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 Acts of God


Ian Kitley

No
matter how many realities you visit, dimensions you hop, or fae realms annoying
princelings kidnap you to; some things are inviolate. And before
some smart arse says it, no, I do not mean death and taxes. The
former is more a suggestion, one countless zombies, deities, and
any idiot sensible enough to include something in their will about
tall hills, lightning rods and thunderstorms has ignored since time
immemorial. The latter simply leads to uprisings or revolutions
anywhere the populace has two brain cells worth rubbing together.
What that says about anyone born after the 1700s in my original
reality, I don’t want to think about.

Now, hold
music, on the other hand, that never changes. Whether new-age pop
princess trash or medieval string quartets, it’s always scratchy
and horrible and soul-destroying. I’d suspect Hell of having a hand
in the franchises, but the last time Beelzebub and I got drunk, he
admitted someone got in before them. Wouldn’t tell me who, but I
have my suspicions. Anyone capable of selling something sounding
like a drowned cat in the middle of an aggressive polka festival as
music can’t be mortal. It’s simply not possible.

“Thank you for holding. We at What’s the
Worst That Can Happen Insurance value your custom and apologise for
the delay. You are number—” I flinched, almost dropping the entire
bottle of Wolfsbane into the cookie mix as a screech drowned out my
position in the queue. I’d left the phone on the other side of the
room after the first several such occurrences, and still it drilled
into my brain, scorching my nerves every time. I loved that magic
was alive and well in this reality, but whoever’s bright idea it
was to run communications through it should be turned into a toad.
And then cooked.

“—in the queue. If
you’d prefer a call-back instead of waiting, press pound and leave
your number at the beep. We will endeavour to call you back within
twenty-four—” And again with the screeching. That was definitely
deliberate. I’d tried that route, and a week later, they still
hadn’t called. I was guessing the time scale was months, not
hours.

“Otherwise, please continue to hold on the
line, and a representative will be with you shortly.”

I
returned to my mixing, checking I’d added the correct quantity of Wolfsbane and
humming quietly in an attempt to drown out the caterwauling. No
good, but a witch can dream. Surveying the kitchen counters, I took
stock of my morning’s accomplishments. In the time I’d been on
hold, I’d managed enough baked goods to feed a battalion or the
typical after-school rush on a weekday. Teresa would appreciate me
thinking ahead, but not leaving her to man Trick or Treats, our
café and bakery, by herself while I sorted this out. You’d think
I’d thrown her to the wolves. Though, come to think of it, the
local pack would likely be in today. Did she have enough doggie
treats on hand?

“Hello, this is
Marcus from WWTCH Insurance. How can I help you today?”

For
a moment, I froze,
unprepared for an actual human voice to break my reverie. Then I
dropped the bowl, scrambled across the room, and snatched up the
phone. Good thing it was on mute, or ‘Marcus’ would have wondered
what war had suddenly broken out.

“Hi…Marcus,” I wheezed, doing a fine
impression of a gasping toad, “I’d like to query a
decision…regarding my claim for damages. There appears…to have been
a mistake.”

“Of course, ma’am. In order to help you,
I’ll need your name, policy number, and claim identifier code. How
about we start with your name?”

I
was sure he was reading off a script, but damn if he didn’t sound patronising. Some
companies, or individuals, had no sense of
self-preservation.

“Jemima Beatrix Puddleduck.”

You’d think
the world opened up and swallowed him whole from the silence
emanating across the line. Apparently, my name has that effect on
people.

“Sorry, ma’am, I’m not sure I heard
correctly. Can you repeat that?”

“Oh, don’t worry, you did. My name is Jemima
Beatrix Puddleduck. We’re a very distinguished coven, despite the
name.” A name I had no choice in. When you bend reality to the
breaking point, you take whatever alias it foists on
you.

“Okay, got it. And the rest?”

I
rattled off my policy number and claim
identifier, having
memorised the damn things by now, and the sound of keys tapping
provided a much more soothing tune as I waited. Gaze sliding to the
opposite wall, or where it should be, I took in the inadvertent
view of the garden and midday light. Without the tarpaulins in the
way, the breeze was unusually refreshing while I worked.

“Here we are, Ms Puddleduck,” Marcus said,
choking only slightly on the last. He was doing better than most.
“You’re claiming the damage to your home was caused by an act of
God, correct?”

A
smile tugged at the
corners of my lips. Diana’s bachelorette had been going so well,
and the Thor-lookalike stripper turned out to be the hit of the
evening. And naturally, what’s better than blonde, big and brawny?
Why, adding his dark, swarthy and mysterious brother to the mix.
Casting and alcohol isn’t the best plan, though, and it was only a
little my fault I summoned actual incarnations of both Gods in the
process. My kitchen’s wall was the only real casualty. And the
neighbour’s prized roses. And the founder’s statue in the town
square, but no one could prove that.

“Yes, I am. If you check your records, you
will find signed affidavits from both Gods in question, and their
father, bless his soul, attesting to their guilt. I’d think that
proof enough.”

More tapping,
followed by some more silence. You’d think Marcus was blind to the
type of world he lived in. “Um, yes, that seems all in order,
ma’am. Unfortunately, your policy doesn’t cover those particular
circumstances.”

I
held the phone at arm’s length, attempting to send an evil eye curse through it. It
didn’t work, but I felt better. “I think, Marcus, that if you check
part seven, section three, sub-clause C, you’ll find I
am.”

“I see, ma’am, but if you turn to appendix
two, definitions of terms, and go to section sixteen, sub-clause D,
you’ll find your claim does not fit the requirements of ‘Act of
God’”.

Breathing slowly, I made a gesture in the air, materialising the
aforementioned policy. Flipping to the relevant spot, I began
reading. And then stopped. No. You have got to be kidding me. No
one would be so bold.

“Is he serious?”

The
gulp was clearly audible. “Deadly, ma’am. And since you signed and accepted all
parts of the policy, it is legally binding.”

By
the time I finished swearing, and I surprised even myself at how long that took,
Marcus had thanked me for my custom, informed me not to hesitate to
call again if I had further queries, and put the phone down on me,
the little coward. The handset slowly arced through the space
formerly occupied by my kitchen wall, over the rubble and swampy
earth resulting from the burst waterline, to thump gently on the
grass beyond. No satisfying smash or anything.

Fuming, I
grabbed my mixing bowl and savaged the batter, trying, as Teresa
always implored me, to channel my anger productively. I’d channel
it productively, all right. Channel it right into some
reality-bending, cosmos-breaking, mind-destroying spell to remind
the idiots at WWTCH Insurance what sort of clients they really
served.

Briefly, I
wondered if they’d have treated me differently if they knew my
truth, what I was really all about. As previously mentioned, my
real name isn’t Jemima, but it’s what I’m called in this reality,
so it’s as good a name as any. Yes, this reality. I wasn’t born
here, and where I was isn’t kind to witches of any sort. They tend
to start fires when they find us, and other similarly nasty things.
So, when my powers left my toys coming to life and replaying scenes
from the Exorcist, I wasn’t too popular. Good thing those same
powers allow me to bend space and time and find a more convenient
place to be.

Of
course, that comes
with a cost and the attention of beings I prefer not to think
about, so I try not to go overboard too often. But sometimes, just
sometimes, I feel I’m justified to dig deep and let loose with
everything I have. Or nearly everything. Volcanic eruptions
probably wouldn’t do right about now.

I
stopped in the middle of a somewhat forceful
stir, one which
required the reconstitution of my favourite bowl after, a smile
spreading slowly across my lips. Teresa wouldn’t appreciate that
smile. She dislikes it when I get all malicious.

Too
bad, I thought as I
turned inwards, searching out the strings of the universe I’d need
to pull for the spell to work. If Reginald Davis III, CEO of WWTCH,
felt comfortable claiming to be a god, why not grant him what he
wished for?

~ * ~

The
sky was blue, the
birds were singing—both of which were only assumptions due to the
special glass of his office windows darkening all colours and
shutting out those annoying nature sounds —and for Reginald Davis
III, all was good. Not that it couldn’t be better, and he’d
certainly yell at the heads of department for only exceeding
expectations by five percent, but privately, he’d admit they had
exceeded his expectations.

Turning on his heel, he stepped back to his mahogany desk, the wood gathered from
trees surrounding the holiest grove in the country—not the grove
itself, obviously—and reread the reports. Profits, and new
business, were up, along with claims. But pay-outs were down, and
that was what mattered. And in a world in which were-packs required
third-party mauling insurance, witches needed malpractice coverage
to retain their licences, and the life insurance on vampires was to
die for, his success was an abnormality. And that was without
taking into account his status as a mere human. Seriously, though,
did no one ever read the fine print?

“Mary, ensure no one interrupts me for at
least the next hour. There’s a special policy I need to review, and
I cannot be disturbed,” he said into the crystal orb which
communicated his wishes anywhere in the building. It was one of his
favourite executive toys, almost a personal crystal ball, and he
got a thrill out of bossing people around with it.

“Certainly, Mr Davis. No interruptions. Do
you need anything before I leave you to it?” His secretary’s soft
lilt was starting to get on his nerves, and he wondered who else
Beings Resources had available. A leprechaun had felt like the
right choice a month ago, but all those rainbows in his outer
office were beginning to give him headaches. And her paperwork was
always a mess.

“No, thank you, Mary. Just some peace and
quiet. I’ll let you know when I’m available again.” So saying,
Reginald strode across soft Persian rugs to the special nook in one
corner of the room, flicking the switch to banish the glamour
usually hiding it from view. Retrieving his favourite scotch and
magically infused snuff from their cubby, he collapsed into an old
shabby armchair, feet up on a footstool. Ah, the advantages of
being king. Or God, as he preferred to style himself.

Sipping slowly, a tingle ran up his neck as the wards protecting WWTCH
Insurance headquarters flared for an instant before dying back
down. He chuckled, saluting whatever magic-user had attempted
retribution. He couldn’t understand why they thought he wouldn’t
take precautions. Sure, the wards didn’t stop all magic, but they
did stop anything malicious. Who was he to prevent anyone throwing
something beneficial his way? It didn’t happen often, but not
everyone came down with a case of sour grapes.

Another sip of the most excellent drink and a snort of the
snuff left him in a lovely haze, and he lay back, letting himself float into the
bliss.

Oh, my God!
Seriously?

Reginald’s
left eye twitched at the high-pitched, nasal quality of the
exclamation. Had Mary mistakenly conjured the orb back to life
while taking a personal call? No, whoever that was, it wasn’t her.
Completely wrong voice. He’d have been unable to deal with that for
even a week.

God, Mom, why
do you keep doing this to me?

Okay, who let
a little kid loose in the building? Sitting up, Reginald put aside
his indulgences and made to return to his desk. He’d told Mary he
wasn’t to be disturbed.

Goddamn,
girl, you’re so fine!

For the love of God, pick up your toys right now or no TV for a
week!

Palms suddenly slick with sweat grabbed the desk as his step
faltered and he stumbled. What the hell? Where was that all coming
from? Finally looking at his crystal orb, Reginald saw it was dark, unactivated.
These voices weren’t coming from there.

Matthew Bartholomew Frasier, so help me God, get your butt down here this
instant!

God, Danny,
why do you keep doing this to me?

As sure as God made
little green…

God bless you.

God is good,
God is…

They just kept
coming and coming, one after the other, voices raised in every
emotion under the sun. Ears metaphorically ringing, Reginald
huddled against his desk, head buried between his knees, his own
voice attempting to drown them out.

“Shut up! Shut up! Shut! Up!”

No
one was listening. Or they simply couldn’t hear him. Just as he thought it couldn’t
get any worse, more voices joined the din, redoubling the noise and
drawing out a whimper.

“Got to breathe, got to centre myself, got
to find a way through,” he told himself, unable to think of
anything over the commotion. Slowly, oh so slowly, he constructed a
prism in his thoughts, a space where the voices became little more
than a dull hum. Throwing his astral self into it, he breathed a
sigh of relief at the comparable silence.

First things first, find out what was going on. Second, find who had done it and
make them pay. If he hadn’t had all that training in meditation and
woo-woo mysticism while his hippy parents dragged him around, this
would be unbearable, but his opponent had underestimated him. If
they thought this would cripple him, they had another…

God, I wish I
could afford that.

As
a sudden urge overtook him, Reginald Davis III’s eyes flew wide in
horror.

Oh
no! No, no, no, no,
no!

~ * ~

In
the outer office,
Mary Kelley received an email from her boss instructing her to send
a personal check to someone named ‘Peaches Donahue’. She didn’t
know who ‘Peaches’ was, but accounting could find out. Whoever they
were, she must be very important to Mr Davis. Why else would he
send her $3000?

~ * ~

“Thank you for your custom, and please come
again,” I said, beaming as the warlock couple left Trick or Treats.
They appeared happy with the birthday cake for their darling demon
of a daughter, and satisfied customers meant return business,
something we desperately needed. The home kitchen remodel was going
well, if expensively, and it shouldn’t bite too deeply into our
savings, but…

Brushing the thought aside, I turned to the next person in line and blinked.
Old Harry, everyone’s favourite local veteran and cheerful sidewalk
resident, stood there in the first set of clean clothes I’d ever
seen him in. Not only that, but he’d apparently had a shave and
haircut, too.

“Harry?”

“Hi, Miss Jemima,” he said, eyes not quite
looking at me as he sidled over. “Sorry for interrupting; I just
wanted to give you something.”

The something
was $50 in crisp, new notes, quickly thrust across the counter. I
stared at them, not quite comprehending what was happening. For
someone like Harry, that was almost a week’s worth of food, if he
was careful about it.

Raising my gaze, I realised he was already halfway to the door, having
obviously accomplished his mission. Oh no you don’t,
buster.

“Teresa? Can you take over for a bit? I got
a stray I need to help.”

Strays were what Teresa called all those whose lives I stuck
my nose into. She always said it fondly, without any malice, turning it into a bit
of a joke between us, so she’d know what I meant.

“Sure, hon. You go do what you do,” my
partner in every way that mattered said, bustling out and wiping
her hands, hip-checking me lovingly out of the way when she
arrived. I didn’t need further encouragement.

“Harry, wait up!”

My
quarry paused with one hand on the door as I
approached,
sheepishly turning to face me. It really was him, and for a moment,
I just took in the sight, my heart rising at the good times that
must have come his way.

“Yes, Miss Jemima?”

“You know you don’t need to add the Miss,
Harry. Now, you sit down and explain what this is about,” I said,
waving the bills.

Ducking his head again, the veteran took the closest table to the door,
eyeing me like unexploded ordnance. I wasn’t that bad. “Just paying
you back for all you’ve done for me, Miss…Jemima.”

“Paying me back?”

“Yes, paying you back. I know I owe you far
more than that, but it’s what I got right now, and if you need help
around the shop, all you need do is ask.”

Still trying to wrap my head around it, I did what I would normally do and thrust
the money back at him. “You don’t need to pay me back. I didn’t
give you that money expecting you to return it or the food
expecting payment. Besides, don’t you need it?”

His
shaking head and crossed arms were nothing compared to the set look
of refusal he directed at me. “I owe you, Miss Jemima, and I repay my debts. And,
no, I don’t need it. I got a house and everything now.”

Would the shocks not stop coming? I must have looked like a
landed fish. “What?”

“I got a house.”

Even before I said it, I knew it was rude as hell, but I couldn’t help
myself. “How?”

Suddenly,
Harry got all shifty. “I was given it.”

“Harry?” I don’t use my Mom voice much,
especially as I don’t have kids of my own, but I’m told I do a good
imitation when needed.

“I swear, Miss Jemima. This guy in a suit
just walked up to me the other day, gave me keys and a bank card
and a bunch of papers saying it was all mine and told me I could
have it if I did just one thing. I couldn’t believe it, but it’s
all good. I got myself a lawyer, and he says so.”

I
stared at him for a full minute as he squirmed in his
chair, a nasty
suspicion poking at me. I’d kept my ear on recent events, but this
was new. Could it be connected?

“And what was the condition for your new
wealth, Harry? Don’t tell me you’ve gotten into something
criminal.”

“No, no, nothing like that. It was really
weird, but nothing like that.”

“What do you mean by ‘weird’?”

“Well,” he blushed before continuing, “all I
had to do was not say or even think the word—” He quickly grabbed a
napkin and a pen from his pocket to scribble the word ‘God’ for me.
“—ever again. I told the man I would love to, but I couldn’t
promise I would never think it, and he said as long as I didn’t do
it deliberately, that was enough. And then I signed the paper and
felt the magic confirming the deal and he gave me the keys and…” He
paused for breath, and I held up a hand.

“So, as long as you never again say…that
word, it’s all yours?”

He
nodded, apparently
relieved to have told someone. I could see it in how his shoulders
relaxed, a tension I hadn’t noticed finally leaving
them.

“That’s very generous of whoever it was that
gave that to you,” I said, the grin creeping across my face
devilish in its intensity. “Let me get you a pain au chocolat, and
you can tell me all about it.”

On
my way back to the counter, my gaze flicked over the newspaper rack and the
day’s headlines.

Local CEO’s
Donation Builds School for the Arts, and variations of it, dominated all the local
papers and even some nationals. Davis must have put up a lot of
money for this much coverage. In fact, his face beamed out at me
from a photo of him cutting a ribbon. I’d seen all this this
morning but hadn’t paid much attention. It was becoming a bit of a
norm for Davis to be in the headlines for his charitable work, much
to my previous annoyance.

Now, though, I
looked more closely. Behind his smile was a haunted, hunted
expression. The expression of a man unable to escape the generosity
thrust upon him. And it was all generosity. I knew some people
asked God for some truly awful things, but I’d been very clear with
my spell. All requests requiring his action would be, at worst,
benign.

You wanted to be a God; well, that comes with certain expectations. Just
because most of your ilk don’t do their job, doesn’t mean you’re
exempt too, I
thought, trying not to be too smug. I had done this to teach a
lesson, not for personal satisfaction. Not at all.

Pouring Harry and I a coffee to go with our baked goods, I paused a moment
to concentrate. I thought I’d made my point. If this continued much
longer, it would probably do more harm than good. Who knew how many
people would suffer if WWTCH went bankrupt. That would truly answer
the question of what was the worst that could happen.

God, listen
to me. Rethink your phrasing of acts of Gods, change your policies,
and compensate all claims that qualify retroactively for, say, five
years, and maybe, just maybe, your life can return to normal. What
do you say, God?

Funnily enough, I received a check in the mail a few days later. And the
contract for a new policy. I took it to a lawyer friend and got her
to go over it with a fine-tooth comb—nothing like getting
Rapunzel’s great-granddaughter for tasks like that—and you know
what she said?

There wasn’t a
definition for who ‘God’ was anywhere in it anymore. Seems like
even money-grubbing CEOs can learn new tricks.

~ * ~ * ~

Ian Kitley
fell down the rabbit hole of genre fiction too
many years ago to count and never looked back. When not exploring
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Media.

For anyone wishing to
follow his poetic musings, head on over to Twitter and @IanKitley,
or @TheInkwellWC for his monthly short stories.


Skulls on a
Shelf

 Jodi Rizzotto

“Where did you get these?”
Sammy gasped when she noticed the row of painted and sequin-covered
skulls on my mantle. She reached out to touch one and then pulled
back with a grimace. “These look like real human
skulls!”

I shrugged. “My friends
gave them to me, over the years.”

She tipped her head and
studied me, no doubt hoping for more explanation.

“Let’s get started on your
poultice,” I said, leading her toward the kitchen. At this stage of
our partnership, it was unwise to talk about my skulls. Bad luck
for me and usually worse luck for them.

For a moment, my new friend
hesitated, and I turned back, wondering if this one too would run
out the front door. But then she sighed, shook out her shoulders,
and followed me.

Charcoal, my cat and
familiar, accused me with her big yellow eyes from her favorite
spot curled up on one of the kitchen chairs. Her notched ears
flicked twice and then her thoughts appeared in my mind.

Girl is too cheerful. Why do we need her?
You got me.

You know why,
I thought back at her. Opinionated
creature.

My magic compelled me to
teach it to others. It didn’t want to perish with me in the grave.
Sadly, I had no children nor desire to birth any. Neither did I
have any younger relatives. Hence, the need pressed into my heart
to find an apprentice, an heir to my magic.

Sammy was twenty-three and
dissatisfied with her career choice at Walmart. Her family had
moved to Texas, and she had no boyfriend. She was young, beautiful,
and had many potential years of witchcraft ahead of her.

This time it had to work.

I walked over to the
pantry, turning my back on my fluffy grey cat’s scorn. “Let’s try a
headache remedy first.” Sammy’s face lit up.

She wasn’t my first
candidate, but certainly the most enthusiastic. I had tried
reaching out to young women at our local college. I set up a table
on the quad. “Natural Healing Lessons.” Most ignored me. They were
young and hopeful, racing to the top. They didn’t need some
old-fashioned women’s lore. Some laughed at my stringy long hair
and overly mended woolen dress. A few candidates emerged, but none
survived their training.

Then I found Sammy on Facebook.

Grabbing a basket, I led
her out to my garden and showed her what plants we needed. She
filled the basket, and we went inside. We chopped and measured,
stirred and simmered. After two hours, when the mixture cooled, we
had a thick green paste. I dabbed a tiny portion on her
temples.

“That feels refreshing,”
she said. “You’re sure it would take away a headache?”

“Faster than taking
pills,” I said. “Let’s put it in a jar so you can take it
home.”

Later, we sipped our tea
while she wrote up notes about what we did.

“So, you’re really a
witch,” she said. “Are you going to teach me how to ride on a
broom?”

I sighed. They always
wanted to play with fire, right out of the gate. “Magic doesn’t
happen if you can’t combine herbs correctly. First, you must learn
the basics before you can fly off on your broomstick.”

Her smile was ear to ear.
“Then I’ll learn to fly?”

“We’ll see.”

~ * ~

Weeks turned into months.
Sammy spent so much time at my house, I cleaned up the guest room
so she could stay over if we worked too late. We discovered we both
loved hibiscus tea and cranberry scones. She was a marvelous baker,
and my home filled with aromas of cookies and cakes. It felt great
to have someone to talk to besides Charcoal.

Charcoal told me she would
need more convincing, but she did like it when Sammy scratched her
ears. That was practically a glowing recommendation from
her.

After Sammy gained
consistency in her preparations, it was time to test her potions on
live subjects. There were plenty of mice scurrying around in my
backyard. I caught them in tiny cages with a summoning spell. Then
we fed them potions and recorded the results.

Most potions had harmless
effects on the mice, like changing their fur to blue or changing
their size. But we also needed to evaluate the poisons. Sammy
looked horrified after she fed some to a mouse, and it convulsed,
and foam spilled out of its tiny mouth before dying in front of
us.

“I know it was only a
mouse, but it was a living creature,” she protested, wiping her
cheek.

“If you needed to get rid
of an enemy, it would be smart to know your poison works before you
use it,” I said in a patient voice. Young people nowadays were a
bit too sensitive.

She never looked at me the same way after
that.

When I was satisfied Sammy
had mastered potions, we moved on to elemental spells. It took
hours of practice, but finally she could dry our clothes with a
spoken word. One day, she almost caught my house on fire before I
summoned water to douse it. Another reason to learn magic from a
seasoned professional.

Although Sammy still went
to her job at Walmart, most evenings she spent with me. Despite the
huge age difference, we got along great. My heart swelled with
hope. Finally, a friend I could trust. One thing my magic couldn’t
produce.

Then one day, Sammy failed
to stop by. At first, I didn’t think anything was wrong. Maybe she
was sick. Maybe she had to work a double shift. I kept checking my
phone, but no missed calls or voicemail. My texts received no
reply.

I wanted with all my heart
to be wrong, but it appeared my apprentice had ghosted
me.

It was a wintery February
night, and I huddled under a blanket with Charcoal close to the
fireplace. I tried to be content with her rumbling purrs as I
scratched her ears. It wasn’t the same as sharing my ideas with
Sammy. Whispering warnings appeared in my mind.

The next day, Sammy stopped
by after work as usual. She walked in the door, unlocking it with
the key I gave her. Her hands shook, and she avoided looking at
me.

“Where were you
yesterday?” I asked.

“It was busy at work.” She
tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear.

After that awkward
non-conversation, we started into her lessons. There was a tiny
crack in the wall of our friendship neither of us would confront.
But we continued anyway. When she left, I saw her tuck her grimoire
under her coat. Usually she kept it at my house. Her face looked
conflicted, but I knew it would be the last time she would do magic
with me.

My heart dropped like it
was made of lead, and no amount of dandelion wine could soothe it.
How many times could I endure such cruel rejection?

That night after she left,
there was a knock at my door. Charcoal’s head popped up from her
nap by the fireplace. I peered through the front window to see who
was there. Two men in dark suits. Jehovah’s Witnesses at this time
of night? How annoying. Fortunately, I had a quick spell to get rid
of them.

I opened the door.

“May we please speak with
Peony Bracken,” one of the men said. He was tall, dark skinned, and
smelled like lime and spices.

“That’s me,” I answered.
Dread started to creep into my mind.

“May we come in?” the
other, shorter pale-skinned man with a military haircut said. He
smelled like shaving cream and blood. They stood on my front porch
like planted trees. I toyed with the idea of using a wind spell to
sweep them away, but part of me was curious to know the purpose of
their visit.

“Certainly, gentlemen,” I
said, opening my door wide. They walked in, glancing everywhere as
if they were looking for something. “Would you like
tea?”

The shorter man jumped like
I had said something shocking. “Oh, no, we don’t want to trouble
you,” he said. He exchanged a look with the other man.

“It’s no trouble at all,”
I said. I wondered if they had heard from someone that I might put
poison in their tea.

“We won’t be here that
long,” the taller man said, his deep voice rumbling like a
motorcycle.

“Won’t you sit down?” I
asked, gesturing toward my floral sofa in front of the blazing
fire. My thoughts were twitching. Had they found out about the
others?

The men perched on the edge
of my sofa. When I sat down in my chair, Charcoal jumped up in my
lap and spoke into my mind.

These men smell like trouble. Do you want me
to scratch them?

Don’t fret. I will take
care of this, I spoke in my mind back to
her. She stretched and yawned, almost falling off my
lap.

The taller man’s jacket
bulged on one side. That wasn’t a good sign. “We’d like to ask you
about your potions.”

I narrowed my eyes. This
was about my business, then. But how would they know? My customers
were very discrete. Although nowadays witches were not burned at
the stake, I still could be blamed for unexplained deaths. When
women asked for potions with special purposes, I didn’t ask, and
they didn’t tell.

These men didn’t look like
police officers. For all their looming menace, they looked like
they preferred offices to the streets. They hadn’t arrested me yet.
I was getting more curious by the moment. “Excuse me, who did you
say you worked for?”

Charlotte started to growl quietly.

They both pulled out black
id pouches and flashed them at me before I could read them. The
taller man answered in his booming voice. “Ma’am, we’re not the
police. We’re from the Bureau for the Prevention of Animal Cruelty.
We’re following up on a report that you are using mice for lethal
experiments without proper authorization.”

Flames jumped up in the
fireplace. Both men sat back on the sofa. Reflected in the
firelight, their stern faces had begun to crack.

Sammy! She ratted on
you! Charcoal shouted in my
mind.

Not again. I almost
couldn’t breathe. My student. My friend. Turned me in to the animal
cops. I wanted to scream and throw things. But being a seasoned
professional, and apart from the fire, I kept my outrage to myself.
Clutching both arms of my chair to do so.

I would deal with my
apprentice, but first I needed to get rid of these
clowns.

“I’m sure you’re
mistaken,” I said in a calm, non-threatening voice. “I love
animals! I would never harm them. I’ve had my cat, Charcoal, for
years. I’m sure you’ll agree she looks well taken care
of.”

Could feed me more human
meat. Charcoal said in a wheedling
voice.

Stop complaining. You can
have some stew when the men leave. I
assured her.

The taller man reached into
his suit jacket, and I stood up quickly, dumping Charcoal on the
floor. Spell words gathered on my tongue. But all he pulled out was
a small notebook and pen.

“It says here that on
February third of this year, you combined nightshade and other
plants to make a potion. Then you fed it to a mouse you caught from
your backyard,” he read.

The spell was already
forming in my head. “Wisp of fog, veil of smoke…” I
whispered.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. I
didn’t hear what you said,” the shorter man interrupted.

“Capture thoughts, confuse the
mind!” I shouted.

Silence. I took a restorative breath. That
spell used a lot of energy and always made me feel like someone
punched me in the stomach.

The two men looked at each
other in confusion. I snatched the notebook away from them and
tossed it into the fire. They watched me like I was on a television
show.

“Tom, why are we in this
lady’s living room?” the shorter man asked his
companion.

“I don’t know,” the taller
one said, shaking his head.

“You were just telling me
about how important your work was to the safety of animals. I think
you were going to ask me to make a donation or something,” I
offered. “However, I don’t have any extra funds to help you at this
time.”

“No problem, ma’am. If you
would excuse us. We need to get back to work,” the shorter man
said. They both stood up.

I smiled. “No problem at
all, gentlemen. I’ll see you to the door.”

~ * ~

Unsurprisingly, Sammy never
showed up again at my house. So much for her dream of learning to
fly. I dragged my cauldron from the garage and set it up on its
stand in the fireplace. Then I chopped herbs and steamed them in my
Instant Pot.

I never liked her.
Charcoal’s thoughts intruded.

You never like
anyone, I countered.

I like you.

Because I feed you.

Charcoal carefully ignored me and started to
lick the inside of her back leg.

When everything was
prepared, I drove down to Walmart. I wasn’t sure if Sammy’s
schedule was the same, but there she was in the garden department
stacking plastic pots. When she saw me, she dropped the stack,
making a loud crash. She looked around and started backing away
from me.

“Sammy. You didn’t finish
your training,” I said, following her. “You never learned to
fly.”

“That’s okay. I’ve been
really busy,” she said. Her eyes were wide, and her hands shook as
she tucked her hair behind her ears. “I don’t really think
witchcraft is for me. I’m starting college in the fall, and I’ll
have too much schoolwork to keep it up.”

“So, you didn’t get
squeamish about the mice and call the animal police on me?” I
asked, grabbing her arm roughly as she tried to run away. Some of
the customers stopped and started to watch us, so I whispered an
Ignore Spell and they turned back to their shopping.

All the color drained out
of her face. “What did you do with them?”

“Nothing lethal,” I said
with scorn. My fingers squeezed her arm tighter, and she let out a
small yelp of pain. “Do you think I’m that big of a
monster?”

She darted her eyes away from me. I had my
answer.

“You will come with me
now,” I said, crushing some herbs under her nose. Her whole body
relaxed, and her eyes turned vacant. Without a word, she followed
me out of the store and into my car. We drove back to my house in
silence.

~ * ~

A few days later, I hot
glued the last pink sequin onto my newest treasure. This one I
spent extra time painting intricate designs, dots, and whorls over
the entire surface. After it was completely dry, I set it in the
place of honor on the mantle.

You’re gaining quite a
collection of those, Charcoal said from my
lap. Itch my ears.

I’ll find my successor. I
just need to keep trying. And quit being so demanding.

Meanwhile, I keep these as
reminders of my failures. Warnings that I need to choose my
companions with care. I sit in my chair, listening to the crackling
fire.

Admiring my skulls on the
shelf.

~ * ~ * ~
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Better than
Gold

 T. W. Kirchner

Never trust a pirate. A
pirate would be the first one to say it, and Captain Hurley Bones
often did. The graying sailor had been on enough ships to know it
as a fact. He’d been shorted on plunder, stabbed in the leg, bore a
scar where a blade cut deep across his chest, and been on both
sides of mutiny. Bones longed for the one big treasure so he could
hang up his pirate boots, which time had worn the soles of
thin.

Bones’s black jolly roger
had a floppy-eared pup with crossbones underneath. When asked why
his entire crew was dogs, the furry kind—not the scurvy ones—his
response was the same. “Dogs be trustworthy and loyal. Not bound to
the rules of human society. They follow orders and don’t mutiny. A
better crew cannot be had.” Besides, it was one way to keep the
plunder all to himself.

Captain Bones failed to
mention his pirate dogs, known as the Bones Eight, were only loyal
to him. Everyone else needed to beware. His crew could loot a boat
without making a sound and escape with the booty quicker than a
flash of lightning. Stolen gold and jewelry didn’t mean anything to
the Bones Eight. Loyalty drove them.

Despite all of Bones’
faults, and the list of negatives grew daily, he had a soft spot
for dogs. The captain rescued sick and starving cast-offs from the
street and nursed them back to health, sharing scraps he could
scrounge up. Plundering kept them in soft blankets with warm meals
on their tiny boat, the Pawtail, which had also been a
discarded wreck Bones had repaired. “One man’s trash is another
man’s treasure, and another man’s treasure soon be
mine.”

Early one evening, Bones
planned a big job, hoping it was the “one.” Word on the seas was
that stolen Spanish gold had been hidden aboard the
brigantine Birch Cowpye
docked nearby in the calm Caribbean water. Most
people wouldn’t have known the dark brigantine by sight. She flew
no colors and plundered at night. Bones had already a run-in with
that ship and a big score to settle.

Bones addressed his crew
before sending them off. “The Birch
Cowpye’s crew be some scurvy
dogs…err…thievin’ cutthroats. Their cap’n leaves the ship as soon
as she docks, squeezing the last ounce of work outta his crew ‘fore
they can set foot on dry land. I can’t tell you the number of men
on board—mostly ‘cause you can’t count, and neither can I.” He
gazed over at Turbo who was twisted like a pretzel and licking his
belly. Mocha was playing ‘bite my face’ with Maverick. Bones
sighed. “I wish you understood what I was sayin’, but even so, I
trust you all to get the job done.”

While Captain Bones, the
getaway driver, readied the Pawtail
for a quick departure, the dogs went to work.
Turbo the terrier was Bones’ first rescued pup. His wiry tan fur
and round hazel eyes could charm most people like he’d cast a spell
upon them. Turbo bounded up to a few of the ship’s crew who secured
the dock lines. He wagged his tail and gave them his sweetest look.
Two of the guys melted, talking baby gibberish to Turbo—the third
scowled. “Get outta here ya mangy mutt.” The burly sailor released
the end of the thick rope and shook his fist at Turbo, trying to
scare him off.

“But he’s cute for a
scruffy lil’ thing.” A friendly sailor reached out his hand to pet
Turbo.

The grumpy sailor swatted
it away. “We’s got work to do. Leave that flea bag
alone.”

Turbo hated being call a
flea bag, but more importantly, he had to clear the trio from the
ship’s entrance. When the men turned their backs, Turbo ran up and
peed on the grumpy sailor’s leg. The warm liquid dripped into the
sailor’s boot and down to his toes. Turbo gave a low growl, and the
chase was on.

“‘Elp me catch him, ya
idjits!” The pirate’s face turned scarlet.

While the three men chased
the tiny dog, the rest of the Bones Eight padded up the ship’s ramp
and slipped past the remaining ship’s crew. The Birch Cowpye had been out to sea for
months, so the crew
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