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Chapter 1: 

Catching the Ricochet 
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They say it takes a village to raise a child; but, you know what else comes from villages? Angry mobs—with pitchforks and torches and great big, deadly swords. And, do you know what happens when the angry mob gets ahold of a sweet little witch like me? 

They burn.
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CRAP! JUST ONCE, I’D like to be on time to—well, anything!

“Babe?” I call down the hallway of our tiny apartment, toward the bedroom where Henry is getting ready, “Have you seen Sky’s other white sandal?” 

“Um,” I hear him mumble and, in my mind’s eye, I can just see him barely skimming the room with a glance as he dons his best suit. “Nope.” 

“Stay right there, My-Sky,” I tell our gorgeous two-year-old daughter sitting properly on our aged, worn sofa in her frilliest dress, “Mommy’s gotta find your shoe, but I’ll be riiiight back, okay?”

“Otay,” Sky smiles back, sweetly, popping her sippy-cup into her mouth and diverting her attention to Paw Patrol on the television.  

I rush down the hallway, the familiar sensation of anxiety squirming in my stomach as the seconds tick by. 

We were supposed to be out the door ten minutes ago!

I duck into the tiny bathroom and glance around. 

No sandal. 

I barge into the bedroom, making Henry jump as he struggles to tie his tie. 

Still no sandal—at least, not in plain sight... 

I fall to my knees and lift our red-and-black bed skirt. 

Lo and Behold! The sandal. 

I jump to my feet, tuck the little shoe under my elbow, and spin Henry around to face me so that I can fix the forlorn necktie. 

“We’re running late,” he states, oh-so-helpfully. 

“Yes, I know,” I sigh, “Thanks so much for that exclusive inside scoop.” I shoot him a grin and he ruffles my inch-deep 4C hair.

Rising to at least five-foot-four on my tippy-toes, I grab my husband by his shoulders and pull him downward to meet my kiss. For, as short and thick as I might be, Henry is awkwardly tall and slender, at six-foot-three and one-fifty soaking wet.

Our quick smooch is interrupted by my phone buzzing from deep in my cleavage. The short, black dress I am wearing underneath my robes has no pockets—of course—but I have no lack of storage space between the gals. 

Before I can react, Henry’s hand plucks from between my breasts the slender, rectangular device. A sly grin stretches his ruddy cheeks. He barely glances at the screen before handing it over, “It’s Maria,” he says, in a deep, breathy voice, “I bet they’re running late, too.” 

Truth be told, my chronic tardiness has less to do with being the overworked mommy of a toddler, and more to do with genetics. Lateness is like a blood curse when it comes to the Contreras women.

I immediately accept the call and put the phone to my face, “Hey, Maria! What’s up? Y’all on the road?” 

Maria releases a heavy sigh from the other end of the line as I tap my wrist at Henry, then slip out of the bedroom to allow him to finish his final touches—his feet are still bare on the carpet beneath us and his hair is sans product—and head back to the living room to Skylar. “Almost,” she swears, her voice tight with frustration, “Mama is getting Dad and the chair loaded into the van right now; but, the twins are still in their room, doing their hair.”

I can’t suppress a grin and chortle—Henry was right, of course... “No worries! Don’t stress too much. It will take them a while to get to the ‘F’s, for Frederick, anyway. Lucky I married a man with a name further down the alphabet, huh? I bet ten bucks y’all won’t be here by the time they pass the ‘C’s. Besides, we’re running late, too!”

“Qué?” She asks, confused, “I thought the ceremony doesn’t begin until one o’clock? We have a two hour drive, but why do you have to leave home so early? Surely they aren’t going to make y’all wait around all that time?” 

I kneel before Sky and the couch and begin buckling her little foot into the shoe. “No, I don’t have to be at the stadium until twelve-thirty. My... er... friends are throwing a little... celebration for me, beforehand. I was supposed to be there...” I glance at the screen to see the time, “Almost five minutes ago! Crap! I need to text them, real quick...” I pause to type up the familiar text to send to Vae: ‘Running a few minutes late. Sorry,’ before returning to Maria and my conversation, “Henry and Sky are going to meet his mom, step-dad, and siblings for lunch after they drop me off.” 

I can feel my jaw tightening and I attempt to mindfully relax my body. My mother-in-law has a stick so far up her backside it makes everyone else in the room clench their anuses in sympathy. Simply thinking of the woman makes me tense. I often wonder how a man as kind and humble as my Henry could have come from and been raised by such a cold, hateful wasp of a Karen. It’s one of those miracles of nature that one has a hard time accepting as real until they witness it firsthand—like a mother fox who adopts a baby chick, or the Northern Lights, or childbirth...

“Still no love lost on that punta, eh?” Maria chuckles, darkly.

“Not one ounce. I was so glad I had these plans with th- my friends long before she decided to volun-tell us to go out to lunch. As if I’m not going to get more than enough of her wise-ass remarks this next week...” There goes that tendon in my jaw, tightening right back up again... 

“Espera, ¿qué es esto? Are y’all goin’ down there for a visit?” she asks; then, in an entirely different voice, yells, “Aye! You two had better get your behinds out of there and into that van, or it won’t matter what your makeup looks like! You won’t be going! ¡Dejaremos sus culos lentas aquí!”

Glancing toward the bedroom door and lowering my voice to spare Henry hearing my complaining about his mom, “I wish we were just going down to Hattiesburg, honestly. No. This woman payed to rent this huge lake house in Alabama, like six months ago. Then, three weeks ago, just up and told us that we are expected to drive out there—on our own dime, by the way, when we can barely keep the lights on right now, and with a toddler who’s never spent more than two hellish hours in a car—and that we’re expected to contribute to food expenses and pay her back a portion of the rental cost. Like, never asked, not once! Just demanded!”

“Oh, hell, no!” Maria intones, her voice full of sympathetic sass, “Please tell me y’all didn’t give that woman a dime!” 

“Of course not!” I stand up and take the half dozen or so steps it takes to get to our kitchen, where I begin pulling a few sippy cups from the cabinets. “We don’t have a penny to spare these days.” I continue the conversation with my sister as I pack the cups into Sky’s giant diaper bag, along with a few juice boxes from the fridge, “Maybe, once I find a good job things will get a little better; but, even then, Henry will be starting school soon... And, for that matter, so will Sky. We’d love to do more traveling, but we have higher priorities. And we told her that.”

“What happened? What’d she say? Obvs, y’all are still going, by the sound of it...” She raises her voice, again, and yells, “Reya! Daya! Get your asses out here! Last warning! We are leaving! ¡Vamanos!” 

“Yeah,” I groan, grabbing about six or seven pull-ups to pack into the bag, as well, from the box at the end of the couch where Sky is still watching Paw Patrol. “That’s the worst of it,” I explain, “When we said we couldn’t afford it, and that she should have checked with us first before committing us to anything like this, she went full-on martyr and said she’d just cover our part, because she is so desperate to see her granddaughter and son and to get to have ‘one last family vacation together’ before MawMaw Kat—Henry’s grandma—passes. The doctors have only given her two-to-six months; but that argument really doesn’t hold up, since she didn’t even know her mama had cancer when she booked the stay.”

My semi-forgotten frustration is growing all over again as I recount the situation to Maria. I snatch a pack of wipes from underneath the bathroom sink and shove those into the bag, as well. “She manipulated and strong-armed Henry into agreeing to go, saying she’d even pay us back for gas and cover our food, too.”

“Wow...” Maria trails off, “Um... wow.”

In the background, I can hear my thirteen-year-old twin sisters—Daya and Reya—arguing loudly. 

“Yeah, I know...” I rant while zipping the diaper bag closed, “I mean, how was he supposed to turn that down? He even had PTO built up at work, since he hasn’t taken any since Sky was born... But, I dunno, Mars... I just have this bad feeling...” I pause, lingering over the bag before throwing it over my shoulder. 

“I know what you mean,” She whispers on the other end of the line, “I’ve got chills just now... ¡lugar me da escalofríos! Bad vibes. Los ‘Jeebie Geebies’. Be careful, okay?”

I chuckle at the absurdity, shaking my head and feeling immensely silly, “Careful of what, exactly? She might slip some gluten into her gluten-free bagels to try to poison me? GMOs in the meatloaf? Ooh, or is she gonna complain to my manager?” 

“I’m not playing, Miriam,” she says, her voice as serious as the grave, “You never know what a person is capable of... especially a spoiled, affluent white woman with a vendetta. This is giving me real Tamla Horsford and Gabby Petito vibes, mi hermana. Por favor... just... keep your wits about you and your guard up, okay?”

I’m impressed she can just list off the names of violent crime victims, off the top of her head, “Maybe you should be the one getting a degree in investigative journalism...” 

“I listen to way too many true crime podcasts while I’m working,” she brushes aside the compliment, “Keeps me on my toes.” 

“Morbid.” I comment, trying not to picture my beloved big sister walking the Atlanta sidewalks, dressed in revealing outfits, one earbud in to listen to stories of violence and death and one out to avoid it. 

I place the heavy bag on the couch beside Sky and I spin around, doing my best to count up in my head all the things that my daughter and husband might need during their few hours away from me so that nothing is forgotten and left behind...

“Oh, crap!” I slap my forehead, “Rico! I almost forgot Rico!”

“Rico?” Maria’s incredulous voice asks on the other end of the line, “Who is Rico? Have you done popped out another baby and not told me?”

I laugh, “No, no! Rico is my cov—well, I guess he’s my squirrel. My friends and I rescued him, but he mostly stays with me. He seems to like me more than anyone else. Since we’re leaving in the morning to head to this ‘lovely’ lake house, my friend Larkin is going to pet-sit him.”

“Ew,” she comments, her voice full of distain, “Tree rat. Gross.”

I can hear car doors opening and closing on her side of the line and I know they are loading into Tia Lydia’s van.

“And that’s why I didn’t ask you to watch him, Smart-ass,” I jibe, heading down the hallway, toward the bedroom once more. 

As I fling the door open and enter the room, I am verbalizing my own mental to-do list, rushing against the clock that already reads ‘late’, “I just need to grab his bag of food, his carrier, and...” my eyes land on the five-foot-tall wire cage that takes up two-by-three feet of our already cramped bedroom—specifically the door swinging open by several inches and the lack of one silver-coated squirrel. 

“Shit.” I hiss, “Not again!”

“What?” Maria and Henry say in perfect synchronicity. 

“He’s escaped again,” I whine, “How?! I know good and well he was in there when we woke up and left the room. Sky couldn’t have done it! I swear he’s letting himself out!”

“We don’t really have time to find him,” Henry says, standing up from the side of the bed, where he has just finished tying the fancy shoes he hasn’t worn since our wedding, “And we really don’t have time for you to try to catch him...” 

“Rico is short for Ricochet,” I tell Maria, “he’s as fast as a stray bullet. Look, I gotta let you go. I’ll see y’all at one, okay?” 

“Bueno! See you soon!” The line clicks off. 

“We can’t leave him home the whole week,” I protest, “If I don’t find him now and take him to Larkin, they’ll be gone tomorrow, headed to their Granny’s... I’ll have to take him tonight...”

A soft scurrying sound catches my attention and my gaze instinctually darts to its source: the floor below the cage, where his travel carrier is stashed... 

“No way,” I whisper, moving slowly and silently as I creep toward the carrier, “He’s in there!” I hiss back at Henry, my heart pounding. One wrong step and he’ll dart off, under the bed or into the closet... This is too good to be true! Too easy!

I can’t believe my own eyes as I crawl on my hands and knees toward the small, soft-sided kennel. He’s just chilling in there, beady little black eyes watching me patiently, fluffy tail twitching. He grooms his cheeks with his little hands. 

I reach out and flick the door closed, latching it, and snatch the carrier up, into my arms. 

“I can’t believe that just happened...” I breathe heavily, realizing for the first time that I’ve been halfway holding my breath the whole time, “Good boy, Rico!” I praise him, holding the cage up to my face to peek in at him. 

“Grab his food and let’s go,” Henry reminds me, “We’re already late as hell...”

“Right.” 
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Chapter 2: 

Blessed Be the Witches
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Ten or fifteen minutes later (following a short ride across the small city of Starkville, Mississippi, blasting Cocomelon like it’s Lil Nas X), Henry drops me at the door of The Ancestral Apothecary. We share a quick kiss goodbye and Sky and I blow kisses and wave to one another as they pull off, on their way to the overpriced restaurant downtown at which my mother-in-law has insisted they meet. 

“Sorry I’m late!” I call as I burst through the doors of Charity’s witchy little metaphysical shop, clutching Rico’s travel carrier to my chest. 

“We’re back here!” Rose’s disembodied voice calls from the back room where we typically convene. 

I am already half-way across the store by the time her voice meets my ears, though, as I scurry through the maze of small tables and displays, all home to various occult supplies and spiritual tools. Shelves on top of shelves line the walls—literally, she’s got dozens of eclectic, antique bookcases stacked atop one another, all the way to the ten-foot ceilings of the little shop and a ladder on wheels to reach the books and various other items at the top. Colorful rugs overlap one another on the brick floor, creating a tripping hazard that has never seemed to bother anyone.  

I pull back the tapestry displaying a wheel of astrological signs against a galaxy background to see the altar and circle already set to go. 

The only light in the room comes in flickery bursts from three dozen or so candles scattered around the room. The air in the room is thick with smoke dancing upward from them, as well as from the most deliciously fragrant incense—made in-house by Charity. 

She and Vae stand by the coffee table, a variety of magical tools and candles spread between them. Meanwhile, Larkin stands at the northern-most point of the circle, holding a large chunk of white quartz and a green candle; Rose stands—a silver chalice of water in one hand and a blue candle in the other—at the west; and, across from her, at the easterly point, is our most recent addition to the coven: Augusta ‘Auggie’ Sprayberry. 

“Ah, here she is! Our guest of honor!” Charity greets me with a motherly warmth as I enter the room. 

There’s a small but enthusiastic round of applause from the rest of the witches in the room, bright smiles and emotion-filled eyes twinkling at me in the candlelight. 

“Aw,” I feel tears burning my eyes, as well, “Thanks, y’all! You really didn’t have to do all this! It’s just a Bachelor’s. We really should wait and celebrate in December, when Charity and Vae get their big-boy, grownup Master’s degrees.” 

“There’s no victory too small to celebrate,” Charity rebuffs, “You worked hard for this—harder than most, even.” 

“Yeah,” Vae agrees, “You deserve your own day to be celebrated.”

“Don’t worry,” Rose chimes in, “We’re gonna throw down in December, too!”

“Hell yeah,” Larkin laughs and even Trevor huffs in agreement where he sits at their heel, his tail wags lazily. 

“Oh, you tossahs think this is a party?!” Auggie jibes, her crisp, musical Bristols accent setting her apart in striking contrast to the rest of our Mississippi drawls. “This is no party. ‘Party’ is what we will be doing, tonight, at my flat. I’ve got a half-ounce o’ spliff and a shit-tonne o’ drink...” 

“Again,” Larkin grins their quirky, sideways grin and looks at Auggie through their eyelashes, “I reiterate: Hell yeah.” 

“I wish I could make it, Auggie,” Charity says, with genuine remorse, “But, between this ceremony, and the one later, I’m foreseeing—” she waves her hand over a crystal ball situated on the altar before her, quipping, “that I will be whooped by dark o’clock. I’m just going to come back here and curl my tired old butt up with a good book, a hot cup of tea, and Crocosmia....”

“What?!” Auggie protests, offended, “No way! You’re only old when you give up and declare it, Love! You just need a good do!”

“A what?” Rose scoffs, nearly spitting a mouthful of the tea she sips. “I don’t think...”

“A beano,” Auggie clarifies, uselessly; then, upon seeing our blank expressions, rolls her big, hazel eyes in exasperation, huffs, and tries again, “A blowout? A part-tay!”

“Ohhh!” Rose, Vae, Larkin, and I all intone, in perfect unison and uncanny harmony. 

“That’s not what I thought you meant...” Larkin laughs. 

“I believe my days of flat parties might be behind me.” Charity chuckles, her face pale beneath galaxies of freckles, “I’m officially to that level of ‘grown’ where I want to be in bed by ten.”

“Your loss,” Vae states, simply; though, something about her tone puts an end to any further attempts by Auggie or Larkin, or even I, to persuade her. 

I’ve known Charity for four years; yet, I still couldn’t tell you how old, exactly, she is. Late thirties, perhaps? I would have said late twenties, just four years ago, though... 

I chew my lip as I really, objectively take in my friend and High Priestess. She’s lost weight; though, not all at once. Where she once had round, rosy cheeks and ample cleavage, she is now drawn and gaunt. Pink lips are now thin and flesh-toned. She appears ashen, even. 

I glance over at Vae, the closest of us to Charity, as she has been studying with her, training for years to reach priestess level, herself. Vae’s eyes are on Charity, too, and I realize there’s a sadness in them that I am not meant to witness. Concern.

Chagrin forces my gaze away, to Rose. She’s staring at Charity with the same... Pity? Is that pity? Why? That doesn’t make sense... 

“Oh, hey,” Larkin grabs my attention and my worrisome thoughts fade to the back of my mind, disrupted, “You can put Mr. Rico’s carrier over there, by my backpack.”

“Oh, yeah, thanks,” I mumble, disconcerted. 

I had forgotten I was still clutching it, honestly. He weighs next to nothing, especially compared to Sky. 

Animals that are not the familiars of witches shouldn’t be permitted inside of a circle during magical work; the shifts and changes in the energy within can upset or even scare many. Trevor, Larkin’s coydog, as well as Erzulie, Vae’s slugeater snake, and Charity’s cat, Crocosmia, are all allowed to sit in, if they so choose, as familiars. However, Rico could become spooked.

I move to place the reinforced-canvas cube next to Larkin’s black and lime green bag, outside the limits of the circle. 

“Let’s settle into our places and begin, y’all,” Vae addresses the entire coven in an authoritative tone, “before we run out of time before the graduation ceremony.” 

I set down the carrier and my furry friend and turn around to take my place at the southern-most point of the circle painted on the cement floor beneath our feet. When not in use, the circle is typically hidden by a large, round, colorful rug; today, however, it is proudly displayed. Within the circle is painted a five-pointed, interwoven star—a pentagram—and the altar rests in its center. 

Nearly everyone else is already in position—each clutching ceremonial objects representative of the elements to which they are most spiritually connected—so, once I take up the red candle from the altar, withdraw and unsheathe my athame, and take my place at the southern-most point, our circle is ready to be cast.

Vae lights another stick of incense. Instead of blowing the flame out immediately, she steps around the altar and stands face-to-face with Auggie. 

“We call upon the great watchtowers of the east, the element air, and our Coven Sister’s patron deities,” she says as she lights Auggie’s white candle.

Auggie waves the feather of a hawk around herself and above her head in graceful, elegant, dance-like movements. “Freyja and Frigg, Norse Goddesses of feminine prowess. Odin, Freyr, Thor, and Loki, Gods of Old. I call upon you this day for protection and guidance. Please, be with us here, in this sacred space.” 

Vae moves clockwise around the circle, coming next to Larkin at the north tower. “We call upon the great watchtowers of the north, the element earth, and our Spirit Sibling’s patron gods,” She says, as she lights the green candle in their hand. 

Larkin grips a large slab of selenite in their other hand and calls, “Aba, Great Spirit! Ancestors and spirit guides! Hear my call and stand by my side to protect and guide my coven and I.”

The candle’s flame flickers spryly, and Trevor’s ears and tail stiffen as his eyes dart around the room—as though watching unseen figures moving about. 

Vae moves to stand before her long-time girlfriend. “We call upon the great watchtowers of the west, the element water, and our Coven Sister’s patron goddess,” she says, staring into the eyes of her paramour as she ignites Rose’s blue candle. 

Rose rests her heavy lashes on her highlighted cheekbones and whispers, “Laka, guide us and protect us. Lend us your strength and wisdom.”

Vae skirts the parameter of the circle clockwise, coming to the southernmost point—and me—next. She lights my candle and says, “We call upon the great watchtowers of the south, the element fire, and our Coven Sister’s patron goddesses...”
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EVERYONE IS STARING at me... at us...

It’s the first day of spring semester, sophomore year. When I left for the winter holiday, I had fit in here; I’d looked like any other eighteen-year-old college student. I had a killer sense of style and I loved flaunting my curvy hips and flat stomach in crop tops and tight jeans... 

Coming back was an entirely different story, though. 

I feel huge. How is this only half-way?! How is there such a difference between a seventeen-week bump and twenty weeks?!

I can feel the damn tears stinging my eyes, so I divert them from the swarms of students rushing by, hustling to class, but none too late to spare a glance at the student with her own orbit... 

I reread the schedule printed in my hand, even though I have it memorized already. 

“Western Civilization,” I mumble aloud, attempting to focus my entire brain on just getting to class, versus the eyes... all the eyes... “Doctor Phillip Bloodshaw.” I recite under my breath, still staring at the page, though I’m not really reading, but recalling from memory, “Allen Hall room two-fourteen.”

I march up the slightly inclined, curving sidewalk that leads up a small knoll to Allen Hall, trying my best to hurry but also not get winded—which is all too easy these days and uber embarrassing. 

I want to groan when I realize upon entering the briskly cool building that room two-hundred and fourteen would have to be upstairs. There’s a stairwell to the left of the door I entered, from the side of the building, but I see no sign for elevator, so I bite the bullet and just take the stairs. 

What wouldn’t have warranted a second thought before getting knocked-up now completely wipes me out. I’m huffing and puffing uncontrollably by the time I reach the top of those twenty-odd steps. I practically fall into the desk closest to the door once I find room two-fourteen. 

I barely have time to pull my textbook, notebook, and pen from my bag when my attention is snatched away, to the doorway, by a boisterous male voice exclaiming:

“ALL MUST WORSHIP THE GODDESS PHILLIPA, OR ELSE SUFFER HER WRATH!” 

The entire class collectively gasps as this man—wearing a wig that once belonged to a Goldilocks costume, an outdated wedding dress several sizes too large, and gold-sequined stilettos—climbs onto the empty desk next to me, brandishing an orange-and-green super-soaker.

“BOW DOWN, PEASANT!” Dr. Bloodshaw roars, aiming the heavy water-artillery at the stunned student beneath him, a student sitting at the desk behind the one he stood upon, one over and one back from me. 

The guy has frosted tips in his perfectly-styled hair, and rainbow suspenders over a white button-down with tiny yellow and pink polka-dots and sky-blue slacks. His outfit is impeccable and it’s an obvious statement for the first day of class. 

His wide blue eyes just blink up at the professor, frozen. 

With no warning, Dr. Bloodshaw lets loose a torrent of water at the poor guy. “I SAID BOW!” He is grinning ear-to-ear, and whispers downward, “Just go with it; there’s extra credit in it for ya?” 

A slow, timid grin spreads across the student’s face and he raises his arms and then lowers them and his upper half onto the desk before him, “All Hale Goddess Phillipa?” He says, sounding more like he’s asking a question than issuing an adoring declaration. 

“AND YOU!” He turns the watergun on me. 

I can’t help but giggle, my depressing morning officially turned around. I throw my arms in the air and declare, “All hale Phillipa!” as I throw myself forward, in a deep bow. 

“And you?” he continues to pick students to terrorize until, after several more, the entire classroom is roaring and several others are soaking wet, when he stops and, laughing, asks, “So, what’s the point of this? Other than to make sure this is the most engaging history course you ever get? Kings, emperors, tsars, monarchs, dictators throughout history. They might not have all had guns—water or real—but they all had power, and they all demanded worship as if they were deities. Or, more often, claimed to be ambassadors to God, or the gods. In fact, what is religion? It’s not what it started out as, I’ll tell you that. Religion and spiritual beliefs were once how humans explained things like medicinal plants and death and,” he glances to me, smiles warmly and waves his hand, gesturing to my babybump, “the miracle of birth! But, as history progressed, religion was used by dictators and the like to control the common folk. It became about self-control—sinning­—and threat of punishment—Hell—and as the dictators of the world conquered more and more lands, spreading Christianity, Catholicism, and—I’m not just picking on Christians, I swear—Islam, too. Judaism. All these have similar ethos and sanction imperialism— overpowering other cultures and forcefully converting through genocide...”

Even in a university setting, here in Mississippi, the deepest depths of the Bible Belt, his views are... well, beyond taboo. Sacrilege. Blasphemy. 

The entire class, myself included, gawks at him, eyes about to pop from their sockets and mouths slightly agape. Most of us in the class are sophomores or freshmen, as it’s a lower-level course. None of us have ever heard a teacher speak in such a manner. A few of us glance around at one another to gauge how we should react.

“So, where do we begin?” He continues on, perhaps perfectly accustomed to getting this response from his first-day students, “If this pattern has been continuing and repeating throughout history, where can we pinpoint as a ‘beginning’? Arguably, this cycle has been perpetuated since the dawn of civilization, in Africa.” He jumps down from the desk with surprising agility for a man seemingly in his fifties—maybe late forties, if I’m generous—and approaches the whiteboard. “However, our course is ‘Western Civilization’, and people who make more money than I do say the course should focus on Europe, the Americas, and Russia. Bullshit, I agree, but here we are...” he scribbles on the board, ‘West Civ=Eur, Amer, &Russ’.   

“So, we are to begin our eighteen-week journey in ancient Mesopotamia and ancient Rome and Greece.” He scribbles ‘Mesopotamia’ then skips over a space and writes ‘Rome’, then, ‘Greece’. 

“I have some artifacts—on loan from the anthropology department’s museum, so be careful!—we’re going to pass around the class. I want you all to inspect them and guess which civilization they are from, based on the object’s designs.”

We all watch as he pulls several clay and stone items from underneath his fancy wooden podium. Engraved in the front of the lectern is an ornate Tree of Life.

As I am sitting in the front left corner of the classroom, it is me that Dr. Bloodshaw decides should get to hold these artifacts first. In his outstretched hand, he offers me a super-old-looking metal bowl, tarnished slightly green and brown. There are beautiful designs around the outside, though they are barely discernable. I can make out—at a glance, before even taking the bowl—fish and an eye. 

I reach out and my hands make contact with the bowl. My breath suddenly catches as, behind my eyes, I suddenly see flashes of images:

A fierce, blonde woman in a tufted helm and flowing white garments, wielding a dreadful spear-like weapon in one fist and clutching a shield in the other. The gleaming, ornate shield is embossed with the detailed, instantly-recognizable snake-covered head of Medusa. She fights in some great and bloody battle...

Another woman—brunette—in similar white clothing, though her breasts are exposed as though someone has grabbed her garments and yanked them open. She wraps her arms around herself and, as she does so, those arms become wings, feathered with golden, black, and white patterns that strike a resemblance to those of an owl. Her nose and mouth morph into those of an owl’s lethal beak, which parts as a shrill shriek echoes distantly in my ears. 

A third woman, with strawberry blonde, almost golden, hair so long she clutches the final foot or so in her left hand while her right holds out a large shell, like a bowl, as though offering it to me...

I reach out and touch it, as I had just done with Dr. Bloodshaw, and instantly I am back in my classroom, in my right mind.

I blink and take the bowl, sitting it down on my desk. I blink at it a few times, feeling slightly jarred. “What the fuck,” I whisper, to the bowl, “What was that?”

“What?” Suspenders-guy asks, “What’s what?” 

“Oh, um,” I glance back at him momentarily, then around to see if anyone else noticed, “Nothing.” No one seems to have seen or heard anything. “I just...” I glance down at the bowl, then back at the rest of the class—Dr. Bloodshaw has handed the other two artifacts to the middle and right-most rows and all seem to be most interested in a blade held by the girl across the room. “It was nothing.” I mumble, “Static shock.” 

“Really?” he looks skeptical, “That looks like bronze... which has a super low conductivity rating?” 

“Well, I dunno,” I shrug, “Maybe it was the Doc’s hand?” 

I force myself to return to the assignment and I take up my pen and write in my notebook: ‘Bronze bowl, fish and eye markings. Greece.’

With only the briefest hesitation, I reach out and pick up the bowl again. Nothing happens, so I turn around and hand it to the student behind me in the left-most row. 

For several minutes, as I wait for the other items to make their way to me, I ruminate on the images that I had seen, trying to figure out where I’ve seen them before. Some TV show or movie? A video game, maybe? Henry loves his video games; maybe I subconsciously absorbed something I saw while he was playing? But, why would they pop into my head—like some poor veteran’s war flashbacks—right now? While looking at some old flatware? 

I’m so absorbed in my thoughts that I don’t even think twice when Suspenders-guy hands me the next artifact. My hands land on it... and, nothing happens. 

I inspect the small clay pot. The designs etched into the side are so warn they are not discernable. The body of the container is wide and rounded, like a jug, with the top pinched off in a small opening to pour from, with two small handles on either side. 

Roman or Mesopotamian?

I glance across the room, trying to catch a glimpse of the small dagger that every other student seems to be obsessed with. 

The Romans were known as warriors and shit, right? 

I write down: ‘Clay jug/pot. Handles, markings. Mesopotamian.’ Then, ‘Dagger. Brass? Roman.’

The dagger eventually makes its way to me, just as the class is drawing to a close. Good thing I’d already made my assessment based off what I could see from a distance. I barely get a chance to lay hands on it before Dr. Bloodshaw is collecting them and asking for volunteers to guess at their origins. 

I don’t raise my hand because the whole thing is just unsettling and I want this class to be over and to forget my visions or whatever-they-were... but, I can’t help but feel a little validated when all three of my answers are correct. I wouldn’t have been able to arrive at any of them without that little bit of weirdness... 

Dr. Bloodshaw bids us all a good day and tells us he looks forward to our next class on Wednesday. He assigns some chapters of our text to be read and then ends the class by spraying himself head-to-toe with the super-soaker.

Every student is chuckling (or just downright rolling) as we exit the classroom and I’m sure the rest of the hall thinks we must have had a gas leak. 

“That wasn’t a static shock,” Suspenders-guy remarks from a few steps behind me as I am navigating my-rotund-self back down the stairwell, “His hands were wet.” 

“What are you?” I glance back, weirded out, “A scientist, or something?”

“Or something,” he quips. “Something... like, a witch?” 

I freeze, then—when I am able—I spin around  and look up the stairs at him, blocking the flow of very-irritated student traffic.

“A... what? You’re a freak, that’s what you are.” 

“You saw something when you touched that. A past life flashback, or some generational, ancestral memory. You had a vision. I know that look. That gasp.” He raises his perfectly groomed eyebrow, daring me to deny it. 

I am left speechless, opening and closing my mouth like a drowning fish.

“Thought so.” He winks at me, then flips something smoothly from his pocket, offering it to me, “I’m Theo. My friends and I are having a little welcome back to campus thing tonight. It’s at my friend Charity’s little store across town, but it’s worth braving the traffic. It’s at seven. I’ll see you there, right?”

“Um,” I glance down at the business card he just handed me. There’s a picture of a cat sitting on a caldron, with a crescent moon in the background. 

The Ancestral Apothecary 

There’s an address, too, and I know the street name as being close to one of Henry and my favorite restaurants. 

“I...” I glance back up and meet his blue eyes, “I’m not sure I can make it. I do actually wish I could, though... I have this—” I glance around, feeling self-conscious as students shove past us, annoyed, and sigh, relenting, “I have to go to a dress fitting,” I hold up my hand and show him my tiny engagement ring, “It’s the last one, so... kinda important.” 

Ugh, but, what I wouldn’t give to be able to bail, though... since bailing would mean not having to deal with my snotty future in-laws.

“But,” I’ve never been able to say no to blue eyes... that’s sort of how I ended up in this situation... “I’ll try to swing by, if it’s okay if I’m a little late?” 

“Sure!” he beams at me, shrugging, “It’s casual. I might be late, too.”  

“Really?” A brilliant idea strikes me, “If you mean that, um, what would you say to crashing my fitting? I can’t stand my in-laws; maybe you could be a buffer for me? I’d owe you?” 

If possible, he beams even brighter, “Are you seriously asking me—me?!—if I want to go spend my afternoon giving dress advice? Biiiiiitch! When and where do I show up?!”

[image: image]

“ATHENA, NYCTIMENE, and Aphrodite,” I call out to my goddesses—the three deities who revealed themselves to me, first when I touched that bowl, two and a half years ago, and multiple times since. “Guide us and protect us. Lend us your great and sacred powers.” 

Vae returns to the altar and delivers the still-burning stick of incense to Charity; then, she takes up the purple candle waiting for her at the center of the repurposed coffee table, as well as a small skull—once belonging to a housecat but responsibly and humanely sourced from a familiar whom had already crossed the rainbow bridge—and makes eye-contact with Charity. 

She raises the flaming incense and touches it to the candle’s wick as Vae invokes her deities:

“Baron Samedi, Erzulie,” she whispers, as one breathes the name of her lover into her pillow, “come to me. Come through me. Give us your power, your magic.”

Charity places the stick of incense into the beautiful burner sitting on the easternmost edge of the altar, allowing it to smolder, and summons, “Birgid, Danu, and The Morrigan! The Dagda! I call upon the deities of the Celtic tradition to guide, protect, and empower this coven.”

The circle is cast, and our deities are in attendance. I close my eyes and I can feel the bubble of divine and sanctified power—magic—which envelopes the six of us. The tiny transparent hairs stand up all over my body and my eyes water slightly, my heartbeat surging. I can feel them here, amongst us—the Gods and Goddesses, the celestial otherworldly presences; they’re here, and they’re...

Breathtaking.

They are noncorporeal—invisible to the mortal eye—though I have attended one very powerful circle in which the deities and guides actually showed themselves to us... But that’s a story for another time...

Currently, Vae lifts up from the altar a small, dainty amulet on a golden chain. I can’t make out the details from across the dimly lit room, but I can tell it is made of a thin slice of some reddish-orange crystal. 

“Let us pass this amulet around the circle and ask our deities and guides to bless it with good fortune and protection for Miriam,” Vae instructs. 

My heart swells, “Aw,” I whisper—though I’m not supposed to speak at this moment— “Y’all shouldn’t have! Thank you!” 

The rest of the faces around the circle—illuminated by their candles—smile warmly at me in welcome. My coven is like another family to me; I love them tremendously. 

Vae reverently carries the amulet to Auggie, where she places it into her out-stretched hands, before returning to stand on the southern side of the altar, facing me. 

Auggie closes her hands, cupping the amulet to her chest, and closes her eyes. She whispers, “Freyja and Frigg, hear my plea: protect and bless Miriam and keep her close to thee.” She passes the amulet to her left, to Larkin.

Larkin takes the small pendant into their cupped hands, just as Auggie had done, and they clutch it to their chest. “Aba, Great Spirit, watch over Miriam all her days.” They pass the charm to Rose.

Rose holds it close to her heart, imbuing it with her energy, and invokes her goddess, “May Laka, lush and fruitful, ensure all Miriam’s endeavors are bountiful.” 

She reaches her left arm out and places the amulet into my waiting palm. 

I finally get the chance to look at my gift up close, though only for a moment before my palms close around it and I clutch it to my heart. 

I am not as well-versed in crystals as Vae, Auggie, or especially Charity; but, from what I can best guess, the amulet is made of red jasper—my favorite. It’s roughly three-quarters of an inch in diameter and slightly oblong. It is laid into a hand-casted silver backing. Veins of black and orange dance across the smooth, rounded surface of the gem. 

It is warm against the skin of my palm, as though it contains a lifeforce all its own. 

“Athena, warrior almighty, please protect me and lend me your strength and bravery. Aphrodite, magnificent and true, bless my union and keep us close to you. Nyctimene, Roman protectress of the night, keep me under your gracious wing, protect me, guide me, when the sun fails to light my way.”

I extend my left hand and pass the amulet back to Auggie, to take it ‘full circle’. She immediately passes it from her right hand to her left and hands it, across the radius of the circle, to Vae. 

Vae takes the amulet and imbues it, as we all have, by calling on her loa, “Maîtress Mambo Erzulie Fréda Dahomey! Loa of luxury and decadence! I ask you to bestow your blessings upon our sister, Miriam! Érzulie Dantór, queen of the Petro nation of loa and divine mother! Protector of women, children, and all those victimized by oppressors! I beseech you, shelter Sister Miriam from all whom might seek to harm her. Granne Erzulie, grandma Erzulie, may you lend her your wisdom, maturity, kindness, and love.”

Vae extends her hand across the altar and places the amulet into Charity’s palm. 

Charity
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‘This book is dedicated to allvictims of hate crimes, gay
Bashings, lynchings and racists assaults, and those targeted
for thetr beliefe—survivors and those taken too soon. You
should't have to be brave just to exist. Ifyou are triggered
by this story and need someone to speak o, please reach
out to the kind ears at The Trevor Project, They havelive
counselors available to chat, text, or message on their
website, o {hetrevorproeet ofy

‘This book s also dedicated to all the unfortunateyoung
women who have been lured on vasation' by trusted family
and loved ones, only to be ambushed, murdered, and
abandoned. Gabby Petito, Tamla Horsford, Sativa Transus,
andvery nearly yours truly. And, to allwho read this
fictionalization of the true events that transpired th first
weekend of September, 2021, 1 pray you will take anextra
moment to listento your gut inthe fature and avoid
dangerous situations. Learn from my mistakes. Prior to
traveling, research the laws and law enforcement systems of
the nationyou will be visiting. Cnly travel withyour most
trusted loved ones, and never with indwiduals you do not
lnow or trust withyour life. And never, ever travel unarmed
andunprotected

‘additionally, this hook is dedicated to allyoung mothers
struggling 1o provide for and raise your children, while
simultansously fighting to retain your own dentity and grow
your own spirit. You arestill you—a complete andwhole
Soul. And you are a kickass mother. You canbe both. You
are both If you need reminded of thi, please reach out to
Parents Helping Parents, on their anohymous ‘ParentStress
Line'

1800-632-5188
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