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      It was not every day that a moray eel wriggled out of her laptop computer screen. Missy Mindle had never experienced a computer virus quite like this.

      First, her page of internet search results about retirement planning for witches was taken over by a video of an underwater coral reef. In the video, a moray eel popped out of a hole in the reef and opened its jaws aggressively. As annoyed as she was at the attack on her computer, she was impressed by the high definition of the video, by how three-dimensional it appeared.

      The eel had swum out of its hole toward her. It was brilliant green with blue, hazy eyes. Its body was fat and long, more like a fish than a snake. As it swam toward the camera, it opened its jaws revealing sharp teeth in an impossibly wide, open mouth. It was mean-looking, a pure predator. Missy backed away from the screen involuntarily.

      She wondered if she were the victim of an illiterate hacker who created a fishing instead of a phishing attack.

      But then things got serious and the impossible happened. The eel’s snout poked through the plane of the screen. Internet World was intruding into Missy World.

      She screamed as the head and the beginning of its body passed through the screen. Its head landed on her keyboard with a clack. Tiny drops of water rolled off onto the surface of her kitchen island.

      As the eel slithered through it, the screen didn’t break. It was as if it were made of gel that held the seawater back but allowed the eel through. And it passed through quickly.

      She jumped up, knocking her stool over, as the eel snaked its way onto the keyboard and her kitchen island. It kept coming, more than three feet of it, writhing on the island, snapping its jaws at her.

      She was so shocked, all she could do was back away while staring at the monstrosity that shouldn’t exist.

      The moray eel’s entire length was now draped over her kitchen island. Her two gray tabby cats appeared in the kitchen doorway, curious about the intruder. Brenda stared, wide-eyed. Bubba tensed, preparing to leap onto the island.

      “Bubba, no!”

      The eel fixed its bluish eyes upon her and lunged.

      She staggered backwards as the eel’s fat body landed on the floor with a wet slap. It squirmed forward, snapping at her feet.

      The cats disappeared from the kitchen in a microsecond.

      Missy slipped outside the kitchen, opened the pantry door and grabbed a broom, swinging it, hitting the eel and pushing it backwards. It sank its teeth into the lower handle of the broom and wrapped its slimly body around the broom head.

      Fighting off panic, she reminded herself that the eel was a marine creature, and out of the water it should be starving for oxygen any moment now.

      The eel didn’t get the memo. It kept coming at her, following her into the dining room.

      “Get your freaking saltwater and slime off my hardwood floors,” she said as she whacked it again with the broom. “Do you realize how much it cost to refinish them?”

      The broom was less effective now in knocking back the eel. In fact, the eel seemed larger than before, the resistance of its weight against the broom was greater.

      Yes, the thing was growing, she realized. And though its gills were quivering, it didn’t appear to be getting anywhere close to asphyxiation.

      She needed a better weapon. As she ran into her laundry room and opened the interior door to her garage, the clatter of wooden furniture knocked about came from the dining room behind her.

      The dining room furniture included antiques. Now she was becoming just as angry as frightened.

      She glanced around her one-car garage that had no room for a car. The collection of junk was dimly illuminated by the early-morning sun streaming in the single window. She didn’t own a gun. Or a sword. Or a spear. The only weapon she immediately thought of was the shovel hanging from hooks on the wall beside her. She grabbed it and raced back to the dining room.

      Only to find the table knocked on its side, half her chairs broken into kindling wood, and the glass door of her hutch shattered.

      Then the eel writhed out from behind the keeled-over table.

      The creature had grown large enough to swallow a large dog whole. Its head had to be three feet tall. As it moved away from the destroyed dining room set, its body kept coming: six feet, eight feet, ten.

      It bared its carving-knife-size teeth at her and snapped its jaws, sending saltwater spraying.

      “Okay, I see a shovel is not going to do the trick,” she said aloud.

      It was time for her magick. The eel was obviously created by some form of sorcery, so the only way to destroy it was through a spell of her own. The problem was, it can be difficult to cast a spell when you’re panicked and running from room to room trying to avoid being eaten by a hellish creature straight out of a nightmare.

      Further into her forties than she’d prefer to admit, Missy had finally come into her own as a witch. What used to be a hobby was now a vocation. What used to be hidden, undeveloped talents were now burgeoning powers. But she still had much to learn. Namely, how to fight an aquatic monster that had escaped from her laptop screen.

      And was now sliming its way over the hardwood floors into the hallway, blocking her access into the living areas of the house. Her escape routes were either the bedrooms or the garage. Knowing that the cats would be under the bed in her bedroom, she led the creature away from them and bolted for the garage. Once inside, she slammed the door to the laundry room behind her, pulled her keys from her pocket, and locked the door. Not that eels can open doorknobs, but it just felt better to do it.

      Now it was time to fight back. It was too late for a protection spell, because the creature was already in her house. Killing with magick was against her morals, so her best bet was a repelling spell. She had one that was great for mosquitoes, but an eel-monster was going to require a lot more juice.

      But it occurred to her that repelling it from the house would involve broken doors, windows, or worse. And once it was outside, what then? She couldn’t have a gigantic monster eel flopping around until it died on her front lawn. What would the neighbors say?

      When you’re involved with the world of the supernatural, discretion was the first law. Having to hire someone to bring in a dump truck and front-end loader to dispose of an eel carcass weighing hundreds of pounds was not discrete. Or, if the creature simply refused to die of asphyxiation, having it slither through her Florida neighborhood devouring pets and slow joggers was even less discrete.

      She needed a different spell.

      The door and entire wall shook as the creature flung itself at it trying to get to her. The rake and other yard tools fell to the garage floor.

      Yes, she needed a different spell, and fast.

      Calm down and concentrate, she told herself. There had to be a better solution. It was hard to concentrate, though, while the wall was shaking, and the door threatened to come off its hinges from body blows by a creature that shouldn’t exist.

      That’s right, it shouldn’t exist.

      It was conjured into existence by a witch, wizard, mage, or some type of sorcerer. It was constructed with magic—she believed it was earth and sea magick of the sort she practiced and not black magic. Therefore, magick should be able to deconstruct it. A living creature would not be killed; a spell would simply be cancelled.

      Right? A real eel hadn’t been transformed into this morphing monster. After all, it came into her home via the internet.

      Yet, it wasn’t a pure phantasm. The wall shook again and sounded like it might give way soon. The conjurer who created it must be supremely skilled and powerful to give the eel actual mass. But maybe a less talented magician like herself could nevertheless find the right thread to pull to enable this creation to unravel.

      Over the noise of the banging against the wall and the pounding of her heart, she willed herself into a meditative state. Grasping with her left hand a charm she kept in her pocket, she used its low-level power to relax and ignite her spell-casting abilities. Once her pulse and breathing slowed, her mood stabilized, and her mind cleared, she felt confident in her powers.

      She formed a mental image of the eel. Her senses had sent data that tricked the mind into concluding that the creature was real and made of flesh, just as the brain turns twenty-four frames of video per second into real, moving imagery.

      The conjuration also fed upon her belief that it was real, drawing power from that, and manipulating matter on the atomic level. This power could create sound and impact the molecules that made up the objects in her home.

      It was artificial, but it could break things. And it could kill her.

      As she zoomed into her mental image of the eel, using her imagination and transcendent magickal vision to see the eel as if using a microscope, she found the secret. The eel was not made up of living cells. No, it was constructed out of pixels and each of these was merely data—the ones and zeroes of computer code.

      So her spirit reached out to the earth below her feet, to the magnetic energy deep within its core from pole to pole. She drew upon this energy, sipping upon it as if from a thermal spring. She amassed this electromagnetic energy inside her until her body hummed and her ears sang with it. She felt full to bursting.

      And then she directed this mighty force against the elaborate apparition on the other side of the wall.

      With her magick vision, she saw what happened. The electromagnetic energy hit the eel like a wave of water and instantly dissolved it, erasing the computer code and the billions of pixels it had created. It destroyed the eel as suddenly and easily as a magnet next to your wallet wipes your credit cards clean.

      Good thing morays aren’t electric eels, she thought.

      The house was silent. She unlocked the door which now hung precariously from its hinges and peered into the laundry room. The washer and dryer had been knocked into odd positions. There were huge dents in the drywall on the garage-side wall.

      There wasn’t a single trace of water or slime anywhere.

      She went into the house. Still no sign of water, although a couple of spots on the hardwood floors showed slight water damage. The dining room was a wreck. Her antique furniture had been broken and splintered like a bomb had gone off. That was not an illusion.

      Her kitchen floor was dry and free of slime. Her laptop had been pushed to the very edge of the island, but it was open with the screensaver showing the word-of-the-day floating around the screen.

      The word-of-the-day was “kudos.”

      Somehow, she felt it was directed to her.

      She approached the laptop. She was a bit frightened of it now. Her trusty machine had delivered a monster into her life.

      She touched a key to wake it up and typed in her password.

      The video of the underwater coral reef still played. Various fishes, from clownfish to Bermuda chub, swam about. An invasive lionfish with its long barbs passed by. The soft corals and sea fans swayed gently in the current.

      Her gaze was fixed upon the crevice in the reef from which the eel had emerged. She didn’t want to see it again. She didn’t want anything to come out of that hole. But she couldn’t tear her eyes away from it or shut down her computer.

      The camera began to slowly zoom into the reef, moving closer to the opening. She didn’t want to see what was in there, but couldn’t tear her eyes away.

      No, it wasn’t zooming. The camera was actually moving through the water, approaching the hole. Now it was entering it, into darkness.

      The screen went black.

      An image appeared on the periphery on the screen. The camera was moving out of the blackness. She realized it was moving away from the black pupil of an eyeball. Now she saw the grayish-blue iris and the white sclera. The eyelid blinked with long eyelashes. As more of the person’s face was slowly revealed, it was clear that it was a woman’s face. The camera pulled back farther.

      It was her face. She was looking at her own face. It wasn’t video footage, it was live.

      Even though she had long ago covered the laptop camera with black tape.

      Her face registered the shock she felt. Before the screen went black.

      What am I going to do about those wrinkles around my eyes? she wondered.
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      Missy picked up the stool she had knocked over earlier and sat down, closing the laptop lid. Would she ever be able to trust her computer again? She gave the loud sigh of someone who was absolutely drained. Not only was the fear-induced adrenaline gone, not only was her mind exhausted from her mental calisthenics, but her body was a quivering mess after all the earth energy it had absorbed and then expelled into the eel.

      Bubba jumped onto the kitchen island, sniffing the counter. He looked at her questioningly. His sister explored the floor below.

      “It’s gone,” she said. “It wasn’t even real to begin with, but I don’t feel like trying to explain that to you.”

      She was the one who needed answers. Who conjured this creature? Though it wasn’t of the material world, it certainly had an impact on the material world and could easily have killed her. And why was she the intended victim?

      She remembered seeing “kudos” on her word-of-the-day screensaver. She wondered if that was just the screensaver’s normal random choice of a word, or if it was a message to her. She wouldn’t be surprised if it was, since the magician had obviously gained control of her computer.

      Why would this person try to kill her and then congratulate her for escaping? Was this some kind of perverted test?

      Whatever the answers, she feared she would be attacked again. She was almost certain of it.
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      Sergeant Ty Montgomery’s motorcycle led the funeral procession the four miles from the church to the cemetery. At each intersection he would turn on his flashing lights and stop traffic while the fourteen cars, headlights on, passed through. Then he’d hop back on his bike and speed to the front of the motorcade.

      One of the vehicles in the procession was weaving. Not dangerously, but enough to indicate the driver was intoxicated. It was a rusted-out, red Chevy pickup with a Confederate flag fluttering from a pole installed in the bed of the truck.

      Montgomery was a kind-hearted soul and intended to look the other way. His main duty was to lead the procession and keep the cars together. He didn’t want to ruin the funeral by arresting a mourner. He understood that some people turn to alcohol when grieving. As long as the truck stayed in its lane, he would allow it to get to the cemetery.

      However, while he was stopping traffic in the intersection of Jellyfish Beach Boulevard and Pine Lane, the pickup truck almost clipped his bike when it drove by. He rolled it out of the way at the last moment. A few seconds later, three empty cans of cheap beer flew out of the cab and landed on the road.

      Okay, Montgomery thought, I’m going to arrest this idiot as soon as the funeral is over.

      The procession arrived at the cemetery without further incident, and Montgomery guided the vehicles through the gate and onto the perimeter road. He parked his motorcycle and leaned against a gatepost to watch the service. The gravesite was only about fifty feet away.

      The three occupants of the pickup truck, three bearded Caucasian men who appeared to be brothers, climbed unsteadily from the cab. They wore ill-fitting powder-blue tuxes that must have been from their high-school proms years ago. His concern grew when he saw them stagger over to the rear of the hearse to join the pallbearers gathering there.

      This could be a problem, Montgomery thought.

      And sure enough, the three inebriated men lined up on one side of the end of the hearse. Supervised by the funeral director, they each grabbed a handle of the casket as it was eased out of the vehicle. There was no wheeled cart to roll the casket to the grave. This was going to be old-school, carry-the-box.

      Montgomery clenched his jaws and actually said a prayer on behalf of the deceased’s family, imploring God to prevent from happening what Montgomery was envisioning.

      At first, the six pallbearers moved in a straight and steady manner toward the open grave. Then, one of the drunken brothers stumbled slightly, but the other pallbearers corrected the lurch, and all was well again.

      Next, the casket began drifting off course. The three brothers were leaning into the casket, steering it toward the tent and the people seated on rows of folding chairs, until the sober pallbearers on the other side of the casket managed to push back and correct course toward their destination: the low platform positioned at graveside.

      Someone shouted. And then the brother in front tripped and went down. The second brother tripped over the first one’s prone body and fell. Then the third brother, unable to support his side of the casket all by himself, went down as well.

      And what Montgomery had feared came to pass: The casket tipped, dropped, and landed on its side, amid the horrified gasps and cries of the crowd. The lid snapped open and the deceased occupant popped out onto the ground.

      Except it wasn’t the deceased. It was a couple of bags of cement mix. Otherwise, the casket was empty.

      It would seem the funeral home had some explaining to do.
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      Matt Rosen, staff writer at The Jellyfish Beach Journal, often covered Florida Man stories. The funeral debacle was a colorful example of one of these, combined with a greater crime the likes of which was classic Sunshine State: the bizarre theft of a body and possible fraud.

      It was Florida Man times ten.

      Matt had previously covered vandalism at a cemetery in Miami where grave robbers stole bones to be used in black magic. And he’d reported a story about a crematorium that secretly sold bodies to be used by a college’s embalming class. But he’d never reported on a case of a dead body being switched, after the wake and before the burial, with dead weight.

      The question, of course, was where did the body go? He inquired with the state regulatory body, the Division of Funeral, Cemetery, and Consumer Services. They had nothing to tell him. The Florida Department of Law Enforcement, FDLE, was leading the criminal investigation but so far refused to answer any of Matt’s questions.

      Matt did learn from the local police that the body missing from the funeral, the owner of a bowling alley, had died in a freak bowling-ball avalanche. Understandably, he had had a closed-casket wake. This fact opened the possibility that the body hadn’t been embalmed, meaning it had greater value on the black market. Searching South-Florida news sites, Matt learned this was not the first incident of missing bodies in recent months.

      The funeral director and manager of the Jellyfish Beach Memorial Funeral Home was Izzy Perez. He sat at his desk across from Matt, and behaved as if he were as much a victim as the family of the missing dead guy.

      “With all the changes in the funeral industry, reputation is still critical,” the skinny man with a shaved head and tiny goatee said. “This could be a big blow to us. That’s why I humbly ask you to be fair in your reporting.”

      “Of course,” Matt said.

      “I was bought out by a conglomerate four years ago and they keep pressuring me to produce more revenues. Business is normally great in Florida. You know, ‘God’s waiting room.’ But how can I help it if people live healthier lives today?”

      “They say that life expectancies are decreasing lately,” Matt said. “Look at the bright side.”

      “True, but our parent company has already factored that into our revenue goals.” The man quivered with nervousness. “I had to refund the bereaved family. Let’s hope they don’t sue us anyway.”

      “So what do you think happened to the body?” Matt asked. “Could it have been an accident—like it was sent to cremation by mistake and an employee tried to cover that up?”

      “That’s really unlikely with the system we have. I suspect my embalmer, Joe Molloi. I think Joe is up to something. I’ve put him on probation.”

      “I assume the bad act would be selling the body.”

      “Obviously.”

      “To whom?”

      “Even with people donating their bodies to science, there’s still a market for black-market cadavers that eventually end up at medical schools for dissection. But the big thing nowadays is the biotech industry. They use a lot of human tissue.”

      “Really?”

      “Absolutely. Artificial skin grafts, blood vessels, and bone replacements. If they’re fresh enough, heart valves, tendons, ligaments, and more, can be transplanted. The possibilities are limitless. And so are the cases of abuse.”

      “Wow,” Matt said. “I didn’t know real human flesh was in such demand.”

      “It’s rather disturbing. If you sold all the component parts of a body, you could probably get over a hundred grand. But before you get any ideas, you can’t sell your own body. Tissue banks sell it.”

      “And where do they get it?”

      “Ah, that’s the rub. They need donations. And the demand is far greater than the supply of donated tissue.”

      “Do you think your employee, Mr. Molloi, sold the body to a biotech firm?”

      “Not directly. Probably through some middlemen. But I can’t fire him until he gets charged by the police or FDLE.”

      “Thank you for your frankness,” Matt said. “Has this happened before?

      Perez hesitated. “Not that I know of.”

      Not that you’re willing to admit, Matt thought.

      “I’m a bit surprised you brought up the idea of selling bodies,” he said.

      “Losing the body through incompetence, even if it was just one guy’s fault, makes the whole company look bad. But you can’t blame the company for one guy’s secret criminality.”

      “Is there anyone else working here who could be responsible?”

      “I’m looking at everyone,” Perez said. “But Joe Molloi was the embalmer and handled the body from intake through transferring it to the hearse.”

      “Can I speak with him?” Matt asked.

      “No. Sorry.”

      “Why does he still work here?”

      “Corporate insists we follow due process. And, just so you know, even if I end up firing him, he can’t talk to you. Corporate makes everyone sign a non-disclosure agreement.”

      Matt was disappointed. But what could he do?

      “Okay,” he said, standing up. “Thank you for your time.”

      “Please quote me in your story saying that missing corpses are exceptionally rare.”

      “You bet.”

      When Matt left the funeral director’s office, a door opened at the end of the hall. A young man with a beard stared at him and nodded before closing the door. What was that all about?

      When Matt reached his car in the lot behind the building, he found a note stuck beneath a windshield wiper like a parking ticket.

      I know where the body went, it read, followed by a phone number.
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      Modern Florida, teeming-with-seniors, would not exist without air conditioning. The hardy pioneers who settled the state didn’t even have electric fans but somehow survived. The increasing flow of vacationers and retirees who came to the state in the first half of the Twentieth Century did have electric fans, but they wisely chose to avoid coming here during the hotter months. Once air conditioning became common in the 1960s and ’70s, the stream of people coming to Florida turned into a flood.

      Yet modern conveniences are fickle things. Missy’s air conditioner picked a rare winter heat wave to bite the dust.

      A new condenser, a new air handler, and thousands of dollars later, Missy had a brand-new HVAC system months ahead of the brutally hot summer to come. Not that she could afford it.

      Of course, the next day was a typical winter day of temperatures in the low-seventies and she didn’t need the AC. She sat in the living room of her small house, with the system off and the windows open, using her bank’s app to assess the damage to her checking account.

      Her witchcraft didn’t provide any income. Her real job as a home-health nurse for vampires, werewolves, and other creatures didn’t provide a whole heck of a lot either. Retired, elderly supernaturals were notoriously cheap, especially vampires. This was despite how wealthy some vampires were after having centuries for their savings to compound. So they negotiated low rates with their care provider, Acceptance Home Care, resulting in a low salary for Missy. Which was why she also had a part-time job at the Jellyfish Beach Mystical Mart and Botánica.

      She signed off from the banking app. It looked like some extra shifts at the botánica were in the cards.

      The air conditioner kicked on.

      She was positive she had turned it off. She went to the thermostat on the wall between the living room and the dining room. It was indeed set on “off.” She jiggled the switch to “cool” and back to “off.”

      Still, the air handler hummed in its hallway closet, and cool air poured from the vents in each room. She looked out a window at the side yard and the condenser’s fan was spinning happily.

      She would have to set up an appointment for a repairman to come out again. This had better not cost anything. They must have done something wrong during the installation.

      Boy, that air is cranked really cold, she thought. She rubbed her arms as goosebumps formed. She fiddled with the thermostat again with no effect. Finally, she went into the garage and turned off the circuit breaker for the HVAC system.

      But when she returned inside, the AC was still pumping out cold air.

      She was perplexed. Until she sensed the energy of magick in the air flowing from the vents. Someone else’s magick. It was a cold spell. Get it?

      She couldn’t believe she was being attacked again so soon after the cyber-eel. And the attack escalated quickly. The air flowing from the vents increased in amount and velocity until the house was filled with a loud moaning that reminded Missy of a hurricane. The crashing of aluminum on hardwood flooring came from the hallway when a vent popped off.

      She recited a quick, simple spell while she grasped the power charm in her pocket. It was just enough to neutralize the HVAC system. The air handler went silent. The fan in the condenser outside stopped spinning.

      But the cold air kept rushing out through the vents, even stronger now.

      She closed her eyes and studied the magick in the blowing air. Sure enough, it had nothing to do with the air conditioner. It was a gale summoned from Antarctica, from air chilled in pockets of the deepest sections of ice. It was so infused with magick that it almost had a life of its own.

      The temperature fell even farther. The air was bitingly cold now. It felt like she was on the top of a mountain during a winter storm. She began to worry when frost appeared on the flanges of the nearest vent.

      She needed to bring the cats to safety out on the porch and begin casting a counterattack spell. Now.

      The sliding-glass door to the porch was closed and locked. She was sure she had left it open to enjoy the nice day. When had it closed? She flicked the lever open and pulled on the handle.

      The door wouldn’t open. She struggled with it fruitlessly. Her heart began to race.

      She tried the front door. It, too, would not budge. Then, the outside door in the kitchen. No luck. She raced through the laundry room into the garage. The overhead door wouldn’t open with either the motor or when she pulled on it manually.

      Time to check the windows, though she suspected how that was going to turn out. Sure enough, running from room throughout the entire house, she couldn’t open a single window.

      Her home was on magick lockdown.

      The temperature kept dropping and her shivering was not just from fear. Every breath she took caused a cloud of vapor. She went into her bedroom to find a heavy coat. But her closet door wouldn’t open. Neither would her dresser drawers. Of course.

      She was about to yank her comforter off her bed when she noticed two lumps beneath it. Her cats, Brenda and Bubba. Hopefully, they were faring better than she was. She went to the guest bedroom to grab that comforter, but the door to the room, which was always open when no one was staying there, was closed. And locked.

      This spell was getting very personal. It was just between her assailant and her. May the best magick win.

      She put on a sweater she found on the floor of the laundry room (please don’t judge her on her housekeeping). But her fingers and toes were going numb. She felt lethargic and was having difficulty concentrating. She worried, is this the beginning of hypothermia?

      She made her way to the kitchen, past air vents that were blasting frigid air white with frost. The cup of tea she had left by the kitchen sink had a thick coating of ice. The natural light was dimmer in here with the windowpanes iced over.

      Shivering, she quickly drew a magick circle on the floor with chalk and knelt inside it, her body scrunched into a ball for warmth. She was cold to her very bones. All she could think of was heat. As she put herself into a meditative state, she reached out for the energy of the sun, but it was waning as the afternoon grew later.

      She sent psychic feelers seeking additional sources of warmth and energy, probing deep into the earth. And then she realized where she needed to drill, the hottest place on earth: the planet’s molten core.

      Here the blend of iron, nickel, and other elements had a temperature of thousands of degrees. And here, the earth’s magnetic field was generated. The core held almost limitless amounts of power that could be harnessed by Missy’s magick and by other forms of magic. But it was dangerous. Even the most experienced witch could not dip into it directly, just as you can’t walk into a nuclear reactor to plug in your battery charger.

      Besides, she had never done this before. The power she normally harvested from the earth was from ley lines, thermal springs, and other sources close to the surface of the planet. Her near panic, and her muddled thinking as hypothermia set in, caused her to act impulsively and seek the hottest thing she could imagine.

      Her probes were many miles above the core when the surge of energy hit her. It rushed into her so quickly it was frightening. Instantly, her body warmed, from the center of her stomach spreading outward through her torso, legs, arms, fingers and toes. Her head was feverish, and her ears flushed with heat. The floor nearly burned her knees and feet as she knelt upon the tiles.

      She opened her eyes. A glow of light emanated from her skin. That was a first.

      The frost on the windowpanes melted and the room grew brighter. Her breath no longer produced vapor. The entire kitchen became warm and the cold air rushing from the vents billowed with vapor as it hit the heat rising from the floor. She sensed the warmth spreading throughout the house.

      The Antarctic gale slowed and then stopped altogether.

      Her crazy magick’s quest for heat had worked.

      Or had it worked too well?

      Trepidation crept into her heart. It was a post-traumatic response, she realized, as memories invaded her from being tortured by the evil, ancient god Moloch last year. He had demanded she betray a juvenile dragon she had been nursing back to health. Moloch wanted her to sacrifice the dragon to the god in the manner that children were killed on the altar for him thousands of years ago. He wanted to steal the dragon’s power of magick.

      But she had resisted, and Moloch tortured her with non-physical fire to make her suffer the agony of witches in the darker chapters of human history. She received no actual damage to her body, but the sensation of burning was real. Afterwards, she had hoped she would have no lasting psychological damage.

      Yet as the heat she had summoned from the earth’s core engulfed her and her home, her trauma was reawakened.

      She noticed a prickling sensation from the foreign magick that had invaded her home. It was up to no good, as if her warmth spell had caused it to react. Someone or something was watching her, she was certain.

      Suddenly, the link broke between her mind, her magick, and the earth energy. Her head snapped backwards and then she collapsed on the kitchen floor.

      The heat seeped away. But the cold air didn’t return. The house was a normal temperature, maybe a little warmer.

      She got to her feet, a little unsteadily. All was calm inside her home, but she couldn’t relax. She still had anxiety from her memories of burning. And she knew, just knew, that the invading magick was not finished with her.

      The first thing she did was check if the house was still locked down. She reached for the kitchen door that led to the backyard. She touched the doorknob⁠—

      And flames engulfed the hardware.

      She jerked her hand away and looked at it. There was no pain and her skin didn’t appear to be burned. She touched the metal knob with her index finger. A yellow flame with blue at its center wrapped around the knob as if it came from a butane lighter. The door’s white paint at the base of the knob bubbled and turned brown. She pulled her finger away and the fire was gone.

      The fire was coming from her.

      She couldn’t believe it. Fire really freaked her out since her trauma, and now she was a source of it?

      The attacker’s magick—or maybe it was black magic—must have traced the source of her heat infusion, severed her connection with it, and then tapped into the inner-core earth energy itself. It was attacking her now with her own weapon.

      Absentmindedly, she rubbed her hands on her thighs and her jeans caught on fire. She dropped to the floor and rolled until the flames were smothered. She had stopped it before her skin was burned, but her jeans were lightly scorched and there were small holes on both legs.

      So the fire only came from her hands and only when she touched something. What was she going to do about this?

      She went to the sink. Fire erupted when she pushed the faucet handle and vanished when she withdrew her hand. She placed both hands in the stream of water. Nothing happened. Okay, she thought, at least my hands can’t burn water.

      When she picked up one of the utensils that lay unwashed in the sink (please don’t judge her on her housekeeping), flames covered the fork. She held it under the flowing water. The water put out the fire, but only where the water landed on the steel. Fire still ignited on the rest of the surface that her hand touched. She dropped the fork and the fire went out.

      Light clicking of nails on the tiles announced the entrance of Bubba who had finally left the bedroom after the frigid gale had ceased.

      “Bubba, stay away,” she said in a stern voice.

      It didn’t matter. He walked right up to her and rubbed against her leg and meowed. He wanted a treat. She spoiled her cats horribly and it only empowered them to demand she raise the bar in spoiling. Bubba expected to be rewarded with a treat for merely entering a room.

      Without thinking, she reached for the packet of crunchy treats on the counter. It erupted in flames. She put it out with the sprayer hose from the sink, flames encircling the sprayer head in her hand. The odor of burnt plastic, grains, and “tantalizing tuna” filled the room.

      Bubba had retreated a few feet away when the fire broke out. He gave her a puzzled stare and meowed. He still expected a treat, and always would, regardless of whatever magick or black-magic spell she was cursed by.

      “Bubba, I can’t feed you right now. Finish your breakfast,” she said, pointing with her foot to the bowl of half-eaten wet food on the floor next to the island.

      Bubba chirruped with frustration and left the kitchen with his tail twitching. Even witches can’t get their cats to be reasonable.

      So what was she going to do? Without being able to touch anything she was helpless. She couldn’t even go to the bathroom, unless she could remove her jeans in the running shower without burning them. She shuttered at the more technical steps of the peeing procedure. Toilet paper was definitely not an option.

      And forget about eating anything. She certainly couldn’t go food shopping.

      A tiny, high-pitched insect buzzing entered her right ear. She chuckled.

      “Oh, yes. Yes. Come here. Let me see you. Come to Missy.”

      The mosquito came into view in front of her face. Her hand darted toward it.

      The mosquito exploded in flames.

      That was one of the most satisfying moments of the week, she thought.

      Still, she had to get out of this predicament. Like with the other attacks, it was too late to use a protection spell. She couldn’t hold the charm she kept in her pocket that boosted her power when casting spells. She scratched her head as she pondered her next move.

      Big mistake
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