen cats.
Nikki petted a frog and a toad. She sat right by Dima who climbed behind the wheel to drive. Medea sat across from Nikki.
Dima ordered Liliya to go to the back of the bus and rest on the sofa. She drove with an arm out the window, and her middle finger pointing behind her. “Take that, for sentencing my daughter to hang, you sons of bitches.”
She looked down at the shapeshifting rock which rode on the seat beside her, bouncing with each bump of the road.
“So whatcha think, Pompeii? Where shall we go?”
“Okay, New Mexico it is. There might be something magical there. The state is nicknamed the Land of Enchantment.”
Medea rolled her eyes at Nikki.
“And there are Native Americans, a people who mind their own business. We need to really get under the radar. No one taped you girls, while you were flying?”
“No, Mother, and we’re no longer girls,” Nikki said. She always called Dima Mother when annoyed with her.
Dima ignored the answer. She preferred to think of all her daughters as girls. She looked much too young to have daughters in their mid-thirties. They’re my little girls, she thought.
“Driving this hippy bus reminds me of my gypsy life, when I was young. Right after my birth, the midwife took me to the Neva River to drown me, as instructed by my father. In a show of defiance, the midwife wrapped me in a royal baby blanket bearing the Romanov family symbol. She gently placed me in the trunk with the imperial monogram of Catherine the Great embedded on the lid. The midwife discovered a strand of pearls in the trunk, which she decided to keep for herself as payment for her services.
‘The princess has so many necklaces, she will never miss one more,’ the midwife muttered.
She then slammed the trunk lid with me inside whimpering.”
“So, that’s how you got the Catherine-the-Great trunk,” Nikki said.
“The midwife planned to steal both the trunk and the necklace,” Medea added.
Dima continued the story of her life.
The midwife stood at the bank of the Neva River. She peered into the trunk. “There, little one. You’ll die quickly so you will not suffer.”
The infant Dima, stared back at her.
“First, let me have the royal baby blanket. It will fetch a pretty penny at market,” the midwife said. She reached down and grabbed the blanket, yanking it from the baby’s body so that the infant spun.
She then reached in and picked up the baby, hurling Dima into the river.
The baby Dima bobbed to the surface of the river, waving its tiny arms and screaming. The caul had burst and was wrapped around its neck. The baby glared at the midwife who stood on the embankment, laughing.
“You are strong like your grandmother, the Empress Catherine. She, too, was wrinkled. She died 25 years ago, right over there at the Winter Palace.” She pointed to an elaborate blue and white palace, which was across the Neva River and where Tsar Alexander the First now lived, the baby’s first cousin, well, half-cousin.
“I saw your grandmother, the empress in her coffin,” the midwife boasted; but the baby did not seem impressed, and screamed with a temper worthy of a queen.
A noise startled the midwife.  She dropped the royal-red blanket, picked up the hem of her skirt, and the coward ran away. She left the trunk on the bank of the river, a trunk filled with royal swaddling clothes, and a five-strand string of stolen pearls made for an empress.
A band of nomadic Russian Gypsies stepped from the trees near the bridge. One of the men jumped into the river and rescued the infant, Dima.
She now wiped a tear from her eye. “How proud my gypsy family would be to see me traveling in this bus instead of a gypsy wagon. My Ruska Roma family traveled extensively, but only across Russia. All Ruska Romas led a nomadic life of wagons and campfires, going from town to town to tell fortunes, trade horses, and play music, and dance to attract crowds. There was a lot of passing the hat around.”
“Well then, it’s fitting then that you’ve become a hippy,” Medea said.
Dima ignored the jibe. “If only Maddalena, and Boris, and the others could see me now, traveling in America. I have crossed the Gulf of Finland, and the Baltic Sea in search of eternal life. The gypsies who raised me swore that in the Starostavne Books of Magical Spells and Enchantments was the secret to immortality on earth. At every village and town our nomadic life led us, my gypsy family questioned all about the Starostavne
Magic Books. I was the one who found the books hidden at the Nevsky Cemetery. My gypsy family would be so jealous that I am alive in 1970, though born in 1821.”
Nikki and Medea both clapped at the story, as required.
As for Liliya, she slept, twitching in her sleep now and then, and crying out, and clutching at her throat. A raw, red rope scar bulged from her neck. The sore looked painful.
Medea took a soft cloth and wrapped it around Liliya’s neck. “There now,” she said softly. “Now you don’t look like a sister someone would want to hang.”
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Chapter 6
WHEN THE ROMANOV WITCHES FLED EL PASO, headed for The Land of Enchantment, Dima was looking for a sign. She found that sign in a camel-shaped rock, a camel made by nature that was 40-feet-tall and 100-feet-long. Camel Rock, as it was called, was just outside the Tesuque Pueblo.
The Romanov witches had now been squatting at the Tesuque Pueblo for nearly two decades. Dima was still reliving her younger days as a gypsy, but instead of a horsedrawn wagon, she lived in the hippy bus. The bus had been retrofitted for a second story, and a few other fixes, to make the bus resemble more of an odd-looking motorhome. She had the bus repainted a brighter red, to resemble a gypsy wagon, with golden horses and paintings of branches of trees. Dima furnished the bus like a compact home, and added electricity via a generator, along with plumbing for a shower and a toilet. The Native Amerians at least lived in small, poor-looking houses, in trailers, or in a large one-story apartment complex that was made out of adobe-mud.
Having lived in California, only Medea seemed to be bothered by the brownness of New Mexico.
The bus was home, sweet home, but Medea and Nikki were not always happy cooking over a campfire. They lived even more rustic than the Puebloans, who baked bread outside in horno ovens, which were made out of adobe-mud in the shape of beehives.
Like in the olden days, Dima dressed like a gypsy. She appeared exotic, with her hair hidden in long scarves and her eyes heavily-lined. Bangles of bracelets jingled on her arms, and every finger was ringed. She had, also, become more religious and regularly attended the Peyote Church of the Native Americans.
The Native Americans accepted the odd-looking home on wheels, which was parked near Liliya’s trailer, which she shared with her husband and mother-in-law. Last year, Liliya married a Native American named Jerry Yellowhorse.
Liliya’s family was happy with her married and moved out because Liliya lorded it over them that she was younger, which really irked Dima who had to pretend to be a year older than Liliya. Instead of masquerading as a 19 or 20-year-old, Dima allowed herself to age over the past 16 years and now looked 35. She could not remain so young-looking, or else the Native American witches would become suspicious. The witches were headed by Liliya’s brother-in-law, Magico Yellowhorse, a warlock with crazy eyes and a smashed-looking face. Magico lived in a tipi because Native American witches believed that the circle had power. His tipi was surrounded by his followers. Magico’s coven was more like a cult.
Nikki was 52 now, but not feeling her age as much as Medea at night, when as a 35-year-old cat, she was in bad shape and walked slowly on arthritic paws. She was followed by a dozen cats, all of them younger, walking even slower in deference to their queen. Medea’s fur was now mostly white and grey, and her meow had a weakness to the sound. At least during the day as a human, Medea was 50, with just a few strands of grey in her hair.
Every morning, Medea, Nikki, and Dima all piled up in a red pickup and drove the ten miles into Santa Fe where Dima rented prime office space in the plaza. Santa Fe, being such an active tourist town, was the perfect place for their business. Additionally, Santa Fe was considered a spiritual place and attracted the kind of people who would pay for the services of the Romanovs’ mostly white magic.
A sign that they were never able to use in Texas hung on a revolving door:
The Path to Riches in The Land of Enchantment



Fortune-Telling & Herbal Shop & Séances



Diviner Dima, Crystal Ball Gazer & Herbologist

 
Mystic Medea, Potions & Fates

Necromancer Nikki, Mistress of Death Magic

Buy your cures here or make an appointment.

 
Double bonus!  Piss in a pot! Have your personal water or other body fluids read by Diviner Dima! Have a scratch or claw mark? Mystic Medea can read your fortune from your scars!
Want to contact the dead? Necromancer Nikki can act as your medium or go between. Let’s make a deal with a ghost!
The words Land of Enchantment had been added to the sign, and the part about Medea reading claw-mark scratches was crossed out, because she never left the house at night now to scratch anyone. In cat years, she was too old to climb trees or jump through open windows. Medea resigned herself to being an old house cat, though she did send the other cats out on reconnaissance missions to spy on Magico and his witches.
What Medea should have done, was have the cats spy on her youngest sister.
Liliya wore turtlenecks to cover up the hanging scar on her neck. Gone was the dirt on her feet, which she now scrubbed regularly, like ten times a day. After her near-death experience, she was a germaphobe. Her clean fetish drove her mother-in-law and husband crazy.
Liliya once vowed to give up witchcraft and become an ordinary housewife. Jerry, unlike his brother Magico, was an ordinary farmer. However, at the feast for her wedding nine months ago, Liliya fell in love with a man who was not her new husband.
The feast was held outside. A man came roaring onto the pueblo grounds in a thunder-grey pickup. The man climbed out of the truck, and he seemed to fill the grounds with his presence.
Liliya heard whisperings around her.
“I hope Wind-Keeper doesn’t make it rain today.”
“He won’t, if Magico doesn’t anger him. It is Jerry’s wedding.”
“I can’t believe Jerry invited him.”
Wind-Keeper, it turned out, was a fifty-year-old shaman from the Pojoaque Pueblo, which was only seven and a half miles Northwest of Tesuque. Thirty-five-year-old Liliya had never heard of Wind-Keeper because of a feud between him and Magico.
Wind-Keeper was shorter than Jerry, but seemed taller due to the power that seemed to seep through his skin. He had silvery braids and an unlined face with piercing dark eyes. His teeth were sparkling white and his face a lovely light-brown in color. He wore high-top tennis shoes, denim jeans, and a teal-colored, long-sleeved shirt. He was dripping with turquoise jewelry.
His wife, Tarantula, was with him. She must have been named after a giant spider for a reason besides the spidery veins all over her face. She nodded respectfully at Magico, even though her husband stood with his jaw clenched, ignoring the warlock.
His little girl, Happy, followed alongside her mother, two steps behind her father.
Liliya barely touched her wedding feast. She kept looking at the sky, and then at Wind-Keeper, winking at him. “Is something in your eye?” he asked when he met the bride.
Liliya simpered and covered her face with her wedding veil. She saw him through a white gauze because she was drunk with love, or so she thought. Why, I can see lace around his face, little hearts!
He paid no more attention to her. It turned out that the shaman was like a rock star at Tesuque. He was the most powerful healer and had helped many at the pueblo. Magico and his mother were the only ones who seemed to dislike him.
In the months since her wedding, while her mother and sisters were working in Santa Fe, Liliya kept herself busy. The day after her wedding, she searched in the Santa Fe Cemetery for a flower called Ardor. Dima once bragged that in her gypsy days, she had used this flower in love elixirs, to win a man’s devotion and make him lose interest in another. Ardor was the flower that caused love to take seed and grow. The flower was red, which made a man react like a bull with a passion so strong, his love became an obsession. The flower grew in cemeteries, over the graves of those who died so heartbroken, that a cactus popped up at the headstone. The flower, Ardor, bloomed at the base of a cactus. Love sometimes cut those who tried to pluck love. Many have bled to death because of unrequited love from a prickly heart.
Liliya believed that she and Wind-Keeper were soulmates, when she bumped into a small cactus growing at the base of a headstone, even though a few cactus needles were sticking out of her leg and hurt like hell. The red flower on the cactus seemed to grow when she plucked it.
With the ardor flower, Liliya mixed a love potion into a chocolate-bunt cake mix and poured the batter into a personal-sized baking pan.
Ah, the cake was ready and smelled heavenly. She was tempted to cut a slice and eat it, but Liliya already was in love with herself.
She carried the cake to the Pojoaque Pueblo. She decided to walk the seven and a half miles on a love pilgrimage. She spied on Wind-Keeper’s apartment building, waiting for that spider, his wife Tarantula, to leave. She then knocked on the door and offered the cake as a thank you for his wedding present of a painting of two love doves with their necks entwined. With a breathless voice, she said, “I noted at my wedding festival that you love chocolate cake.”
She handed him a fork, and he took it.
“What’s wrong with your neck? Did your husband try to hang you already?” he said.
“Not yet,” she said cheerfully. Ghosh, darn, she had worn a low-cut blouse to show off her bosom, which forked at the top of her bare chest like an ass. Liliya placed a hand around her throat scars as she watched him eat the entire cake. She refused a piece for herself. “The more you eat of my cake, the better,” she said.
Better was right. Wind-Keeper licked the plate and threw it across the roof. He pushed her against the wall, lifted her skirt, and took her, right then and there. Pictures banged against the wall of his living room. His dog sat there howling.
When she left, Wind-Keeper did not know what hit him, nor that his little girl had been watching and reported the sordid affair to her mother. “Five times,” the girl whispered in her mother’s ear. “On the wall, the floor, the sofa, your bed, and the kitchen table.”
Tarantula screeched at the now three-legged, kitchen table. She picked up a crumb of cake from the floor. She eyed the glow of red that was in the batter. Only one tiny, red speck survived the heat of the oven and Liliya’s fork mixing into chocolate. The speck was enough for Tarantula to go bald.
In the coming days, as Wind-Keeper grew more distant, she sat with a crooked wig on her head, crying into her soggy baked bread. She suspected her husband was under the spell of a witch, but had no idea who the witch was.
Meanwhile, Liliya spent some of her days this past year cheating on her husband. Both she and Wind-Keeper were clever enough not to get caught—yet.
Though the love spell worked on Wind-Keeper, and he was insatiable in the bushes, he remained tightlipped about his ability to control the weather. He instead, spewed morality bullshit to Liliya and often lectured her that, “those with great power, should use their power sparingly.”
Liliya felt no guilt about placing a love spell on Wind-Keeper. She had no confidence in her looks. She compensated for her ugliness by thinking herself above others. The royal blood of Catherine the Great bubbled in her veins. To soothe her difficult daughter, Dima gave the tiara to Liliya, who was convinced the stones were real. She even replaced three missing stones on the tiara by valuable pearls from the Catherine-the-Great necklace. She bullied Dima into loaning the pearls to her.
Liliya embraced her royal roots with the same fervor she once clung to the hippy life. Consequently, she believed of her entitlement to another woman’s husband. A Russian empress took what or who they wanted with no questions asked.
Being royal did not stop her stomach from growing an ulcer at the thought of her brother-in-law, Magico, finding out about her passionate liaisons with his enemy. Why the warlock and the shaman hated each other, she really didn’t care.
If looks could kill, Liliya would be dead. She swore that Tarantula suspected the affair. Did Wind-Keeper boast to his wife that he could not get enough of Liliya? Judging by his lovemaking, Liliya may have given him a bit more of the ardor flower than she should have.
Or perhaps, someone else told Tarantula? Liliya saw enemies everywhere. She dismissed children as appalling little creatures, so forgot about his little girl.
Liliya developed mind-splitting migraines at imaginings of her mother and sisters discovering her secret. Wind-Keeper had a reputation of bringing forth storms, which made her love affair trickier. After her hanging fiasco in El Paso and the danger she put her family in, Liliya promised Dima to never again attempt to mess with the weather. She still dabbled in natural magic, such as the Ardor-Flower love potion, but no one knew of her skills.
Her family was unaware of Liliya’s soap-opera life, because her mother and sisters kept their noses out of the business of the Native Americans. Her family mostly spent their days working in Santa Fe. Liliya did her best to avoid them.
And then, an awful thing happened. After more than a year of sleeping with both Jerry and Wind-Keeper, Liliya got pregnant.
Oh, my God, who is the father of the little beast? she thought and clawed at her stomach, wanting the thing out of her.
She avoided Wind-Keeper and stayed at the side of her husband.
Liliya had never felt so ugly. She grew so big that she could not see her feet.
And then the damn thing kicked her, so she punched it back, or tried to anyway. All Liliya managed was to bruise herself.




Chapter 7
DIMA SLAPPED AT A SMALL HAND TUGGING AT HER BACK. The person was persistent and yanking her hair. Dima turned, snarling at a small boy.
He shook with fear and stuttered, “I was sent to find the great Diviner Dima, Crystal Ball Gazer,
and tell her that Liliya does not want to give birth.”
“So, what else is new, Boy? My daughter, er sister, does not want the baby now that she is a widow and her husband died mysteriously.”
That damn woman from the Pojoaque Pueblo started a rumor that Liliya poisoned Jerry. Most likely, he ate his mother’s cooking, she thought. Dima could not stand Wind-Keeper’s wife, a sour-faced, mean-spirited woman who dislike Liliya for no reason.
“I mean, the baby is knocking on her door, trying to coming out, and Liliya is trying to stop the birth,” the boy said.
His words were so shocking, that Dima transformed into her real self.
The boy screamed and lifted his arms, wiggling his hands as if he was warding off the boogeyman.
I’m so old now that I scare children, Dima thought.
She stood, exposed, on the street with her skin hanging from her ancient body like an elephant. Indeed, her stomach protruded. Her hair came to her neck like strands of white licorice, patches of her scalp showing for all to see.
A few cars, passing by, wrecked at the sight of her.
Sonofabitch! I must look 167 years old again!
She bent and whispered in the boy’s ear, “Don’t tell anyone what you just saw, or I’ll bake you in a horno oven, you know like that little boy Hansel from the fairy tale?”
The boy screamed and ran down the street.
Dima cackled, following behind the boy. Like any witch, she enjoyed a good fairy tale. Ay, but her body was bent by arthritis.
She snatched a cane that was for sale outside a storefront. She leaned on the cane, wondering what to do about her wayward daughter.
She ordered the boy to open the door to her shop. “I’m too weak and old,” she said.
Dima walked into the room and screamed at Medea and Nikki. “Liliya is having the baby!”
The three danced around a circle to the tune of a Russian song. Dima pounded the cane, grinning from a toothless mouth.
She shifted back into her 37-year-old self before climbing in the truck with her daughters.
Medea drove since Dima was too excited, and Nikki was blind in one eye so drove with one wheel on the curb usually.
“The boy said that Liliya was having the baby in the motorhome.”
“You mean she’s giving birth in a bus,” Medea muttered.
“Why not a hospital?” Nikki seconded.
“She doesn’t want her mother-in-law at the birth,” Dima guessed. She left out what the boy said about Liliya not wanting the baby. That may be her mother-in-law talking, she thought.
In any case, she didn’t want Liliya to spoil this momentous event. Medea and Nikki were excited about becoming aunts. Dima’s heart was beating fast at the thought of becoming a grandmother.
The tires of the truck squealed into the sort of driveway. Dima ran into the motorhome. She slammed her hand against the bedroom door so that the wood hit the wall with a bang. She stood with her hands on her slim waist scowling at Liliya, who had a stomach swelled like a watermelon. “Has her water broken?” she asked the midwife.
The burly, Native American woman nodded her head, no.
Liliya clawed at her womb, fighting to “get this moocher out of me,” she screamed.
“The baby will come when it is ready to be born,” Dima said.
“That’s exactly what this thing is inside me is, an it!”
“Do not hurry my grandchild,” Dima warned.
“Oh, so now you like babies?” Liliya said, panting.
“Ah, there is the head of an infant sliding from your body, wiggling like a silkworm in a cocoon.”
Even with the fury accompanying the birth, the amniotic sac failed to break.
Dima smacked her lips with satisfaction, grabbing the newborn from the midwife. “At last, a Romanov baby born en-caul!” She cut the umbilical cord and held the wiggling sac up to the window so that the light showed through. The sac was shiny, smooth, and tough because it was made from membranes. The sac was the bag in which the baby developed from a fertilized egg.
“Here, get out,” Dima said to the midwife and dropped some money in her hand.
The midwife bowed her head and left the house.
Normally, the amniotic sac broke at birth. It was very rare when the sac remained intact. Since the cord had been cut from the mother, there was no longer any oxygen source for the infant.   The newborn fluttered against the wall of the sac, its eyes looking terrified.
“My child is marked as a witch,” Liliya said and sighed with relief, followed by panic. If Tarantula should find out, she would suspect that her husband was the father.
“I would expect no less from a baby born of our blood,” Dima said, assuming Liliya’s pale face was from giving birth. “Let’s see if the little witch is magical enough to escape, or if the baby will die from lack of air.”
“What?” Medea screeched.
“No!” Nikki croaked.
“Place one of your cloaks in the trunk,” Dima ordered Nikki.
Dima then placed the sac containing the newborn in the ancient Russian trunk that once belonged to Catherine the Great. The small infant did not appear so great or of royal blood. The baby resembled more a human insect in a cocoon. The amniotic sac had ballooned at birth, and the baby was stuck inside with no oxygen, kicking its tiny feet and pounding its small fists against the sac, struggling to break free and live.
Liliya was laughing at her baby struggling to breathe.
“I should have zapped you with a drop of motherly love, daughter.” Dima peered down at the sac, trying to make out the features.
“Is it a monkey or a baby?” Nikki asked.
“She’s our niece,” Medea said.
“It’s a corpse,” Liliya said. “The sac has gone limp. The question should be, where shall we bury it?”
Ah, but she was wrong. The baby had been gathering its strength and with a lift of its twisting body, the newborn broke through the sac like a missile, tearing a hole in the caul.
Bam! What a mess! Fluid and blood splattered everywhere.
Dima did not seem to mind that the baby was a girl or that she got splashed with amniotic fluid. She was grinning at the baby who was screaming with fury, it seemed, because the sac still clung to its body and face. “She knows that she is a child of Volos, Slavic God of dragons,” Dima said. She stuffed a miniature, purple dragon next to the crying infant. She cooed down at the baby. “You are not the boy we wanted, but at least you are born en-caul like me,” she said, proudly. With that declaration, she placed her royal baby blanket over the baby, something she never did with her daughters.
Liliya narrowed her eyes with jealousy.
Nikki oohed and aahed over the baby’s beauty.
Medea had already fallen in love with the scrappy infant.
Dima peeled the caul from the top of her granddaughter’s head, down to her toes. She was very careful so the unpeeling would not permanently scar the infant. “Then you would be as ugly as your mother,” she said to the baby. “You have given birth to a beauty, Liliya.”
“Well, I’m beautiful inside,” she said.
Her mother and sisters ignored her. Nikki and Medea both sat on the floor to listen to a story about Dima’s own caul.
Dima said defiantly, “You’ve heard the story about how my parents ordered me killed because I was born en-caul. In any case, the gypsies would have saved me from drowning, even if I was not Catherine the Great’s granddaughter.”
The gypsies loaded the trunk onto a wagon and drove down the road to their hidden campground. One of the gypsy women hung the baby’s caul out to dry while the men discussed how best to approach the emperor and how many rubles to ask for saving the royal baby.
The gypsies waited several days to see the Tsar.
The gypsies learned by a slap in the face that the baby’s half-first-cousin, the 43-year-old Emperor, Alexander the First, wanted nothing to do with his bastard aunt’s baby daughter.
The gypsies apologized to the Tsar and escaped with their heads on their shoulders.
“The Emperor is a hypocrite,” the gypsies complained on their way back to the camp. “He has had nine bastard children of his own from seven different women.”
“Did you notice how paranoid the Tsar is? He almost accused us of wanting to steal his crown for the baby, whom he calls an imposter. But then he did a turnabout and forgot we were even in the room.”
“Well, we escaped with our lives. I suggest we take the baby and leave St. Petersburg until it is safe to return.”
Boris and his wife, Maddalena, kept the baby as their own since it was their turn. The rumors were not true that Gypsies stole children. They simply found lost children wandering in their path.
“We are your new family now,” Maddalena cooed down at the baby. “Some of us have special powers, which we will pass down to you.”
The baby blinked at the peasant-looking woman smiling down at her. She twisted her little body and stuck her tongue out at Maddalena.
“It was a shame that my parents threw me away,” Dima now said. “To be born en-caul and with a full set of teeth is nothing to be feared, but special. Once I was free of the birth sac, I was not bad looking, though my nose was a tiny bit smashed and my mouth a tad crooked. My eyes were greenish and my hair a walnut-brown shade. My skin was not a pale white, but nor was I dark. Once freed of my birth sac, I no longer resembled an insect. With my slightly slanted eyes, I looked more like a cat. I even had fingernails as sharp as claws. To prove this, I hissed and with both little hands, scratched my new mother. I then kicked my new father on his face. The bruise on his chin and his black eye made me laugh. The blood on my new mother’s arms caused me to smile. The gypsies named me Dima, which means strong fighter.”
“You are just like me,” Dima cooed down at her grandchild. It seemed Dima had been telling the story to the baby. The entire time, she never took her eyes off the newborn. “Now, to record your birth and then you eat at the breast of your mother,” Dima said.
Liliya lay on the bed with a pillow over her ears, screaming at the baby to “Shut up and go hungry!” She then went from screaming to sobbing about the pain of giving birth. She begged her mother and sisters to give her something for the pain.
“Only after you feed the baby,” Dima said. She had taken an ordinary witch's or sorcerer's Book of Shadows and transformed it into a Tome of Mirrors. She accomplished this feat by using the stolen Russian Starostavne books that were written in the dark Middle Ages. The authors of these books had been monks in heretic monasteries. The monks had sat hunched over, writing by candlelight with the horn of a unicorn dipped in dragon blood. Consequently, the Tome was alive with the fire-breathing blood of a dragon and had the power to burn whoever touched it.
The Tome lay at Dima’s feet and opened of its own accord. The mirrored pages flapped, and the sun shining through the windows ricocheted off of the mirrors. The four women held their hands up, covering their eyes from the blinding sun. Nikki had thrown a piece of cloth over the baby’s eyes.
The flapping of the Tome stopped at a blank mirror. A withered hand appeared. On the index finger was a monk's ring with a cross lying horizontal instead of vertical. Between two of the fingers was the horn of a unicorn, dipped in dragon blood. The hand recorded today’s date and then a question mark.
“I swore for a moment that the baby would not live,” Dima said. “We will name her Astra, which in Norse means divine strength.”
“Astra in Greek is star,” Medea added and grinned at the baby.
Nikki had a book open and read, “In Latin the name Astra is short for Astralis, meaning of the stars.”
“The name is perfect for my granddaughter,” Dima concluded.
The question mark on the mirrored page was replaced with the name Astra. When the writing finished, the hand vanished, along with the unicorn horn. The Tome of Mirrors slammed shut.
The baby’s caul, the actual membrane which had held the infant, and the amniotic fluid was still intact, though slightly damaged. Dima spread the caul out to dry in the sun.
Dima stroked an amulet on her chest, which was in the shape of a dragon. She opened the golden dragon, forged by the gypsies, and peeked inside at her own dried caul.
Medea pointed a finger at a wolf that sat outside the house, calmly staring at them.
“What is a White Russian Wolf doing here,” Dima asked.
“The witches in Mexico talked about nahual
animals and asked me what my nahual is. They explained that a nahual is one’s alter ego in nature, in the guise of an animal. Only those with shapeshifting magic have a nahual. Mine, of course, is the cat. Yours is an owl,” Medea said.
“Oh, like a familiar,” Dima said.
“Most witches have a familiar, an animal they can communicate with. Those with a nahual can actually shapeshift into their animal-alter-ego. We’re both different, Dima, you because of your shapeshifting stone, so your nahual is not natural. My nahual is unnatural because the legendary witch changed my curse of being a full-time cat, to being a cat only at night.”
“I still don’t see what a nahual has to do with that wolf over there, who seems to be waiting for something.”
“Let’s test my theory,” Medea said. She went into the house and came back carrying Astra in her arms.
She carried the baby over to the wolf. The animal sniffed Astra and then licked her forehead. The wolf then walked away, seeming to vanish into the air.




Chapter 8
THE BABY’S CHRISTENING TOOK PLACE AT THE PEYOTE CHURCH, a name by which the Native American Church was called. Dima had renounced the Russian Orthodox Church and embraced the Peyote Religion that combined Christian beliefs with Native American beliefs. Peyotism seemed more spiritual. The Puebloans used peyote to commune with God, as opposed to the Catholic host. With peyote, one received psychedelic visions. Peyote was a hallucinogenic mescaline and medicinal. Additionally, peyote in its natural state, resembled little clusters of green pumpkins.
The uninvited Tarantula attended the christening.
Liliya whispered to Magico, “I think Tarantula plans to curse the baby. Jerry told me that she never liked him,” she lied.
Magico marched over to Tarantula. He twisted her hand behind her back and escorted her from the church. “The baby is my niece,” he spat. “She is all that is left of my brother.”
Tarantula shifted her eyes to the ground. She could not tell Magico her suspicions of exactly who the baby’s father was. She loved Wind-Keeper with a murderous passion, and her love had nothing to do with a love-spell. “Please, don’t tell my husband I was here,” she said.
“I don’t speak to Wind-Keeper,” he said. “Now, get out!”
The christening went off without any more incident.
A year passed quickly for some, too slowly for others.
Liliya wandered a lot, leaving the daytime care of one-year-old Astra to the baby’s Native-American grandmother. No one knew what Liliya did during the day or where she went. She was even more secretive than before. However, she always returned by the time her mother and sisters came home. Liliya held Astra, as if she was the perfect mother. As soon as her family walked through the doorway of the motorhome, she handed the baby to Medea like a rotten sack of potatoes.
“She’s my baby. Any of you hurt Astra, I’ll eat your eyeballs,” Medea had declared at Astra’s birth.
Dima had said, “Let her have the baby. Medea will never have a child of her own due to the curse.”
Astra was especially fond of her Aunt Medea when she turned into a cat at night. The child squealed with delight every evening, when this happened.
Of course, Dima knew full well that Medea could only care for Astra until the sun went down. Nikki and Dima then gleefully took turns taking care of Astra.
Liliya lived in the trailer she still shared with her mother-in-law, leaving her baby with her family until the next morning when she showed up for Astra, waving goodbye at the three women as they drove away. She would then deposit the baby with her mother-in-law.
One evening at sunset, when Astra was 15 months old, Medea transformed into the ancient cat she had become. She took a paw forward and fell over.
Astra sat with a finger in her mouth, poking at the cat, who was not responding.
Astra started bawling and crying, “Kitty, Kitty!?”
Nikki and Dima rushed into the room to find Medea, her different-colored eyes lifeless, and her fur already growing stiff.
“It’s a full moon. We’ll have a wake for Medea. Go tell Liliya that her sister is dead, but tell her in private.”
“Her half-sister is dead,” Nikki said and slammed the door behind her.
Shortly after Nikki left the motorhome, Liliya barged in. “I’ve got to see for myself that Medea is really dead,” she said with some excitement to her voice.
Nikki finally came into the house, being slower than Liliya, due to her limp.
“Now, you’re the oldest, Nikki,” Liliya said. “Think you can step into her paws, oh cloaked one?”
Neither Dima nor Nikki rose to the bait to fight with Liliya.
“Help with the food for the wake,” Dima ordered instead.
“I’ll make some Magic Brew for tonight instead,” Liliya sang out.
“You know the recipe for Strega Liqueur?” Dima said. She had stolen the recipe in Italy from the Benevento witches 67 years ago, at quite a risk.
“We’ve never made The Witch in front of you before,” Nikki added, referring to the liqueur once known as Strega.
Uh-oh, Liliya foolishly confessed that she somehow learned the secret recipe. She shrugged her shoulders. “I’m your daughter. You should not keep secrets from me.”
Dima stood nose to nose with her. “If I discover that you are making Strega and selling it to the Native Americans, there will be hell to pay. I’ll brew The Witch for the wake where we will celebrate my firstborn’s life.”
“We should have music,” Nikki added.
“Yes, a theme song for Medea’s wake,” Liliya said in a nervous-sounding voice.
“How about Every Rose Has Its Thorn by Poison?” Nikki said.
“Perfect!” Dima said and clapped her hands. “Medea’s curse was her thorn, and she knew a lot about poisons; though it’s been some time since she applied her skill.”
Liliya helped Nikki prepare the food for the wake, all of the time complaining that what they were doing was much too fancy for a cat.
“Yes, but your sister was the most famous cat in the world,” Dima pointed out.
“Half-sister, and I would feel sadder if she had died in her human form. We’re going to all this trouble for a frickin’ cat! What? You’re not going to argue with me?”
Nikki and Dima silently went about their work.
They were all done in about an hour.
“Come, let’s put this food in some baskets, and load up the bed of the truck with the other mourners.” Dima pointed to the dozen cats that were outside, clinging to the screen door and window screens, and screeching loudly.
Dima made Liliya ride in the bed of the truck with the cats. Medea’s corpse lay in a small, lidded basket between Nikki and Dima, who drove.
She parked at a secluded area.
Nikki forced a shovel on Liliya and ordered her to, “dig as if you respected your half-sister.”
“You’re her half-sister, too,” Liliya muttered, throwing dirt at Nikki’s boots.
They brought a folding, wooden playpen with them. Astra looked between the bars, sucking on a pacifier. The shapeshifting stone was in the pen with Astra. The baby petted the rock. Pompeii seemed to like Astra, perhaps because Dima showed a preference for her granddaughter over her daughters. The rock purred beneath her touch.
Liliya threw down the shovel and smacked her hands together. “There. All done. You should get rid of them;” Liliya sneered at the dozen cats that surrounded Medea’s corpse, meowing loudly, “now that she is dead.” Liliya pointed to Medea’s small corpse.
“She’s your sister, for heaven’s sake,” Dima said.
“We’re having a funeral for a cat,” Liliya reminded her.
Dima smiled with satisfaction at the full moon and then down at Medea’s body, which lay next to the small grave. “And now for the eulogy,” she said.
“Eulogy?” Liliya scoffed. “Just throw the cat in the grave! I’ll throw in the dirt, and we can go. It’s cold for the baby,” she said in a sly voice.
Nikki wrapped a blanket around Astra, who was now sleeping in the playpen. Pompeii was snoring beside her.
Dima checked her watch and stood solemnly by the grave. “We were proud of you, Medea. You’re famous,” she said. “You made The Guinness Book of World Records as the oldest living cat. You cat life was nearly 38 years.”
Nikki held open the Guinness Book, showing a picture of Medea appearing to smile for the camera. She had a missing tooth. Her whiskers were bent. The cat, which was once totally black in color, was entirely white in the photo. Cataracts were visible in the eyes. Medea was scrawny, and bony, and wrinkly.
“Too bad you didn’t live to see your picture in the book,” Liliya added with a pinch of gladness to her voice. “You died so young in human years, just 54.” She looked around at her mother and sister who were smiling serenely. “So how does that work, exactly?”
“You’ve never been good at math,” Dima said.
“Yes,” Nikki added and oddly, laughed.
Liliya spoke once more to Medea’s corpse. “Nikki and Mother, er Dima, aren’t even sad at your death. Nor are your cats.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Poor Medea. I Guess no one really liked you.”
“Enough of your venom, Liliya,” Dima spat.
“Yes, shut up, Liliya!” Nikki gave her a bony elbow.
Dima raised her hands to the moon. “Let us celebrate Medea’s life as the moon moves to the midnight hour.”
“Yes, let’s start the feast in Medea’s honor,” Nikki added, clapping at the dead cat. “It will be midnight in about 10 minutes, just enough time for a drink and a snack.”
Liliya followed behind them to the food table muttering, “Good riddance. Yeah, I’ll celebrate Medea’s death.”
Nikki turned on the boombox and slipped in a CD by Poison. She fast-forwarded to the song Every Rose Has Its Thorn.
Dima was sipping a glass of The Witch liqueur and snapping her fingers.
Nikki began dancing, looking like the grim reaper in a black, hooded cloak. Her half-damaged face served her well when she performed séances. Nikki appeared as she was, the real deal. She held her cloak open, twirling.
Even Liliya got into the wake and danced, getting drunker by the minute. She had never been to a wake before and had no idea, until now, that a death party could be fun.
When the song boomed out the lyric, just like every night has its dawn, Dima said, “Medea had her dawn every day, when she turned into a human.”
This was followed by the lyric, just like every cowboy sings his sad, sad song. Nikki screamed happily, “Medea was a cowboy!”
“It’s time,” Dima said, “one minute to midnight.”
Liliya stood over Medea’s corpse with her liqueur glass, tipping it. She poured some drops of The Witch over the body, just as the full moon rose overhead, signaling that it was now midnight.
“Wake, wake, wake!” Liliya shouted.
“Wake, wake, wake!” Dima seconded.
Before Liliya’s startled eyes, the dead cat transformed into a brown, black-striped tabby cat of about eight months in age. The cat sat up, blinking its different-colored eyes. “Hello, Liliya,” the cat said.
Liliya screamed and threw her glass up in the air.
Dima caught the glass.
Nikki was clapping, “Oh, Medea is a cat. Goody, she’s a cat, she’s a cat.”
Medea danced on four legs to her singing.
Liliya spun to Dima. “You knew she would come back to life but said nothing.”
Dima held up her glass of Strega to the moonlight. “We all have our secrets, my dear,” she said.
“Yes, but I didn’t know that The Witch could bring someone back from the dead,” she hissed.
Nikki, Medea, and Dima all roared with laughter at Liliya. None of them bothered to let her in on the secret.
Two down, seven to go, Medea sang softly.
Nikki put the sleeping Astra in the truck and added another blanket.
“Now, we must celebrate Medea coming back to life,” Dima said. She poured some more Witch for everyone. She had brought Medea’s drinking bowl and poured some liqueur for Medea, who lapped up The Witch with her little tongue. The other cats danced around her, meowing happily and licking her fur.
It was nearly daylight when the truck pulled beside the motorhome. Medea lay in the bed of the pickup with the other cats.
Liliya sat up front, holding Astra as if the baby was a soiled diaper.
Medea jumped down from the truck and walked over to the bushes, followed by the other cats.
Dima carried the baby into the house.
Nikki carried the playpen.
Liliya was packing up what was left of the food.
The sun rose from the west.
Someone patted Liliya’s back, and she spun, and stared into the eyes of a naked, teenage girl. “It’s you,” she spat. “You’re so young, Medea, I would not have recognized you, if not for your different-colored eyes.” She yanked off her jacket and threw it at her. “Put this on. Your young body is disgusting!”
Medea laughed, putting her slim arms into the long jacket. “Don’t look so surprised that I still turn into a human when the sun rises. I’m 17-years-old now. It’s how the magic works.”
“Well, you’re welcome,” Liliya said with a bitter voice.
Medea laughed. “You had nothing to do with my coming back to life. This is the second time for me. Don’t you realize that I have nine lives? The magic of the legendary witch has guaranteed that I will still be here, when you are long gone.”
“And when are you going to introduce me to this legend?”
Medea shrugged her shoulders. “Well, if she ever shows any interest in meeting with you, it will be my pleasure.”
Liliya looked in the side mirror of the truck. She looked older than her 37 years. I’m more than twice her age now! Liliya stomped away with her arms full of empty bags.
Nikki tapped a finger on Medea’s shoulder blade.
Medea spun and hugged Nikki.
“You’re young again.”
“Yes. You knew that I would be.”
“The beauty of youth glows in your face.” A tear formed in Nikki’s eyes. She had once been a Marilyn-Monroe-lookalike until half of her face was destroyed. Afterwards, she only half looked like Marilyn. Now, at 55 years of age, her lovely profile was beginning to wrinkle and sag. Her one good eye was puffy with the beginnings of dark circles. Her hair was greying.
Nikki walked away with her shoulders rounded and the hood on her head sagging. She stopped and turned around. “I’m glad you came back, Medea.”
“You’re still my best friend,” Medea said.
Nikki turned back around and kept walking with a slight limp.
“Nikki, I’m still me,” Medea screeched. “Without the magic I’m 70, much older than you.”
Nikki just kept walking.
Dima stood with the screen door open, watching Medea. She snorted. “You always come back lovelier.”
Liliya stood at the door to the motorhome. She clenched her fists. “Mother’s right. Look at you! You’re so vibrant looking, you practically glow. And you’re so slender now.”
“Well, there’s nothing like dying for losing weight,” Medea drawled.
Nikki and Dima went into the house.
“I thought you had died. Why didn’t you stay dead? Why do you have to be the most powerful,” Liliya shouted.
“I never sought power, unlike you,” Medea said.
Liliya felt her ulcer stirring. Did Medea know about her and Wind-Keeper? She changed the subject to her daughter. The fact that Astra had called Medea mama irked Liliya. “Now that you’re a teenager, Astra no longer recognizes her babysitter. We’ll just call you the nanny. Enjoy the rest of your wake, Nanny!” Liliya slammed the door of the motorhome.
Medea walked back to the bushes. She fell to her knees, sobbing. Why did it have to be so hard to come back to life?
Her dozen cats played with each other, some chasing their tails, others licking her arms, and other cats rubbing their fur against her legs.
Well, at least my cats are glad I’m back. My family just need to adjust to the new me is all.
Medea hung her head and sighed. Who was she kidding?
Everything will be different now. The family dynamics have changed. I’m a teenager again, the youngest in a family of adults, well, except for Astra.
Medea sat on her legs and sobbed. She missed her sister, Nikki.




Chapter 9
AFTER FOUR YEARS, MEDEA WAS STILL WORKING ON HER RELATIONSHIP WITH NIKKI. It was a bit easier since she was now 21 and old enough to vote, though none of them were political. “Come on, let’s have a drink together, like old-time’s sake,” she would say.
Nikki would smile, the light in her eyes telling Medea that she had not lost her beloved sister after all.
“I could pass for your mother,” 59-year-old Nikki would respond.
“And I’m really 74. Please, do not dwell on our current age difference,” she would counter.
They would both grin at what they did have in common, the love for their five-year-old niece. In a way, Astra had an idyllic childhood. Dima would play make-believe with her granddaughter. She would turn into magical creatures, such as a squirrel, and chase Astra up a tree where the little girl would sit on a low branch, laughing.
Medea, as a cat, would lead Astra to buried treasure, where she zapped a miniature treasure chest with her paw, filling it with coins made of chocolate.
Nikki played paper dolls with Astra. They cut Betsy McCall, and her dog Dachshund, Nosy, from McCall's magazine, along with some outfits for the paper dolls. Nikki would bring the dolls to life with a flash of her fingers. Astra would laugh and clap her hands as the flat dolls ran around the porch like real people.
Liliya showed up once when Nikki and Astra were playing paper dolls. Liliya formed a small, dark, cumulus cloud, sprinkling the dolls with raindrops. The dolls folded, as if the water was melting them. Water bubbled from their flat lips, as they gasped their last magical breath.
Astra picked up the soaking-wet paper dolls and sobbing, buried them in the backyard of the trailer, in a little cemetery.
Astra always acted happy, so long as her mother wasn’t around, which was often. Liliya mainly kept to herself, or so everyone thought. She was still carrying on with Wind-Keeper. Liliya still could not get him to diverge any secrets about weather magic. The shaman was so powerful that even under a love spell, he kept his mouth shut about everything, except for his passion for Liliya. In any case, she gave up trying to gain any power from him several years ago. Liliya had fallen insanely in love with the older man.
The moment Liliya realized how much she loved Wind-Keeper, she became terrified of his wife finding out about their love affair and killing him while he slept. Liliya begged him to run away with her, but her love spell was not strong enough to sway him because Wind-Keeper had so much personal power.
Liliya then panicked at the thought of Astra. Tarantula must wonder who the father was. Liliya would narrow her eyes at Astra, looking for any sign of who her child’s father was. The girl did not look like either Jerry, or Wind-Keeper, or Liliya either. Dima claimed the baby resembled her, but that was only because Astra was beautiful and was born en-caul. It was anybody’s guess where the reddish hair came from. Dima boasted that Astra’s hair color was a sign of magic.
Liliya needed the assurance that Wind-Keeper was never caught cheating on his wife with her. She spent the last few years learning the magic of invisibility. Some of the Benevento witches in Italy had such a power. Dima had experienced their powers first hand, and once told Liliya the hair-raising story of how an invisible witch once entered her hotel room in Benevento while she was in the room.
The secret to becoming invisible was in Dima’s trunk, in the Key of Solomon, one of the Starostavne Books of Magic. Liliya found it strange that the magic should call to her. But then again, neither her mother or sisters ever had the need to become invisible.
The magic books were denied to Liliya by her family. One day, when she was alone in the motorhome, a blinding light shot out from the keyhole of the trunk.
The lock turned and the Key of Solomon book floated towards her. The key on the book did more than just glow. The key embossed on the book cover, freed itself and unlocked the Key of Solomon. The book fluttered to the pages of invisibility magic, the only magic the book allowed Liliya to see.
For more than a year now, Liliya had been secretly meeting her lover without any risk. She would first become invisible and spy on Tarantula, creeping the woman out with noises and the touch of invisible fingers on her face.
When her rival left, Liliya would materialize and stroll into the apartment. She surprised Wind-Keeper, sometimes crawling under the covers, her tongue sliding up his body, and her head snaking to the top of the bed.
Other times, she popped her head out of the bushes, luring him away.
On Christmas Eve, Tarantula got an early present. The truck broke down close to the pueblo. She walked the rest of the way, and silently entered the house. There were noises coming from the bedroom. She tiptoed toward the sound, planning to surprise her husband.
She opened her eyes wide at the sight of Liliya writhing on top of Wind-Keeper.
Both her husband and his lover were so caught up in their lovemaking that neither of them heard Tarantula leave the house as quietly as she entered.
She ran to the bushes and vomited. She then sat, watching the apartment and waiting for Liliya to leave.
Wind-Keeper came out of the apartment to smoke.
There was no sign of her rival.
What? He just left her in their bed. Where was the bitch?
Their daughter startled Tarantula and took her hand, leading her to the apartment.
Tarantula searched under the beds and other furniture. All this time she had been watching from the bushes. There was only the front door, and two windows, and both had been in her view.
Where had Liliya gone to?




Chapter 10
ASMALL CHRISTMAS TREE LEANED CROOKEDLY IN THE LIVING ROOM OF THE MOTORHOME. There was one string of lights and a few balls. In Russia for Christmas, when Dima was a child, Ded Moroz or Grandfather Frost was a white-bearded man who brought presents to good children. Dima preferred Italy’s version of Santa Claus and Father Christmas. La Befana, was an old woman who flew around on a broom, flying through chimneys to stuff children’s socks with candy.
Dima clutched her shapeshifting stone and turned into her real self, a 172-year-old woman with no teeth and little hair. Her jowls fell half-way to her turkey neck. She had to open her eyes wide to see. She wore a black shawl and a peasant dress like La Befana.
Pompeii turned into a flying broom. Dima hopped on the broom and flew around the house while Astra screamed with joy.
Dima stopped the broom and climbed off. She spun, turning back into the 42-year-old woman she was pretending to be. “Enough fun,” she said. “We must attend midnight mass.”
It was now a yearly tradition for Dima, her three daughters, and granddaughter, to bundle up warm and walk the short distance to the Peyote Church on Christmas Eve. Well, Medea had her winter coat, and she always snuck into the church on four paws and huddled beneath the family’s pew.
The cat usually fell asleep during the church services until it was time to commune with God via peyote. Medea kept an eye on Astra while Dima, Nikki, and Liliya went through whatever hallucinogenic experience God decided to send them.
It was almost time for the peyote communion. Liliya needed the restroom and stepped over a few toes, excusing herself as she left the pew. She walked quickly from the church and over to the portable bathrooms, which were outside.
Tarantula stepped out of the shadows. She hissed in Liliya’s ear, “I don’t get it. You’re so ugly! What do you have there that my husband can’t get enough of?” She grabbed for Liliya’s crotch, pinching her painfully.
Liliya slapped her hand away and hissed back, “I don’t know what you’re talking about, hag! What’s the matter? Can’t you satisfy your husband or do you have cobwebs down there?”
Liliya grabbed for Tarantula’s crotch and got a slap across the cheek for her insolence.
Liliya held a hand to her face, breathing heavily. She shifted her eyes from Tarantula, but not because she felt ashamed at her jab against a woman 14 years older than she. All Liliya needed was for the woman to see the fear in her eyes. Liliya was scared to death of Dima finding out about her affair. So far, Tarantula had stayed clear of her mother and sisters, dismissing them as nobodies. “Carnival barkers,” she often said of the Romanovs. “Those women pretend to read fortunes and bring forth the dead. What they are is moochers living rent free at Tesuque.”
This wasn’t entirely true. Dima gave money to the pueblo to help with the poverty at the reservation.
Liliya held a hand to her cheek and narrowed her eyes.
Tarantula stared back with frightened eyes.
Ah, she got her! The woman feared losing her husband to a younger woman. Liliya was 41 years of age. Yes, she was homely, but she had the body of an olympic swimmer. What Liliya lost in the facial realm, she more than made up for below her scarred neck.
Tarantula stomped away.
Liliya slammed the door of one of the portable toilets, locking it. She was shaking with anger.
She finished her business and trudged back towards the church.
A truck came barreling out of nowhere, and tried to run Liliya over.
She was faster and scrambled up a tree. She sat on a large branch and glared down at Tarantula who sat in the truck, pounding the steering wheel with a fist. “Oh, my God! Don’t tell my husband! Please,” she screamed.
“Go to hell,” Liliya hollered.
The truck roared down the road with dirt blowing from the wheels.
Of course Liliya would never tell Wind-Keeper about his wife’s visit. She feared that if Tarantuala told him she knew about their affair, he would be strong enough to break free of her love spell.
However, Liliya felt a sense of power that now she had something she could blackmail Tarantula with, if necessary.
“I’ll win in the end, you watch,” she muttered to herself.
Dima staggered from the steps of the church. She was in the middle of a vision sent by peyote and God. She wobbled over to the tree and stared up at Liliya. “Little bird,” she said, “what are you doing in that tree?”
“Nothing,” Liliya answered.
“I’ve been watching you,” Dima said in a voice that made Liliya’s skin crawl.




Chapter 11
BECAUSE TARANTUALA TRIED TO KILL HER, Liliya now believed that Wind-Keeper thought of her as his soulmate. He loves me, she thought, examining her face in the mirror. Another line here. Another line there. Yet, she was able to make a powerful man fall in love with her, really fall in love.
He must sense the bad vibes from his wife, which must be the reason he is avoiding me.
She yanked down the sleeves of her dress so that her shoulders showed. She rearranged her boobs to balloon over her tight, short dress.
Liliya walked with shaking hips to the truck. She climbed behind the driver’s wheel, not bothering to yank down her dress which rode all the way up her thighs. She stepped on the gas, singing to a song on the radio, I Will Always Love You from a movie, The Bodyguard.
Liliya knew where he was today. She spoke over the phone to his 12-year-old daughter, pretending to be someone in need of a healer. Wind-Keeper was picking herbs on the mesa.
She parked her truck next to his and wiggled her hips towards him, waving her hand flirtatiously.
He frowned. “What do you want?”
“We haven’t seen each other in over a week,” she said and wrapped her hands around his neck.
He grabbed her wrists and yanked them away from him. The repulsion in his eyes, cut to her core.
“You don’t want me anymore?” she said in a tiny voice.
He went back to picking herbs, avoiding her eyes. “I never wanted you.”
“Look at me,” she screamed. “At least tell me to my face that you no longer love me!”
He kept digging and filling his bag.
“You’re a shallow man. You can’t love me because I’m ugly,” she yelled.
He stood to his full height and glared at her. “You’re ugly inside, Liliya. I now know what you are, a witch who makes weak love spells to steal my magic and try to take me from my family. I am free of you. I could never love a woman like you,” he scoffed.
No, but he married a bitch like Tarantula, a woman deserving of her name. I, at least, am named after a flower. I am Liliya of the Valley, sweetly scented but poisonous.
She ran to her truck and started up the engine, planning to run him over like Tarantula tried to do with her.
He can’t love a woman like me?
She felt heartbroken at the thought, but then anger made her stronger. She narrowed her eyes at her former lover. He concentrated on his work. She no longer existed for him.
You have no idea who I am! Weak witch indeed!
Liliya floored the pedal and drove away.
She parked the truck at the bottom of Camel Rock.
Liliya climbed Camel Rock and walked over the humped back, nearly losing her footing on loose rocks. She then climbed up the long neck to the head. Her hands and legs were scraped and bloody.
She stood at the top of the flat head of Camel Rock, which was nearly forty feet high. She stared down at passing traffic on Highway 285. She staggered on the head of Camel Rock like a drunkard. Liliya hugged her stomach, sobbing wildly. Should I throw myself off? The cars will smash me like a pesty cockroach.
The joke was on her.
She stood at the edge of Camel Rock, imagining her broken body at the bottom.
Long ago, she quit trying to steal his powers, or learn his magic.
She clutched at her chest, trying to rip out her heart.
When had she fallen deeply, forever in love with him?
Liliya rocked on her haunches.
He is right. I am weak, but because of him. BUT NO MORE!
Liliya stood to her feet.
She opened her arms wide.
She thrust out her chin.
She stuck out her now-empty chest and screamed, “Why can’t you love me?”
 




Chapter 12
WIND-KEEPER SAT OUTSIDE, SMOKING. It was a breezy evening and cool. He inhaled deeply, pushing the smoke out with his lungs. There was a fluttering at his ear, like an insect.
Liliya glared down at her former lover. She stared straight into his eyes. He could not see her because she was invisible. She had planned for this day, only she thought then that her victim would be Tarantula.
He sniffed. “Even now, you haunt me, witch!”
Uh-oh, he could smell her perfume.
Liliya tiptoed behind Wind-Keeper. She may have been invisible, but she could still make noise.
She shoved her hand into a bush and pulled out a knife.
He placed a hand on the ground to balance himself to rise from the ground.
Good! He must have had a drink earlier and was off balance. Now was the time to strike.
Liliya gave a war yell, startling him. “Welcome to Happy Hour,” she screamed and lifted the knife, shoving the blade into his eye.
He screamed, grabbing at the knife and pulling the blade from his eye. Blood dripped down his face.
She wanted him to know who had taken his eye. Liliya materialized.
“I underestimated you,” he panted.
“Now, you can only see how ugly half the world is,” she spat. She was breathing heavily. She was on foot. She had mostly run the five miles from Camel Rock and felt exhausted.
Everyone at Pojoaque had come out of their apartments and were staring at her. Liliya had never felt so naked. They’re going to catch me and lock me up, she thought.
In front of everyone, Liliya faded from view.
They could hear her feet moving and her erratic breathing.
Wind-Keeper cocked his head to where her sounds were coming from. Quick, before the movement of Liliya grew faint, he lifted his arms and roared out a spell.
The breeze turned into a wind and lifted Liliya in the air.
She blew about the pueblo, appearing, disappearing, a foot here, a finger there, her head. Everyone was pointing at her.
“Be gone,” he shouted, and the wind tossed Liliya 17 miles east to Los Alamos. Once again, Liliya was hanging from a tree, only by the collar of her dress.
She kicked her legs, grabbing at the collar and loosening it until she fell and landed on her butt. Luckily the branch was not very high.
I just hope there is no radiation here, she thought, since Los Alamos was where the atomic bomb was invented nearly 50 years ago, a time when precautions were not taken, due to inexperience with the newly invented nuclear energy.
Liliya stood on New Mexico State Road 502 with her thumb out, hitchhiking. I’m sure Wind-Keeper will forgive me, she thought. He still has one eye. It’s not like I blinded him completely. He has such pretty eyes, er eye.
Tarantula had a head start on Liliya, who was just climbing into the passenger seat of a car.
While Liliya put on her seatbelt, Tarantula set out with a group of torch-carrying Native Americans, headed for the Tesuque Pueblo.
Dima, Nikki, and Medea just pulled up to the motorhome.
Liliya usually met them with five-year-old Astra jumping with joy because her Grandma and aunts returned home from work.
Where was Liliya?
Medea, Nikki, and Dima knocked on the door of the trailer, and Magico’s mother answered the door. She had a sour look on her face.
Tarantula already sent word to Magico. He stepped out of the trailer. “You must leave,” he said. “The Pojoaque demand retribution of Liliya. I don’t care if the shaman has lost an eye, but I want no trouble. Get out, or I shall take care of your sister myself, and we will have war.”
“Give us Astra, and we’ll go,” Dima said.
Magico stared disrespectfully at the three women. “Astra has a grandmother in Tesuque, and a powerful uncle.”
“Liliya is Astra’s mother,” Nikki said. “You can’t keep the child. She belongs with us.”
Astra was looking out of the window. While Magico sparred with Dima and Nikki, Medea cocked her head to the side and pointed to the back.
Medea made her way to the back of the trailer. “Tick Tock, deadlock,” she said and unlocked the window, which she then slid open with her mind.
“Come on, Sweetie, jump,” she said.
Astra jumped into the arms of Medea.
“Sneak into the motorhome. Gather up your favorite toys, and don’t forget Pompeii. I’ll come and get you in a few minutes.” Medea unlocked the motorhome with her mind and Astra snuck in.
Medea walked back to the front of the trailer. Dima and Magico were in a heated argument. He paid no attention to Medea, nor did he notice that Nikki was gone.
Nikki walked over to the sacred burial ground. She closed her eyes, muttering a chant and clutching a picture in her hand, a wedding photo of Liliya and Jerry.




Chapter 13
THE MOB FROM POJOAQUE PULLED INTO TESUQUE about the same time Nikki patted Magico on his back. He spun and stared into the dead eyes of his brother. Jerry had participated in ceremonies, painted as a sacred clown and was buried as one. His skin was painted in black and white stripes. His face was white and he had a large, red painted mouth and black circles around his eyes, that stared, unblinking at Magico.
Native Americans were terrified of ghosts; Magico certainly was, and he ran screaming from the pueblo.
“Witches,” the mob from Pojoaque yelled.
“We’ve overplayed out hand,” Dima whispered to Nikki. “We must hurry.”
By overplaying, Dima was referring to the fact that freeing Jerry from his grave actually hurt their cause, since the Tesuque Native Americans now joined those from the Pojoaque Pueblo, screaming about witches violating their sacred burial ground.
Dima grabbed her daughter’s hand and they both ran towards the truck, which Medea had loaded up with the trunk, the dozen cats, and Astra’s favorite toys, along with some priceless family pictures.
The Native Americans climbed in trucks, and beds of trucks, and with squealing tires, chased after them.
They were about a half of a mile from the pueblo, when Liliya came into view, walking forlornly on the road.
Medea slowed down and yelled out the window, “Jump in the back! Hurry!”
Liliya ran after the truck, placed a foot on the fender, and hauled herself up, landing on the bed of the truck in a pile of cats. She banged her head against the truck. “It’s crowded back here,” she hollered.
“Shut up,” Nikki screamed at her. “This is all your fault.”
Ominously, Dima stayed quiet.
After another half-mile, Medea veered the truck off the road, headed to a train that was stopped on the tracks.
The Native Americans were not too far behind. She could see the dust of their wheels in the rearview mirror.
“We have to catch that train, or else they will run us off the road,” Medea said.
She slammed on the brakes near the train.
Dima purchased five train tickets. All the while, she was looking over her shoulder at the mob that were coming closer.
Astra rode on top of the Catherine-the-Great trunk with her ankles crossed. The cart was pushed and pulled by two train employees. The little girl seemed undisturbed and calm.
The child has nerves of steel, Medea thought. She had expected tears, but it was stupid Liliya who was hiding inside the trunk, sobbing her heart out, sputtering how sorry she was that she screwed up again, and mumbling the word, “Mommy” over and over again.
Dima had still not said a word.
Astra covered her head when the Native Americans showed up, throwing rocks and yelling, “Witches!” They demanded that Liliya be turned over to them.
“Liliya isn’t here,” Nikki yelled at them.
The Romanovs zigzagged the rocks of the angry mob, barely escaping their clutches, and made it to the train.
Huffing and puffing with the arms of a five-year-old, Astra helped her grandmother and aunts shove the trunk onboard to smuggle her mother away from the Native Americans.
The torch-carrying crowd chased the train with little Astra shivering on Dima’s lap, as rocks pelted the train window.
Bottles crashed against the glass, and she cuffed her ears to drown out the screams of, “Die witch!”
The Romanovs had left everything behind at the pueblo, except for the trunk and the clothes on their backs, but Dima and her daughters were resourceful businesswomen with a wealth of magic at their fingertips.
The train picked up speed and left the Native Americans in the dust. They all breathed a sigh of relief.
“Where to?” Medea asked.
“We will stay in the Land of Enchantment. Santa Fe is the perfect town for our business,” she said.
Nikki and Medea both looked at Liliya, who stared out the window.
Dima had earlier used the train bathroom and shifted into her favorite 19-year-old. “I am tired of pretending to be forty-something,” she said.
“Santa Fe is an expensive to live,” Nikki pointed out.
“I still have my pearls,” Dima said.
When they arrived in Santa Fe, there was a van waiting for them, “big enough to carry all of us in comfort,” Dima exclaimed.
Dima sat in the driver’s seat with Medea next to her. There were two captains’ seats in the center where Nikki and Liliya sat. Astra bounced on the third seat in the back.
“The van is ours,” Dima announced. “I purchased it last week.”
Dima drove as though she knew where she was going.
She pulled up to a really big house with five sections. The wing to the far left was a one-story kitchen. Next to the large kitchen was a three-story section with a dining room on the first floor and four bedrooms, with a long landing on the second floor. The bedrooms were for Dima and her three daughters. Upstairs on the top floor of this wing was a really big room for Astra. “A bedroom for a princess and all of her toys,” Dima declared.
The next section of the house had two stories. The first story was the large entry hall. Above this was a large living area with a very high ceiling.
The fourth wing consisted of three stories and an attic. The roof of the attic resembled a witch hat, which was why, “What with the hill behind the house and the attic roof, they call this the House at Witch Hill,” Dima said, laughing. “These three stories can be our work areas, a story for each of us. Liliya gets the attic.”
“The attic has a low ceiling,” Liliya complained.
“Well, since you can’t fly, what does it matter?” Dima said.
The fifth and final section of the mansion was one story with a slanted roof and only one window. In this wing was a large room where, “We can brew Strega,” Dima said, “and do the laundry.”
The house bricks were peeling from the exterior, and the fence was broken in places. The house was a run-down mansion that had seen better days but, “The house is ours,” she said. “I signed the papers yesterday and paid cash with some pearls I sold. It is 1993, and I weary of living like a gypsy. No more trailer houses or motorhomes. This house is 11,600 square feet. We shall live in the manner we deserve, as descendants of Catherine the Great, once Empress of all the Russias.” And she plopped the tiara on Liliya’s head.
Liliya excused herself and went to find a bathroom. “There must be several in this monstrosity of a house,” she complained. “So many big rooms and no garage.”
When Liliya was out of earshot, Nikki asked, “But what of Wind-Keeper?”
“He is a decent man,” Dima said. “The shaman will leave us alone, if we leave him alone.”
“And the others? Santa Fe is too close to the pueblo,” Medea said.
“What does the Bible say—you reap what you sow? Don’t worry, girls, Liliya will not be bothering her enemies at either pueblo ever again. Shush, here comes your sister. You will learn more later.”




Chapter 14
LILIYA EXAMINED HER FINGERNAILS, muttering something about needing a polish touch-up. Her mother and sisters were discussing her, as if she was not in the room. “Medea always knows best,” she drawled. “I wanted Wind-Keeper’s power for myself. He keeps some lightning in a jar. I planned to steal the jar but got sidetracked. Love is overrated.”
“Liliya has always been a bully,” Medea said.
“She is spoiled,” Nikki chimed in.
Dima shrugged. “What can I say? She is the child of my old age.”
“We’re all children of your old age,” Medea spit out.
“Liliya wants too much,” Dima said.
“She wants the shapeshifting stone so she can be beautiful,” Nikki said.
“That’s you who wants beauty,” Liliya said and chuckled.
“She wants the stone for power,” Medea said.
Liliya polished her nails, dismissing her mother and sisters.
Dima stood in front of her with her hands on her hips. “Wind-Keeper is a shaman, and most powerful. To leave him with only one eye was idiotic,” she snarled.
“What was idiotic,” Liliya spat, “was to leave Tesuque. The Native Americans at the pueblo plan to build the Camel Rock Casino, and my daughter is half-Tesuque Native American. Astra should have her share.” Liliya turned her back on them and concentrated on her manicure, singing loudly as she did so.
Medea, silently and slowly, opened Catherine the Great’s trunk with her mind.
The Tome of Mirrors rose from the trunk and drifted in the air over to Dima, who now sat at a desk. Medea and Nikki stood behind Dima, blocking their mother from Liliya’s view and watching what Dima was writing in the family Tome.
Dima nodded her head and the Tome returned to the trunk, as quietly as it had left. Medea closed the trunk softly, with her mind and the lock turned to the closed position without making any noise.
“There. Aren’t my nails pretty,” Liliya said. She showed off the spidery-looking pattern she had drawn on her long nails and laughed.
Her sisters clapped, but Nikki and Medea were really clapping for what Dima wrote in the Tome.
Dima smiled smugly at Liliya and then announced, “I’m going to plant the walnut tree in the backyard.”
“I’m going out,” Liliya said and ran a comb through her hair.
Dima was talking to herself as she was planting the three-foot tree. She had kept the tree in a pot all these years to keep it small. The fact that she was now placing the tree in the ground, meant that Dima was setting down permanent roots in the Land of Enchantment.
Dima talked to herself as she worked. “It’s a good thing Tarantula came to me about the affair before things really got out of hand with Liliya.” To make peace with Tarantula, who threatened to go to Magico, Dima broke the love spell by milking a cactus of its juice. She then took the juice of the prickly cactus and mixed it with the ardor flower, which Tarantula then gave to Wind-Keeper.
“Have a nice time in town,” she now yelled at Liliya, who was walking since Medea and Nikki both grabbed Astra. The three of them jumped in the van and drove away while Liliya was dressing. They were going for ice cream, they claimed.
“Love is prickly, like the cactus,” Dima muttered, watching Liliya swing her hips towards the road. “I am sorry, daughter, but you brought this on yourself.”
Liliya loved to walk. She was wearing a comfortable pair of tennis shoes. The weather was beautiful. She had money in her purse. She just needed to get out of that stifling house. She really was looking forward to living in Santa Fe, which was an artsy town of close to 65,000 people with a lot of culture, including a famous opera house. She had missed the festivals these past years while she was pursuing...well, she wouldn’t think of him. Revenge was the best medicine for a broken heart, or so Liliya told herself. The remedy had yet to heal the pain.
Anyway, this year she would attend the burning of Zozobra, which was a 50-foot marionette that represented Old Man Gloom. She would put the past behind her and try to be happy. The burning took place at Fort Marcy, which was about a mile from the plaza. The Santa Fe Plaza was the place to be, with bars and restaurants, and shopping, and live music in the evenings. The plaza was where all the festivities, and there were many, took place in Santa Fe.
Liliya smiled as she got closer to the plaza, which was several acres and many streets big. She was still two blocks away and waited at a traffic light.
When the light changed, Liliya bumped her nose against an invisible wall. She stood there with her face smashed and her palms pressing, but she was unable to go further north.
People passed her by and crossed the street.
The wall was only blocking her, no one else. Liliya was hemmed in. She could not go forward to the plaza.
She ran along the street, her heart beating in panic. There was no opening. She could not cross the street. The plaza was denied her.
Bam! She hit another invisible wall, which stopped her from going further west.
She walked in the opposite direction of the plaza, south, and again hit an invisible wall.
She ran back towards the plaza and struck the wall with all the force of her body, crashing to the ground.
She stood on rocky feet, pounding at the invisible wall and screaming, “Mommy! Mommy! Please, Mommy! I’ll be good! I promise, Mommy!”
Liliya dropped to her knees and sobbed. “Mommy, what did you do to me? What did you do?”
What Dima did was finally lose patience with her youngest daughter. She cursed Liliya, and she got the idea for her punishment from Liliya herself.
Liliya felt the irony of her curse all the way down to her bitter bones. All of her life she sought great power. She finally gained that power through invisibility.
Now, Liliya was imprisoned by an invisible wall.
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Chapter 15
ASOCIAL WORKER GAWKED AT LILIYA’S IMMACULATE CLOTHING and toiletry. A black net draped Liliya’s face to protect her from pests. She sat on a throne chair, wearing a tiara, white gloves, and a long, red nightgown.
“Let Liliya have her throne,” Dima had said to her eldest daughters. “Your sister has nothing else since she cannot wander very far, only to work, and back, and in between.”
Liliya did seem regal, looking her pinched nose down at the social worker who shook her head at Astra’s dirty legs and arms. The 13-year-old girl was the opposite of her mother. Astra’s hair was a dirty reddish color, but seemed just plain dirty, her legs streaked with dry mud. Her arms appeared to have charcoal on them. Her filthy feet looked as if she rarely wore shoes. A butt cheek wobbled through a hole in her nightgown
“My daughter will attend school today.” Liliya balled up the court order in a white-gloved fist and tossed it to Dima with a look that said, See, what your other daughters have done? Nikki and Medea bring nothing but trouble to this house and yet, I am the one who has lost her freedom!
Dima glared at Liliya. “Astra is the only member of my family whom I love,” she said. Indeed, Astra sat on Dima’s lap with her face buried in her grandmother’s shoulder.
“Astra? I’m tired of hearing about that brat. Astra this, and Astra that. She’s all you talk about. Everything is for Astra! You all fawn over that child, and she isn’t even yours. Astra is mine!”
“Your daughter is not an object to be owned by you,” Medea said. She was dropping food in a dozen cat bowls.
“Are you going to arrest Astra because she doesn’t go to school?” Nikki asked the social worker.
Astra flinched in Dima’s arms. “Please don’t let the lady take me away,” she whined.
“Well, then you better go to school child,” Dima said.
Medea and Nikki both grunted, satisfied that their mother was on their side. Dima spoiled Astra. In her old age of 180 she had softened, or maybe she never wanted children but grandchildren instead. Astra was the only grandchild she would ever have since Nikki was 67-years-old, and Medea was cursed by Dima to be a cat at night. Liliya, being 48 years of age, could conceivably have another child, but she loathed the whole mother experience.
“I don’t want to go to school, Grandma!” Astra grabbed at Dima’s collar.
Grandma? The social services worker looked startled since Dima appeared to be 19. When Dima staggered into the living room, dressed in a beer-stained bathrobe, she had thought Dima was Astra’s older sister.
The social worker offered a hand to Liliya and stood. “It’s settled then,” she said.
Liliya turned her nose down at the woman’s proffered hand. “I avoid the germs of others,” she snapped, “and your breath stinks. Please do not come any closer and foul the air that I breathe.” She coughed into a silken, snowy-white, handkerchief, and then placed a cigarette in a long cigarette holder. She crossed her white, thin legs. Liliya looked as if she never got any sun. She preferred the night, when the filth of the world was hidden.
“To fumigate,” Liliya explained, not that the disapproving woman asked why she waved the blue smoke around her head. She smiled with small, pointed teeth, waving a hand at the woman, as if Liliya was a queen. “You are dismissed. My sister will see you out.” She then turned her back to the woman, indicating that their meeting was at an end.
Medea made a face at Nikki and indicated with her eyes, to make sure that the woman did not return. Ever, she mouthed.
Nikki grabbed the woman’s elbow.
She shivered from Nikki’s icy hand.
Nikki escorted the social worker from the house. The woman appeared more than happy to leave. Nikki could be scary-looking, if she showed the right side of her face. It was only eight in the morning and Nikki was clothed in a black bathrobe with a hood covering the good side of her face.
Ha! The woman took one look at Nikki’s profile and stumbled down the porch steps, jumped in her car, and sped down the hill.
Nikki was preoccupied climbing slowly up the stairs of the porch, and grumbling, “Marilyn Monroe never had to get up so early.”
Astra rubbed at a fresh bruise on her face and winced at the pain.
Medea was watching with narrowed eyes. Her head was hunched like a cat and a slight hiss escaped her lips.
Liliya whispered in her daughter’s ear, “Don’t you dare tell anyone that I struck you earlier.”
“Let me go,” Astra said and jerked her arm away. She went into the kitchen, shoveled some cereal into her mouth, and then ran up a flight of stairs to get ready for school.
Astra was small for her age and inside, she felt even smaller. What Astra really wanted, above all else, was to be anybody than who she was, just like Grandma. Dima was mostly a teenager and rarely her ancient age. Grandma pretended to be her sister. Dima was make-believe, which is exactly what Astra wanted to be. She longed to be like her teddy bear, which she often stuck with pins. She once yanked out an eye button and shoved it in her own eye but still, she saw Astra staring back at her from the Looking-Glass-of-Time.  The bottom of the crack had revealed herself as a baby and Mama spitting at her, accusing Astra of murdering her father.
There. Astra was washed, dressed, and ready to face the torture of school. She had brushed the dirt from her hair and sort of combed the locks. She wore a dirty dress, instead of pajamas. She was still barefoot and only her face was clean. Aunt Nikki had made the dress, along with most of her clothes.
“Now let’s see, where is the murky pin that is a mystery like Mama? Ah, there it is, hiding under the bed.”
Most of her family never bothered to walk up a flight of stairs to Astra’s bedroom. Instead, they all yelled at her from downstairs. To be fair, Aunt Medea only yelled at Astra, when her niece was in danger of getting hurt. Aunt Nikki mostly raised her voice because she had a hard time climbing up and down stairs.
Astra was slight of build and had no problem crawling under the bed. She retrieved a huge pin and stabbed, repeatedly, the exposed plastic heart of her teddy bear, until she cracked the scratched-up heart. The scratches on the heart were from the other times Astra attempted to break it with the murky-blue Mama pin.
“Ha-ha!” Astra laughed. She could hear Mama upstairs screaming that she felt as if she was having a heart attack. “It’s that damn heartburn again,” Mama screeched.
Astra then picked up another large pin that had a skull on the head of the pin. “Hello, Aunt Nikki,” Astra said and stabbed the teddy bear on the forehead.
Upstairs, Aunt Nikki yelled, “Cat, I need a potion for a headache.” Aunt Nikki was talking to Aunt Medea.
Astra giggled. Grandma was next on her mad-list. She picked up a big pin that had a masked, Catherine-the-Great picture on it. Astra ran with the pin and stuck the teddy bear on the leg.
Dima hollered that she was lame. “Sonofabitch! I have gout in my leg! What the hell? Where is Pompeii, that rusting, shapeshifting stone?”
“She’s asking for you,” Astra said to a stuffed, stitched, three-foot gingerbread man with a mean, scowling look on the face. The gingerbread man turned down its stitched mouth and glared with devil-looking button eyes. The gingerbread man was animated and walked on legs stuffed with cotton.  She patted the gingerbread man on its head, which was stuffed with cotton. “Dima doesn’t love you like I do, Pompeii. You better shift back into a rock, and I’ll sneak you back up when I leave, and drop you back in her dresser.”
The gingerbread man turned into a volcanic rock that seemed to stare at Astra with love in the two porous holes, which resembled puppy-dog eyes. Astra dripped some water on the rock so that it could drink.
“I just need to do one more thing.” Astra picked up the last large pin from the concrete floor. This pin had a cat face with strange-looking eyes. Astra took the pin and stabbed the foot of the teddy bear.
“Ouch!” Aunt Medea yelled from upstairs.
Astra glared at the four pins on the teddy bear, one for each member of her family. “That’s what you all get for making me go to school!”
Quick, someone was coming up the stairs. Astra unstuck all of the pins and threw the pins under the bed. She picked up Pompeii, and shoved the shapeshifting rock in her pocket. She then stood at attention at the foot of the stairs with her teeth clenched, like she was smiling. She twisted her hands behind her back. Inside, she was a shivering mess of tummy ache and farts.
Oh, it was only Aunt Medea. Astra’s flattish chest caved in, and she gave a sigh of relief.
Aunt Medea was limping, and she felt a twinge of guilt. She really did love Aunt Medea, and Aunt Nikki. Grandma tried to be fun. She sometimes shapeshifted into a 13-year-old girl, but refused to play computer games with her. Since she was born in 1821, Dima sometimes moaned when her cellphone buzzed instead of rang. “Sounds like a vibrator,” she would say and chuckle naughtily.
“What’s a vibrator?” Astra once asked Aunt Nikki.
“Something Marilyn Monroe never had to use,” Aunt Nikki answered.
Of all her family, Astra loved Aunt Medea most of all. At night, she was a 12-year-old cat, who slept with Astra. If one counted the years since her first human birth, Aunt Medea should be 82 years old. During the day, she was a 29-year-old woman.
“What have you been up to, Astra?” Aunt Medea stopped on the last step. She examined the fresh pin pricks on the teddy bear.
“Well, if you didn’t want me to use effigy magic, why did you teach me then?” Astra said.
“What am I gonna to do with you, Astra? Why didn’t you put on a clean dress for school?” Medea rifled through the closet. “Here, put on this skirt and sweater. Come on. Hurry up! I’m on my way to work, and I’ll drop you off at school. Here, I bought you some school supplies.”
Astra snatched the bag from her aunt and snarled, “How did you know that I would be going to school today?”
Medea chuckled. “Well, my crystal ball told me.”
“You could have warned me last night, when you came meowing at the door to let you in,” Astra said.
“Why? So, you can run away again?”
Astra quickly changed, turning her back to her aunt while she transferred the shapeshifting stone to a small purse. “I need a brush to comb my hair again. I can’t find mine,” she said.
Her aunt beamed at her. “You can take a brush from my room. And while you’re at it, clean up your face and legs with a washrag. Bring the ribbon on the bed so I can tie your hair back. You have a pretty face, if you would just clean up.”
Astra ran upstairs and bumped into Mama at the top.
Mama took a walnut from her skirt pocket, handing it to Astra. “Do as I have instructed and you will have a nice day, my darling.”
“Okay,” she said in a small voice.
She scurried towards her aunt’s room, darting into her grandmother’s room and dropping the shapeshifting stone back into the dresser drawer. “I’m sorry,” she whispered to Pompeii, “but Grandma expects to find you here.” She petted the stone which purred at her touch. “I’ll water you when I get home from school.”
She choked on the word, school.
Astra stood patiently while Aunt Medea tied a ribbon in her hair.
She then sat buckled into the front seat beside her aunt. She clenched a lunch sack in her hands. Mama had made her a sandwich and shoved some other food in the bag. She had hissed some instructions into her ear before pushing her out the door.
The social services lady actually paying a visit to the house was nervy of her. Some people were scared of the women who lived at The House at Witch Hill. “I don’t understand why,” Mama often complained to her aunts and Grandma. “We’re just a group of businesswomen.”
“People are suspicious of independent women,” Aunt Medea would say.
“Exactly. That’s the problem,” Aunt Nikki would agree. “We’re working women with no men in this house.”
“And whose fault is that?” Grandma would bark and glare at Mama.
Aunt Medea drove the car up to the district middle school and stuck out her cheek for a kiss.
“I hate school. I don’t want to go.”
“How can you hate school when you rarely attend?”
She shrugged her small shoulders. “I would rather go to school at the pueblo, but I didn’t fit in there either.” Astra felt as if she was split into two girls. She didn’t look at all Native American, which made her an outsider at the pueblo. As for the Santa Fe townsfolk, Grandma was more than amused to have bought the land, which had been labeled Witch Hill four centuries ago. It was easy for Grandma. She could shapeshift into whoever she wanted to be.
“Besides,” Astra added, “I can read and write some. You and Aunt Nikki taught me. And I can add and subtract.”
“Yes, on your fingers.”
“There is a calculator on my phone,” Astra said.
“We don’t have the time to be full-time teachers. If it was up to your mother, you would be totally ignorant. I know you’re not happy about this, Astra, but you have to go to school. You don’t want to grow up with no education, do you? Don’t you want to learn to read and write better?”
“I like to watch television,” she said.
“Just go and have fun. Maybe you’ll make some friends.”
She pecked at her aunt’s cheek with pursed lips and slammed the car door.
Friends?
I’m a leper, a freak, a deplorable, trash, that’s what the other kids have always called me.
Astra hugged the bag of school supplies, staring at the back of her aunt’s car until the vehicle was just a speck on the road.




Chapter 16
ASTRA MARCHED TOWARDS THE MIDDLE SCHOOL, AS IF TO HER DOOM. The principal was waiting for her. “You’re late,” she snapped. “You’ve missed your first class.”
She followed the principal to the second classroom she was assigned. “We didn’t know what grade to place you in, but we’ll try eighth-grade shall we? Perhaps, you are bright? Or dumb,” she muttered when Astra did not answer.
Astra followed the well-groomed principal, combing at her hair with the small brush Aunt Medea gave her. She licked her hands, wiping her face of any smudges she may have picked up in the car. Yuck, she had cat hair between her teeth. She should have brought a mirror with her. Well, at least she remembered to wear shoes, though a shoe string was missing from a tennis shoe along with her socks.
Astra lingered shyly in the doorway of the classroom, unaware that a handful of hair stuck up from her scalp.
“Astra Romanov? I am Miss Singer,” the teacher said.
She thought, I know who you are, Teacher. You are the seventh lump on Mama’s petticoat. It is Mama’s fault no man will ever marry you. As Aunt Nikki says, Liliya has done you a favor.
Miss Singer wore spectacles, a cape, and a hat, even when inside. She coughed uncomfortably, wiping some snot on her dress. “The first day of school started a month ago,” she said with exasperation. She straightened, folding her hands on the desk. “The letters mailed out instructed all parents to register their children on September first.”
“My mother is not all parents. She never goes by others’ timetables.”
“You will be weeks behind the others. This class is English and we are reading the classics. Do you read a lot?”
Astra nodded her head, yes but thought, Barely.
Miss Singer piled three books on Astra’s arms, slamming each book on top of the previous. “Animal Farm by George Orwell. A political book, really.”
Grandma read me this book, she thought. Dima once pretended to be a Communist.
“Here, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain, about a ragged outsider. And lastly, Diary of a Young Girl by Anne Frank, about a girl, close to your age forced to live in a basement, in hiding.”
“Was she hiding from those who might judge her?” Astra asked in a small voice.
“You’ll discover, when you read the book. I wouldn’t want to spoil the true story for you. Now, find somewhere to sit and tomorrow, don’t be tardy.”
Astra’s shoulders were rounded and her toes pointed in. Her ragged hair tangled about her monkey face. She had a look of disdain on her face, as she scanned the other pupils. The students all but sparkled from showers and baths.
The other kids dropped their eyes to the floor, their faces flushed beet red.
Chickens! Their parents probably warned them about me and my family.
Astra was slender with haunted eyes reflecting her status as an outcast and a loner. She was a girl shunned by all. She stared straight ahead, like a robot, balancing the heavy books on her skinny arms. She shuffled down the aisles, looking for a seat.
The kids held their fingers to their noses, as she passed.
Miss Singer smiled to the side of her mouth. She did not lecture her students about their bad manners.
The wooden desks were long, the type shared by two pupils, sitting side by side. There were four empty seats left.
One row after another, as Astra passed an available seat, the boy or girl sitting in the adjoining seat slid into the empty one, preventing her from sitting there.
Astra bit her tongue and the cuss words threatening her composure. She wished she did not care so much about the rejection. She sucked in her cheeks, refusing to cry.
She snaked her way around all the aisles, until there was only an empty seat at the front.
Astra hugged her books, unsure whether or not to place them on the other girl’s desk or to sit on the floor.
The other kids snickered, egging the girl to rebuff her, just as the others had.
Amelia O'Sullivan paid no heed to the snickering. Astra’s eyes arrested her. Her orbs reflected isolation and despair. Her lavender-colored eyes resembled two ships lost at sea and tossed about by an adjoining storm, neither ship able to come to the aid of the other. Along with loneliness mingled fury. Astra’s anger was a palpitating, living thing. The storm raging in her eyes was like the earth rumbling below the ground.
One day, Amelia thought, her fury will cave in. There will be such a storm then. Perhaps she is like her mother. It is rumored that Liliya Romanov can cause the rain to fall.
“You can sit here, Astra.” Amelia spoke in a low voice so was unsure if the girl heard.
A sigh of relief escaped Astra’s lips.
“I’m Amelia,” she said, smiling at her.
Astra set her books down.
Amelia slid over to make room.
Astra silently took her seat.
The other kids looked disappointed.
Her head hung down, her hair hiding the expression on her face. Astra rolled a pencil between her hands. The pencil clicked against a ring on her finger. The clicking was in tune to her shoe hitting the front of the desk. Her left toe stuck out of a hole in the fabric. Her nails were dirty and ragged. It was not true what the other kids said though. Astra did not stink. In fact, she smelled like strawberries. She just needed to wash her hair.
Unlike the rest of her family, Astra did not seem dangerous, just lacking in social graces. Click. Click. Click, went the sound of the pencil passing across her ring. Kick. Kick. Kick, went the sound of her shoes...until a spitball hit Astra in the back of the head.
Astra dropped the pencil, her lips moving silently.
Amelia bent her head under the desk to pick up the pencil.
Astra swung her head around and locked eyes with the boy who threw the spitball at her. She stared at Joey Penny, opening her eyes wide until dark-blue veins stuck out of her eyelids.
With a pale face and hollowed cheeks, he stared back at her like a zombie, struck by the force of her gaze and drowning in a whirlpool of emotions. Regret. Sadness. Fear. Shock. Hatred. Astra especially threw out hatred at him, numbing his brain, and overwhelming him with lightheadedness.
His head slowly circled his neck.
His eyelids drooped to his cheeks.
All oxygen left his body, his lungs deflating into his spine.
Astra was the only one in the room who could see his flesh separate from his bones, and his organs disintegrate.
His heart fell on the desk.
His liver dropped to the floor.
His lungs breathed in one corner.
His kidneys hung on the wall of another corner.
His bladder was on the teacher’s desk, leaking piss into a trash can.
Joey really did piss his pants, giving his feet a shower as urine seeped beneath his socks.
He was dying. His spirit was breaking free from his body, tearing his guts open, from the inside out.
Finally, his spirit did break free and whooshed from his belly button.
His soul floated from the ceiling, looking down upon his empty shell.
“Here, I picked up your pencil,” Amelia said.
Astra moved her eyes away from Joey’s eyes, breaking the spell.
He gasped for air, clutching his collar, having re-entered his body. The re-entry was like carbonated soda sealed inside a bottle to trap the air bubbles. Green saliva bubbled from his lips. Mucus ran from his nose. Goosebumps erupted on his arms. He rubbed his chest, blinking his eyes to hold back his tears. Everyone in the room heard his fart when he pooped his pants.
“There must be a cold going around. Boys are weak, susceptible to all sorts of things,” Astra commented. She laughed, clenching the desk, belying her humorous mood. She peeked at Amelia from the corner of one eye, wondering if she heard her muttering the spell. She breathed deeply and closed her eyes, clenching her hands into fists. Control, Astra, she told herself. It’s all about control. Remember what Aunt Nikki has taught you—there is a time and a place for everything, even death.
After the boring lesson the bell rang. Miss Singer told the students they could go to lunch. Amelia, also, carried a lunch sack. Astra followed her outside, like a puppy biting at her sock.
She ran after Amelia to the back of the school, where no one else was around. She cornered the girl. There was nowhere else to run. The school fence was at her back. The school building on her right.
“I’ve never had a live friend before,” Astra said.
“I’m not your friend. Go away before you ruin my life. My friends don’t want to eat with me because of you.”
“Then we’ll eat together.”
Astra pushed Amelia’s shoulders, forcing her to sit on the ground. “Don’t worry. No other kids can see us,” she said.
They both ate in silence.
Amelia looked as if she was about to cry. “That’s what I get for being nice,” Astra thought she heard the girl mumble.
Astra yanked a huge walnut from her pocket and held it out to Amelia. The walnut was shiny, because Astra had taken the time to rub the shell against the hem of her skirt. She had planned to disobey Mama and give the walnut to Miss Singer instead of the O’Sullivan girl, but she changed her mind.
“What did you do to Joey?” Amelia asked, suspiciously.
“Is that the boy’s name? I did nothing. He must have felt guilty for being mean and throwing a spitball at me. See. I’m nice.” She offered Amelia the walnut.
The shell sparkled in the sunlight. “It’s a long time between lunch and home. You have a healthy appetite. You’re not thin like me,” she said. Amelia was taller, big-boned, and not fragile-looking like Astra.
Amelia circled her mouth with her tongue, but did not take the walnut. “First, tell me a secret,” she said.
“I’m really a Russian princess, but don’t tell.”
Amelia rolled her eyes.
Astra cracked the walnut shell in half with a clenched fist. She removed a chunk of crunchy nut and tossed the nut in her mouth. She once again offered the walnut to Amelia. “I answered your question.”
“I am still hungry,” Amelia said and grunted.
Astra sprinkled a few walnut pieces in her limp hand.
Amelia rubbed her fingers against the nuts, swallowing the saliva in her mouth. “What did you say?”
Astra talked with a full mouth. Tiny crumbs of walnut flew from between her teeth as she chewed. She gulped, swallowing the nut. “I told you, see, the walnut is not poisoned.”
An uncomfortable silence followed her words.
Amelia lifted the walnut pieces to her mouth and bit into the nut, acting as if the nut tasted like sawdust in her mouth.
“Walnuts are dry, but here, you must eat the last piece in this half of the walnut. See, how the walnut is shaped exactly like a heart?” Astra carefully removed the nut so it would not break. She stuffed the heart-shaped nut in Amelia’s mouth. “Chew,” she ordered.
Amelia bit down on the nut, but the heart-shaped piece would not break.
Astra smiled, lopsided. “The walnut is from my family’s tree.” She plopped down beside her. “You know, the big walnut tree on the top of the hill that looks down on Santa Fe?”
Amelia gagged, and the walnut slid down her throat. “The dead walnut tree at Witch Hill?” she squeaked.
Astra grasped Amelia’s hand in her own, preventing her from escaping. She squeezed tighter, ignoring her pale face and whimper. “The fruit of the nut is especially sweet. You have never tasted such a walnut before.”
Amelia quit struggling. Her face shown with rapture. “You’re right, Astra. Your family’s walnut is the best I have ever tasted. The pieces of shell even glow in my hand.”
“I have another walnut.” Astra waved a walnut at Amelia who grabbed for it. She held the walnut high, laughing. “This walnut is shaped like your brain.”
She threw the walnut at Amelia, who cracked the shell open and sucked the pieces of nut right out of the shell. “With each bite, this walnut tastes better and better,” she said.
“There is such passion in this nut, I feel tingly all over. Oh, but I am stingy. The walnut is nearly gone. Here, Astra, have a piece.”
“No,” she said, guiding the walnut to Amelia’s lips. “Eat. Eat of the fruit of my family’s tree.”
Amelia’s lips reddened. She looked as if her heart beat in her mouth, pumping blood around her trembling lips.
“I brought the walnuts, especially for you.” She smiled sweetly when Amelia swallowed the walnut, even the shell.
Control. It was all about control. Astra had bide her time. All morning, the walnuts burned a hole in her purse, but Astra controlled the urge to offer the walnuts to Amelia in the classroom.
See. Her first day at school and already, she was learning.




Chapter 17
AMELIA MOANED AT HER FULL DINNER PLATE. The skin around her bellybutton cramped with such pressure that she feared the button would pop and spill her insides all over the chair. Butterflies flew around her intestines, like vultures after the spoils. “I don’t want to die,” she groaned.
She shoved her plate of food, and it went crashing to the floor.
She was hysterical and thrashing about. Oh, God, I ate a walnut from the tree that grows at Witch Hill. Amelia kept repeating in gibberish something about, “Stupid idiot.”
Her parents put her to bed, even though the sun was shining. A cup of tea, brewed from a mint herb growing wild around the Santa Fe Mountains, calmed her. She closed her tear-dried eyes, drifting off to sleep and relaxed by the spearmint taste in her mouth.
She dreamt of sitting in a giant, hot kettle.
Astra materialized in the pot. She wore a dirty dish rag swathed around her body. The rag stuck to her ribs. She resembled a drowned cat. Astra was stone-faced, staring up at a full moon. She sang a twisted lullaby to an eerie tune. In the distance, a wolf howled, singing in harmony. With each note, the fire cackled and sparks flew.
Astra’s mother, Liliya, and her Aunt Nikki appeared.
Liliya dumped two pails of water into the kettle. The water sizzled beneath their feet. She smiled. “I am known throughout the land for my kindness towards children. I shall cook you until you are so tender, I can cut you with a fork instead of a sharp knife. What do you have to say to that, huh? One thank you will do.”
“Thank,” Astra said.
“You,” Amelia added.
“Good. It is never too late to learn good manners. Where are those onions, lazy slut?” She pushed Nikki, who limped towards a table of vegetables.
Amelia thrashed about in the water, crying. Liliya grabbed her hand and twisted it. She shoved on her finger a black onyx ring, just like the one Astra wore.
Amelia woke up, sweating and screaming for her mother.
The next day at school, Amelia sat with Camila.
Just once, Astra lifted her head from the floor. She looked at Amelia with such pain on her face, that Amelia felt ashamed.
From then on, Astra sat in a corner of the classroom, on a seat reserved just for her. The young witch sat isolated from the others. Except for the annoying kicking of her desk, Astra appeared catatonic. No one knew if she learned to read, or write, or do arithmetic. No one cared about Astra who ate alone, and walked home from school alone.
Finally, after two weeks, Astra dropped out of school, and no one even noticed, not even her family because she still pretended to go to school.
A month later at dawn on Easter Saturday, Astra climbed a tree. She spied on the men hiding the eggs for the children. Every year, the Knights of Columbus, a Catholic fraternal organization, handed out about 3,000 eggs to the members to hide. The wives had cooked and colored the eggs the day before. The Knights of Columbus held an Easter egg hunt, staggered at different times; the morning for middle school children, and the afternoon for elementary school children. Added to the mix for the middle schoolers were Golden eggs, each with a 10-dollar bill stuffed inside.
After hiding the eggs for the middle schoolers, the men drove away.
Astra climbed down from the tree. She dragged an enormous basket with her, collecting all of the golden eggs.
Later, Astra sat on the tree, her legs swinging from a branch, four dozen golden eggs piled in her lap, along with an edible egg, which she peeled and stuffed in her mouth.
Here they come, she thought, snickering at the vehicles filled with 800 excited kids and their Easter baskets.
The kids, a few she recognized from her disastrous weeks at school, stampeded the hills, yelling at each other, “Did you find one yet?”
No, but they were all hungry. Some were mad at not finding any of the 48, gold-painted, wooden eggs which held money.
A fistfight broke out between the kids, the men who hid the eggs, and their wives. Accusations flew. Someone must have snuck back and stolen all of the golden eggs.
Astra snuck over to one of the trucks, and stole the bags of Easter candy and eggs intended for the younger children at the afternoon Easter hunt.
This was the best Easter Astra ever had, and the only Easter egg hunt she ever did. She figured the bags of candy would last her until Halloween.
Later, Astra sat in her room, eating some candy.
Aunt Medea sat beside her, and Astra offered her a chocolate-covered Easter egg.
“Revenge can be very sweet,” Medea said and bit into the chocolate.
Astra gasped. Of course, Aunt Medea always knew what was going on. She had 24 eyes and ears from the dozen cats she commanded.
Astra played with a hangnail. “I can’t go back to school. I don’t fit in. I never did.”
“Believe me, I know how you feel. I looked homeschooling up on the internet. There is a method known as unschooling, or natural learning, where you get to pick what you’re interested in. I suppose, we can take turns homeschooling you.”
Astra smiled, but her eyes were secretive. What she was really interested in was how to shapeshift like Grandma, that way she could become someone else.




Chapter 18
PATRICK O’SULLIVAN FLUNG THE DOOR OPEN to let in a breeze, all without missing a dance beat. He stepped back, clenching his heart. There on the steps wobbled a witch. Her steps were leaden, as though she rose from the dead. She was dressed in a raggedy wedding gown. Her wedding veil started at the tip of her head, wrapped around her face, and crept down to bare feet that spent at least one century in a river or lake. Patrick may have been the first to see the witch, but everyone at the birthday party heard her unearthly wail.
The witch raised her arms, and screamed louder.
Patrick’s dance partner fainted.
His brother, Sean, dropped his guitar, the wooded instrument cracking.
Everyone stepped back, covering their noses to block out the smell of dead flesh.
The witch shrieked, beating her chest with her fists. Her shrills were so strong, that the windows burst from the frames. Glass flew about the partygoers. One piece even stabbed Patrick’s cheek.
The witch’s eyes were grey and dead-looking. Her skin was bad and her brows light in color. Her nose was big and did not have a bridge, so the nose seemed an extension of her forehead. She looked up at the ceiling with a tragic face. Her eyes turned entirely white. Sweat poured from her face which flushed red, as though she stood in the flames. Her head snapped to the right. “Have you seen my drowned sisters?”
The witch snapped her head left and grinned at the birthday girl. She opened her arms. “Oh, there is my sister,” she cackled.
“Don’t look at her, Amelia,” Uncle Patrick yelled.
“Amelia? My sweet girl,” she cooed.
Amelia turned her head into her mother’s shoulder, and the woman tightened her hold around the girl’s neck. “She knows your name,” her mother sobbed into her hair. “She knows your name.”
“Don’t look at her,” Patrick shouted again.
The witch pierced Patrick with her eyes.
He stepped back, gasping for breath because a visit from a dead witch meant that death would visit the household. He had opened the door, inviting death in.
Death did not come in. The witch simply stood at the doorway crying, with her arms reaching out to Amelia. Pain rose from her throat, shaking the adobe walls and chilling the blood of all at the party.
The witch swayed her body in a dance. She sang with a siren’s voice:
“Amelia, come to me.
Little sister, sit on my knee
Precious sister, I hold the key.
Charming sister, you will see.
Delicious girl, I shall set you free.
Amelia, run to me.”
It was so seductive that Amelia pounded her fists against Ma’s chest, struggling to be free. She ran her fingernails down Ma’s cheek, scratching her. “Let me go,” she yelled, but her parents held onto her tightly, even though Da was having a coughing fit.
If Amelia would not come to the witch, then she would have to get her. She lifted a muddy foot but try as she might, she could not step across a sheepskin pelt that was placed at the entrance to keep the cold air out. She jumped up and down, trying to skip across, but an invisible force held her back from entering the home.
She squeezed her arms to the sides of her body and spat on the pelt. She ripped a Black Dragon Rose from her hair, flinging the rose, which landed on the middle of the floor with its petals still intact.
Everyone in the house gasped and took a step back.
The widow, childless mother, jilted bride, and orphaned daughter turned and walked away with the thorn of another Black Dragon Rose still stuck to her hand. She sobbed, dragging the train of her wedding veil. Her veil had dragged the river as she searched for her sisters beneath the murky waters of the Rio Grande. She looked for any sign that her sisters survived, any bubble of air.
Patrick grabbed the handle of the door to close it. He gasped at 12 bumps that formed in the road. Pop, pop, pop, each bump appeared until there were a dozen bumps.
Beside each bump rose a ghostly woman from beneath the pavement. Each ghost had a Black Dragon Rose which shimmered from the moonlight, appearing fresh on her head.
The witch walked towards her sisters and with each foot upon the ground, a ghost faded into a bump until all of the ghosts vanished; and there were only 12 bumps on the road.
With each additional step the witch took, a bump would fade, until the pavement was smooth once again.
Patrick slammed the door shut and locked it. He pulled back the curtain and spied on the witch.
She touched her toes and rolled around the street. Sparks shot beneath her body until she turned into a fireball, lifted, and soared across the sky.
The house was silent. All eyes were on the black velvety rose on the floor. The rose was untouched by the chilly fall season. The thorns of the rose protruded from its long green stem, like razors. Sprinkles of brown water muddied the petals of the rose, polluting its dark-purple beauty.
Emily O’Sullivan, a mother who held Amelia so tightly in her arms, handed her daughter to Sean, her husband. She swept up the black rose, tossing it into the black night.
Emily then lifted up the pelt, exposing two sewing needles crossed in the shape of a crucifix. She knelt, making the sign of the cross to this symbol that kept the witch from entering the house.
Behind Emily, all dropped to their knees.
The clicking of rosary beads replaced the silence of the house.
“Ava. Ava, Maria,” they all sang, muttering the rosary beneath their breath.
The guests trailed from the house, swinging their rosary beads in their hands.
Emily once more covered the cross of sewing needles with the pelt, protecting the entrance to the home.
Throughout the long night, Emily and Sean kept watch over Amelia. Witches were known to steal children from their beds.
∞∞∞
The next morning, the sun rose East over the mountains. Amelia strolled from the bedroom to eat breakfast. Her hair bounced against her back. She wrinkled her nose with disgust. It smells as if we are having fish for breakfast, she thought.
Spoiled fish.
She stopped abruptly at the entrance to the kitchen. In place of her usual bowl of oatmeal on the kitchen table lay her Uncle Patrick, spread-eagle. His fingers clenched the air, as though clawing at something. The fingernails were ragged and worn. The bare feet were muddied, the ankles bloodied. The shriveled big toes resembled the bark of a tree, ashen grey in color. He appeared to have drowned.
“Uncle Patrick?” Amelia reached out a finger to waken him, and his leg bounced. It was as if, like a fish, he had been deboned and there was no skeleton holding his muscle in place.
She climbed on a chair, moving her nose closer to his face so that his moustache tickled her nose. She sniffed at the Black Dragon Rose stuffed in his mouth.
This was how her parents found her. Amelia lay limp with her face buried in the rose.
She had fainted over Uncle Patrick’s corpse.




Chapter 19
ACOCKROACH CRAWLED ACROSS THE BATHROOM FLOOR, dragging its pregnant belly. This was such a big house with such a small bathroom, and such a dusty floor. The roach left a trail of shiny clean wood as it dragged its belly.
“Kill it,” Liliya ordered her daughter.
“But I can’t stand to hear bugs crunch beneath my shoe.”
“Then use my shoe!” She tugged angrily at the laces of her boot. She jerked off the boot, throwing it at Astra, who ducked. “You will kill the roach,” she screeched from a red face.
She flared out her long nails, and Astra gulped at the razor-like tips. She clutched her elbows, clinging to herself, as if she could save herself from Mama’s wrath.
“It’s the sound of death you can’t stand, you spineless girl. Get used to it, for death is all we have in the end.” Liliya dropped to her knees, slamming a hairbrush on the cockroach. The bug splattered against the bristles of the brush. She smiled at Astra. “Let me brush your hair.”
Astra covered her mouth to keep from throwing up, as Mama used the dirty brush on her head, rubbing the remains of the cockroach against her scalp.
I will not vomit. I must not show more weakness.
“You must look nice for the funeral. Thank goodness the death occurred within my jurisdiction,” which is how Liliya referred to the curse which kept her from wandering very far.
“Look, I bought you a new dress from an online store.” Mama pointed to a dress; she had laid out on the bed. The dress was made of a coarse, homespun, material. The dress was brown and shapeless, but it was new.
Whew, Astra thought, Aunt Nikki to the rescue.
Aunt Nikki limped up the stairs. She had a black dress draped over her arm. “I’ve made you this, dear.”
Astra grabbed the dress, holding the depressing fabric against her slim body. “Thanks,” she said.
“What are we going to do with her?” Mama said to Nikki. “The girl won’t even kill a cockroach.”
Astra closed her eyes, her stomach no longer upset. She visibly shook. “Do we have to go to a funeral? I don’t even know the deceased.” She shivered.
“Can you imagine my child afraid,” Mama said to Nikki.
“I don’t want to go! Please don’t make me!”
“Then, you don’t want the dress your Aunt Nikki made for you.” She snatched the dress and threw it on the floor.
Nikki bent and picked up the dress. “I will teach my niece about death when the girl is ready.” She handed the dress to Astra.
“Well, it is apparent by her frightened eyes that she is not ready. I shall have to drag her to the funeral by the hair.” Liliya reached out a hand to yank her hair.
Nikki grabbed Liliya’s wrist. “As I recall the only thing you know of death are the times, we had to rescue you from being lynched or burned.”
Astra winced. She had a nagging feeling that she was more of an experiment to Mama, rather than a daughter. “I’ll go,” she said.
“Good. You are not a stupid girl, just a stubborn one.” She scraped a fingernail across the back of Astra’s neck, leaving a red mark. “You refuse to learn what is good for you, don’t you, my darling?”
Astra cringed at the endearment. She hated those two words: my darling. Mama addressing her kindly meant she would mete out punishment at a later date.
Mama rubbed her beneath the chin, as if she was a cat. Instead of purring, Astra stared straight ahead, her arms hanging limp at her sides.
Mama put her boot back on and lifted her foot, resting it against Astra’s crotch. She laced up the boot, pulling the laces tight.
Mama danced towards the stairs.
Aunt Nikki held Astra’s hand and followed behind her. They passed Aunt Medea who was coming down the stairs. Nikki nodded her head at Medea, as if saying, “She’s mistreating our niece again.”
Nikki and Medea had such a relationship that the two women seemed to be able to communicate with their minds. Nikki was clairvoyant and Medea could read minds to a certain extent, so it seemed to Astra. Her two aunts seemed to be able to read her mind, well, her heart anyway.
Aunt Medea now twirled in what she called her revenge dress. The hem had lumps, which were a collection of little bags stuffed with hair—one lump for everyone Medea felt deserved a bit of vengeance now and then. “Would you like to kick your mother?” she asked.
Astra nodded her head. She knew exactly which lump was Mama’s. She lifted her shoe and kicked at the lump.
Mama yelled from downstairs.
Another cockroach crawled across the floor. This roach was pregnant.
Astra stomped on the pregnant cockroach. She repeatedly brought her boot down until the expectant mother and all her eggs were smashed goo on her boot heel.
There, she thought, now, the mother is dead.




Chapter 20
IT DID NOT TAKE LONG FOR THE STENCH OF DEATH TO BLOW OUT THE BROKEN WINDOWS OF THE O’SULLIVAN HOUSE. The stink fanned across the land, or perhaps it was the budding social media that made Santa Fe more gossipy than usual. In any case, Santa Fe was a town of only about 66,0000 souls. The smell of death spun like a web of spiders, crept up the stucco walls of neighbors’ houses, swept down their chimneys, and covered their breakfast tables with a tablecloth of fine, black lace. Within the hour, that her parents found Amelia slumped over her uncle, news spread so that death was digested for breakfast everywhere in Santa Fe.
By the next hour, a caravan of trucks wobbled towards the O’Sullivan house. The truck in the lead had Frank Funeral Home painted on the doors. The bed of the truck was filled with lumber cut from trees growing in abundance in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. Atop the lumber of the lead truck lay a skeleton, its bones rattling with each movement of the truck along the dirt road.
The harsh-looking men were members of the Penitents, a Catholic fraternal society, similar to the Penitentials in Texas. The Penitents always arranged for the burial of the dead.
Behind the trucks followed a procession of wailing women, dressed in black capes billowing in the wind, making them look like crows come to feast on the dead. The leader of the women waved a bell in front of her.
Michael Frank, the driver of the lead truck, blasted the horn, signaling that they were to all park. He jumped down from the driver’s seat and stood bow-legged on short legs, with his fists on his hips, surveying the O’Sullivan property with a sneer of revulsion on his face. He may have been small in stature, but he was a giant when it came to self-righteousness because he was the Brother Mayor of the Penitents, selected for life, the most powerful lay Catholic in Santa Fe.
Amelia peeked out from the living room curtains. She did not hide so well. Michael Frank raised his black hat to her, bowing mockingly, as if she was a grand lady and not just a 13-year-old girl with breasts promising early womanhood.
To Michael Frank, large breasts on such a young girl were the mark of the devil. Women were given breasts but for one reason—to tempt men. He narrowed his eyes at the curtains and the sweaty fingers of the girl pinching at the material.
Michael Frank was always watching.
Seeing.
Glowering.
Devouring.
Sin consumed him. He was the self-appointed moral conscience of Santa Fe, its jury, judge, and executioner.
Amelia wondered what sin she committed for Michael Frank to acknowledge her so openly.
Did he know that the witch came looking for her last night? Or so it seemed.
Was he aware that the witch knew her name?
Did Michael Frank blame her, Amelia, for her uncle’s death?
Would he order the Penitents to bury Amelia alive for her sins, as he had others in Santa Fe?
Or so, it was rumored.
Amelia had difficulty catching her breath. She was unable to tell what the Mayor of the Penitents was thinking. His face was unlined because he never smiled, and rarely spoke. His complexion was tinted a swarthy hue, his face pores appearing like open sores of dried mud. The most distressing feature he possessed was his eyes, which were the color of a dead fish. His eyes bugged out from bones on the sides of his head, almost as prominent as the skeleton waiting for him on the truck.
Overwhelming pity washed over her for the skeleton that was rumored to be his wife, Claire. There had only ever been one Claire Frank in Santa Fe, a nice lady who three years ago dried Amelia’s tears when she ran skidding across the street, falling and skinning her knees. Claire had been pregnant then, and Amelia rubbed her belly.
“I want a little girl like you,” she had said, patting her hand. “See. She’s kicking because the baby likes you.”
Amelia wondered what happened to the baby. She wanted to yell, “Run Claire,” when Michael Frank walked around to the back of the truck. He lifted the skeleton, whose limbs were lovingly pinned together. He then carried the skeleton from the back of the truck to the vacant seat. Sitting the skeleton upright, he carefully crossed the legs, folding the hands on the boney lap.
The skeleton’s head tilted, looking down at Michael Frank.
“Who is the skeleton who always travels with Michael Frank?” Ma now whispered to Freya, Da’s sister. Ma looked around, in case Michael Frank’s ears were as big as his head.
“His dead wife?” Aunt Freya whispered back.
“Claire vanished. No one knows for sure if she is dead.”
“But Claire fornicated with Michael Frank’s brother, Liam.”
“I hear he put the child in her womb that Michael Frank was unable to give her.”
“Ah, no. Then the unborn baby was an innocent victim of the Penitents.”
Ma and Aunt Freya had quickly crossed their chests.
Amelia now recited a clumsy prayer for the skeleton, Claire. She was not a good Catholic, even though her indoctrination began at birth. She so wanted to believe in the Church. Catholicism was not just religion for her people, but an integral part of their culture. This was her biggest secret—she doubted the Church. Every Sunday, while walking with her family to the Our Lady the Queen of the Angels, Amelia hoped that this would be the day that true faith would come to her.
This Sunday, she would not let her mind wander in church.
Today, she would gladly suffer on her knees, instead of wanting to scream at the priest to be quick about it, because she saw no difference between this day or any other Sunday, other than his costume was orange instead of green.
However, every Sunday, the church walls suffocated her, as if her lungs were in a vise, the heavy statues of the saints crushing her.
If Michael Frank should ever find out about her faithlessness, he would devour her.
Michael Frank did not devour his wife for her sins—he murdered her.
So, it was rumored.
Michael Frank lifted a boot, resting it on the hearse fender. He stared for some minutes into the vacant sockets of his wife’s skull. He spoke a few words to Claire.
The skeleton grinned back at him from a lipless face, making her teeth appear huge.
When the one-sided conversation was over, he ran his hand down the skeletal face. He patted her folded hands, as if to say, do not worry, I will be back soon.
The skeleton seemed to grin broader, as if to say, with any luck, I will be gone when you come back.
Amelia still spied from behind the curtain, plotting how she might help Claire escape. Perhaps there was a way to communicate with the dead. That strange girl, Astra, had an aunt who was a medium.
Unaware of the conspiracy going on inside of the house, Michael Frank distributed lumber and nails to the other men, who paid no notice of his odd behavior. The Penitents, with their rigid beliefs, were brothers in the faith, a tie stronger than any bloodshed. If Michael Frank was strange, well, many of the saints had been oddballs, loners speaking to visions seen only by them, hearing voices heard only by them, and communicating with animals. Besides, Michael Frank was a mortician. He owned a rustic, religious, lucrative, funeral business. Let Michael Frank have his idiosyncrasy, even if it was living with a skeleton. At least his wife did not nag him. Most important, Claire was now a dutiful wife, following his every move with empty eye sockets. She was always grinning. Claire was the perfect wife. She did not talk a man’s ear off. She was cheap to keep, and did not eat a man out of house and home.
This was Michael Frank’s well-known perspective. The girl spying from the window had other ideas as she rubbed the scar on her knee from that time when Claire helped her. Amelia wished she was braver but feared coming between Michael Frank and his wife.
Claire moved! Her boney hands were no longer folded in the lap but hung at the sides. Her delicate shoulders were slumped in defeat. The bones of her face shone with a glossy sheen. Claire was sweating, almost as much as Amelia, who now walked outside to watch them make the coffin for Uncle Patrick.
It was late morning, and the day already warm from the New Mexico sun teetering atop the mountains. The Penitents removed their shirts. Their chests were tattooed with an ink drawing of a cross designed to look as if two tree trunks were tied together. Gauzy looking material draped around the crosses in gray ink, where the figure of Christ would have normally hung.
There was nothing normal about these men. Crisscrossing their backs were raw-looking scars, mostly self-inflicted though their fellow brothers of the Order had whipped some of the scars. The name Penitent was derived from the word penance and was a religious order of flagellation.
“Make the coffin no bigger than this.” Michael Frank held his hands out to a length of about four feet. “Patrick O’Sullivan can be folded like an accordion. A witch has gutted and deboned him. Save the lumber for the next one,” he said.
Save the lumber for the next one.
“Amelia. Amelia, come to me,” the witch had sung.
Amelia cuffed her hands. Her screams were drowned out by 10 women howling and beating their breasts.
Odd, when she closed her eyes, it was not the witch she imagined gutting her stomach, but Michael Frank, a man with
the dead-looking eyes of a fish.
Michael Frank was not poking, crying, nor singing. He lingered in the shade watching the men work.
Gawking neighbors mingled around the house, watching Da paint the frames and doors blue. “It’s too late to save your brother,” they yelled. “Patrick O’Sullivan was drowned on All Saints Day, an omen that your family is cursed.”
Da stabbed a hook on a porch column. He hung the carcass from the hook and skinned the lamb, blood dripping onto the floor.
“Stop,” Amelia said and stomped on his foot. It was more important that he cry for his brother.
Da answered with a cough. He gripped her shoulders, pinching her. “The blood of the Passover lamb will protect you from witches, just like the Jewish Passover, when death and pestilence invaded the houses of the Egyptians but not the homes of the Jews, who marked their doors with lamb’s blood. God passed over the Jewish homes, killing the Egyptians’ first-born children. Patrick was born first.”
“I’m not the first-born, Conor is!” she screamed.
The Penitents carried Uncle Patrick from the house with the Black Dragon Rose still growing from his mouth.
It was only after Ma gave her tea laced with whiskey that Conor was able to help Amelia wobble to her room so she could change for the funeral.




Chapter 21
THERE WAS TO BE NO WAKE, no gathering around the corpse of Patrick O’Sullivan for 24 hours, while those who knew him entertained with tales of his life. One killed by the hand of a witch must be buried quickly else, the witch may return to claim the body.
Amelia sat on a front bench seat at Frank Funeral Home twirling her thumbs. She was dressed in black. A pair of shiny new boots, a birthday present, peeked out from the hem of a long gown. The only sign of the whiskey she had drank was an occasional hiccup.
Michael Frank bent to eye level with her.
She pulled back from his dead-looking eyes.
He grabbed her hand and yanked her from the seat. “You’ll feel better after you see what a splendid job I did on your poor uncle.” He pushed her towards the coffin.
She imagined Michael Frank hanging onto Uncle Patrick’s head while his assistant tried to uproot the black rose from his mouth. The two must have jostled the body back and forth, but the rose held, the long stem burrowed in his throat. The thorns stretched his face into a horror mask, at odds with the lovely rose now growing from his mouth.
“I could have ripped his face open to pluck the rose from his head, but I am not barbaric. Even with the rose, your uncle still looks exactly like your father, don’t you think?”
Amelia screamed.
“There now, grief is good for you to let out the ill humors,” he said.
He pinched her shoulders and moved her to the side to make room for her parents and Conor, who were the last of the mob to view the body. Friends and neighbors began to line up outside for the walk to the nearby cemetery.
Conor, his hair slicked back, had a somber look on his face. He wore a black jacket with a shoestring tie and a white shirt, along with a straw hat covering his head.
When Da reached the coffin, his legs gave out beneath him. Michael Frank had stuffed Patrick’s six-foot body into the child-size coffin by pushing his feet to his ears so he would fit.
Da reached into the coffin and wrapped his arms around his brother’s body, which wobbled like a jellyfish.
Patrick had been a musician, after all. Amelia swore she heard the sounds of an accordion playing, when Da squished his brother. Aunt Freya and Ma sobbed in tune to the accordion.
A priest showed up, just in time for the finale. He hiccupped and crossed a thumb over Uncle Patrick’s forehead before Michael Frank nailed the coffin shut.
Da squeezed Amelia’s hand so tightly, he might break her fingers, but she did not complain. She was remembering a baby sister, who died two years ago. The babe had been so tiny in her shoebox coffin.
This last spring, Amelia walked with Da to place a flower on her sister’s grave.
Uncle Patrick would need no flowers placed upon his grave. The Black Dragon Rose in his cheek would sprout into a rose bush bursting from his grave and into the sunlight. Come springtime, she would walk all by herself to her uncle’s grave and pluck a rose. She would give the rose to Da, and his brother will return to him.
Da can rub the rose against his cheek and touch the softness of his brother.
He can sniff the rose, and fragrant memories of Uncle Patrick will come back to him, petal by petal.
He can place the rose in a vase of water on the living room table, and Uncle Patrick will once more join the family, until the rose wilts.
Yes, she thought, the rose is a good thing. I am glad Michael Frank could not remove the rose from his cheeks. With this rose, Uncle Patrick will never die but will return every spring, when the snow melts and the flowers bloom.
Da looked at her with a puzzled frown because of the serene smile on her face.
“It is because you are too young to understand death,” he coughed into her ear. “Thank goodness for your ignorance.”
The men lifted the coffin onto the back of the truck. Claire napped in the back with her bony legs spread wide and a silly grin plastered on her skeletal face. The women whispered that Claire looked happy to be dead. Michael Frank could no longer force her to perform marital duties with him.
Michael Frank drove the truck slowly.
Dry eyed now, but with a look of shock on his face, Da clung to Amelia’s hand. Ma squeezed her other hand. Conor held hands with Ma and Aunt Freya. They marched on foot behind the truck.
Other mourners followed a respectful distance behind the O’Sullivan family. They walked towards a cemetery about a mile and a half away.
Behind the funeral procession trailed the Romanovs, Liliya, Astra, Medea, Nikki, and Dima. There was a light step to Liliya’s boots. She danced as she sang to her daughter:
“My Darling child, I hold the key.
Charming daughter, you will see.
Delicious girl, I shall set you free.”
Her mother and grandmother swung the girl between them.
Astra, laughed as they lifted her into the air.
Her aunts walked slowly behind them. Medea and Nikki kept their distance so that Liliya would not hear them. The sisters had a worried look on their faces.
“Can you find out who sent the Dead Witch?” Medea said.
“Ask her yourself. You’re closer to the Legend than I am,” Nikki said.
“Am I?” Medea shook her head. “This baffles me. Who has such a power to summon her and then make her do this?”
“And more importantly, why?” Nikki added.




Chapter 22
UNCLE PATRICK HAD BEEN A DRINKER AND A FLIRTER, a man who made people laugh. He would be missed by all. Everyone seemed sad, except for the Romanovs.
Amelia hugged a small purse. She looked down at the open grave but really spied on Astra and her family. Why did those five have to show up?
The four women and Astra stood apart from the mourners. One of the women was young, about 19. She was Astra’s older sister and wore a man’s top hat with an Ace of Hearts tucked into the brim. She was a prophetic gambler and uncannily lucky. It was said that she spent a lot of time at the Tesuque Pueblo Camel Rock Casino, which opened six years ago. She, also, seemed to run the family business. In fact, the business was named after her—Dima’s Fortune Telling Bonanza.
There was a young aunt, a woman with different-colored eyes. She was 28 years old and single, but it was said that she never went out after dark, ever. There was something about her face that reminded one of a cat’s face. She clasped her smooth hands together. A bracelet hugged her wrist. On each end of the bracelet was the head of a snake with fangs exposed as if ready to strike. She held the hand of the eldest of the Romanovs, a woman who was about 67. Amelia assumed that she was Astra’s grandmother. The older woman wore a cloak with a hood covering her face and hiding her features. Her back appeared hunched, as if she carried the weight of the dead upon her back. Every once in a while, she would shudder and talk to the air, as if to a ghost. Both women stood apart from Astra’s mother, a woman going on 50 with a smirk on her lips. With a mocking look in her black-as-coal eyes, she seemed to dare Michael Frank to order her to leave the funeral.
Michael Frank turned his back to Astra’s mother, pretending the homely woman did not exist. He was the most powerful Catholic layman in Santa Fe, but this tall, thin woman seemed to rattle him. Her features looked remarkably like a white hawk. Her black brows arched sharply on her pale face. Her toiletry was painstakingly seen to. Like an aristocrat, a tiara encircled the front of her black hair which framed her narrow face. She wore black gloves and every once in a while, took out a tissue and held it to her nose. She then tossed the tissue, littering the ground.
Astra was smashed between her mother and sister.
Sister? Amelia thought. She remembered when they were sort of friendly for one day at school, Astra told her that she was an only child. As usual, strands of reddish hair stuck up around her head. She was unwashed and dressed in some sort of ugly bag for a dress. She was barefoot, a pair of sneakers tied together and hanging around her neck.
While Astra was uncaring of fashion, her mother shimmered in fine cloth and new leather boots. Her elaborate dress was sequined and bright red, like the shiny apples growing in the Rio Grande Valley.
Astra’s eyes bounced nervously from mourner to mourner, stopping with curiosity at Amelia. It had been many weeks since they saw each other.
Astra’s grandmother was sleeping where she stood with a cigarette dangling from her lips, ringlets of smoke rising from the hole in her hood, proving that the woman was in fact breathing. The witch does not fool me. She is not sleeping. She can see through her eyelids and is monitoring everyone here. Indeed, She occasionally rolled her eyelids down to Astra and smiled with fondness.
She suddenly jerked her head to the right, and Amelia gasped at her profile. She looks like that dead actress, Marilyn Monroe.
Ma and Da had ordered Amelia to never look any member of the Romanov family in the eye, so
Amelia lowered her eyes to the ground. Everyone she knew spoke their names in whispers because it was said that the witches could hear words spoken a mile away. Amelia knew who Astra’s mother was. One time, when she scurried across a gravel road to avoid the witch, her name floated in the very air.
Li-li-ya Ro-ma-nov. 
The syllables had fluttered in her chest making her stumble on the rocks and skin her knee. Liliya had snarled at her then. Now, the witch had the nerve to smile, with blood-red lips, at her dead uncle’s coffin. Veins crisscrossed Liliya’s cheeks like a blue spider web. From the center of her tiara was a Black Dragon Rose, which seemed to be growing from her scalp! The rose on her head was slimy looking. It seemed that the beauty and darkness of the rose intertwined with the oils of her black hair, nourishing the flower.
Amelia shrank back from the Black Dragon Rose. She twirled her head to the coffin and her dead uncle. A similar black rose grew from his mouth. She swore she could hear the rose brushing against the lid of the coffin. There. A spot of dew was seeping from inside the coffin.
I mustn’t think of the witch last night marking Uncle Patrick for death. I must not think of witches at all.
All the parents warned their children about the danger of the Romanov women, who were believed to be witches.
Amelia pitied Astra because Michael Frank took his hatred of her family out on her. He glared at the girl. “An abomination,” he said.
She suddenly felt afraid for Astra who was, after all, her age.
Michael Frank held his body rigid, his face contorted with hatred. He drilled his eyes into Astra, as if trying to reach the depths of her very soul. His eyes were alligator eyes, dead eyes. His was the face of a murderer, and he had condemned men and women to death for their sins. This was the first time he seemed to contemplate the death of a child.
Michael Frank even condemned his brother, Liam, to death for the sin of adultery. He showed no favoritism when it came to meting out punishment. What more would he do to a child born of witches?
Amelia admired Astra. She defiantly stared back at Michael Frank. Her lavender-colored eyes looked unafraid. The Penitents’ leader had made grown men cry with a blink of an eye, or a lift of his lips, or a flick of his finger. Yet, here was Astra, whose head came to below his chest, bravely locking her eyes with his. She smiled at him, as if she could see the depths of Michael Frank’s soul, read his secrets, and found him lacking. If the eyes were the mirror of the soul, then Michael Frank had no soul.
His murderous looks did not seem to bother Liliya, who seemed amused by the hatred her daughter inspired. She actually chuckled when Michael Frank shifted his eyes from Astra and held a hand to his forehead, as if it pained him.
Liliya lifted her head proudly, her glowering eyes challenging him to show his hatred of her, if he dared, a grown witch. Even Michael Frank dared not lock eyes with her. She could do more than make him look away and give him a headache. Her power was far greater than his was, or so she seemed to think.
Amelia felt more compassion for Astra than anyone she ever knew. She felt sorrier for the girl than she did her dead uncle.
Astra moved to Santa Fe eight years ago, but the kids would have nothing to do with her because only witches could live in the house at Witch Hill because the land where the house was built was cursed by a witch centuries ago. Astra might only be 13, but as everyone in Santa Fe said, from such a stick, such a splinter. The witches overly protected Astra anyway. Even now, Liliya and Dima smothered the girl between them, barely giving her room to breathe. She resembled a gypsy with copper-red hair falling to her back and a face covered with dirt so, it was hard to tell if she resembled any of her family.
Liliya lifted her head so fast, it seemed she had not even moved, yet she was peering at Amelia with her neck now twisted around.
Amelia took a step back and gasped. The witch gave the same look to Uncle Patrick when she cursed him last night. My poor uncle who now rests dead in the coffin.
Never look those ladies in the eye.
Amelia buried her face in her hands but not before she saw Astra lift her hand in a half-hearted wave.
Amelia scraped the toe of her boot against the ground. I am a chicken for not waving back. She wondered why Astra did not go to school anymore. Perhaps, Astra was scared to go to school.
The girl did not look afraid—Astra appeared tragic, cursed with a mournful face, appearing as a monkey plucked from the jungle. Her face was all eyes, an odd liquid lavender in color swirling about her face, swinging from joy to despair, as if there was something, she wanted but could never have.
Yes, Amelia wondered about Astra, and she wondered about herself.
Chicken.
Quick, Amelia flicked her hand down at her wrist, a gesture that could pass as a wave. She felt breathless from being so very brave.
So much for bravery, Amelia whimpered at Liliya, who raised an eyebrow at her.
Da reached into his pocket and placed a silver medal into her hand. He whispered in her ear, “Do not be afraid. Saint Benedict is the strongest saint who protects from witchcraft. Remember, Benedict means blessed.”
Amelia clutched the medal. She shifted her eyes to Liliya, who was laughing because she held the shiny medal of Saint Benedict to her chest. The witch’s teeth resembled pearls.
How can such a wicked sound come from such a red, shiny mouth?
Just like that other time, Liliya blew her a kiss. Only this time, some lipstick actually left her mouth and flew in the air.
Her spell found its mark, snapping her head back with the force of the blow. Amelia rubbed her cheek, and the red lipstick on her skin, but her fingers felt sticky. The lipstick is thick, like the blood from my nose when it bleeds. What does Da call it? Clots?
She lifted her hand to her nose and sniffed the smell of death. The lipstick was blood.
Liliya winked at her.
No one had to tell Amelia. She could not explain it herself, but deep in her gut, twisting her insides, she knew that it was her uncle’s blood dribbling between her fingers, snaking around her hand, as if the blood had a life of its own. Liliya had summoned a witch to her house last night to kill her uncle!
Never look those ladies in the eye!
Liliya kissed me! The witch was after me last night! Then there was my nightmare of Liliya cooking me.
Amelia held her arms stiff at her sides. No matter how loudly she screamed, Liliya’s laughter rang in her ears.




Chapter 23
HALLOWEEN WAS A PEACEFUL INTERLUDE FOR THE ROMANOVS. There was a knock on the front door, followed by nervous giggling.
“Lazy, answer the door, Nikki,” Liliya snapped.
“Dogs never bite me, just humans,” Nikki drawled, quoting the dead Marilyn Monroe. Halloween was the one day of the year that Nikki purposefully showed off her acid scars by not hiding her face beneath rice powder. She yanked off her Marilyn Monroe wig, looking monstrous without fake hair.
On Halloween, Nikki could be herself. She dropped her cloak, revealing that she was still voluptuous at 67.
She wore a fish-tail evening dress, gold in color, and twisted her body slowly to the door. Once a Marilyn dead-ringer, Nikki sang in a little-girl voice, “Diamonds are a girl’s best friend.”
Medea’s dozen cats, some old, some new, sat in a row, swinging their heads to Nikki’s singing.
“Trick or treaters,” Dima announced and clapped her hands gleefully. She pulled her shape-shifting stone from her pocket. The ugly, magical rock smirked at Astra. Clutching the stone, Dima transformed into a vampire-looking Nosferatu. Just like in the silent film, she was now bald with buggy eyes, pointy chin and ears, and two vampire teeth. She walked, hunched back, to the front door, stooping to pick up the black cloak Nikki dropped. Dima had long, sharp fingernails. Nosferatu debuted in 1922 when Dima was 101 years old. After 79 years, the ancient vampire film was still her favorite movie, and Dima played the part well. “I should have been an actress,” she boasted.
Liliya clicked her green high-heels behind Dima. She screeched with excitement. Halloween was the only time Liliya acted like a child. She was dressed up like the Wicked Witch of the West from the Wizard of Oz, green face and all.
“My mother’s costume is a stretch,” Astra whispered into the ear of Aunt Medea. The brown, black-striped tabby cat was sitting on her lap chuckling. Astra’s costume was a simple Cinderella nightgown. She wore her mother’s tiara. Medea wore a fluffy, black and orange collar.
Nikki flung the door open.
“Trick or treat!” three dozen snot-nosed kids yelled.
Astra dashed behind the sofa, peeking her head around the corner of the couch arm where Medea now perched. “They always come in a mob. Tomorrow, they’ll log onto internet chatrooms and gossip about the weirdos who live on Witch Hill,” Astra muttered.
Nikki showed off her unmasked, Phantom-of-the-Opera profile. She opened her mouth wide, singing offkey from the Andrew-Lloyd-Webber musical. The windows vibrated.
Liliya waved her arms at the children, screeching like a banshee.
Dima gnashed her vampire teeth at the trick-or-treaters.
The kids ran down the steps, screaming.
Liliya spread her fingers wide, aiming her nails at the enchanted walnut tree in the back yard. Hot pink, electrical strings flashed from her fingers, zapping the tree, which came to life. The branches waved, hurling hard candy at the children.
“Ouch!
“Stop it!”
“Yipes!”
They would have bumps on their heads to show off to their friends. It never failed—every Halloween a group of daring kids came to the house to be scared.
“The tree is mechanical,” Nikki shouted and slammed the door shut.
Medea sat with her head on her paws, watching her family munch on candy corn, popcorn balls, candied apples, and chocolates. “Save some for me,” she said and meowed.
“Oh, there’s plenty of candy,” Dima said and grinned.
The Romanovs always stocked up for Halloween. They just never gave any of the goodies away, and no kids dared trick them.
The phone rang.
Liliya answered, her face turning more thunderous by the minute. She slammed the phone on its cradle. “That was Social Services. Did you turn me in again, Nikki, for not sending my daughter to school?”
Nikki held a hand to her forehead, as if her head ached. She clenched a fist.
“One of these days,” Medea mumbled, “Liliya is going to push Nikki too far.”
“My tummy hurts,” Astra said to her aunt.
Medea said, “Liliya, call the social worker back and tell her that Astra is homeschooled.”
“Since when?” Liliya asked.
“Since Medea and I began teaching her,” Nikki said.
Liliya had removed her makeup,
but her face was still green.




Chapter 24
AMELIA PASSED THE MEETING PLACE OF THE PENITENTS every afternoon on her way home from school. The holy shack was built on hallowed ground, hidden behind a cluster of trees on a hill. On this particular afternoon, Michael Frank’s truck was parked nearby. Claire sat in the truck bed, her skeleton bones sparkling in the bright sun like ivory. This might be the only chance to see the skeleton up close and mark a resemblance between the boney face and Claire.
Amelia slowly climbed the steep hill to the holy shack. Her heart jumped at a noise coming from the truck.
She is alive. My God, Claire lives.
There was the noise again but it was actually coming from behind her. Michael
Frank, if he catches me, he might kill me!
She ran behind a tree and peeked out at Astra, spying through the cracked door of the holy shack.
Two boards normally crisscrossed the door, barring entrance to women, children and unbelievers. Today, the door was slightly ajar. Astra was on her haunches with her eye at the crack.
She is fearless, thought Amelia. She sometimes heard screams coming from the holy shack. The smell of death, at times, rolled down the hill, sweeping the ground with the stench of sacrificial animals or putrid sinners. Astra must be the first female to ever see the inside of the holy shack.
Amelia wished she was courageous enough to see what was making her laugh. She did think it funny that Astra spied on Michael Frank and she, in turn, spied on Astra. It was like a game Michael Frank was unaware he was playing—or did he?
Astra jumped to her feet and took off running, with her skinny legs flying beneath her.
Michael Frank stormed from the holy shack, chasing after her.
Astra never learned to tie shoes properly, even though Amelia offered to teach her that day in the playground, the one day they were deskmates. Astra tied her shoes in bunny ears rather than proper knots. Her right sneaker now stepped on the string of the left sneaker, tripping her. She lay face down in the dirt.
Michael Frank scrambled towards her, stooping now and then to pick up some rocks.
Astra rolled over. She stared at Michael Frank, with her eyes unblinking, trying desperately to lock her eyes with his.
He avoided her gaze. “I should drag you to the holy shack, and set you on fire,” he said, crossing himself.
Her blue-grey eyes looked like a hurricane about to be unleashed.
He took a step back, as if he felt the ground vibrating beneath him.
Astra’s eyes retreated into two sunken holes in her head.
“Witch. Witch. Witch!” he screamed.
She rose to her feet and clenched her fists.
“He who is without sin, cast the first stone,” he quoted and flung a rock at Astra.
The rock hit her eyebrow, leaving a bruise.
Amelia wanted to tear her eyes away and run home, but fear kept her glued to the spot. If Michael Frank saw her, he would think she was with Astra. He would tell Ma and Da, who would punish her twice over, one for being at the holy shack, and two for having anything to do with Astra Romanov.
Move, Astra, her mind screamed. Don’t just stand there looking like a tree rooted to the ground! Dodge the rocks. Cover your head. Make a run for it. Cry out. Ask him to stop. Beg him. Anything!
There were only small rocks around and very few at that, or Michael Frank would have probably killed Astra. The area around the holy shack was regularly raked and cleaned, but there were more than enough rocks to satisfy his blood lust. Michael Frank seemed unnerved to watch Astra simply stand there and take his abuse. Any ordinary girl would have cried, jumped to avoid the pebbles, shielded her face and head, or fallen to her knees in defeat, but not Astra.
“I’ve wanted this for so long, I’ve dreamt it,” he said and threw more rocks at her, as if she was a prize at a carnival. Well, he was a religious nut and fallen women in the Bible were stoned. Recently, a court in Nigeria sentenced a woman to be buried in sand up to her waist and stoned to death for adultery, an act permitted under Islamic law. Michael Frank’s wife, the skeleton in his truck, committed adultery. But for Chrissake, this was 2001 and the United States!
Michael Frank finally brought Astra down with a rock hitting her chin. She landed with a thud on the hard ground and lay very still, with her skirt hiked above her waist, revealing tattered underwear. Her stockings rose but half-way up her thighs. Her legs were thin but muscular.
His chest tightened like a rubber band. “Are you dead,” he said, his breath coming in ragged gasps.
His doubt gave Amelia hope. Michael Frank, being a mortician, should know if he was looking down at a dead girl.
He cocked his head at the V between her legs, which was such a tiny thing, yet it swelled like a woman’s mound.
The soles of Astra’s shoes rested against each other, making her legs in the shape of a diamond. There was a tear on the center of her underwear.
Michael Frank cocked his head at her jewel, where there was some skin showing through the tear. “Little slut,” he said with a thick tongue.
The inside muscle of her thigh jerked.
He choked, moaning.
There was a clatter of bones coming from the bed of his truck.
He swallowed, wiping his mouth. “You sweat between your legs because you hunger for a man, someone to tame you and show you who is boss.”
Astra moved a little. Her rump came up.
“It seems I will have to teach you a lesson,” he said, unbuckling his belt. “Let he who is without sin, spill the first seed.”
It sounded as if bones were in danger of falling from his truck. Indeed, Claire had sat up and her bony arm was dangling over the side of the truck.
With clumsy fingers, he yanked at the buttons of his pants.
There was a noise of bones breaking.
He swung his head to the truck. “Claire,” he screamed.
His wife lay sprawled on the ground beside the truck with one leg above her head. Her other leg lay several inches from her skeleton.
“You’ve always been jealous,” he yelled, running towards the truck. He threw Claire in the back of the truck and stooped to pick up her leg.
Amelia hid beneath the truck, sucking in her stomach. Her arms were tight at her sides. One big eye stared at the tires.
He dropped the bone in the truck, beside Claire. He yelled at Astra, “I will deal with you, Witch, some other time. I must take my wife home and put her to bed. She is ill.”
The truck rumbled as he drove forward.
Amelia prayed the wheels would not smash her. “Please, please, please.” She prayed that Michael Frank would not see her, and rape her like he almost did Astra. It seemed that he planned to rape her. She had been so scared for Astra that she drummed up the courage to help.
“You can uncover your head. The monster is gone,” Astra said in a soft voice.
Astra limped and leaned on Amelia, as they made their way towards Witch Hill. Her legs and arms were black and blue. Her chest caved into her spine. She must have hurt. Astra did not complain or cry. Throughout the ordeal, her face had remained like the stones Michael Frank threw at her.
“Your Bible teaches, he who is among you without sin be the first to cast a stone.” Astra spit at the ground, wiping blood from her mouth.
“Your religion does not use the Bible?” Amelia asked.
“We practice the Half Moon Way of the Native American Church. A few Bible passages are recited some Sundays. The Bible orders to practice what you preach. Michael Frank only acts like a holy man when the Penitents are around.”
“The man is a hypocrite,” Amelia agreed.
“I especially remember Judas from the Bible,” Astra said. She looked straight at Amelia; her eyes unwavering.
“I am sorry, Astra, that I sat with Camila when you came back to school,” she said, ashamed.
“Thank you for your help,” she responded, grudgingly.
“Were you afraid?”
“I fear nothing. Neither you nor any of your kind can hurt me. Sticks and stones may break my bones, but humanity will never break me.” Astra looked straight ahead with her head held proudly. “Do you believe in your Bible?”
“Sometimes.”
“Why do you doubt the words of your god?”
“I never said…”
“You don’t have to say. I can smell your lack of faith. You haven’t much fire,” Astra said.
“Will you answer a question?”
“It depends.”
“Did someone in your family conjure the dead witch who killed my uncle?”
Astra bit her lip.
“You owe me, and this is the repayment I demand,” Amelia said. She held out her hand and Amelia slapped the palm with her palm. She then answered.
“My Aunt Medea believes that an old enemy of our family is trying to frame us, but my grandmother tells her not to be skittish because she hasn’t seen anyone lurking about. Aunt Medea has the sense of a cat though.”
“Well, cats don’t have much sense. Cats chase their own tails. Do your injuries hurt?” Amelia said.
“No. My mother has taught me from birth to overcome the pain of my physical body.”
She was afraid to ask by what means Liliya taught her to overcome pain. Instead, the two girls walked in silence. With Astra, she did not mind the quiet. The silence was soothing. With other girls, quietude made her feel uncomfortable.
Astra let go of her arm, as they approached Witch Hill.




Chapter 25
THE HOUSE AT WITCH HILL WAS STILL FAR ENOUGH FOR AMELIA TO FEEL SAFE, yet close enough for her heart to beat with forbidden excitement.
“Don’t come any further, Amelia. My mother…”
She raised an eyebrow. She was curious about what Astra thought of Liliya. Her face earlier was hard when she spoke of the Bible and the townspeople. Yet, when she mentioned her mother, a heartbreaking vulnerability replaced the hardness. Astra now seemed like a reed blowing in the wind, looking more like the shy girl offering her a walnut, rather than the tough, young witch who showed no fear with Michael Frank.
Astra snapped her mouth shut, saying no more about her mother. Fierce loyalty shone from her eyes.
Amelia was disappointed.
“Go home, Amelia O’Sullivan.”
“Goodbye, Astra. I hope you get well.”
“I am not sick.” She limped towards her home.
Amelia pretended to walk away, and then hid behind a tree. The witches did not want anyone nosing about the house that reclined, like an affront to nature, at Witch Hill. Most other houses in Santa Fe were made of adobe, with mud, from the earth itself. The witches’ house may have been grand in the style of big houses with six wings, three stories, plus an attic, but the house was rundown and the grounds were a mess. For such a fancy house, the front door was a single wooden door in a three-walled, concrete, open porch, which had a bent, tin roof. The entire roof of the house had tin shingles.
The door to the house swung open, as if by the very air. No one stood at the door to greet Astra, as she walked through the threshold.
Amelia felt the hairs on her legs lift, like fur on the back of a cat. Something buzzed in her ear, like a bumble bee. Heat flushed her skin. It felt as if eyes were watching her—everywhere.
They know I am here. They knew I was coming. They were expecting me.
There was the buzzing sound again. A scream rose from deep within the pit of her stomach.
She must get away, far away, where she could scream.
She must not make any noise here.
She must not alert them to her presence.
Nevertheless, they know that I am here, watching, just as they are watching me.
They know that I am afraid. They feed on fright. Fear makes them stronger.
Even though she was far from the house, Amelia was certain the witches could hear her through the walls.
She held her breath, certain they could even hear that.
Don’t panic. Don’t panic. Don’t panic.
She rubbed a necklace and whispered, “Saint Benedict, please protect me.”
A hand reached out and squeezed her shoulder.
The hand was not comforting. Saint Benedict did not rub her shoulder. The hand had the feel of a claw, of an ancient one. The hand felt older than Claire’ bones. The hand was ice cold, the way her dead uncle had felt.
On the ground was a Black Dragon Rose, resting beside her foot, where urine dribbled down her left leg. The thorn of the rose seemed to be stuck in her sock.
She shook her shoe. Oh, God, please let the rose dislodge from my skin.
Her sock turned red where blood seeped through her skin.
She shifted her eyes to a long skirt with gypsy-colored stripes and wrinkled feet encased in hippy moccasins. There was no gold pot at the end of the rainbow-colored skirt, only some ancient witch, who seemed to float in the air when she walked. Even now, her moccasins did not touch the ground. Amelia had no warning, until she grabbed her.
This was not true. With the sense of a hunted animal, the hair had risen on her arms. There had been the buzzing in her ear. She had known the danger of lingering here.
Always.
Then why had she stayed? What enticement did the Witch Hill hold for her?
She should have gone straight home, as Astra suggested.
Astra?
At the top of the hill Astra twirled, her skirt puffing out from her hips like an umbrella, and her stockings falling to her ankles. She kissed a funny-looking rock. She spun until she vanished. In her place appeared a white wolf running in circles, chasing its tail.
A woman hissed in her ear in a choppy, Russian accent, “Good evening, my sweet, or shall I say good night?”
Amelia screamed bloody murder.
The hag swung back her arm and smacked her across the cheek.
Her head snapped, making a cracking noise at the pit of her neck. She hiccupped, rubbing her cheek.
The witch resembled the evil, old witches described in fairy tales. She stunk like a vacuum bag full of dust mites and maggots. Her neck wobbled like a turkey. Folds covered her eyes, and she had to lift her chin to see. The lines on her forehead were so deep that Amelia could have buried her fingers in skin up to her fingernails. Her nose was a big ball due to sagging cartilage. Wrinkles scrunched up her cheeks, cracking like dried mud. Her chin resembled a waffle. A dried, Black Dragon Rose seemed to spring from the top of her head. Wisps of white hair poked around the rose that seemed to be growing in a field of sparse cotton and pink, dry earth.
The witch ran her hand through Amelia’s hair, letting the strands slide through her fingers.
“My mother wants me. I must hurry home,” she stammered.
“You are a long way from home, Amelia O’Sullivan, and your parents are not at home.”
“You know my name?” I’m going to pass out, oh God, in front of the witch.
“In Santa Fe, there are no secrets. Indeed, it is our duty to take care of our neighbors, is it not?” She smiled scornfully.
“Please, don’t hurt me.”
“You are such a brave, girl. Did you lose something?” The witch swung a chain around her finger.
She felt around her neck for the Saint Benedict medal.
The witch swung the medal around her head, laughing.
Amelia grabbed for the medal, jumping with her hands in the air.
She laughed at her antics, then grew bored, and let go of the chain.
The Saint Benedict medal landed on her chest, like a heavy weight. The saint floored her. Amelia fell on her butt on the hard ground.
The witch placed her fists on her hips. “Bah. I thought you brave. You are a poor specimen,” she said.
The wolf, which had been chasing its tail at the top of the hill, circled the witch, growling.
The old lady pouted. “I was merely playing with your friend, Astra. After all, I let you play with my prized, shapeshifting rock. Pompeii is more valuable than this creampuff’s life.”
The wolf raised its fur, snapping its teeth. Foam dribbled from its mouth.
“Oh, very well,” she said, “but give Pompeii back to me. I do not like this ancient shell. I am disintegrating from the inside. Wrinkles weigh one down like family.” The hag held out a hand to the snarling wolf.
The wolf spun in circles until its back legs turned into the legs of a girl who stood upright.
A few more spins and the fur on the head turned into long, reddish curls.
The creature spun, slowly turning back into Astra who breathed heavily with sweat pouring down her forehead. She held out the extremely rare rock, filled with the magic of shapeshifting.
The old woman snatched the shapeshifting rock, slowly turning until she transformed into a lovely young woman with piercing eyes and a small nose. Her face was smooth and her skin moist, her neck long and slender.
Dima? Amelia thought.
Astra gave her sister a resentful look.
No, wait! Dima could not possibly be her sister. She’s ancient!
Before Amelia could even blink, Dima was at the house. She had moved silently and swiftly.
The door swung open and slammed so fast that Amelia did not see her enter the house.
A hand pulled back the curtain of a second story French door, one of two above the front porch. In front of the twin French doors was a wrought-iron balcony. Two eyes glowed at her. The eyeballs blazed like two coals, burning into her skin.
Amelia turned with a pale face to Astra and opened her mouth to thank her, but the girl shoved her. “So now you know my family’s greatest secret, my Grandma Dima is really 180 years old. She is the granddaughter of Catherine the Great, once Empress of all the Russias. If you tell anyone, my mother and Grandma will kill you!” She marched towards the house, her butt swinging like a wagging tail, like a wolf’s tail.
She stopped and turned around, flashing her a blinding smile. “Thank you for saving me from Michael Frank. I will be your friend forever.”
Amelia returned the quick wave, turned and walked towards home. Her heart tripped over her lungs. The gossip was true, then—shapeshifting rocks did exist, rocks more valuable than a million dollars. The magic rock could turn the possessor into anything or anyone she chose, even into a thin, sleek teenager who looked good in skinny fashions that were all the rage. She could sashay in a low-hip dress and dance with boys all night. She would never be a wallflower again, which is what happened at the school sock hop recently, the once-a-year dance the middle school had.
With a shapeshifting stone, she would need no sleep.
She could eat like a pig and never gain a pound after eating enchiladas, or chocolates washed down with a quart of milk.
She could eat the cow and look like the calf.
Like a stray cat, Amelia mewed and scratched at her palm, willing the stone, Pompeii, to be her friend.




Chapter 26
DA’S COUGHING FITS TURNED OUT TO BE STAGE FOUR LUNG CANCER. Da was dying. Amelia’s heart crumbled when he was carried into the house after he collapsed at work. He was too ill to be moved upstairs, so he lay on a makeshift bed in the living room. The widower, Mr. O’Leary, came sniffing around Ma. He was one of the Brothers of Dawn, a member of the ruling body of the Penitent Order. Ma was more than happy to turn over the affairs of the house to a good man like him, while she nursed Da.
Mr. O’Leary bossed Amelia and Desmond around, as if he owned the house. At least, he bossed Desmond; he flirted with Amelia, enticing her with sweets and flattering her. At first, she found it funny to practice her 13-year-old charms with this fat, 38-year-old man, until he showed up at the house with the mortician, Michael Frank.
“Why is he here?” she whispered, pulling on Ma’s skirt. “Tell Mr. Frank to go away.”
“Hush. Mr. Frank is here to help.”
Michael Frank was already examining the staircase, as if measuring the stairs to see if he could tear out the steps and nail together a coffin. “I hear that the doctors can do nothing for your husband, Mrs. O’Sullivan. All we can do now is wait for him to die,” he said.
“There are those who can cure him,” Ma said, buttoning her coat. “I hear that Medea Romanov is a healer.”
Michael Frank pointed a finger at her.
She sat down, resting one foot atop the other.
Mr. O’Leary knelt in front of her, slowly unbuttoning her coat. His arms brushed against her breasts, all the while, he gawked at Amelia’s ripening bosom, as if he was touching her instead. His face flushed red. He yanked down Ma’s coat, leaving his hands on her shoulders and massaging her, kneading her, caressing her. The entire time he was giving Ma a massage, he leered at Amelia.
She took a step back, bumping into the wall. Mr. O’Leary looked at her the same way Michael Frank had looked at Astra.
“The Romanov women are witches, not healers. You will get nothing from them without great cost,” Michael Frank said.
“Oh, but we have money.”
“I was not talking about money. A life for a soul is what you will trade for Sean. Better to be a widow, than let damnation into your home.”
“Oh,” Ma said, looking down at the floor.
Mr. O’Leary rolled his eyes around the room, seeming to calculate the worth of the furnishings. “You have cash, Emily?” he said in a disbelieving tone.
“Sean is a penny pincher. He has saved much over the years.”
Da screamed in agony and Amelia covered her ears rocking against the wall.
“I will send for Father Walsh to administer the last rites,” Michael Frank said.
Mr. O’Leary held up a hand. “Wait. I will drive to the Pojoaque Pueblo and bring back the Native American, known as Wind-Keeper. He is a renowned healer. It will cost money. The shaman is expensive.”
Of course. A shaman. Bless you, Mr. O’Leary. Amelia looked at the fat man with worshipful eyes.
Michael Frank nodded his consent for Ma to give him a wad of cash.
Mr. O’Leary shoved his face in the bag, inhaling the five-dollar bills. “You have more of this?”
“Yes,” Ma lied.
He pecked Ma on the cheek and she blushed. He then drove away in an expensive Cadillac.
God speed your journey, you blessed man. Amelia now thought of the fat man as Santa O’Leary, while she stood at the window, waiting for the shaman Wind-Keeper. After 16 hours, it was just a priest who walked up to the house to minister the last rites to Da.
Another 16 hours and it seemed like an eternity since Mr. O’Leary drove off into the sunset. He should have taken the train, like Ma suggested.
What is taking the pig so long? It’s 25 miles from the pueblo to our house.
Amelia felt faint from the musky smell coming from the tin cup the priest waved around in the sick room, filling the air with smoke.
How can Da breathe with the foul air and the smell of death coming from the priest’s cup? The room stinks like a funeral.
There was a pounding of nails outside, which shook the house. Michael Frank cannot even wait for Da to die.
Amelia waited for Da to live. She waited and waited until finally, Mr. O’Leary returned to Santa Fe, alone.
“Oops,” he said and hiccupped. He rocked on the balls of his feet.
“You poor, tired man. You look like you are about to fall down from exhaustion,” Ma said.
He has come from a drunken binge. He reeks of whiskey, Amelia thought with disgust.
“The shaman, Wind-Keeper, is too busy with an outbreak of sickness to come himself, but he gave me a potion for Sean.” He swayed slightly.
Michael Frank held Da’s head up, while Mr. O’Leary poured the potion down his throat.
Da choked, clawing at his throat. Pus bubbled from his lips.
He thrashed on the bed and went into convulsions.
His head rolled back.
His eyes stilled.
“He’s dead,” Ma screeched and sobbed hysterically.
“You’ve killed my dad,” Amelia screamed at both Michael Frank and Mr. O’Leary. Such foul language came from her lips that Ma blushed.
Michael Frank drew back a fist and punched Amelia on the chin.
She folded to the floor with a bruise on her face.
Ma fell to her knees before Michael Frank. “It is because she loved her father so much. Please, do not punish my daughter.”
“Emily is right,” Mr. O’Leary seconded. He, also, knelt on the floor, but while Ma and Michael Frank were locked in a moral battle, he looked up Amelia’s skirt.
Michael Frank blessed Amelia, as if he was a priest, which to all intents and purposes he mostly was, depending on the circumstances.
Ma wrung her hands. “Your poor Da, what shall we do? We’ll starve.” Ma’s voice sounded as if she was speaking under water.




Chapter 27
AMELIA SAT ALONE IN A CORNER OF THE LIVING ROOM, twirling a comb. Her hair was slicked back and her face was washed, but she had no recollection of grooming herself. Voices spoke, footsteps crept, doors closed and opened, but she had no memory of speaking to anyone. The clock chimed two in the afternoon, but she could not remember the hours that passed since her father died two day ago. Her skirt twisted around her hips and her blouse was buttoned askew, but she could not recall dressing. A plate with crumbs and a half-full cup of coffee attested to a meal that left a bitter taste in her mouth.
There is a saying: when love dies, another grows in the heart to take its place.
Astra walked slowly up to Amelia, where she withered in the corner like a dying flower. It took a lot of courage for Astra to even show up at the funeral all by herself, and with a cross under the doormat, protecting the house from witches. Unknown to Ma, Amelia had removed the cross, when she thought there was still a chance Medea Romanov might visit and cure Da. Besides, a cross under the doormat only applied to a witch who had killed someone with witchcraft, either directly or indirectly.
Astra plopped down beside Amelia. She took her limp hand in hers and squeezed her fingers. “I don’t have a Daddy either,” she said, her voice trembling. “I think Jerry Yellowhorse died before I was born or right after. I asked about him once. My mother flashed her eyes at me and said, ‘That worthless man went because it was his time, as it will one day be yours, so you must spend your life preparing for death, my darling, for in the end, death is all we have.”
If she was trying to cheer her about Da dying, her words were not helping. Amelia frowned. “And are you prepared for death?” she said.
Amelia stared straight ahead, as if transfixed. “My mother had me collect some straw. She then ironed the straw and read the burnt patterns to tell my fortune. I will not die in my sleep, like your father. I will be torn apart by the four winds.” She squeezed her hand tighter. “It was his time, Amelia. I do not pretend to think it is fair or to know how you feel, for I never had a father’s love. Even so, I do share your grief, and feel your sadness in my own heart, here,” she said, thumping her chest.
Amelia was weary of everyone telling her they knew how she felt. What Amelia needed was compassion, like she saw in Astra’s eyes, not pity like everyone else offered, nor the hushed whispers of, “What are they to do now the man of the house is dead? Emily O’Sullivan has never worked and is a high-school dropout. She was dependent on Sean.”
What Amelia really needed was Ma, but Mr. O’Leary hovered around Ma. He lost his own wife just six months ago, and pretended to know how Ma felt.
How could Mr. O’Leary know what it was like to be a helpless woman? He worked for the railroad. He earned money to buy his supper at restaurants, and to hire a woman to launder his clothes, and clean his house. The loss of his wife seemed more of an inconvenience for him and did not threaten his livelihood, the way Da’s death affected them. Ma’s very identity depended on a man, or so she believed. The wife of Sean O’Sullivan sounded important. The widow O’Sullivan was an object of pity, and the daughter of a widow was pitied even more. Amelia was now a girl without protection, and poor. Their money was ill spent and truly gone. Mr. O’Leary claimed that the medicine he brought from the pueblo was very expensive, and that they owed him money. Then there were the funeral arrangements by Michael Frank, along with having to pay the Catholic Church for the service and prayers. How could Da’s death have cost his life savings? Well, it turned out that Da bragged about money he never had.
“I would like to ask your mother for poison for Mr. O’Leary,” Amelia whispered.
“My Aunt Medea makes potions, but not poisons.” She made sure no one was watching, and then pulled a Black Dragon Rose from her pocket. She pressed the rose into Amelia’s hand. “From our rosebush. This dark flower will protect you from that man.” She pointed her chin at Mr. O’Leary. “You must stay away from Liliya. She is a scary woman.”
“Are you afraid of your mother?”
Astra rubbed her arm and the fresh cigarette burn hidden beneath her sweat. She felt panicky at the thought of describing Liliya. There were many times when she had been a kind and loving mother and not so much a Jekyll-Hyde. The two would sit cross-legged on the floor, playing jacks, with Mama hexing the ball so it bounced on the ceiling, then landed on her head, spinning her hair into pigtails. But that was when she was younger. When she began to grow breasts, Mama really turned mean. Mama spent a lot of time, flipping through magic books, and then screaming with anger.
Astra, closed her eyes, remembering this morning.
Mama stood with her arms crossed. “Now, do as I instruct you. This time, see if you can get it right, Girl.”
Astra closed her eyes and chanted.
The spell started to work, and her body lifted up in the air.
The workroom was two stories tall. The floor was getting further away. She could no longer control her body. She flopped about like a rag doll, waving her arms and legs like a bird suspended in the air, unable to fly.
She panicked, throwing out bits of the formula, and mispronouncing some important bits. She crashed into the ceiling. “Saint Jude!” As soon as the words left her mouth, Astra fell to the floor, landing on top of Mama who, in turn, fell to her knees.
Mama jabbed her ribs with her elbow. “Clumsy, stupid girl! Who taught you that name, Saint Jude?” she screeched. She slapped her with the back of her hand, cutting Astra’s lip with her black, onyx ring.
“No one taught me. I don’t know why I said what I did. I don’t know where I have heard those words.”
Mama kicked her and pulled her hair. “Liar. I only take you as a student because you are a Romanov. Yet, I swear sometimes my blood does not flow in your veins. You persist in this stupidity, this veiling of not remembering anything.”
She held her ribs with one hand and hid her face with the other. She thought, the reason you teach only me is because you are too jealous of your power to pass your secrets to anyone but your own daughter. I don’t believe you can fly, because I have never seen you fly.
“You know what the townsfolk call me? I am known as The Romanov, out of respect or fear, it matters not which. What is important is that I am respected. But who will respect you, Girl?”
She knew better to remain silent.
Mama pushed her upstairs to her bedroom. She threw Astra’s things about, searching under the bed and in the drawers until she found what she was looking for. She held the wooden statue of Saint Jude over her head, and brought it down on Astra’s head.
Ouch! She started crying. This time, she could not hold back her tears.
“So much for your Saint Jude protecting you. He has made you sick with a headache. It is because of this ridiculous idol that you have not been able to harness the spell’s magic.”
“Are you admitting the Saint has such power?” she said, sniffling.
“It does over you.” Mama set the statue upright on the floor. She snapped her fingers and a flame burst onto the statue. “See, your Saint is like a tree without roots. It is powerless to save itself from my power.”
The statue had been a gift from Amelia. After the incident with Michael Frank, Amelia had mailed her the statue for protection. Mama had no right, no right.
Mama dismissed her with a wave of her hand. “We will try again next week with your flying lesson.”
The statue burned, the wood crackling. Mama was right. There was no power in the Saint. She merely touched it with her hand, and Saint Jude went up in flames. “I shall try harder. I swear I’ll get the spell right,” she said, winded because she was having difficulty breathing. She favored her right side. “I shall get it right, even if it kills me.”
“Good, though I doubt we shall have to kill you,” she said. “Your hand is trembling. Remember, just let go and trust the spell.”
Her aunts barged in, yelling at Mama.
It was both sad and funny that her aunts offered to each give Mama some magic, if she would leave Astra’s education to them.
She agreed, but only after some hard bargaining.
That’s all I am to Liliya, she thought, a daughter to trade for magic. She vowed to think of her mother from this day forward as Liliya.
Her aunts had sat Astra down. She expected a lecture but instead, Aunt Medea said, “Don’t worry, Astra. One day when you’re grown, your Aunt Nikki and I will take you to meet the Legendary Dead Witch. Her magic is such, that she will teach you how to fly. We didn’t suggest the name of Astra for you by coincidence.”
“Astra means star,” Aunt Nikki added.
Oh, my, here she had been feeling sorry for herself and forgot about Amelia’s pain.
“My mother, Liliya, brags that she is the aristocrat in the family because she claims to resemble Catherine the Great.”
“And does she?”
“In her head she does. Liliya would like to go to Europe and live in a palace. She hasn’t much money though, and is limited where she can go. What she really wants is to break free of her chains.”
“What chains?”
“There is a family curse decreeing that she must always stay within her invisible prison, which is several miles in diameter, which is why you don’t see her at the actual plaza or any of the streets surrounding the plaza. She works across the street of the plaza district, staring with longing.” Astra giggled. “She can’t even work in the family business, which is located at a prime spot in the plaza. Instead, Liliya reads tarot cards on a street corner, like the gypsy she scorns Dima for once being.”
Suddenly, two hands grabbed Astra, lifting her off of her feet. Michael Frank twisted her collar, so that she could hardly breathe. He cursed her under his breath, and then turned to Amelia, spitting at her. “How dare you befriend this witch and defile your sainted Da.” He drew back a hand, smacking Amelia. He then dragged Astra to the door, and flung her from the house.
Astra picked up a dirt clod and threw it at him, but Michael Frank slammed the door. The clod thumped against the wood.
Too bad Astra did not hit him with that clod, Amelia thought where she watched from the window. Astra isn’t alone. Her Aunt Nikki waited by the road for her, cloaked like the grim reaper.
Desmond shook her. “Mom is to marry Mr. O’Leary,” he said, sighing with resignation.
“No! No! It can’t be true. We haven’t even buried Da yet!” She wished she had stayed in the living room, when he proposed on bent knee in front of everyone. Desmond was too soft. It was her responsibility to see that Ma acted sanely.
I could have prevented Michael Frank from talking Ma into marrying Mr. O’Leary, she thought. She fooled herself. Michael Frank held more sway with Catholic families than the priests. The Penitents saw to the needs of widows and orphans. The man of the house was dead. The childless and wifeless, Mr. O’Leary, offered to support the family by joining the O’Leary household with the O’Sullivan household, all with the blessing of Michael Frank.
“Your children will be my fortune because I am childless. Amelia and Desmond will make up for your lack of money,” he assured Ma, as they stood at Da’s grave.
“There is, also, Conor, but after the funeral he will return to the seminary,” she said.
He patted her arm while she cried into his sleeve. “I have always wanted a son and a daughter. Especially a daughter,” he said, with his eyes popping out at Amelia.
Amelia held Desmond’s hand. Brother and sister stared down at the pine coffin and the dirt covering their Da.
The funeral was over and everyone walking away from the grave. She threw the Black Dragon Rose Astra had given her on Da’s coffin.
Astra and her aunt stood by a tree unseen, watching the mourners drift to their cars.
“Did you see them?” Nikki said.
“See who?”
“The Bump-in the-Road witches. The ghosts of all 13 of them were at the funeral.”
“I didn’t see anything,” Astra said.
“Well, their leader, was staring at you during the entire funeral service,” Nikki said.
Nikki wrapped Astra in her cloak, as if she would protect her niece.
 




Chapter 28
HER BELOVED DA WAS GONE; nothing would ever be the same again. Mr. O’Leary was a wife beater. When he got drunk, he punched Ma, sometimes bloodying her nose, and leaving welts on her cheek.
Amelia went to the Penitents’ Mayor for help. Mr. O’Leary would mind Michael Frank, if he ordered him to quit hitting Ma.
He was sitting on the steps of his run-down house with his nose in a worn Bible. He was all over the good book, trampling the pages with dirty fingers and muttering passages as he was reading.
“Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife,” he mumbled, unaware that Amelia stood in front of him.
She peeked at the tattered curtains of his living room window.
Claire stared back at her with a pleading look in her empty sockets. The skeleton sat on the sofa, tied up in chains, her large teeth clamped together.
“You must stop Mr. O’Leary, before he kills my mother,” she said.
He looked up from the Bible. “If all Emily O’Leary has is a bloody nose or a mark on her face, your mother is not in any danger. Besides, you make up stories, Amelia O’Leary. Bearing false witness is a sin.”
“My name is O’Sullivan, not O’Leary.”
“You do not show your stepfather the respect he deserves. He works hard to put food on the table, and all you do is complain. Thee have made it clear today that the commanders and their men mean nothing to thee.”
Michael Frank not only selected passages from the Bible, he made up his own. He slammed the Bible shut. “Your mother is the property of Mr. O’Leary. He may do what he wishes with her. It is the way of the world.”
Claire offered no help. The skeleton leaned back against the sofa with her skull thrown back. She tried to relax so her bones might slide through her chains, or so it seemed. Amelia should have remembered how Michael Frank treated his own wife. She never should have come here.
“Honor thy father and thy mother. It says so right here, Amelia O’Leary.” He whacked her head with the Bible. “I’m going to speak to your stepfather and see what can be done to make you show him more respect. Take care, Amelia O’Leary,” he said in a threatening voice. He walked into the house, banging the torn-screen door behind him.
Amelia held a hand to her bruised head. The Bible had given her a headache. The shouting coming from the open window did not help. He was yelling at Claire.
True to his word, Michael Frank spoke to Mr. O’Leary. As a result, her stepfather broke Ma’s arm. “I’ll deal with you later,” he hissed at Amelia.
The crowning achievement of Amelia’s rebellion was her blossoming friendship with Astra. The girls kept their bond a secret.
Like a wild thing, Astra roamed the hills and valleys. There were times when she was unable to meet Amelia, during the periods she called her enlightenment.
“What does enlightenment mean?” Amelia asked.
The girls were deep in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, picking berries.
“Enlightenment means that I am being polished. See how shiny I am becoming. I glow like a full moon.” Astra smiled, like a half-moon.
“You are almost as shiny as the black eye my ma has.”
“Your stepfather needs a lesson on what it is like to be a weak woman.”
Amelia widened her eyes. “Can you?”
“My enlightenment has taught me that men and women have both sexes mixed into their chemistry.”
“My God! Really?”
“Changing sexes is merely a matter of making the switch.”
So claimed her Aunt Medea. Astra went to her for help. “You have a curse where you change into a cat at night,” she pointed out.
“Yes. Mm, it must be easier to change human gender than to change into an entirely different species. And, the medical community has performed sex changes for decades. This is what you want to learn, next, how to change a woman to a man?”
“A man into a woman,” Astra corrected.
“Very well then.”
Astra followed her aunt to where the Catherine-the-Great trunk was stored. Medea opened the trunk with her mind.
“I wish you could teach me that trick,” Astra said.
“Psychokinesis is the ability to move objects with my mind. It is a gift and not magic which can be taught.” She took out a book with a chemist flask swirling about. The book was the Natural Magic book, one of four books of the Starostavne
Books of Magic the family owned, though not the complete set.  Dima once likened the ancient set of books to owning just part of an encyclopedia of magic.
Medea flipped through the book. “Now, where shall we begin? Go feed the cats while I look through this book.”
Astra fed the dozen cats. She scurried back and sat with her chin in her hand.
“I believe I have a breakthrough,” she said and smiled. “The Book of Natural Magic covers alchemy. Alchemists were major players in ancient medicine and chemistry. Every human has a chemistry. With alchemy, transmutation of lead into gold is quite simply an analogy for personal transformation. Using alchemy, baser materials can be changed into nobler materials, such as a base man transfigured into the more noble gender of a woman. Ha!” She laughed.
The 12 cats were happily eating their lunch.
“Okay, my sweets, which one of you will be the first volunteer, for some gender-change magic?”
All 12 cats seemed to meow, “huh?” Their fur stood on end. Medea could talk to cats whether in her human form or cat form.
She clapped her hands. “My kitties are all excited about our little project,” she assured Astra even as the male cats fainted.
Medea sprinkled water on the unconscious cats to revive them. “My boys,” she sang in a sugary voice.
The male cats sat with drenched whiskers and hangdog faces.
“Don’t worry your tails off. There will be no cutting. It’s magic,” Medea said and twirled, opening some windows with her mind to let in some fresh air.




Chapter 29
TWO WEEKS LATER, AMELIA AND ASTRA MET AT THE GAZEBO at the plaza. Tourists always invaded Santa Fe on weekends so the girls went unnoticed, except by Medea, who was working across the street at the family shop. Medea was staring into a green crystal ball, telling a fortune to a man, who just happened to be Mr. O’Leary. She was getting a vibe from the man and the O’Sullivan girl. In fact, Medea could see a black net, only visible to her, which stretched from Mr. O’Leary’s heart (which must be black, she thought) to Amelia. The black net completely covered the girl.
“Your future is cloudy,” she lied to the man. “I can’t see a thing. Here. Keep your money.” She threw the fifty-dollar bill on the table, not wanting to touch the man.
He stood up to leave.
With a corner of her eye she noted that Amelia and Astra were still standing at the gazebo. “Wait,” she said to him. “I did see one thing about your future, but I’ll tell you for no charge. You must leave by the back of the shop. There is a lot of traffic, and it’s not safe for you in the plaza. You really should go home, right now,” she said in an ominous voice.
He thanked her profusely for leading him to the back door of the shop.
She watched the man walk briskly towards a public parking lot. Sweat beads on his forehead were visible even from here. Whew! Now, she could get back to work without worrying about her niece.
“I come bearing gifts,” Amelia said and handed Astra a bag with a small statue. “Meet Saint Genesius, Patron Saint of Actors. I looked up opera and found out that the singers play acting roles. I didn’t know that you could sing.”
“I can’t, but maybe one day. Thanks.” Astra eyed the statue with her mouth hanging open. Catholics have a saint for everything, she thought.
She placed a small package in Amelia’s hand. “I have a game-changer gift for you. Tomorrow morning, pour this powder into your stepfather’s coffee and stir it.”
The hair rose on the back of Amelia’s neck, and she thanked her.
∞ ∞ ∞
 
The next morning was Saturday.
“Here, Ma, let me serve breakfast. You must rest your arm,” Amelia said.
“Thank you, my daughter.” With her scraggly hair, Ma tried to hide her black eye. Her arm was in a sling.
“An accident from the other night,” her stepfather said, laughing. “Your mother is a clumsy woman.”
“I fell in the dark,” Ma said, agreeing with his story.
Amelia looked at Desmond, gauging his reaction to the lie. Her brother whirled a fork around his scrambled eggs. The first time their stepfather hit their mother, Desmond jumped on his back, and received a fat lip for his effort. He since stayed out of their stepfather’s business. As a wannabe priest, Desmond was nonviolent. He pretended everything was fine and coped by never looking at their mother. Desmond now looked to the Virgin Mary for his motherly needs.
There used to be laughter in this house. Amelia missed Da’s infectious smile. She missed Aunt Freya, who the Penitents forbade to visit her brother’s widow, now that Ma remarried. She missed her O’Sullivan cousins. She especially missed Ma, who was a shadow of her former self.
She slid her hand over Ma’s head, which felt like raw bacon. “After breakfast I’ll wash and comb your hair.”
Ma sat lethargic, with her hands folded on her knees. She used to be such a neat woman and concerned about her looks.
“You must eat more, Ma. You’ve lost weight.”
Ma lifted a spoon to her mouth, as if it was heavy. Her eyes used to have a sparkle. Now they were lifeless holes in her head with brown circles around the eyelids. “Don’t forget your Da’s coffee,” she said, coughing into her hand.
“Put a raw egg in my coffee, my daughter, for my hangover,” he ordered.
Amelia cringed at his endearment of my daughter, but then her sour face turned to smiles. An egg would disguise the magic powder in his coffee.
She carefully brought him his cup, being careful not to spill a drop.
He sipped. “This is good, Amelia. See, Emily, you should make coffee this good.” He slowly sucked on the coffee, not noticing that with each sip, his hair grew an inch in strands to the middle of his back.
He drained the coffee cup and scratched at his chest. “My nipples are sore,” he whined in a voice risen three octaves. Breasts popped out of his shirt.
He rose from the table.
Amelia choked on her orange juice because his coarse overalls had turned into petticoats.
“I must have eaten too much,” he said, rubbing his stomach. “My shirt fits tight.”
What shirt? He now wore a blouse.
Laughter came back to the O’Sullivan house. Amelia held a hand to her mouth and her shoulders shook, as she watched his hair bounce against his butt as he walked. Beside her, Desmond roared aloud. Ma did not laugh but bowed her head. She held a rosary, either praying for his recovery, or thanking God her husband had become a woman.
A scream came from the bathroom. Mr. O’Leary ran into the kitchen with his hands held to his head. “What has happened? Am I still drunk? Is this a nightmare?” He balanced on the balls of his feet, spreading his legs wide. He lifted his petticoat and bent his head, burying his eyes beneath the ruffles.
Thud.
The floor shook with the weight of an elephant. Mr. O’Leary fainted.
Ma brought him to with a bucket of water poured on his face.
He sat up, saw he was still wearing the petticoat, and jumped.
They followed him outside.
“Pray for me. Pray for me,” he yelled, shoving Amelia to her knees.
He was very strong for a woman.
He flattened his body on the ground with his arms spread-eagle. “My God! I will do anything. Just change me back into a man, sweet Jesus.”
Amelia held her arms to her sides. She hurt so much from laughing.
For three days, he hid in the house and sent Ma to his workplace to say he was sick.
On the fifth day, Ma made discreet inquiries and heard of a man who could help. They would go, cloaked in darkness, to the Pojoaque Pueblo to see a shaman, a healer specializing in removing witch spells.
“Loan me your umbrella, Amelia. The sun will damage my delicate skin,” Mr. O’Leary said.
“You do not need an umbrella because the sun set an hour ago,” she said.
“I love to twirl the ruffled umbrella in my hands. The handle feels so dainty,” he said.
She rolled her eyes and handed him the pink umbrella.
He walked like a woman to the car, swaying his hips from side to side. His skin did not appear as soft as he believed. He sat up front and ordered Desmond to drive.
Amelia sat in the back with Ma.
Amelia dug her fingernails into the car seat. Her heart pounded with excitement. She had never been on a Native American Reservation before.
The Pojoaque Pueblo rose, like a sand castle in the desert beneath a full moon. The pueblo was a complex of apartment buildings molded from adobe bricks, baked and hardened by the sun. Four rectangular buildings were attached in the form of a hollow square. The buildings were terraced from the court toward the outer wall. Each apartment was attached by the roof, and the walls to other apartments, rising upward and sideways towards the mountains to seven levels. There was, also, dirt streets with single homes and a few trailer courts. There were a few, more modern looking, two-story apartment buildings at the pueblo.
The shaman lived in the more traditional fashion of a rectangular apartment complex, which was an ancient, architectural miracle. Individual rooms about the complex had been added for extra living space. Ladders leaned against the walls to allow the Native Americans to climb from apartment to apartment, and from floor to floor. The ladders were pulled from story to story.
Their van ground to a halt. A fierce looking man barred their way.
Ma cleared her throat. “We are looking for the medicine man, the shaman called Wind-Keeper.”
The man pointed to a corner building and the first floor.
Amelia sucked in her breath. Wind-Keeper was the healer who never returned with Mr. O’Leary to try and heal her da.
They were too far from the building to have been heard, yet Wind-Keeper walked out of his apartment as though summoned. He looked hideous with one eyeball missing from his socket. He quickly covered the hole with a leather patch, but he was still frightening. He appeared to be made from dried, cracked mud. Iron-grey braids, streaked with white, hung to his waist. A bright red bandana was tied around his forehead.
He laughed when he saw the man-woman with sausage curls blowing in the wind, climb from the van.
The shaman offered him a smoke from his pipe, but Mr. O’Leary declined. “Do you have any tea and cookies?” he asked.
“Not any that will restore your manhood,” he said, his good eye twinkling. He winked at Amelia.
She leaned against the side of the van, smiling shyly back at him. She liked Wind-Keeper. He was not so scary after all. He was funny.
“Come,” he said, holding a pan and some coals.
Mr. O’Leary looked at the shaman with misgiving. “Aren’t you going to put on a mask and dance around me?”
“You’ve watched too many Hollywood movies,” Wind-Keeper said.
“Well, will you chant a song in your native tongue while your minister your magic?”
Wind-Keeper sighed. “I can, if you want, but first, we must travel to the San Miguel Chapel.”
“My husband does not wish to be seen by anyone in Santa Fe. Look at him. He looks neither man nor woman, but resembles a circus freak with breasts and a beard.”
“I don’t have a beard,” he said.
“You need to shave.”
“I do shave, every hour, but it grows back.” He sobbed pathetically.
Amelia smiled, pleased with the potion Astra gave her. She had warned Amelia that the spell would only last a week. “There is no magic in a bottle powerful enough to make his transformation into a woman complete and permanent,” she had said. “Part of the magic is an illusion that will confuse him and drive him mad for a week.”
Mr. O’Leary was confused alright. He now appealed to the two pueblo women standing at the entrance to the apartment, one old and fat, the other young and thin. “How would you feel if this happened to your man?” he said in a whiny voice that went from low to high like a roller coaster.
“My wives do not know the white man’s tongue,” the shaman said. He opened the front door of the van and sat on the passenger seat. He waited while Desmond and Ma helped a dazed Mr. O’Leary to the van. Amelia pushed at her stepfather’s elephant-like rear as he heaved himself up onto the middle seat of the van. She sat on the third seat.
“Why are we going to the church? You are a shaman,” her stepfather cried. He stamped his foot, shaking the van.
“Four centuries ago, many of my people were converted by San Miguel missionaries. It takes a powerful witch to turn a man into a woman. It must take an even greater power to restore that manhood.” He twisted around to the back and looked at Amelia. Even in the darkness she felt his penetrating gaze. She dropped her eyes to the floor, digging her fingers into the leather seat. She broke a fingernail.
It took over 20 minutes to travel the 16 miles to San Miguel Chapel.
The shaman gathered some rocks, covering them with sticks and weeds. He then set the pan of coals on top of the rocks and lit a fire below.
Amelia rubbed her arms briskly. Until she felt the heat from the fire, she had not realized how cool the evening was. She pulled a shawl tighter around Ma’s body, wrapping an arm around her shoulders to share her body heat.
Desmond went inside the church to pray.
“Your brothers will become priests. Do you think, if I die, Desmond will see to it that I am saved?” Ma said with hope shining in her eyes.
She felt like strangling her. “Don’t speak such foolishness, Ma. You are not going to die.”
“What if he kills me?” she whispered.
We would be better off if Mr. O’Leary stayed a woman, she thought.
“His first wife fell down the stairs and died. She was clumsy, like me.”
We would be better off, if he were dead.
My God, forgive me. I am having thoughts of murder on the church grounds.
Wind-Keeper went inside the church and came back swinging the lamp, which hung in front of the Blessed Sacrament. He set the lamp down, and ripped off a piece of Mr. O’Leary’s skirt. Her spilled some lamp oil in the pan. The red coals sizzled. He drenched the rag with the hot oil, singing, “I do this in the name of the Father, Son, and the Holy Ghost.”
“Now wipe yourself clean,” he told Mr. O’Leary and threw the hot rag at him.
Mr. O’Leary washed below his skirt. He bent his head, grinning. He wrapped his beefy arms around the shaman, thanking him for turning him back into a man. He still looked silly wearing lipstick, rouge, and a skirt.
Wind-Keeper ordered them to take him back to the pueblo.
They were silent on the way back.
He got down from the van and walked towards his apartment.
“But how much money do I owe you?” Mr. O’Leary yelled. “I have cash.”
Wind-Keeper turned around. “Have the girl bring me $300,” he said.
Amelia clenched the bills in her hand and walked towards the shaman.
He bent and whispered in her ear, “I smell the stench of Liliya Romanov in this nonsense. I warn you, Girl, you are playing with fire.”
She opened her eyes wide. “No…,” she protested.
“When Liliya took my eye from me, it allowed me to look even deeper into her soul. Be on your guard, Girl, because once she has done something for you, then you must do something for her, and it may not be to your liking. She is a master of seduction and always gets what she wants. Perhaps, it is really you she wants. Maybe she has done your bidding, so that you will do hers.”
She gulped.
“Stay inside tomorrow and lock your doors. At noon, Santa Fe will see a blizzard, like it has never seen before.”
Wind-Keeper walked towards his home, fog engulfing him. He seemed to be taken into the air, until there was nothing left of the medicine man but smoke.
An illusion, really. The shaman walked inside the apartment and closed his door, though no one saw him. Neat trick!
A blizzard in July? She snorted.
The next day, at high noon, a blizzard hit Santa Fe, killing a dozen people in the mountains.
Amelia hid behind the sofa, hugging her knees to her chest. Wind-Keeper must be right about his other observation.
Perhaps, it is really you that Liliya wants, Girl.
She wailed, sounding a lot like the witch who killed Uncle Patrick. Amelia regretted not asking Astra where the powder to change a man into a woman had come from.
“Only a powerful witch can turn a man into a woman,” the wise shaman had said.
She wished she had begged Wind-Keeper to let her stay at the pueblo, where she felt safe in his warm presence.
I warn you, Girl, you are playing with fire.




Chapter 30
SINCE HIS STINT AS A WOMAN A MONTH AGO, Mr. O’Leary was nicer to Ma. He occasionally yanked her hair and slapped her, but she had no more broken bones or black eyes.
“Why are you home?” Amelia asked her stepfather. She set her school books down on the table.
“There was an accident at work. Some stacked railroad ties came tumbling down, injuring some men,” he said.
“Well, you don’t look hurt.”
“No one will miss me in the confusion.”
The house was quiet. “Where is Ma?”
“She will be back in time to make my dinner. Sit with me.” He patted his lap. “We never get to talk alone anymore.”
She shifted her eyes to the door.
He pouted, and his chin fell into his neck like a stump. He stood from the table.
She took a step back. “Where is Desmond?”
“At the church, but I am here, my daughter, to play with you.” He locked the front door.
“But I’m going outside.”
He grabbed her arm. “Come and play with your dolls.”
“I don’t play with dolls any more. I’ll be 14 next week.”
“Yes, and I will give you a wonderful birthday present.
He dragged her to her bedroom and sat on the bed. He patted the mattress with a hairy hand. “Sit with me, Amelia, my darling girl.”
She grabbed two dolls. One was a fashion doll dressed in a ball gown. The other doll was dressed in a tuxedo. She handed the boy doll to him.
“What’s his name?”
“Ken.”
“Is that the name of your boyfriend?”
“I don’t have a boyfriend.”
“A pretty girl like you must have all the boys chasing her,” he teased.
She giggled, blushing. He was being very nice. His eyes sparkled with kindness.
He grabbed the girl doll from her, pressing the dolls front to front. “Do you ever play with the dolls like this?”
She spun and moved towards the exit.
He jumped at the door, slamming it shut.
I’m trapped.
He dragged her onto his lap, whispering into her ear, “I will be the boy doll and you the girl. You are such a pretty doll.” He squeezed her breast. “And so big. You are young and ripe, yet you are a woman. The best kind,” he moaned.
“Let me go,” she whimpered.
He crushed her waist with a hairy arm.
She struggled.
He forced her hand to the front of his pants. With his other hand, he poked between her legs. He was hurting her. “No,” she cried, kicking her legs in the air.
“Open your legs for Da. Come on!”
She jabbed her elbow against his stomach.
“Quit fighting me. Hold still,” he roared.
She doubled over.
He lifted her skirt, tickling her thighs with the hairs on his hand.
She pushed her body as far forward as she could, and then rushed backward, banging his nose with her head.
He screamed and let her go.
She flung open the door and ran from the room.
“You broke my nose, you little whore,” he yelled. His footsteps shook the hall floor as he ran after her.
Amelia made it to the front door and scratched at the knob. Her fingers wouldn’t work. Turn, oh, God, turn!
The lock’s broken. She mewed.
“I’ll kill you, bitch!”
She yanked the door open. Don’t panic. You can make it. Almost there.
His hand reached out. She could smell herself on his fingers, that scent she could never quite wash away.
He tried to push the door closed.
She eyed his hand. He could choke her with just one hand. She could feel her throat closing up.
His hand slipped and she escaped, but not without injury. The door smashed her hip.
She ran, praying and begging God to crush her stepfather beneath a pile of railroad ties.
She slid her body into a hollow, dead, fallen tree.
She wasn’t sure how much time passed. She couldn’t stay away forever. Ma would worry.
Come evening, Amelia limped into the house.
Ma bawled her out for being late.
Her stepfather grinned moving his eyebrows wickedly, as if they shared a secret.
Desmond lowered his eyes to his plate. They grew closer after Da died, but her saintly brother changed towards her when her breasts grew bigger, as if she had the cooties.
Amelia pulled a chair out from beneath the kitchen table, making a great noise. She plopped her rump down and sat with her cheeks in her hands.
“Your Da went back to the railroad to help and got hurt,” Ma said.
“He is not my Da,” she said, and stabbed a piece of meat with a fork. She glared at the blood running across the plate. The meat was cooked so that the blood was black, like his heart, she thought.
He looked at her with hooded eyes. “You smell good, Amelia, like fish. I hunger for fish, Emily. Go to the market tomorrow and buy some catfish. Here, kitty, kitty, I have a treat for you.” He held out a stick of gum to Amelia.
She threw her plate on the floor, splattering green beans, potatoes, and meat. The plate didn’t break. Why did the plate not shatter into a million pieces? Or just two sharp pieces. I can take a shard of glass and stab his throat!
“Ungrateful Girl! He rescued me, a widow with two children, and now he is a hero. Look at his nose. Poor man got hurt at the railroad,” Ma said.
He simpered at Ma.
Amelia stormed from the kitchen. She could stand no more of Ma fawning over him. I would rather starve than eat his food.
She marched to her bedroom, punching the hall walls as she passed. Hurt his nose at the railroad, indeed.
The bruise on my head matches the bruise on his nose.
Amelia stayed in her room and locked the door when it was time for bed.
She lay perfectly still, with her eyes wide open. She tried not to breathe but her stomach growled, reminding her that she should have stormed from the kitchen with her arms filled with food.
Huh! What was that noise?
There were heavy footsteps in the hallway.
The footsteps stopped at her door.
She sucked her breath in further, listening to the door handle turn.
She sighed with relief that the lock held.
There was a scratching at the door. “Amelia,” his gravelly voice whispered.
She cuffed her ears, whimpering silently.
“Let me in, and I will buy you many pretty dolls from the market, with real genitals and rubber breasts. Oh, Amelia, Amelia, Come to me.”
He laughed deep in his throat.
His footsteps faded away.
She cried herself to sleep.
“I’m afraid to go home,” she told Astra the next day. They were near a park. The two girls leaned against a tree, watching some young men play football. She blew her nose into her skirt.
Astra smiled with what Amelia called her Liliya smile. “You have no strength to fight your stepfather on your own. I offer you my help,” she said, stroking her hair.
“Do it, Astra.”
“Are you very sure?”
“Yes. Help me with magic. Today. Now.”
Astra frowned. “I will need some time.”
“You must do to my stepfather what you did to Joey Penny in class that day, when we first met and we sat together. You really scared him. Joey looked as if he was dying.”
“It was the illusion of death that boy was feeling. He scared himself,” she explained.
“Then scare my stepfather to death,” Amelia said.
“Thou shall not kill,
the Bible states,” Astra said.
“Well, suppose an accident happened to him,” Amelia said.
“My aunts have always said that with great magic, there is even greater responsibility to be good.”
“If it’s an accident, then we would be blameless. Our souls would be clean,” Amelia said.
Astra bit her lip, thinking. “Yes, there is the soul, isn’t there? The soul is the spirit, the persona, the very essence of the man, or so says my Aunt Nikki.”
“You have an idea?”
“The seed of a plan, like any other seed, takes time to bear fruit.” She took Amelia’s hand in hers and squeezed.
It was then that the fate of Mr. O’Leary was sealed on a sunny day with birds singing in the trees.
 




Chapter 31
WHILE AMELIA SPENT HER TIME HIDING FROM MR. O’LEARY, Astra worked with Aunt Nikki on a magical solution to her stepfather problem. Her aunt was more than happy to help after Astra explained the predicament her friend was in.
“An evil man preying on a helpless stepdaughter, the poor thing. Scaring him until his heart stops beating is out of the question. However, there is magic by which she can control her stepfather, in other words, he will be like a puppet, which she can control. Instead of death magic, we will make life magic.” Aunt Nikki grinned from a crooked face. It appeared as if a frog jumped in her eye, but the frog-in-the-eye was a defect she was born with.
Frogs and toads had a thing for Aunt Nikki. She had a coven of the slimy creatures. Every night, Aunt Nikki fell asleep to the croaking of three bullfrogs and three smaller, more shiftier frogs. Six toads made up the rest of her coven. Just like Aunt Medea could communicate with cats, Aunt Nikki could communicate with frogs and toads.
While Astra played with the froggy coven, Nikki sought the advice of the Book of Conjuring Magic. Her workroom was plastered with posters of Marilyn Monroe. She wore a Marilyn Monroe wig on her head, skewed crookedly. She was once the spitting image of Marilyn Monroe, but that was before a Catholic priest threw acid at her. Now, at the age of 68, she resembled a mad scientist working in a laboratory. Instead of a white lab coat, however, Nikki wore a faded, red, ankle-length, pleated gown which was a duplicate once worn by Marilyn. The dress was split in the center, revealing her still great legs. Instead of high-heels, however, Aunt Nikki shuffled about her laboratory on leopard-design slippers with cat hair clinging to her shoes.
Dusty moths fluttered around Nikki like bugs to a flame. The dead sometimes returned as moths; spirits not strong enough to appear as a human ghost.
She worked into the night while Astra slept on a couch with a bullfrog tucked under her arm.
It was late morning. Nikki shook Astra awake. She handed her a list. “I will need these from your friend,” she said.
The two girls met at the park. They grabbed hands and with their hair flying behind them, ran to Amelia’s house.
Astra shoved her. “Do not be afraid. If your stepfather is home and bothers you, scream and I will help you. Meanwhile, I will hide here in the shed.”
Amelia cringed at the squeaking hinges of the front door. She tiptoed into the house and breathed a sigh of relief that Ma was singing in the kitchen. She made her way to the bathroom and, “Yuck!” removed a wad of greasy hairs from her stepfather’s hairbrush. He left his hair in abundance on the bristles because he was going bald and had a halo-shaped dome. “I am an angel,” he often told her.
A dark angel, she thought.
Then what is Astra, a voice whispered in her ear.
My good friend.
You mean fiend.
If she is fiendish, it is because she means to protect me. Now shut up and let me get on with my work before he comes home. I am risking much.
Much is at stake.
The voice was female and recently began speaking to her, mostly in her head. They often argued back and forth.
In the big bedroom she rifled through her stepfather’s closet. “Ah, his good jacket, the black he wore to Da’s funeral. Well, he can wear it to his own funeral,” she mumbled, and ripped the material from the hem, so her theft would go unnoticed.
She imagined Mr. O’Leary questioning her about his ragged jacket. She glared at the side of the bed he slept on. “Moths, Mr. O’Leary. I will buy some mothballs to roll around your closet. You should try eating mothballs. I hear they are scrumptious, but poisonous.”
She scooped up some toenails from the table on his side of the bed.
She lifted her leg over the windowsill and ran from the house, leaving the bedroom curtains swinging in the wind. She left the window open on purpose to scare her stepfather. He was paranoid since his returned manhood. He was even more petrified of witches than he was raised to be.
“Did you bring the items?” Astra said. She held a bag of things she collected in the yard while Amelia was scavenging the house.
With a determined thrust to her chin, Amelia reached into her pocket with a trembling hand. “Ta-da,” she said flatly and one-by-one, brought out the fruits of her thievery.
“You’re sure now? There is no going back once the deed is done,” Astra said.
“I’m afraid he’s going to break down my bedroom door,” she said in a small voice and handed her the items.




Chapter 32
AUNT NIKKI JERKED OPEN A SEWING BASKET and removed a needle and thread. “It is time for a lesson in Home Economics,” she said. “Good, you brought me the stepfather’s toenails, even better.”
“His feet are heavy,” Astra said. Her pockets were stuffed with black mud. “Here are his footprints.” She smacked gobs of mud on the worktable.
Nikki cocked her head at the mud. The frog in her eye was hopping about her eyeball. “He has walked an evil path. There is blood on his footprints,” she said.
Astra leaned into the mud. “I see no blood, but I hear he murdered his first wife for the insurance money.”
Nikki placed her fingers on the mud and closed her eyes. “Yes, I can hear her restless spirit. He chased her during a rainstorm, and the ground was slick. She slipped in the mud and...” She blinked at Astra and smiled. “But you don’t have to hear the details, my dear.”
“Here’s the water you asked for,” Astra said.
“Did you bring anything else?”
Astra opened her purse and shook out some straw. “And this,” she said and slapped a piece of fabric on the table.
“Ah, some black material from a funeral suit he wore to bury the first Mrs. O’Leary. No wonder her spirit is strong.”
Astra looked around her. She whispered, “Is the murdered lady here?”
“Her ghost is looking over your shoulder,” she answered.
Astra plopped to the floor and sat on her knees. Dead people were always attracted to Aunt Nikki, which is why she usually avoided her workroom.
Nikki spread the piece of funeral suit across the mirrored floor. The workroom was mostly made of mirrors so that no ghosts could sneak up on her.
First, she reconstructed his footprint from the mud.
“Dirt from his shoes to depict his toil.” She pressed a bit of footprint onto the suit material.
“Water from his well, to mirror the weak blood flowing through his veins.” She sprinkled water over the mound.
She laid out some straw in strips on the mud paste. “To symbolize his bones.”
Astra cocked her head. Neat! Aunt Nikki had made a straw skeleton. “What’s that?” She pointed to what looked like a few cracks on a straw-skeletal arm and a crack on a leg.
“He broke his arm in several places when he was a child, and then his leg broke as an adult,” she said.
Astra sucked in her breath. “Are you clairvoyant?”
“Certainly not! The ghost of the first Mrs. O’Leary just told me. The broken leg was from her. He passed out one night from drink, and she took a hammer to his leg, though he believes he fell.” Her eyes twinkled and Astra gulped.
Aunt Nikki sprinkled his toenails on top of the concoction. “To personify the physical.”
She blended the ingredients into the mud paste, very carefully so as not to disturb the integrity of the straw skeleton.
“Here.” Astra handed her a bag. “Amelia scraped this from his toilet.”
Nikki made a face. She added specks of his leavings. “Because the man is so full of crap,” she said.
She shoved a pebble into the paste. “A stone from beneath his shoe to act as his heart, and a coin from his purse representing his wealth. With all of these ingredients we make a Mr. O’Leary doll.” She smoothed the paste, which was the insides of the doll, across the piece of the black suit.
“You may do the honors,” Nikki said.
Amelia spit on a tip of white thread, running it through the eye of a needle. “Ta da!” She handed the needle to her.
Nikki sewed the cloth in zigzag fashion, sealing the materials inside with nearly microscopic stitches.
The two repeated the ritual for the arms and the legs until twenty sticks of straw poked out of the material, ten fingers and ten toes.
“We now create a dull head for a stupid man.” Nikki spooned what was left of the ingredients onto the last piece of cloth. She pressed an itsy-bitsy clod of feces inside the mixture, “To represent his brain,” she said.
She attached some hair to the pseudo head with home-made glue. With the leftover hair she created a mustache and bushy eyebrows.
Astra ripped a tiny piece of her white blouse off. “Sew this material where his nose would go.”
Aunt Nikki lifted an eyebrow.
“The white cloth will be his nose, bandaged to his face, because Amelia butted him when he molested her a few nights ago.”
Nikki did as she requested.
“My goodness! He has a big head,” Nikki said.
“It’s the bulbous nose. The man really does have a big nose,” Astra said, laughing.
They examined their handiwork. The doll resembled a miniature scarecrow with a beer belly, short legs, human hair, a crooked mustache, and tiny black buttons for eyes. The doll was dressed in a black suit but appeared to have been in a fight, due to the bandage on the pseudo-nose.
Astra held up their creation with a proud lift of her chin. “This art of effigy-making is not like the lumps Aunt Medea sews into some of her clothes.”
“That is because our creation is not an effigy, nor is the doll finished. Come, the sun has set and the moon is full. We must go outside to finish our work,” Nikki said.
Astra followed her aunt down the stairs and out the back door. The moon was full alright and big, seeming to teeter at the edge of the backyard, as if the moon would roll down the hill and crush Santa Fe in its path.
It was an eerie night. Fog swept across the yard. It was as if the ground breathed. With spirits, Astra thought. This must be how the world always is for my aunt.
The evening was a bit chilly. Nikki wore her signature cloak and hood. She lowered her head and her face seemed to disappear inside the hood, leaving a black hole. She mouthed a spell to the earth.
She lifted her head and muttered an incantation to the moon.
She lifted her arms wide. “Oh, Lord of the Night, fill this creature with the spirit of whom we made it. Let the two be the same, so what the doll feels, so will the living man.”
The wind blew around the doll. The little suit jacket fluttered and flapped against the pseudo body.
There was a sound like an ax chopping. Trees surrounding the house swayed.
The chopping stopped and the trees stilled.
It was deathly quiet, except for a snoring sound coming from the doll. The tiny chest rose and fell. The eyebrows wiggled.
The doll sat up and leered at Astra.
She felt like lifting her shoe and smashing Mr. O’Leary.




Chapter 33
ASTRA HAD STUFFED THE MR. O’LEARY DOLL IN HER PURSE. She waited for Amelia at a hamburger place. Her purse kept moving because mini-Mr. O’Leary was kicking against the fabric.
She heard a zipper open.
He’s probably looking for my credit card, Astra thought and was glad she had removed the miniature flashlight from her purse recently when the battery went dead.
At last, Amelia popped through the front door and sat down on the bench across from her. She appeared shaken. “He came to my room last night. He almost...” She sobbed, wiping the tears from her checks. “Did you get it?”
Her purse was moving as if Mexican jumping beans were inside. She motioned for Amelia to lean across the table. She opened her purse slightly.
The Mr. O’Leary doll poked his head out, wiggling his moustache and leering at Amelia.
A Chihuahua yapped at them.
Astra shoved the pseudo Mr. O’Leary into her purse. The doll scratched her with its straw fingers and gummed her with its clod mouth. All the blood seemed to rush from her face. How long had Michael Frank been standing at their table? She snapped the purse closed and held it snug against her lap so he would not see the purse moving. I should just knock the little man out cold, she thought, but was afraid he might suffocate in her purse. She readjusted the purse so that the doll could breathe through some holes in the purse.
“You have sunk even lower than I thought you could, Amelia, hanging around with the likes of her kind.” Michael Frank pointed at Astra and sneered.
His hairless Chihuahua, Maximilian, stuck its head out between his elbow and side. The dog growled at her purse.
She reached a fist into the purse and punched the doll in the head, knocking both the mini and the real Mr. O’Leary out cold, wherever he was. She held the doll so that its head was up and her purse open so that the mini could get some fresh air.
Maximilian panted, its tongue hanging out at her purse.
Michael Frank drooled on the dog’s head. A hat made from a dead raccoon shook around his head. The raccoon seemed as if it would open its mouth to bite her. Michael Frank had a big head. It took several raccoons to make his hat and matching jacket, which had an emblem of a grizzly bear with bullseyes on the back.
“I have just been to the post office to mail a letter. The price of a stamp has gone up to 34 cents. What do you girls think of that?” he said.
“Deliver the letter in person?” Amelia said.
“Uh, use your phone instead?” Astra added.
He snorted at Astra’s cellphone that was on the table. “I don’t use such contraptions,” he said.
“What’s that tiny thing in your hand, with wires leading to your ears?” he asked Amelia.
“Oh, the iPod just came out. This little thing, as you call it, can store hundreds of songs of digital music,” she said.
“What are you listening to?”
She opened her eyes wide and her face paled.
He yanked the earbuds from her ears and placed them in his own ears. The Song Bad Girl from the Album Touch of Sin by the rock group Sinner blasted from the iPod.
He jerked the ear buds from the iPod and some lyrics played which screamed, “Who's that girl running down the street?
She's wild, wild, wild!”
He smacked Amelia’s face with the earbuds. “Do your parents know that you listen to this devil music?”
“Sinner is not devil music. Sinner is a German, Heavy Metal band,” she said.
“Your mother should have drowned you at birth like an alley cat. Best watch the company you keep, Amelia, or you will end up no better than your friend.”
He scooped his fingers across her plate, pushing some French fries into Maximilian’s mouth. He spun on his heel and marched towards the exit of the fast-food restaurant.
Maximilian clung to his shoulder with its paws, grinning at the girls with a French fry between his teeth.
Astra pointed her hands at Michael Frank, muttering a spell beneath her breath, and making the raccoon on his head come to life. The raccoon sunk its teeth into his forehead. Michael Frank screeched, running out the door and slapping at the raccoon.
“How did you make the raccoon come to life?” Amelia said.
“The magic is simply an illusion. The raccoon just looks as if it came to life. The teeth scraping against his forehead, makes Michael Frank believe that the raccoon is alive. Don’t worry so much. The magic only lasts seconds, though he did scratch his neck. I hope he thinks that the raccoon bit his neck.”
“Oh.”
“That’s all I’m good for is illusions,” Astra muttered. “The pig took all of your fries. Here, you can have some of mine.”
“Forget the fries. I want what’s in your purse.”
Astra handed her the living, breathing doll of her stepfather. Mini-Mr. O’Leary was currently unconscious and wrapped in a large napkin. “So is your real stepfather,” she whispered.
“What do I owe you?”
“Don’t insult me with money.”
“Well, let’s go wake him up,” Amelia said. She left enough money on the table to cover both their meals.
They locked palms, wrapping their thumbs.
They walked over to the park.
Astra sprinkled some bottled water on the mini-Mr. O’Leary to wake him up.
Over at the railroad yard where Mr. O’Leary was passed out, he woke up, yelling that someone was trying to drown him.
The two girls shook hands. “I swear that I, Amelia O’Sullivan, will always be a friend to Astra Romanov.”
“And I, Astra, will always be a friend to Amelia O’Sullivan.”
“Here, catch.” Amelia threw her mini stepfather up in the air, and Astra caught him.
They played with the whimpering doll as if it was a ball.
At the railroad yard, Mr. O’Leary jerked with spasms, feeling dizzy.
For a time, the girls threw the doll back and forth.
The real Mr. O’Leary rocked, crashing against the walls of the railroad offices.
Finally, he was sent home for drinking on the job even though he protested his innocence.




Chapter 34
WHEN AMELIA GOT HOME, MR. O’LEARY WAS SITTING ON THE SOFA DRINKING A BEER. He patted the seat beside him.
“Let me put something up first,” she said.
She ran into the bedroom.
“Hurry up, Amelia, I’m waiting for you,” he yelled out.
She dropped the doll in a shoebox, pushing the lid down tight. The box shook with a noise of tiny feet kicking at the cardboard walls.
“I’ve gone blind!” Mr. O’Leary choked from the living room.
She lifted the lid off the box and Mr. O’Leary gave thanks to the Almighty for restoring his sight.
She hid the doll in a dresser drawer. She slammed the drawer shut, and the light turned off for him again.
“My eyes! I am blind. There is no air in the room. I am in a tunnel,” he screamed, tearing at the top buttons of his shirt.
Good, when he comes to my room again, I’ll slam the drawer shut.
She opened the drawer and restored his sight, giving him a breath of fresh air.
A doctor was consulted, and then another doctor. None could understand why he was losing his eyesight for short periods of time.
“It’s when I get up to use the bathroom,” he told the last doctor.
Amelia glared at him. No, it’s when you try to break into my room every night, she thought. Her nerves were on edge from his nightly haunting of the hallway outside her bedroom. She had dark circles around her eyes.
She sat in the back on the drive home thinking, this nightmare will never end.
“Keep me company and sit on my lap,” he said when they returned home.
“In a second,” she said and went to her room.
She stood in the hallway, holding the doll, and watching her stepfather. Twigs on the doll represented his fingers. She stroked a twig, which was the same finger he had stuck inside of her, the night before Astra gave her the doll. She yanked off the twig from the doll.
Mr. O’Leary’s matching finger fell off and he screamed, blood squirting his face. “Help me,” he yelled and ran to the kitchen for Ma. “I need to have my finger sewn back on!”
Quick, Amelia grabbed his finger from the carpet and ran out the door.
She tossed the finger into the street.
A dog carried the finger away in its mouth.
She waved, smiling at Ma backing the car out of the garage to drive a pale-looking Mr. O’Leary to the doctor.
Even with a missing finger, Mr. O’Leary was not deterred in coming to her bedroom door that night and trying to jiggle the lock with a screwdriver. It was only her slamming the dresser drawer that made him drop the screwdriver on his bare foot. He then made his way back to the master bedroom by touching the walls like a blind man.
The next morning, Amelia removed a shoestring from a pair of sneakers. She wrapped the string around the neck of the doll and tightened the shoestring.
At the breakfast table, Mr. O’Leary gasped for breath and clutched at his collar, as though he was choking.
Again, he came to her door and called to her in a raspy voice. He stood outside the bedroom for some time, moaning. Yuck!
The next day, she squeezed the shoestring around the neck of the doll.
He gasped for breath, tearing at the buttons of his shirt.
As the days passed, he walked slower, his complexion a tad grey in color.
In the shed, the doll lay with the string tighter around its neck and looking a bit grey in color.
A tread up the stairs became an ordeal for Mr. O’Leary.
He no longer had enough oxygen to lift a reed to whip Desmond.
When he slapped Emily, he grew winded.
He certainly had no strength to chase Amelia around her bed anymore, or so she hoped.
∞ ∞ ∞
 
Ma and Desmond were gone. The two had left so silently, Amelia never heard them leave.
Her stepfather busted the door open and barged into her bedroom. He forced her to lie on the bed. He climbed on top of her, his face red, and his eyes closed.
She reached beside her and grabbed the doll, digging her thumb into the eyes.
He jumped up and screamed. He ran out the door with his hands covering his eyes.
She climbed out the window and kicked the door of the shed open. Amelia tied up the doll in a hidden area of the shed, which did have a window. The doll would have some light and be able to see. Well, one of the eyes of the doll was sagging a bit so ditto for Mr. O’Leary.
By the time Ma returned, he was lying in bed, gasping for air.
He could not leave his bed.
He would claw his hands in the air and plead for someone to turn up the light.
He complained of invisible bruises on his body and knots on his head as he wheezed on the sofa. His fingers and toes bent like an arthritic cripple.
The doctors were baffled.
Word spread about his illness.
Michael Frank showed up with a food basket.
Amelia may have limited her stepfather’s movements, but she still lay on the bed at night, shivering with fear. When he had lain on top of her, she had felt a lump in his pants. He had pushed against her with his body, his hands groping her, and his lips slobbering her chest. If she had a nightmare, in the morning, she would pull the string tighter around the doll’s neck.
∞ ∞ ∞
 
Mr. O’Leary clawed at his throat, pus bubbling from his lips. He gurgled out the name, “Emily.”
She was in the kitchen, perched by the sink, washing the dishes, and singing so she didn’t hear his cries for help.
He thrashed about on the bed, shaking with convulsions.
Amelia pulled the string even tighter until the head of the doll rolled around the shoulders. The head quit moving and dropped, as if the neck broke. The cloth face turned ashen-grey in color, and the doll quit kicking.
She flicked her fingers against the doll’s head. The eyebrows seemed to move, but it must have been a breeze because the head bounced against the chest, fell back against the neck, then rolled around the body. The head stilled and the eyes stared, unblinking.
With clumsy, shaky fingers, Amelia untied the string from around the doll’s neck. She shook the doll, but the head just flopped about.
Thou Shalt not Kill was one of the Ten Commandments of the Bible. Amelia always ate when she was in trouble. She munched on a stale cookie. “He was scared of witches. Why didn’t we just frighten him into leaving me and Ma alone?” she said.
That female voice she heard ever since she became friends with Astra, answered. No amount of fear would have overcome his lust for you.
“He sometimes gave Ma a fat lip. She deserves a smack across her face. I should slap her myself. It’s because she married Mr. O’Leary that I am in this mess.”
Yes, you should hit your mother, the voice said.
“I did not murder my stepfather. It was an accident.”
That’s the spirit, Amelia. Keep working on an alibi, the voice said.




Chapter 35
AMELIA SHOVED THE DOLL AT ASTRA. “Bring him back to life. The joke is over. I was just so angry and frightened. Please, bring him back,” she whimpered.
Astra pushed the doll back at her. “There is no bringing him back.”
“But I don’t feel the joy of revenge that I expected to feel.”
“You should feel relief at his death. You must bury your stepfather, so no one ever suspects.”
“Now?”
“On the church grounds.”
“I will pray for my soul and yours, at the church,” Amelia said.
“Aunt Nikki tells me that I have a beautiful soul,” Astra said.
“I will pray for mine then.” Amelia wiped her damp cheeks. She laid the Mr. O’Leary doll in a shoebox, positioning his stick arms across his stone heart. “We must give him a Catholic burial then, a grand funeral with miniature horses decorated with black plumes to pull a tiny black carriage,” she said in a sober voice.
“I know where I can get one miniature horse.” Astra was thinking of Aunt Medea and her menagerie of shrunken creatures. “I’ll return in no time for the funeral.”
She came back, empty handed. Aunt Medea had enlarged the horse back to normal size and rented a stable to keep the horse. She had told Astra, “I did it for you. I’ve signed you up for horseback riding lessons. You are too rough around the edges. We must refine you into a young lady of quality. See. I’ve even bought you the outfit.”
Astra made a face at knee-high boots, a black riding jacket and helmet, and cream-colored, stretchy pants. There was even a long-sleeved white shirt.
“It was your grandmother’s idea,” Medea added.
Astra rolled her eyes at the old Catherine-the-Great relationship.
“Why don’t you try the outfit on?”
Instead, Astra ran down the stairs and out the door to where Amelia was waiting for her, hidden by the dark because the sun had set.
The girls called themselves The Two A’s and they wrapped thumbs, which was a secret handshake.
They walked in a funeral procession, lifting their faces to the moon and howling a melancholy tune. Instead of a black carriage carrying the coffin, Astra was the pallbearer. She held the black shoe box with outstretched arms.
They walked to the church of Our Lady the Queen of the Angels. Astra mimicked the holy signing of the cross on her chest, though she had violated the Eighth Commandment—she was a thief who never returned a Catholic Bible she stole from the church.
Giggling, Amelia and Astra yanked the scarves from the heads of two old ladies coming out of the church. They covered their own heads with the scarves, hiding the lower half of their faces. They snuck into the church through a side door, tiptoeing like church mice.
Amelia suffered on her knees while Astra sat there, bored, kicking the back of the pew in front of her. Her hypocrite friend beside her wailed out Mr. O’Leary’s name, beating her chest like an old grieving woman. “Forgive me,” Amelia wailed.
Astra rolled her eyes, cracking a stick of chewing gum.
Amelia got off of her knees and limped towards the statue of the Queen of the Angels to confront Saint Mary. “What of my stepfather? Why did you not stop my foolishness? You know what a practical joker I am. What have I done to offend you that you consume my soul with such guilt? I am simply a girl who was afraid of a lecher. What sin is there in that?”
The Mother of Jesus looked at Amelia as if 10 Hail Mary’s would absolve her of the sin of murder. To add a sufficient show of anguish, Amelia struck her chest with her fist, howling.
Through all Amelia’s dramatics, Astra stood with her mouth twisted at the feet of the statue.
She reached into her pocket and took out some nail enamel. She shook the bottle to mix the polish and painted the Queen’s toenails red.
“What are you doing? To desecrate the holy statue is blasphemous,” Amelia squeaked.
“So many people look at her feet, I just thought it would be a nice gesture,” Astra said.
A priest walked in from the vestibule.
Amelia snatched the nail enamel from her, shoving the bottle in her skirt pocket.
Giggling, they crashed through the church doors and ran smack into a religious procession. No wonder the doors of the church were unlocked at this late hour.
Astra screeched, “What’s going on?” She frowned at the glowing candles the faithful held in their hands. The four church bells rang, muffling the sound of trumpets and trombones.
“I forgot; it is the feast of Our Lady of Guadalupe,” Amelia said.
Astra placed the coffin-box behind her back to hide it from Our Lady of Guadalupe’s prying eyes, but the Lady was everywhere.
To the right, an old woman carried a statue of the sainted Lady. The statue’s hands were folded in prayer with her head down.
On the left, two youths carried between them a piece of cloth sewn with the Lady’s image.
In front, lumbered a wagon carrying two children with a boy dressed as the child, Jorge Diego, who had witnessed the miracle of Our Lady of Guadalupe. He knelt before a little girl dressed up as the Virgin Mary.
“This way,” Amelia whispered, and she headed to the back of the church.
Astra wobbled behind her, carrying the black box under her arm. The small corpse rocked against the cardboard.
Moonlight shone on their heads. Shadows moved against the church wall like ghoulish bell ringers. The church walls vibrated with Spanish songs, praising their Lady’s goodness.
The girls knelt by the church wall.
“My stomach hurts and my head pounds. See how my hands tremble and sweat?” Amelia said. “I can’t bury him, you do it.” She handed the box to her.
Astra ripped open the box and slapped the doll in her hand. “I am attending your stepfather’s funeral, simply as a friend. It is your duty to bury him. Show some respect, or else his ghost will haunt you.”
Amelia screeched, dropping the little pseudo corpse.
The doll lay there pathetically, staring at them with lifeless eyes. In death, the doll looked even more like a miniature Mr. O’Leary. A light glowed from a window above them, illuminating the shadow of a wooden cross hanging in the church. Jesus was watching, yet, Amelia dug a hole in the dirt with her hands. She dropped the doll in the hole, covering it with dirt.
Astra stomped on the dirt so the burial spot would blend in. The ground was damp from showers the night before.
Amelia lay hunched by the tiny grave, sobbing.
 




Chapter 36
IT WAS A BITTER COLD DAY FOR A FUNERAL SERVICE. Amelia placed a coat around Ma’s shoulders. “Everything’s going to be alright now, Ma. I can pass for 16 so I can work as a waitress. Desmond can work flipping burgers or something. You are a good cook; perhaps a cafe will hire you.”
“Don’t worry so. Your Da will recover and go back to work,” Ma said, patting her hand.
“He was not my Da! He is dead!” she yelled, uncaring that her words might arouse suspicion. For his funeral, she did wear black, like a dutiful daughter in mourning.
All of Mr. O’Leary’s favorite scents wafted from a back table that was filled with food. Amelia swooned from the odor of garlic simmering in a stew of onions, freshly cut tomatoes, ground beef sprinkled with pepper, corn fresh from the husk, and aged cheese smelling like her stepfather’s sweaty feet.
While the faithful recited the rosary with closed eyes and beat their chests with their fists, she inched to the back, unseen, until Desmond stared at her, as if she was doomed to hell.
She tapped her lips with a middle finger, but he was too saintly to realize that she was throwing him a dirty finger.
He turned back around, and she shuffled to the food table. She snuck chocolate-cookie number one under her blouse and then cookie number two in the waistband of her skirt.
Ma pinched her by the neck. “Before we close the coffin, you must say good-bye to your Da.”
“No. No.”
“Yes. Yes. Go on.” And with one shove, Ma hurled her toward her crime.
Amelia swallowed a lump in her throat and looked into the coffin. Her stepfather’s face was ashen grey in color, just like the doll had been. His head was propped up by two sticks on the sides of his neck. His mouth was frozen open, as though he still struggled for every breath. A gold coin covered each of his eyes.
The coins are to buy his way into hell. He wants to take me with him. There are two coins, one for me and one for him, she thought. It mustn’t happen, mustn’t let him. I’ll be good, I promise. He was a bad man anyway.
Mr. O’Leary wore the suit he always wore to funerals, except for one difference. She knew that there was a bit of fabric missing from the back, enough to make a tiny suit.
She brought her head closer to the coffin. On his suit was some specks of mud, the reddish-brown color of the mud in the back of the church where mini-Mr. O’Leary was buried.
“Caution. Careful. Don’t get caught,” she mumbled, dipping her fingers into the coffin and wiping away the tell-tale sign of the mud clod.
Amelia rubbed against the fabric so hard that she disturbed the dead.
His ice-cold hand grabbed her wrist, the hairy fingers smelling of fish.
She mewed, pulling at her wrist, turning her face away from his foul, corpse breath that was mixed with the stench of aged whiskey, and the cigarillo smoke snaking from his nose.
His chest rose and fell.
His breath tickled her earlobe.
His swollen tongue licked at her neck.
The snake in his pants moved.
Amelia screamed.
“Oh, how she loved her Da,” Ma told Michael Frank.
The Penitents had to pry her frozen fingers from the coffin.
Amelia whispered to Ma that she was going to the restroom. Instead, she snuck around to the back door of the church.
She dropped to her knees and unburied the small grave with her hands.
Where is it? Where’s the tiny corpse?
She looked around, expecting a small zombie to be walking towards her.
She stared back into the empty hole where the corpse of mini-Mr. O’Leary should have been. Quick, she covered the hole.
A pale-faced Amelia walked back into the church. She scurried towards the front row.
Ma handed her a tissue. “Clean your dress,” she ordered.
Amelia rubbed at the spots, but all she managed to do was make her hands appear bloody.
Good. No one else seems to notice the blood dripping from my hands and staining the white floor, or so she thought until she looked up and stared into the eyes of Liliya Romanov. Astra stood beside her mother.
Liliya lifted Astra’s chin, forcing her to look into the coffin. Whereas, Amelia screamed when she looked at her stepfather, Astra had the detached look of a surgeon, examining her handiwork.
Astra reached into the coffin, snatched the gold coins, and shoved them in her pocket.
She’s stolen from a dead man, Amelia thought with horror. He will rise from the grave and come back for his coins.
Liliya did not seem worried over her daughter’s thievery. She simply watched with an amused face as they nailed the lid shut on the pine coffin.
Michael Frank watched Amelia, no longer looking at her with sympathy but with curiosity.
Amelia dropped to her knees, bowing her head, not because she had become so religious. She preferred to look at the floor than at Michael Frank’s piercing eyes. At this moment, she felt more fear of him than of Liliya. The witch was a known antagonist, Michael, and his Penitents were more mysterious. She acted brave but her intestines danced La Cucaracha, a Mexican Revolution song. She muttered the lyrics, “The cockroach, the cockroach, can’t walk anymore, because it doesn’t have, because it’s lacking, marijuana to smoke.” Even the funny song could not take her mind off of the missing miniature corpse.
Sweet Jesus, the knees again! What is it with the Catholic Church and kneeling? Get on with it, Father Ass. My stepfather doesn’t deserve a high mass, she thought.
Beside her, Desmond stared at the statues of saints with rapture.
The Penitents carried the coffin from the church.
Ma grabbed her hand, dragging her through the double doors that were flung open, it seemed to let the bitterness of the north into the church.
The mourners headed to the back of the church and the parking lot.
The Romanovs stood over the exact spot where her stepfather’s pseudo remains were buried.
Dima seemed bored and looked at her watch.
Medea leaned against the church wall, smoking a cigarette.
Astra laughed at something that her grandmother said. She really did have a wicked laugh sometimes, and a charming laugh at other times.
Liliya smiled at Amelia.
She stared back defiantly at Astra’s mother.
Nikki beckoned Amelia with a finger, as if the hooded figure knew something. The woman seemed the most mysterious of Astra’s relatives. She always wore a hooded robe and seemed to float on the very air rather than walk. On a cloudy day, Nikki seemed like the grim reaper. On a sunny day, she seemed like Obi-Wan Kenobi from Star Wars.
Amelia let go of Ma’s hand and inched her way over to the witches.
Nikki bent and whispered into her ear, “That awful man is not really at rest. Beware his spirit, Amelia O’Sullivan.”
She ran back to Ma, and they climbed into the car to follow the hearse to the cemetery.
At the open grave, violinists played a song of loss. Everyone sobbed except for the Romanovs, Amelia, and Desmond.
When they lowered the coffin into the ground, Liliya patted Astra on the shoulder and winked at Amelia. Just like when her uncle died, she raised her fingers to her lips, and blew Amelia a kiss.
Her lips somersaulted through the air and smacked her face. She wiped her cheek. Blood again. Only this time she was certain that it was her stepfather’s blood dripping from her fingers.
Liliya grabbed Astra by her arms and hugged her. She rocked her daughter back and forth with joy.
The shaman, Wind-Keeper, had been wrong. It was never her that Liliya wanted. With a sinking feeling she had the suspicion that with her stepfather’s murder, she helped Astra graduate to the third degree of witchcraft, the black arts, which included death.
And what of you, the voice whispered. Why do you feel so disappointed it wasn’t you that Liliya wanted after all?
Because it was I who killed him, not Astra, she proudly answered the voice.
A power was pulling her. Amelia locked eyes with Nikki Romanov, a woman known as a spirit witch.
Oh, my God, she thought. Is she the voice that keeps speaking in my head? Nikki? Astra’s aunt?




Chapter 37
AMELIA COULD NOT GET NIKKI ROMANOV’S WARNING OUT OF HER HEAD. That awful man is not really at rest. Beware his spirit. Amelia tossed and turned, trying to sleep. Maybe her stepfather did come to life in his open coffin at the church. Perhaps, the spirit witch brought him to life.
Stop it! You’ll drive yourself crazy with fear!
She screeched at a moth battering against the window, trying to break into the house. The dead often returned as moths, according to Astra.
It is the time of day when the dead rise from their slumber and walk the earth once more—midnight, the witching hour, the voice hissed in her ear.
Feet shuffled down the hallway, sounding like a broom sweeping the floor.
The steps stopped at her room.
The door handle turned.
Her bedroom door creaked open, and then closed.
The moon shone brightly in the window, illuminating the room in semi-darkness. Moonlight shone on a large figure, swaying on rocky feet.
I can’t breathe. I can’t move. I’m frozen!
The figure approached the bed. No wonder he swept the floor when he walked. He was barefoot with straw toes. His black suit was stitched together with white thread in a zigzag fashion. Reddish-brown mud stains dotted his pants and torn jacket. A few pieces of straw stuck out of his cloth head. Two sticks propped up his pseudo-neck. The man-sized figure resembled a scarecrow come to life. The nightmarish creature standing at the foot of her bed was the missing Mr. O’Leary doll, human-sized.
She screeched, crawling to the furthest corner of the mattress.
He sat on the bed, wheezing. One unglued, bushy brow hung down the side of his dirt-speckled, fabric face. He wiggled a heavy mustache that was taped to the cloth.
She huddled closer to the wall. “It can’t be you. You’re dead. I buried you at the church,” she said through chattering teeth.
His grave was open!
He was missing!
The straw man leaned forward, rubbing his straw fingers across her breasts.
She slapped his hand away, and a stick finger fell off.
The straw man coughed.
He brought his cloth face closer, sniffing her.
She prayed for the wall to swallow her as he rubbed his straw mustache against her lip, scratching her.
“Your breath smells of mud, soaked in whiskey, and cigarillos. Get away from me!” she said, gagging.
“Why did you kill me, your own da?”
“You were never my da. You’re not real. You died.” She vomited into the pillow. She yanked the covers over her head, creating a shivering lump on the bed.
A black cat appeared at the window and meowed loudly.
She peeked out from the blanket.
The straw beast was fading, reaching out its arms to her as the creature struggled to stay.
The cat had vanished from the window and now meowed at the door, scratching and hissing.
Amelia climbed out of bed and swayed, holding onto the mattress. Should she let the cat in? Something in the cat’s high-pitched meows made her take a wary step back.
The scratching at the door continued, the wood oddly bulging with the weight of the cat.
There was a high-pitched shriek, like a banshee, followed by a heavy bang against the door.
The handle jiggled.
There was a knock, softly tapping against the door.
The knocking stopped, and it sounded as if an ax was chopping. The house swayed with the force.
Her bedroom window shattered.
Something jumped in through the window, shaking the frame with its weight.
A howling wind blew the curtains about.
Vases crashed from tables.
Cushions flew about the room.
A daybed slid across the floor, banging against the wall.
There was a foul stench of urine and rancid pig’s blood.
Amelia screamed at the shadowy figure of a man with long hair flying about his face.
He threw back his head, laughing.
Amelia fell to her knees, shaking and crying, attempting to speak, but saliva dribbled from her lips.
The wind whipped her hair, and her nightgown billowed.
Frost clung to her lashes.
The man grinned wickedly, and then vanished.




Chapter 38
ASTRA EXAMINED THE SHREDDED BEDROOM DRAPES in her friend’s bedroom. The flowered wallpaper was scraped off in places, bearing the imprint of large claws. Even on the ceiling, prints were visible.
“You said that a warlock did this? My family consists of four women and me,” Astra said.
“You do have a warlock in your family, your Uncle Magico,” she pointed out.
“Yes, and I do visit with my father’s family occasionally. My uncle has no interest outside of the pueblo. He helps manage the casino.”
“You can change into a wolf,” Amelia spat.
“You think it was me in your room last night that did this?”
“You tried to scare me to death.”
“I do not know anyone who can change into a cat,” she lied. Aunt Medea was a normal-sized cat and could not have done this. Why would she?
Astra enjoyed playing detective. She walked with her hands twisted behind her back and her brow furrowed. She inspected the broken window. “Mm, someone masqueraded as the Night Wind.”
“A man jumped through the window, not the wind.”
“Yes, but you said that his hair blew around his face.”
“The Night Wind came into my room? It was a man!”
“A magical being harnessed the wind; but the wind is so powerful, one can only hold onto the wind for a short while.
As for Mr. O’Leary, my Aunt Nikki brought him to life, but as the small figure you buried. She would never conjure the scarecrow as a full-grown figure. She is a necromancer. She cannot perform the magic that you witnessed in your bedroom last night. That magic is most powerful.”
“I might believe you because you look as scared as me, or it may be an act. I don’t want to be your friend any longer. I don’t need friends like you,” Amelia said. She stuffed her arms into a coat.
“Where are you going?”
“I’m going to the church to find that doll you made. He’s the last tie between us.”
Astra had kicked off her shoes earlier. One was way under the bed. She yanked on a pair of boots that belonged to Amelia. She followed on her heels, pleading with Amelia to remain her friend.
Amelia gave her the silent treatment.
By the time they reached the church, both girls were tightlipped.
Amelia fell to the ground where she buried Mr. O’Leary. “Maybe the zombie has returned to his grave,” she said.
“You think making a silly cross against your chest will protect you from whoever was in your room last night?”
“You brought this wickedness on me. Her voice haunts me, driving me mad.”
“Whose voice?”
“That’s none of your beeswax.”
“Fine, be that way.” Astra leaned against the wall with her arms folded across her chest. “You’re dirtying your pure hands, getting dirt beneath your fingernails. Oh, my mistake, it’s dried blood.”
“You’re a bad influence, Astra.”
“I’m a bad influence? I never told you to pull the string and choke him.”
“I am going to hell because of you.”
“His death is on your conscience, not mine,” Astra said.
Amelia dug up a piece of Mr. O’Leary’s suit jacket, scratching in the dirt and mewing. “I felt for sure he’d come back here. Where is he? What have you done with the rest of him?” she said in an agitated voice.
“I swear, I did nothing.”
She reburied the piece of material. “You’re a betrayer,” she said, stomping on the miniature grave.
Astra followed her, pleading until she was blue in the face.
Amelia spun around, spitting. “Stay away from me, Astra! I don’t know why I ever even liked you. What everyone says about you is true. You’re a freak.”
“Don’t say things you may regret. It’s only because of our friendship that I don’t break your neck and throw you to the wolves,” Astra said.
“I’m sure those wild dogs would do whatever you ask. A wolf can sniff one of its own kind a mile away. Half-breed!”
“I’ll forgive you for your racist comment because you are frightened. I must go now and meet my family for lunch.”
They walked away in opposite directions.
Astra’s hearing had been improving lately. She pricked up her ears. When Amelia was about a mile away, she fell to her knees, sobbing as if someone died.




Chapter 39
ASTRA WENT DIRECTLY TO GRANDMA and with tears in her eyes, told Dima what happened. Instead of the comfort she was seeking, Dima called a family meeting.
Medea acted as if she had been expecting a call to arms, so did Nikki.
Liliya kept on painting her toenails, muttering something about always being kept out of the loop.
It was happy hour, and each woman sipped a glass of home brew, or Witch Wine. The Strega Liqueur recipe had been perfected over the years into a wine, a lovely orange in color, rather than the weak yellow color of the liqueur.
“That girl, Amelia O’Sullivan, has a connection to us,” Dima said. “Things appear to have gone too far. First, the Legendary Witch appears, and her uncle dies that night. Then, Nikki sees the ghosts of all the Bump-in-the-Road witches, her sisters, at the funeral of Amelia’s father. Now, someone conjured the miniature-scarecrow-double of Amelia’s stepfather, but as a full-grown scarecrow. Plus, someone, maybe the same witch or warlock, was able to hijack the Night Wind, and then personify the wind as a man.”
Dima glared at Liliya. “Do you think your ex-boyfriend, the shaman, Wind-Keeper, harnessed the Night Wind? He has a quarrel with you.”
“He is not the vengeful type, especially after eight years,” Liliya said.
Nikki cracked a walnut from the enchanted tree in the front yard. “The Walnut Witches are your enemy, Dima.”
“The hags never leave their beloved Italy,” she said.
Medea grunted. “I was at her house last night. I tried to warn the girl, but no one ever listens to a cat.”
“Because you meow,” Liliya said and laughed. “What? That’s all you can tell us because a mouse got your attention?”
Medea ignored the jibe. She cocked her head at Dima. “Speaking of your enemies, what about Brotherhood of the Castle? As their leader lay dying, 68 years ago, he vowed vengeance,” Medea said.
“Yes, and the warlock’s son was a witness. The boy would be about 76 years old now, but that all happened in California.”
“Well, we’re spinning our wheels here,” Liliya said. “I have work to do.”
“What work? You can only go so far as that curb across from the plaza and set up your fortune-telling cart, like a homeless gypsy.” Medea laughed even harder at Liliya.
“And whose fault is it that I am cursed?”
“Your own, Liliya,” Nikki said.
“Yes, and all of this mischief that threatens us had better not be any of your doing,” Dima said.
Liliya threw up her hands. “First, I am a simple fortune teller and next, I have magic powerful enough to conjure dead witches. Then, I bring back a straw doll from the dead and enlarge the zombie, and then I harness the night wind as a man, all in one night? Well, thanks for your faith in my magic! Make up your minds! The Looking-Glass-of-Time will prove my innocence,” Liliya screeched.
Astra was sent to fetch the looking glass.
Dima stretched the glass to its full height of six feet.
They all watched as the events at the O’Sullivan house, the night before, unfolded. They first bore witness to what happened in Amelia’s room.
“Now, rewind in time and show us the yard outside of her window, right before what you previously show happened,” Medea ordered the looking glass.
Fog filled the enchanted mirror, and when the fog cleared, five younger men, an old man, and a young woman stood under the moonlight. One of the men had his back to them so they could not see his face.
One of the warlocks placed the Mr. O’Leary doll on the ground and brought it to life.
Astra looked over at her mother.
Liliya made a mean face at her. “Aha! You believed that I unburied the doll to cause you trouble with your friend,” she sneered. Her eyes said that she would have her revenge later.
Astra gulped and turned her head back to the looking glass, which now showed another warlock pulling his hands far apart, and at the same time, enlarging the scarecrow-looking doll to Mr. O’Leary’s human height.
The scarecrow stood to its feet and walked with lumbering steps to the house. A third warlock opened the lock with magic and opened the front door to let the fiend in.
A fourth warlock then lifted his face to the moon.
“He’s found us,” Dima screeched and pointed at the man. “He must be Napoleone’s great-grandson. He looks just like Napoleone. The old man with them must be the young boy from my run-in with him in 1933. I assume he’s the grandfather of these young men and the young woman.”
They all watched as the old man stirred the wind, which he then directed into the body of the fourth warlock, whose hair flew about his face. The warlock waved in the air like a breeze, and then shot through the window of the bedroom like a tornado bursting the glass.
Dima waved her hand over the Looking-Glass-of-Time, stopping the streaming of the past. “I’ve seen enough.”
“So, what now? We flee again from the Brotherhood of the Castle?” Medea said in a weary voice.
Dima chewed on her lip. She was thinking.
“But we have this lovely mansion,” Nikki said.
Astra ran her eyes around the shabby room, which was like the rest of the house and smelled of old, stinky money. Her home was reminiscent of that rundown mansion in the television series, The Addams Family.
“Casinos are near to us here, unless we move to the big time of Las Vegas.” Dima pulled out some dice from her pocket and rolled the dice in her hand.
“But we have celebrity friends here,” Medea noted.
“There are plenty of celebrities in Vegas,” Dima said. “Besides, our Hollywood friends have been our undoing. I suspect that our connections to celebrities has led the Los Angeles branch of the Brotherhood of the Castle to discovering our whereabouts.”
“There are wonderous, fake-magic shows in Vegas which we cannot compete with, without revealing ourselves,” Nikki pointed out.
“But what about the Legendary Dead Witch? What double cross is she playing at?” Dima said.
“She’s a practical joker, that one,” Medea said.
“Yes, I feel as if the dead witch is still on our side,” Nikki added.
“Well, I would certainly hope so, considering,” Medea said.
“You’re just chicken, Dima,” Liliya said.
“Me? Chicken? I was the one who got away from the Bolsheviks, who would have killed me as a Romanov after the Russian Revolution. The day I stole the Starostavne Books of Magic at the Saint Alexander Monastery, the church bells began ringing, as Bolsheviks stormed through the cemetery archway, headed towards the five churches, which were as yet unharmed. I was more afraid of being arrested by Lenin’s Cheka for being a Romanov than for stealing from Tchaikovsky’s grave. I was not an enemy of the people, but I feared the Red Terror that swept across my beloved Russia.
At the cemetery, I dragged my trunk behind some bushes. A couple of cats were playing in the powdery snow. ‘Guard my trunk,’ I ordered the cats. The kitties hissed, showing off their claws that were more than adequate to protect the trunk.”
Dima now took off her shoes. She spun with the shapeshifting stone, transforming into her real age of 180. “See, how I danced ballet on Tchaikovsky’s grave while imagining the maestro sitting at a grand piano playing The Sleeping Beauty.”
Dima closed her eyes as she twirled, seeing herself as merely sleeping, an old woman with faded beauty, waiting to become young again.
She lifted her leg high.
Aye! Her hip started hurting, followed by both knees.
Dima held a hand to her aching back. “Sonofabitch!” she yelled and shifted back to a 20-year-old before continuing her story.
“In the chaos of the Bolsheviks killing monks and pillaging churches at the Nevsky Monastery, the Cheka must have thought I was a helpless old lady. They knew nothing of the dagger in my skirt pocket or the imperial evidence in my trunk.
Ah, but across the way, about a third of a mile, was the Neva River, and the sound of a boat. In my trunk was the magic books that would lead me on my travels to find the secret to eternal life. And the cats, whom I named Whiskey and Vodka, became my traveling companions.”
“You proved my point,” Liliya said, “you were chicken and ran away.”
Dima glared at her and then spit three times over her left shoulder because, being Russian, she believed the devil was always on the left. The spit was equal to cursing the devil before undergoing anything of importance. She then announced, “I suppose we can stay in Santa Fe and fight the Brotherhood, if we must. Our magic is stronger now, and there are three of us.”
“Three of you against seven?” Liliya shouted. “What about me?”
“Yeah, and me,” Astra said in a small voice.
“Shut up! You don’t count, small fry. You still have the face of an angel, even after all that has happened, because you’re weak,” Liliya said.
“I’m not weak,” Astra said, but her voice was lost in her mother’s rage.
Liliya twisted her face to her mother and sisters, making herself appear uglier than usual with scrunched up wrinkles and fiery eyes. “First, you accuse me unfairly. Then, you talked about moving, when you know damn well that my curse is here, and I could not go with you. Now, you are leaving me out of your battle, when you know how much I like a fight!” She stormed from the room.
Liliya moved so fast that no one noticed that she was smiling. Since she was fenced in by Dima’s curse, her family had forgotten that Liliya had a most powerful magic, to become invisible. She had spent years in her isolation, perfecting the magic, and working on another thing which had yet to bear fruit, but she was getting closer to her freedom. After all, what was a witch to do with her spare time, while the others went to casinos, and operas, and even parties?
Yes, some of the locals in Santa Fe feared the Romanovs. However, after 14 years in business, they had quite the clientele of rich folks, a lot of them Hollywood actors or other celebrities who owned seasonal homes in Santa Fe. Her mother and sisters were often invited to lavish parties, parties Liliya could never attend.
If a party was at night, even Medea wore a miniature mink stole around her furry shoulders and a diamond cat collar. Medea was always considered a staple at the nightly parties. Everyone considered the Romanovs eccentric, and Medea would be served expensive wine and caviar in fancy cat dishes. Her eldest sister never failed to brag to Liliya about some party or other, or boast of a gift from a famous client.
As if I would be interested in a frickin’ pearl cat ball!
Medea thinks she’s so damned important at these parties because she mingles with the rich guests, who are never shy about revealing their secrets to a cat. She never speaks human talk to them, but she acts like a really smart cat. She’s even been offered a movie part in some cat movie, but Dima declined.
Liliya marched to her workroom and let out a healthy scream. She placed the fake tiara on her head. The tiara always made her feel better, but not this time.
Now, where are my notes? Where the fuck are my notes?
Liliya had a mountain of hidden notebooks filled with scribblings, written in a code, that only she understood.
Well, what was a hemmed-in witch to do but look to her future?
Especially when my family doesn’t give a damn about me!
Move without me, indeed! I am the future of the Romanovs!
Ah, there were her notes, piles and piles of spiral notebooks. Astra had a laptop, but Liliya stayed away from technology. Plus, she didn’t trust the digital and preferred paper she could touch.
With the tiara leaning lopsided on her head, Liliya flipped through the pages of a spiral singing, “Curses, and spells, and warlocks, and witches. Brew me a healthy dose of bitches.”
Liliya may or may not be the future of her family. What Liliya was for certain was bipolar, and there was nothing more dangerous than an unstable witch.
Dima mentioned her old love, Wind-Keeper, a name Liliya had locked away in a box and hid the key. She now slammed the box over and over against the floor until it opened. She took his name out and ripped the paper to pieces.
Yet, her heart still ached.
She ran around the room, screeching and gathering the pieces of ripped paper. She sat on the floor, gluing his name together, Wndkeeper. She had not been able to find the letter ‘i’ but, of course, she had taken his eye.
She put the name under a pillow, climbed beneath the covers of a daybed, and slipped into a familiar darkness.
Liliya, how are you, a voice whispered.
Shut the fuck up, she whispered back to herself.
Liliya was also schizophrenic, though she kept the voices to herself.




Chapter 40
LIKE EVERY WORKDAY, ASTRA PUSHED HER MOTHER’S FORTUNE-TELLING CART. She had a backpack strapped to her back which contained her mother’s lunch, water bottles, etc. Liliya walked daintily beside her, twirling a sun umbrella and carrying just a small purse, leaving the heavier items in the backpack for Astra to carry.
And just like every workday, Liliya grumbled about her mother and sisters driving to work. She complained about Dima deliberately cursing her so that she could not cross the street to work in the building the family owned. Come rain or come shine, Liliya sat in a chair, yelling at passersby like a carnival barker.
None of the women noticed Amelia hiding behind a tree.
The mansion was empty and ripe for picking secrets.
Amelia thought for sure the door would be locked, but the door opened for her, as if by magic.
One more step and you’re in.
That’s it.
Lift your leg.
Lower your foot.
Easy.
No going back.
The door slammed shut behind her.
The house seemed to breathe, the walls expanding, then retracting, swollen, then flat, as wood often does when the seasons change.
It was but one season in this house—winter. Amelia could see her breath as she panted.
There. To her left. The dining room.
“Mustn’t go in. Those ladies eat in that room. They’ll know I’m here.”
She climbed a winding staircase, rubbing her hand along the mahogany banister and leaving a clean trail. Her sweat was like polish to the wood, which glowed with a glassy sheen, reflecting her fear.
An exhilarating fear.
Amelia. Amelia. Come to me, the voice whispered.
When she passed the second floor, she turned her head to Astra’s room.
The Shroud of Veils, the secrets of the Romanovs hiding beneath the bed.
Steal the shroud, the voice said.
“Mustn’t touch it. Shadows burn,” she responded.
The voice hissed at her.
She kept climbing to the third floor, her shoes hollow on the wooden steps.
You can be thin. You can be beautiful, the voice whispered.
One more step.
That’s it.
Lift your foot.
She was a long way up. A body could roll down that twisted staircase and lose a head.
She encircled her neck with her fingers.
Such a pretty neck, the voice said, chuckling.
Her head was still attached. It was her mind she had lost. “This is crazy, why did I come here?”
“Go back.”
“Now!”
She grabbed onto the banister, overcome with dizziness.
“Whew! That was a close one. Don’t be so clumsy or you’ll fall and break your head. I need to rest, is all, and get my wind back. Then, I’ll leave.”
“Astra warned me about the attic. Why?”
The shapeshifting rock is hidden on this floor, the voice whispered. The bitch doesn’t want to share her beauty. She has the face of a fiery angel with such lovely reddish hair, and those lavender eyes that are prettier than any flower. She eats what she wants and never gains a pound.
“Shut up! You’re trying to make me jealous.”
The voice chuckled.
The hallway was dark. The doors were all closed.
She climbed the final steps to the attic.
She stepped through the threshold and entered darkness, yet she could see into the center of the room. Black curtains hung from the ceiling.
The shapeshifting rock is hidden behind the curtains. What you seek is there. What you’ve always wanted is but a few steps away.
Slowly, the curtains parted to reveal some pictures. The most striking was a wrinkled arm and hand sticking out of what must be the Pacific Ocean.
Trust me.
A piece of paper floated to the floor. She bent and picked it up. There was a garbled mess of words, which seemed meaningless. She stuffed the paper in her pocket.
On the wall was a photograph of a full moon shining on Long Beach, California where 12 women lined up like a winding snake with their hands around each other’s waists. They looked like contestants in a wicked beauty contest, Miss Witch of 1827. The title of the picture was actually Black Dragon Roses of 1827. The women were all clothed in bathing suits from mid-thigh up to their necks. Their suits revealed their bare arms and calves. One wore a bathing suit with vertical stripes and a matching hat perched cockily on her head. Another wore a suit that looked like a sailor’s uniform, complete with cap. The other bathing beauties wore black bathing suits, matching the black roses on their heads. Their sandals were laced mid-calf.
Scribbled across the photo were the words: beach vacation with
Mother. Amelia assumed that Mother was the arm and hand sticking out from the water, which appeared to belong to a corpse. She looked closer. The women appeared to be ghosts.
On the other wall of the room was an ageless photo of a woman, again with the word Mother written beneath it. A timeless-looking woman stood before a black rose bush, proudly holding out a rose of the latest recruit.
“Astra’s name is written in dew on the rose,” Amelia muttered.
The bush had 13 clusters of roses, with each cluster containing 13 roses.
These are witch covens, Amelia thought.
She guessed that the name on a rose would change only when a member of the coven died. The name would then be replaced by the name of the newest member to join the Sisterhood of the Black Dragon Roses. All of the other names were gibberish to Amelia’s eyes, except for the witches she knew as the Romanovs.
The fragrance of the rose is divine but the thorns are sharp, the voice whispered. I want your heart, Amelia. Come. Give me your heart. See. Look what I can give you.
On another wall hung an enormous, aged mirror.
“Is that really me? So thin and so beautiful? A shapeshifting rock would require much passion. If the rock was mine, I would love it more than Dima does.”
I love you, Amelia. Look again at what you are, if you do not love me back.
The lovely face in the mirror was replaced by her own fat face. Her flesh was crawling with worms nibbling at her flesh. Her cheeks had great gaping holes, oozing pus. Red, dry, buggy eyes stared out of her face. There were cold sores on her swollen lips. Her nose was wide and flat.
Ugly. Ugly. Ugly.
“No! No,” she sobbed, feeling chilled. The wind, where did it come from?
Dust swirled around the wooden floor.
There was a noise, like an ax chopping.
The house swayed.
The ax? Amelia knew who the trickster was. He was in her room last night.
Say my name, Amelia. Say it.
“You are the voice that calls to me.”
The chopping of the ax stopped. The house stilled. There was silence, except for an arm reaching out to her.
She took a step back.
She turned.
The claws of a cat pawed at her back.
There was a cat scratching at my door last night!
She fled with the cat’s roar in her ears, sounding like a lion.
She almost rolled down the stairs in her haste to get away.
There were no footsteps following her. Only the voice.
I can give you all that your heart desires.
“Mustn’t listen.”
Beauty.
“Shut up. Shut up. Shut up!”
Power.
“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!”
That’s the ticket. Now you’re talking.




Chapter 41
LIKE EVERY WORKDAY, ASTRA WALKED BACK HOME AFTER ESCORTING HER MOTHER TO WORK. More like being her mule, she thought. She was expected to walk back late in the day, when Liliya was finished selling her curb magic, so she could push the cart and lug the backpack home. As if she can’t do it herself!
Astra couldn’t get the nagging feeling out of her head that someone was following her.
She kept turning around, but no one was there.
That’s odd, the front door is unlocked.
Astra pushed the door open and stood in the large entryway. “Anyone home?” she yelled out, thinking her grandmother or one of her aunts had forgotten something and returned home. She had not seen the car out front.
“Anyone home?” she hollered.
Again, her words echoed through the empty house.
She fixed herself a sandwich and trudged up the stairs to Dima’s workshop.
Astra took out the Looking-Glass-of-Time from the Catherine-the-Great trunk. She had always been afraid to look at her future, but after finding out that this Brotherhood of the Castle was in Santa Fe with a grudge to grind, well, maybe she didn’t have a future.
“I need a hug, buddy,” she called out.
Pompeii, the shape-shifting stone shifted into her favorite childhood plaything, a two-foot, stuffed gingerbread man with a pumpkin-looking face, mean eyes, and a turned-down stitched mouth.
Pompeii jumped down from on top of the dresser and walked over to her with lumbering steps.
“Well, I can’t hug you with five pins sticking out of you. I’m sorry I used you as a stick-pin cushion the other day,” she said.
Astra removed the pins and hugged Pompeii, which grunted as she squeezed it tightly. She then placed the gingerbread man gently on a daybed.
Pompeii quickly fell asleep, snoring, the cushiony stomach falling and rising.
Astra stretched the Looking-Glass-of-Time to her size.
“Show me Astra Romanov about seven years from now,” she said because in the creation story of the Bible, God made the world in six days and rested on the seventh day. Plus, in the Bible, seven represented completion.
Fog rolled over the mirror and then cleared. The top half of the mirror showed Astra as a twenty-year-old woman with wavy, dark-red hair sweeping her butt. She wore a ballroom dress, like Cinderella and stared longingly at a man who resembled a prince. Her cheeks were wet with tears because the man danced with the most beautiful woman Astra had ever seen. He stared down at the woman, as if he was bewitched.
The real Astra, the current 13-year-old, rubbed her chest. She could feel the broken heart of the woman Astra.
Quick, Astra pushed the mirror back to its original size of five inches, swearing to never again stare into the Looking-Glass-of-Time to see her future.
Still, Astra swore that she could see her face staring back at her from the ocean water of a picture hanging on the wall. Astra did not feel, inside, that she had a broken heart. Astra could swear that all of her was broken.
She danced around the room.
I daydream that my father was made of white roses. He holds his arms, strong as branches out to me, lifts me, and whispers of his love. His heart flutters like a petal against my breast. Then Mama appears with an ax and chops him down. Father! Wind blows away his limbs, and he shrivels like a dead bush, until all I hold in my arms are dry leaves. I place my nose in the leaves and inhale the scent of royalty because my father came from a long line of Native American chiefs.
Well, enough of this nonsense, she needed some fresh air before melancholy suffocated her.
She left the snoring Pompeii and tiptoed out of the house.
Astra walked up Witch Hill. It was a lovely, sunny day. She danced. She sang. She spun, holding her arms out wide.
She giggled, stumbling to the ground, and transforming into a white Russian wolf.
Oh, shoot. What happened? I turned into a wolf without the aid of Pompeii? The shapeshifting stone is in Dima’s workroom.
Astra rested her head on her paws, struggling to understand what just happened. Contrary to the rumors, she had never been solitary by choice—her nature was of a pack animal.
She tried to stand on all fours so she might spin, but she tripped on the hem of her floral-pattern dress. She only managed to sit on the dress with her tail between her legs.
Her head was so heavy, that she could not lift it. Astra wheezed, her big tongue hanging from her foaming mouth. A baseball cap was on her wolf head, in between her pointy ears.
A pounding shook the ground, a cloud of dust approaching her.
When the dust settled, a pack of 12 wolves surrounded her. The wolves licked her ears, nose, face and legs.
She placed her front legs around the big, whitish wolf at the front of the pack, hugging it. She named the wolf Ocean-Light.
He rubbed his wet nose against hers.
It seemed that her only friends were wolves.
She buried her wet nose in her paws, her shoulders shaking uncontrollably. The emotion turned her back into herself so Astra lay there on the grass, her dress once more fitting her small frame like a potato sack.
She stood at the top of Witch Hill, queen of a wolf coven. She held out her arms and slowly turned. “In the time of Tsar Green-pea in the three-ninth kingdom, there lived a young witch, who once had a human friend—me, the leper of Santa Fe. And I have her boots to prove it, standing there on the grass, empty, with strings untied and the soles worn.”
Astra waved her hand, muttering some magic words.
Amelia’s boots followed her down the hill, echoing silently beside her.
(WAIT, there’s more to the Romanov witches. In the  The House on Witch Hill, 20-year-old Astra sees a handsome young man, named Constantine, and falls in love. Like a butterfly, she emerges from her shell, unknowing that their families are lifelong enemies with more than a few grudges.
And besides, Constantine is in love with someone else, a woman so sophisticated and beautiful that Astra doesn’t see how she can possibly compete. A passion that powerful, well it could only be the spell of a witch.)
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