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  Preface



Ev’ry night when I go out

The monkey’s on the table

Take a stick and knock it off

Pop! goes the weasel








  
  
  Prologue

  
  







Steam rose from the witch’s concoction. She gave it a sniff…and let out a sigh of contentment. She’d gotten it just right.

She glanced at the clock. Just seconds to midnight. The time had come.

She set the steaming mug of tea beside her printer and clicked her computer mouse. Her computer’s tiny camera activated and a small, rectangular image of herself appeared on the screen. She gave the camera a brilliant smile. “Hello, my beautiful viewers! Candy Apples here, and welcome back to my channel! It’s Friday night, midnight, so once again I’m live-streaming, answering your questions about Paganism in my ongoing effort to promote awareness and understanding, and debunk the many, many myths about this spiritual path. If you’re a first-time viewer, my name is Candy, I’m nineteen years old, and I’m a Celtic Wiccan and neo-Pagan. If you don’t know what those words mean—and trust me, you probably don’t, even if you think you do—I have a video explaining it, to which you can click the link below. Now, you know the drill: type in your questions, and if I have an answer, I’ll tell you.”

She paused to sip her tea. The questions and various greetings were already rolling in, but she kept her own pace rather than hurry to keep up with them. If someone had a question they urgently wanted answered, they could ask again.

“Okay,” she said, “here’s a question I’ve kind of answered before: ‘As a Pagan, is Halloween your Christmas?’ I talk about this in my video on winter solstice holidays around the world, and also in my video about the Wheel of the Year. Halloween is not our Christmas; Halloween is our Halloween. It’s an important holiday, but not necessarily the most important. Some consider it the Wiccan new year. The Pagan name for it is Samhain, and we usually celebrate it with a ritual—though most years, many of us have plans for October thirty-first, so we hold the ritual sometime before. Our winter solstice holiday is called Yule—maybe you’ve heard of the yule log? Different Wiccans have different favorite holidays, just as some of you might prefer the Easter Bunny over Santa Claus.”

She took another sip and scanned the incoming questions, though in truth she’d already spotted the next one she wanted to answer. She spoke as if she were reading it for the first time: “‘My friend says there’s no such thing as witches because magic isn’t real.’ First of all, not all witches use magic. Choice of spiritual practice is up to the individual. Second, I don’t believe in the Christian god, but I wouldn’t go around saying that Christians don’t exist, because that would be kinda silly. And so is your friend.”

She scanned some more. Her eyes landed on, Hav u ever ben in a orjy? If u say no, ur lyin.

“Aaand we have our first troll of the night!” she announced, clicking rapidly. “And—he’s blocked. And reported. Hopefully we’ll get through tonight without any death threats,” she added cheerfully.

Thus it went on for several minutes. Many questions required only simple answers, often in the negative. Do you sacrifice animals? “No.” Do you have a “dark Bible”? “No.” Aren’t Wicca and witchcraft the same thing? “Nope.” Do you sleep with goats? “Ew.” Why do you prefer an alternative lifestyle? “To me, that’s called Christianity.”

Then Candy sighed and, after a moment’s hesitation, said, “Here’s one that’s probably another troll, but I’m going to answer it anyway. ‘Why don’t you love Jesus?’ So…like Jesus, I try to strive for unconditional love for all living things. But for me, Jesus isn’t a symbol of divinity or faith. I’ve got others. The person asking this question probably feels threatened because I’m comfortable in a faith that doesn’t see Jesus as the be-all and end-all of religion. And…” She paused. She wanted to word this just right. “This…this question is more a reflection on the questioner. My impression is that they dismiss and/or vilify religions other than their own, and so they assume that everyone—every other religious group—does the same. And that’s just not true, at least not in my case. I don’t believe in Christian practices like Lent or Communion, and some of them might seem strange or unhealthy to me, but even that doesn’t give me license to call all Christians what a lot of people call us—creepy, or whack-jobs. They see us following a different spiritual practice and they see it as a challenge to theirs, which it’s not. I don’t see us developing a mutual respect anytime soon, but somehow we all have to learn to co-exist.” She needed a large gulp of tea after that.

Searching for a less loaded question, she landed on, I want to go to a Wiccan ceremony, but I’m worried they’ll want me to do sexual things.

“Oh, honey!” she burst out, forgetting to read the question aloud. “You don’t have to do anything you’re not comfortable with, and definitely nothing like that! Sex isn’t compulsory in Wicca, no matter what you’ve heard. We’re all about respecting boundaries. And…and if it’ll make you feel better, I’ve been practicing Wicca for four years, and I’m still a virgin. I’ve never been intimate with anyone.” Not consensually, anyway, she thought.

The next question was, Do Wiccan witches use wands like in Harry Potter? “Well,” said Candy, “actually yes, some of us do, but it’s not the only tool we use. Like, mine is an elemental wand—here, I’ll show you.” She stretched her hand out toward the nearby altar.

With her attention on the wand that was just out of reach, she didn’t see the change that came over the rolling comment section. The questions and general remarks all but disappeared, replaced by a slew of statements very similar to one another:

Behind u!

Behind You

Omg behind you

LOOK BEHIND YOU!!!!

Wand in hand, Candy turned back to the computer. Her eyes went to the tiny screen showing herself and the open doorway behind her…

She screamed.
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Violet woke up with a start. It was dark. Something was making a noise—something right beside her! She needed light, needed to see, but she’d never slept in this room before, didn’t know where the light switch was—wait—yes, she did! There was a lamp at the head of her bed. She reached up and turned it on.

The room was empty; there was no danger. Rain pattered on the window, accounting for the noise. Violet sank back onto the pillow, feeling her heart pounding.

Violet. That was her name now. Whatever her true name was had been lost with all her other memories of her past and her identity, right up until yesterday morning. Briefly, she cast her mind back across the events of the previous day—waking up injured, frightened, and confused; trying to retrieve her memory; being taken in by her new friends, Cyanne Grogan and her mother, Jen. This was a spare bedroom in their three-story house out in the country.

Violet tilted her head back to regard the lamp. She couldn’t recall having taken notice of it last night, but she must have. That’s how she’d known it was there, even though she couldn’t see it. That had been yesterday’s other great discovery: in spite of her amnesia, she retained a perfect memory of everything she saw and did. It was bizarre, and she was not yet used to it.

She reached up to turn the lamp off again but hesitated, then let her hand drop. Last night she’d been too tired to pay close attention to her surroundings; now, taking them in, becoming aware of what was around her, seemed to calm her down. The room was done in lavender wallpaper. On the ceiling was a large, circular glass light, probably operated by the switch over beside the door. There was a closet, an empty bookcase, a cedar chest, and some cardboard boxes piled in the corner with the name Azura written on one of them. That was the name of Cy’s sister, the one doing an internship in Antarctica. Perhaps this was intended to be her room when she returned.

Violet took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Her heart had stopped pounding, but now she felt restless. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and slid her feet into the slippers Cy had left for her. Wrapping herself in the bed’s top blanket, she eased open the door and stepped out into the hall.

Just outside her door, on one side, was the staircase. As it went up, it doubled back on itself; going down, it went straight to the first floor. On the other side, the corridor narrowed, leading to more bedrooms and a second staircase that led only down.

This was a large house.

Violet noticed a light on in one of the rooms ahead. She padded her way over and looked in.
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