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            Summary

          

        

      

    

    
      Towards the end of her pregnancy, Mara and Gus get a call for help, from Mama Lua.

      Mama Lua has to go to New Orleans for a family emergency, but her store is under attack and she can’t leave it unattended. She asks Mara and Gus if they can fill in for her while she’s gone, deal with the assorted, eccentric customers, and figure out who’s trying to shut her down.

      When Mara and Gus arrive in Los Angeles, they have their hands full and Mama Lua is nowhere to be found. Aunt Tillie, who insisted on accompanying them, has her own reasons for wanting to be in Los Angeles, and isn’t being very forthcoming.

      Mara and Gus soon find themselves knee-deep in paranormal weirdness. Not only does Mara catch a wannabe vampire feeding on the customers, there’s a flesh-eating demon on the loose, working its way up the food chain, and now someone’s called up a homunculus.

      It’s up to Mara and Gus to sort everything out and can that demon before it claims any more victims on its homicidal snacking binge. But they need to get things under control fast, before Mara goes into labor and her unusual baby makes its long-awaited appearance in their world.

    

  


  
    
      To all the angels in human form, who show up in your life, radiating light, when you think you’re hopelessly lost in the darkness; who go above and beyond, just because that’s their nature. Those lights can help lead you out of the darkest, thickest parts of the wilderness and back onto your path. May we all be those lights for each other.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      “Grundleshanks lives again! Mwahaha,” Gus said, doing his best evil laugh as he walked into the cottage, carrying a box. “Or at least, he will, once I’m done.”

      “All right, Dr. Gusenstein. What monstrous thing are you setting in motion now?” I asked.

      Gus set the box down on the table and grinned at me. I tossed another log on the fire. Dr. Frankenstein had nothing on Gus for sheer ingenuity. It’s no wonder Aunt Tillie calls us the Witchy Menace. Although, it’s usually a toss-up which one of us is Witchy, and which one is Menace.

      Gus is my best friend, fellow witch and cottage-mate. He’s Pirates of the Caribbean meets The Craft, with a unique, sexy look that screams to be on book covers and accessories that loudly proclaim his witchiness. But if you meet him, and you’re not a witch yourself, you might think he’s a little nuts.

      A blast of arctic wind slammed the front door shut. Despite the calendar’s insistence that it was June, winter had steadfastly refused to leave. Devil’s Point was breaking weather records like crazy and it was all Gus’s fault.

      Unfortunately, when it came to magick, (yes, magick with a ‘k’—it’s the difference between witchcraft and otherworldly magick and stage magician-type magic). Anyway, like most things in life, you either took the time to do it right, or you could spend months or years—or a few lifetimes—trying to fix the mess you made and deal with the consequences.

      Ritual in haste, repent at leisure.

      Gus was even worse than me about leaping without looking and it didn’t always end well. Despite what Aunt Tillie thought, at least I tried to think of potential consequences before I rolled out my cauldron and wand.

      My name is Mara Stephens. I’m a witch too. Not the type you see on TV. I’m the type of witch who gets her ass handed to her on a platter, more often than not. I suspect I’ve only been given witchy powers because it gives Themselves, (a.k.a. Otherworld Deities), something to laugh about—some days more than others! At least my mistakes have taught me to be more careful, so I’m not totally hopeless—no matter what Aunt Tillie thinks.

      I groaned as I pressed my hands against my lower back. I was so ready to have this baby, I didn’t even care anymore whether it was going to be human, or come out with horns and hooves.
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      Aramis, (our black-and-tan Dobe), and Apollo, (our red Dobe), got up from where they had been lazing in front of the fireplace and trotted over to greet Gus, their stubby tails wagging.

      “Rejoice and be triumphant! I present to you, Grundleshanks the Third,” Gus said gleefully, opening the box.

      The skull on our mantle rolled its eyes. You might think that’s a physical impossibility, but the spirit of my Aunt Tillie was chilling in the skull, so technically, it was Aunt Tillie rolling her eyes.

      Over the winter holidays, Aunt Tillie had been trapped in the skull by Gus’s ex-boyfriend, Forrest. We managed to release her, but—go figure—she had grown fond of the thing. While she was trapped, she had turned the inside into a mini-version of the cottage and grounds, so she decided to keep using it as her base of operations. When she wasn’t roaming through the afterlife, stirring up mayhem, she would chill in the skull and eavesdrop on our lives.

      People with any psychic ability at all, could feel her presence. People who were on the witchy side of the scale, could actually see her face super-imposed over the bone, when she was in residence. (Although she often preferred to be in stealth mode, so she could gather intel for later meddling). Sycamores—the word Gus and I used for mundane humans—just thought the skull was a cool decoration.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I looked over Gus’s shoulder as he removed a small, plastic aquarium from the box. Inside, one miserable-looking toad sat on a wet kitchen sponge, surrounded by even wetter vegetation. Aramis and Apollo stuck their noses under Gus’s arms and sniffed at the aquarium. A surprisingly inquisitive cricket was hopping around next to the toad, making itself at home.

      I grimaced. “That toad doesn’t look good. Is he sick?”

      “Nonsense. He just needs some encouragement.”

      “What he needs is CPR,” Aunt Tillie said. Then she cackled. “Maybe he’ll turn into a prince after you give him enough mouth-to-mouth.”

      Gus ignored her and lifted the aquarium, until he was face-to-face with the toad. “Come on, Junior. Wake up. Time to man up and step into Grundleshanks’s warty toe-pads. You come from a very distinguished line. Dare I say it, an heroic line. We’re expecting a lot from you.”

      Grundleshanks was our previous (not-as-departed-as-you-might-think) toad and Gus was determined to hang onto him, any way he could. After Grundleshanks died, Gus had a taxidermist stuff him and place him in a ten-gallon aquarium habitat. While his spirit often hung around the tank, it wasn’t the same as when he was actually alive. So, Gus contacted his toad wrangler, looking for a Grundleshanks descendent.

      Gus placed the aquarium on the credenza, next to Grundleshanks’s tank, and waved his hands over the top of it. “Rise up, Grundleshanks the Third. Rise up and be counted amongst thy fellow Toad Lords.”

      The Dobes sat back on their haunches, tongues hanging out, looking thoroughly amused. The spirit of Grundleshanks stirred and hopped out of his tank, to check out the new toad. The toad made a weird shivering movement and fell over onto its back.

      “I don’t think he’s all that impressed,” I said.

      “He’s just cold. Rise, I command you!” Gus ordered, as theatrically as possible.

      The spirit of Grundleshanks, the Dobes and I all waited. One of the special qualities of Devil’s Point—depending on your point of view, at least—was that it was situated on some kind of weird portal to the Otherworld. So, who knew what could happen. Maybe Gus would be able to pull off a miracle and rouse the toad, after all…

      Maybe…

      …On a different day.

      …But not today.

      Crickets.

      Literally.

      Nothing much was happening in New Toad City, except for the cricket hopping around.

      “The toad’s not moving,” I pointed out, stating the obvious. According to Gus, that was a specialty of mine.

      “He’s power-napping.”

      “I believe that would require breathing,” Aunt Tillie chimed in.

      Gus took a closer look at the toad.

      “Even if he’s not dead yet, won’t toads die if they stay on their backs for too long?” I asked.

      “Good point,” Gus said. He took the lid off and flipped the toad over, getting drenched by toad pee in the process. “Aha! See? Oh, ye of little faith. I told you he was still alive.”

      Gus walked into the kitchen, washed his hands, then popped back through the open door. “Where’s your heating pad?”

      “You’re not wrapping the toad in it.”

      “Of course not, silly. I don’t want to cook him. I want to put it under the aquarium, to warm up the wetlands in there. You don’t want him getting toad-pneumonia, do you?”

      While Gus set up the heating pad, I pulled out a chair and sat down to watch the show. If anyone could figure out how to bring a toad back from the dead, it was Gus.
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      “Where’s your phone? We need to document it as he warms up and wakes from his slumber,” Gus said. “It’ll be epic.”

      “Especially if he’s actually dead. That will go viral, for sure. We can call it the Travails of Lazarus the Toad.”

      “Less talking, more recording, woman. Make sure you get me in the shot too.”

      I activated the camera app on my phone and hit record as Gus waved his hand over the tank again, chanting an incantation in what sounded like gibberish. “What are you doing?”

      “Trust me, this will look great in post. Stop interrupting and zoom in. He’s going to be doing toady push-ups any second now.”

      Aunt Tillie laughed. “The only thing he’s going to be pushing up are the daisies and morning glories in the back cemetery.”

      I snorted and zoomed in on the toad, who still wasn’t moving.

      “Nonsense. He’s out of the Grundleshanks line. He’s a toad’s toad. He’s just…stoic. There, did you see that? He moved.”

      I stopped recording and looked at Gus. “By moved, if you mean, did I see Aramis bump the aquarium with his nose, then yes, I did. I hate to tell you this, but I think Aunt Tillie’s right. Your toad has cashed in his crickets.”

      “What did you expect? You should have waited until summer. It’s fifteen degrees outside. He’s traveling in the back of an unheated truck. Poor thing probably got cryogenically frozen en route,” Aunt Tillie said.

      “Dead like Disney,” I agreed, nodding.

      Gus made a face at me. “My toad isn’t dead. He’s just hibernating. And he has a body. Disney’s a head in a metal tube.”

      “Seriously? What’s the point of that?” I asked.

      “Hello? That’s what I’ve been sayin’. Have people never heard of oracular heads? Bran the Blessed? John the Baptist? Disney’s head should be on display, where he can talk to people, not locked in a tube.”

      “That would be a cool addition to the Haunted Mansion,” I agreed.

      Aunt Tillie laughed. “You’re both imbeciles. How you managed to graduate from high school, with only ten brain cells between you, is beyond me. No one decapitated poor old Walt.”

      “I’m going to look it up.” I opened the Google app on my phone. One of the problems with being a witch, is we can be hell on electronics, so I had to wait for the software to catch up with me.

      Gus snapped his fingers. “I’ll bet the tube is a smokescreen. I’ll bet they have Disney’s head on an altar, deep in the heart of Tomorrowland, where he’s still running the show. The Main Street electrical grid is probably plugged into his brain.”

      I shook my head. “Aunt Tillie wins this round. He wasn’t frozen, he was cremated. The first human was frozen a month later.”

      “That’s what they want you to believe,” said Gus. “Look at Einstein. He was cremated—mostly. But his brain’s been all over the world. And his eyes wound up in a bank vault in New Jersey. You never know who’s going to come along and help themselves to a part or two before the body is disposed of.”

      I looked up from my phone. “That seems…wrong.”

      Gus shrugged. “Bodies have no rights once the spirit is departed.”

      Aunt Tillie tsked. “I suppose you think that’s the way it should be? You sacrilegious mouth-breather.”

      Gus ignored her. “Did you know, Napoleon’s penis is under some guy’s bed in New Jersey?”

      I started laughing. “If there’s a penis roaming around without a body, trust you to find it.”

      “We all have our talents.” Gus grinned.

      “Who knew New Jersey was so interesting?”

      “I know, right? Famous body parts. The Pine Barrens. The Jersey Devil. Sounds like my kind of place. Road trip?”

      “Maybe. After the baby is born.” I took a roll of antacids out of my pocket and popped two. Supposedly, the more heartburn you have, the more hair the baby has. At this rate, I was going to be giving birth to a Yeti.

      The cricket moved from checking out the vegetation, to tap dancing on the toad’s head, with seeming impunity. Grundleshanks’s spirit phased through the wall of the plastic aquarium and hopped over to the toad. The toad fell over on its back again.

      “Looks like Grundleshanks is getting ready to escort his toad descendant into the Otherworld,” I said.

      Gus groaned and hung his head. “Fine. I admit defeat. That damn toad’s been floating down the River Styx since it was delivered.” He reached into the tank and carefully flipped the toad’s body right-side up.

      I focused the phone’s camera on the toad. To my surprise, instead of escorting the toad’s spirit out of the tank, Grundleshanks’s spirit shoved his way into the toad’s body, sending it into convulsions.
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      “What the hell?!” I yelped. “What is he doing?!”

      “Keep recording!” Gus yelled.

      After a few seconds, the toad’s body stopped convulsing. I watched as the departing spirit floated out of the plastic aquarium, towards the ceiling, where a multi-colored, swirling vortex had opened up. As it entered the vortex, light exploded everywhere. Then, the vortex swirled shut and blinked out of existence.

      “Whoa, did you see that?!” I asked Gus.

      “See what?” He was still staring at the toad’s body. He looked over at me. “Why are you recording the ceiling?”

      “No reason,” I said, putting the phone down. I’ll be damned if I’m the one who tells Gus he missed a cool supernatural phenomenon. He has the self-control of an infant, and I wasn’t ready to deal with the tantrum that would ensue. “I thought I saw a flash, but…it must have been a trick of the light.”

      “Focus, dear heart. This is why men rule the world. Women get distracted.”

      Before I could stop myself, I smacked him in the arm. Hard.

      “Ow! What was that for?”

      “Being a sexist pig.”

      “Just because I think men are superior? Gay, remember? I’d be in an awful pickle if I thought men sucked. Although some of them are quite good at it,” he grinned, waggling his eyebrows.

      I ignored him. Grundleshanks was settling himself into his new toad body, getting comfortable. He opened his eyes and started hopping around, checking his range of motion. Then, once he situated himself, he ate the cricket.

      Gus crowed with delight. “Holy Mother of Pearl. We did it! I mean, Grundleshanks did it! He actually reanimated a body for himself! That was wicked cool! Death is not the end, my friend.”

      “But…”

      “But what, my pregnant little potato?”

      “Doesn’t this make Grundleshanks some kind of weird…zombie toad?”

      Gus snapped his fingers. “We can change his name to Zombieshanks. Or…Zombieshanksenstein.”

      “How about Grundle-Z, the Zombie Toad.”

      “I like it.” Gus howled with laughter. “Grundle-Z rocks. Did you get any of that on your phone?”

      I opened the video folder. I had three recordings of the toad, but for some bizarre reason, my phone had recorded them all in slo-mo.

      I hit play. The first segment was Gus waving his hand over the tank. During the second segment, a ball of light slowly pushed its way into the tank and expanded into a giant spirit ball, obscuring the toad. Then the picture dropped out. The last video segment panned up to the ceiling, where everything suddenly went white.

      Gus grabbed my phone and flipped back to the second video. He froze the image to where the giant spirit ball hovered over the toad. Inside the ball of light was a huge, green matrix.

      Gus chuckled. “Grundle-Z, I bow before you. You are one scarily impressive toad. I’m going to put you in the big tank and move stuffed Grundleshanks to the mantle, next to Tillie’s skull.” Gus cackled as he rearranged the toads. “This is so cool.”

      “Don’t touch my skull with that thing, you delusional piece of flesh-bait,” Aunt Tillie snapped. That was one of her derogatory terms for humans. Along with flesh suits, breeders and mouth-breathers.

      “What if Grundle-Z gets a craving for brains?” I asked Gus.

      Aunt Tillie snorted. “If he did, he’d starve to death. Poor pickings around you two.”

      Gus made a face at her and turned to me. “I’m sure, if he did, it would be for cricket brains. Possibly toad brains. Humans are safe.”

      I gave him a look. “You say that now. Just wait until you wake up from a nap on the couch, and he’s plastered to your face, sucking out your eyeballs to get to your gooey tootsie roll brain center.”

      Gus grinned. “That would be awesome! We need to get a motion-activated camera. I’d love to get that on video.”
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      “That whole thing was seriously disturbing,” I said, later that night, while we ate an early dinner.

      Gus had made us a healthy meal of fresh vegetables and wild-caught salmon, but the portions were ridiculously small, and I was seriously craving sweets.

      I had heard that food cravings were supposed to go away in the third trimester, but mine seemed to be getting worse. At least Gus got to have wine with his dinner. All I had was milk and he refused to let me put any chocolate in it.

      Gus was a total tyrant when it came to eating anything that he considered unhealthy. Everything had to be clean, organic and have under five ingredients. I mean, he was probably right. Eating food, where the ingredients resembled a chemistry set, was probably less nutritious than getting a book out of the library and chowing down on it.

      Gus looked up from his plate. “You have a weird definition of disturbing. That Grundleshanks transfer was seriously cool.”

      “Do you think all spirits can do that? Just wham themselves into a body like that? I mean, Lisette and Lucien did it, but they needed an ‘in’, they couldn’t just throw themselves willy-nilly.”

      Gus sipped his glass of wine and thought about it. “I think…most bodies, when they’re vacated, are done. They’re toast. They’ve been used up. They’ve been ridden hard and are sliding into the grave by the skin of their teeth. Even if a spirit could take it over, there wouldn’t be any point to it. But with this body…I think the toad got tired of being cold and gave up the ghost, so to speak. There was nothing wrong with the body, per se. So…Grundleshanks recycled it. And maybe the rules are different for animals than they are for humans.”

      I shuddered. “I think I may need a hot fudge sundae to get over it.”

      “I’ll make you one.” Gus volunteered.

      “Oh, no you don’t.” I laughed as I stood up and cleared the plates. “I am so not falling for that again.”

      “You wound me, woman,” Gus said, putting his hand on his chest. “Can’t you see I’m trying to be nice? Even though being nice to others is typically against my morals.”

      “Oh, please. Like you aren’t planning to do something nauseating, like make it out of coconut-milk ice cream and vegan carob sauce? I want real ice cream and real hot fudge.”

      Gus raised an eyebrow. “There is nothing about hot fudge that’s real. Even if there was, we don’t have any. But, against my better judgement, I shopped in some organic cashew-milk ice cream that you might actually like.”

      I counted to ten inside my head. “Ruby’s Diner makes kick-ass sundaes. World renown. They’re even listed on a Best of Wisconsin website.” I looked out the window, and then back at him expectantly.

      Even though it was June, it was snowing outside—again—and it was getting dark, and I didn’t particularly want to drive alone. My night vision wasn’t the best.

      Gus pointedly frowned at my belly. “Forget it. I am not contributing to the food delinquency of a minor. I’ll be happy to shop in more fruit, but I refuse to feed your addiction to faux-food.”

      Fruit sounded tempting. Preferably, sweet chunks of everything in the melon family. Followed by a hot fudge sundae…

      Gus broke into my train of thought with a stern: “Have you looked in the mirror lately? There’s no way that belly is all baby. You’re going to wind up on an episode of My 600-lb. Life if you don’t knock it off.”

      I looked down. I was getting pretty big, but pregnancy bellies were supposed to get big, weren’t they?

      “I’ll go on a diet after I give birth. You know what I hear? Breastfeeding burns like, a bazillion calories an hour. So, I’ll be fine.”

      “You’ll have to breast-feed the entire town to burn that chub off.”

      I gave him a slit-eyed look and my best martyr-level sigh. But he wasn’t budging. Before I could say anything, my phone vibrated on the counter, where I had plugged it in to charge.

      At the same time, Gus’s phone started dinging in his man-bag, in the mudroom. I checked my phone while Gus went to get his. It was a text from Mama Lua to both of us.

      
        
        Checking in to see how you’re doing. I need to leave town. Family emergency. Looking for someone to run the Crooked Pantry while I’m gone. Crazy people trying to shut me down. I’m desperate. Can you help? It’s been too long since I’ve heard from you. Is everything going well in the frozen tundra?

        

      

      Gus walked out of the mudroom. “That was nice of her to check in like that.”

      “Nice?” I asked, dubiously. “More like self-serving. She wants us to go back to Los Angeles and run her store.”

      “No, she doesn’t.”

      “Yes, she does. Look at your text.”

      He gave me an odd look and held out his phone. His text read:

      
        
        Checking in to see how you’re doing. It’s been too long since I’ve heard from you. Is everything going well in the frozen tundra?

        

      

      “What?” I asked, confused. “That’s not what my text says.”

      “Show me.”

      I handed him my phone.

      “Your text is the same as mine.”

      “What?!” I took the phone back.

      Sure enough, my text was the exact same as the one on Gus’s phone. “I swear to you, a minute ago, my text was all about how she needed to leave town and she was desperate for us to run the store.”

      “That’s…weird,” Gus said. “You’ve been in serious sugar withdrawal lately...”

      “Chocolate deprivation does not cause hallucinations,” I said, frowning.

      Gus shrugged. “Let’s call her and see who’s right.”

      So, we did.
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      After Gus got Mama Lua on the phone, they exchanged pleasantries and caught up on all the pagan gossip. I didn’t realize how tight they had gotten while Gus was on his own in Los Angeles. By the time he finally told her why we were calling and put her on speaker, I was starting to feel a little jealous and left out.

      “Mama Lua, Mara said that her text was different from mine. It was about a family emergency, and you needing help. Is someone trying to shut you down?”

      Silence.

      Gus and I looked at each other.

      Finally, Mama Lua said, “Oh, child. I was thinking all that. I even wrote it down, but I didn’t send it. I deleted it. It wouldn’t be fair to ask you to bear that big of a burden for me.”

      Whoa. So, I could see deleted texts now? That was actually kind of cool. Would it be like that with all texts or only those that had a lot of emotion behind them? What about emails? Was it the baby causing it? Or was it the cottage? Or was it Mama Lua’s personal juju?

      Gus grinned, gave me a thumbs up, and whispered, “That’s so cool,” before he responded to Mama Lua. “Fair, schmair. We owe you. Of course we’ll help you.”

      My eyebrows shot up. I grabbed the cell phone out of his hand before he could do something even dumber, like give her an arrival date.

      “We have to run right now, but we’ll get back to you tomorrow, Mama Lua.” I hung up on her and glared at Gus.

      “What? It’s Mama Lua,” he said.

      “Exactly!” I said, exasperated. “I’m not sure which one is scarier—Mama Lua or her store. This is a really bad idea. I’m not going.”

      Gus folded his arms and raised an eyebrow. “Au contraire, mon ami. I’m going, and you’re coming with. I am not leaving my pregnant friend here, alone.”

      “If you really cared about me so much, you wouldn’t go either. You’d stay here.”

      He gave me a weird look and pursed his lips. “I’m sorry, who are you? This scaredy-cat version of you can’t be the Mara I know. If it wasn’t for Mama Lua’s help, you’d still be possessed by Lisette. We’re going. End of discussion.”

      He turned on his heel and walked out of the kitchen.
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      The next day, I tried one last time to talk sense into Gus. “She doesn’t have a return date, and we can’t go to Los Angeles indefinitely. Do you realize how pregnant I am?”

      “Like there’s any way to miss it?” he asked, throwing a log into the fireplace. “You look like a circus act.”

      While he warmed up in front of the fire, I took my sweater off and stripped down to my tank top. Being pregnant was like having a built-in furnace. It was the first time in my life I was consistently toasty warm, no matter what the temperature was. Gus used to tease me about being a reptile, in need of a hot rock. Not anymore.

      “How are you sweating?” Gus complained.

      “How are you cold?” I asked. “It’s got to be sixty degrees in here.”

      “Exactly,” he said, before returning to Mama Lua’s unspoken request. “We owe her.”

      “I’m pregnant,” I repeated.

      “No kidding. I know, the world knows, I’m pretty sure the astronauts in the space station know. That belly is tough to miss.”

      “Gus, if I go to Los Angeles, I won’t be able to come back. They have rules about pregnant women and planes. I’m almost at the cut-off point, now.”

      “So? We can stay there. They have better hospitals in Los Angeles.”

      Aunt Tillie’s eye sockets lit up. “Los Angeles? As in, Hollywood? Are we planning a trip?”

      “Where have you been?” I asked, thankful she had finally shown up. Aunt Tillie was exactly who I needed. If there was anyone could make Gus see reason, it was Aunt Tillie. She may be dead, but she was extremely bossy and had absolutely no boundaries when it came to getting her own way.

      Gus explained the situation to her, while I sat there trying to look as pregnant as possible, leaning back on the couch, my belly sticking out. She was going to take one look at me and for sure, put an end to any discussion of leaving.

      “I’m in. When are we going?” Aunt Tillie asked.

      “What?!” I sat up, totally shocked. “Are you nuts?” Oh, man. This was going to suck, so bad. I needed to find a foolproof way out.

      Gus grinned. “Not nuts, she’s smart. If you’re going to have a problematic delivery, or give birth to some half-demon baby, you’d obviously be better off in Los Angeles.”

      “It’s not a demon, it’s just a baby!” I yelled. I had gone through enough of that demon baby crap with Paul.

      “That remains to be seen,” Aunt Tillie sniffed. “Make sure you pack my skull carefully.”

      Ah-hah! That could be my way out. “There’s no way we can fly to Los Angeles with your skull. Look it up.” I turned to Gus. “We can’t put Aunt Tillie’s skull in the overhead, and they’re not going to sell us an extra seat for her.”

      Gus quickly googled skulls and planes on his phone. “Mara’s right. We can’t take a human skull on a passenger plane.”

      I stretched out on the sofa, feeling better. “So, that’s settled. We can’t fly and there’s no way I can drive.”

      “Au contraire. Tillie can’t fly. You can. Tillie and I will drive and we’ll meet you out there,” Gus said.

      “No! Absolutely not. There’s no way I’m getting on Roy’s helicopter or taking some unsafe, tiny puddle-jumper, to get to one of the larger airports.”

      “No need. Tillie and I can drive you to the airport on our way out.”

      “Let me make this clear. I’m not flying to Los Angeles alone. I hate flying.”

      It wasn’t hate, as much as it was terror. I was terrified of flying. Especially with the way electronics went wonky around me. I’ve only been on a plane twice in my life. The first time, the cabin depressurized and we had to make a crash landing. The second time, there was a problem with the brakes and we almost plowed into the airport. I didn’t want to risk a third time.

      “Besides, I would get there what, three or four days before you do? What am I supposed to do? I can’t afford a week at a hotel. If I camp out in the airport, I’ll probably be arrested. And there’s no way in hell I’m going to Mama Lua’s without you.”

      Gus gave me an exasperated look. “You’re going to have to get over yourself at some point, Miss Thing, and stop being such a scaredy-cat, pain in the ass. If it wasn’t for Mama Lua helping me—for free—you’d be lost in limbo and Lisette would be prostituting your body all over the state.”

      “I know. You don’t have to keep repeating it.” Mama Lua and her magic potions had been instrumental in saving my ass—literally—from a long-dead ancestor who wanted another go-round in this world. “I’ll send her flowers. A box of candy. A gift certificate for a free massage. But I’m not getting on a plane.”

      Aunt Tillie piped up, sounding weirdly cheerful: “All you do these days is complain. It’s enough to give the dead a headache. If you ask me, we could use a vacation from Debbie Downer here. Why don’t you and I go, boyo? It’ll be an adventure.”

      I narrowed my eyes at the skull. “You should talk, Aunt Tillie. You’re the Queen of Complaining.” Why was she so gung ho about going? This was so not like her. She and I were going to have a little talk later.

      Gus looked at my belly, considering. “She’s too pregnant. I can’t leave her here alone, in the middle of eternal winter.”

      “Stop being so considerate,” I snapped. “I survived without you before, I can do it again.”

      “Tillie, can’t you just…float out there and meet up with us? You’re a spirit. You’re not bound by physics. That way I can fly with Mara.”

      Aunt Tillie sniffed. “It’s a little more complicated than that. I need to be there in person, not just be some haunt in a dream. The easiest way to do that, is to take the skull.”

      Aunt Tillie actually answered a question about her state of non-being? Willingly? Wow, she must really want to go.

      “That’s interesting,” Gus said. “So, it’s easier for you to manifest in a new location, if an object you’re attached to is physically moved to that location?”

      “Afterlife physics is on a need-to-know basis, and you don’t need to know,” Aunt Tillie snapped, her eyes narrowing, as she slammed shut the small window into her world that she had opened.

      “I’ll bet you’re right,” I said. “When she was trying to haunt me, back when I lived there, she was just a voice and a dream, until I got to Wisconsin. And then she became all too real.” And I had the scars to prove it.

      “Me too,” Gus said. “Always in dreams, until I got here.”

      “Knock it off,” Tillie growled. “I can do whatever I want, whenever I want.”

      Gus and I looked at each other.

      “No, you can’t,” I said.

      “Yes, I can. What’s the point of dying if you’re still constricted by the laws of physics? You two know nothing about the afterlife.”

      “You know what I love about you, Tillie? You never let truth stand in the way of a good defense,” Gus said.

      Aunt Tillie glared at him, her eyes snapping fire, before she changed the subject. “Why don’t we get that odd child to stay here with Mara? The one who’s been planting his drugs in my garden.”

      “J.J.?” I asked, surprised. “Last time he was here, he got turned into a rat and was put in a cage. I seriously doubt he’s coming back.” I suddenly wondered if that was where Gus had gotten the idea for his Lupercalia cage. At least we hadn’t been the ones responsible for turning J.J. into a rat.

      “Hold the bong and pass the kutchie,” Gus said. “I thought we burned all his weed, Tillie. Is there more left?”

      Aunt Tillie seemed to shrug, which was an impressive feat, since the skull didn’t have shoulders. “Maybe she can stay with that nincompoop she’s been dating,” Aunt Tillie said. “Her, the dogs and your zombie toad. He can take the whole kit and kaboodle.”

      The nincompoop would be Paul, my on-again/off-again boyfriend, and the (debatable) father to my baby. We were currently off-again, since he was being an absolute idiot over whether I was carrying a human baby or some weird demon baby. Just because I got knocked up while he was possessed. He was refusing to step up until he was sure the baby was human.

      I shook my head. “Me staying with Paul wouldn’t end well. It would completely freak him out, and I would be forced to clobber him senseless.”

      “You need to make more friends,” Aunt Tillie said. “I’m in complete agreement about you not going to Los Angeles, but twinkle-toes over there is right. You can’t stay here by yourself.”

      Gus brightened up. “Why don’t I drive to Los Angeles with Tillie, and when we’re about a day out, I’ll have a car service pick you up, drive you to the Milwaukee airport, and deal with the luggage. You can fly from there into LAX.”

      “That’ll be expensive.” Aunt Tillie said.

      “Not as much as a week at a hotel. Besides, isn’t that what credit cards are for?” Gus asked, grinning.

      “How do we keep getting back to me flying alone? It’s not happening,” I said.

      Gus blew out an exasperated breath. “It’s better than you staying here alone, giving birth in the middle of the frozen tundra. Unable to call for help, because the power went out. Slowly freezing to death with your baby.”

      “Whoa! Slow your roll there, sunshine. I’ll be just fine here, on my own. Devil’s Point may be a small town, but it’s not Little House on the Prairie.”

      Devil’s Point was more of a village than a town. But Oldfield bordered us to the west and was considerably larger. It had a population of 25,000 and they’d been working on building a state-of-the-art medical center since before we moved here.

      Gus frowned at me. “Have you looked at your belly lately? That baby is the size of a linebacker. It’s going to walk out of your not-so-happy-anymore place and kick the doctor’s ass.” Gus looked at me, mulling it over. “How about…we ship Aunt Tillie’s skull via UPS, and the two of us fly together?”

      Aunt Tillie gasped. “You are not shipping my skull anywhere. It’s not a box of books or a vacuum. My skull is fragile.”

      “We can cushion it in bubble wrap,” Gus said.

      “Besides which, I’m claustrophobic,” Aunt Tillie said, looking pissed.

      “You’re a spirit. You exist in a non-dimensional world,” Gus said.

      “Fat lot you know,” she grumbled.

      “Well, we have to come up with something. Because right now, it looks like I’m going to have to leave one of you behind. And Mara amuses me more than you do.”

      Aunt Tillie glared at me. “Maybe Mara should get over herself and act like an adult. Maybe someone should remember they’re a witch and not a sycamore.”

      What I wanted to do was scream at her. Or threaten to dump her skull in a landfill if she kept ragging on me.

      Instead, what I heard my mouth say, was: “Let me sleep on it.”

      Crap.
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      I had to get out of the cottage, before they sucked me into their crazy Los Angeles Or Bust plans. So, I took the Dobes for a walk, to our private cemetery. Normally, I’d bundle up first, but the heat radiating out of my body kept me so toasty warm, all I needed was a light jacket.

      I must have walked for an hour, but I still hadn’t come up with a way to get out of the trip by the time I returned home.

      The cottage downstairs was weirdly quiet and cold and dark. Gus was nowhere to be seen. Even Aunt Tillie seemed to have gone off somewhere. I turned on the lights and started a fire.

      The Dobes were soaking wet after playing in the snow, so I towel-dried them, which they loved—they were all happy, panting, grins, galloping in circles and chasing their tails by the time I was done. They finally plopped down in front of the fire to get warm.

      I heard a thump upstairs and I finally found Gus, in my room, packing my suitcase. “Hey! What the hell are you doing?”

      He held up a red sweater. “Seriously? Are you planning to try out for a Fruit of the Loom commercial? Or do you just like looking like a tomato? Wait. Don’t answer that. I don’t want to lose any more respect for you, than I already have. I’m not packing that monstrosity.”

      “You’re not packing anything,” I said. “Put my stuff back.”

      He tossed the sweater into the trash bin.

      I gave him a dirty look.

      “What? It’s where it belongs.”

      I snatched the sweater out of the trash and dropped it into the laundry hamper. “It’s warm and it fits.”

      Gus sized me up. “I doubt it. You really need to go through your crap and donate everything. You’re seriously underestimating how much weight you’ve gained.”

      “I am not,” I snapped, then I stopped. “Okay, yes, maybe I am, and I do need to donate stuff, but I don’t need to do that now. Besides, we don’t know what weight I’ll wind up at, after the baby’s born.”

      Gus slid out my unmentionables drawer and dumped everything into the suitcase.

      “Would you stop that?!”

      “No can do, Miss Thing. Time is of the essence.”

      I pulled the drawer away from him and slid it back into my dresser. “No, it’s not. Mama Lua’s lack of friends is not our emergency.”

      “I beg to differ.” Gus tossed an armload of my maternity shirts into the suitcase.

      I blew a strand of hair out of my eyes, exasperated. “Have a good trip. I’m staying here. She scares me.”

      Gus closed the suitcase lid and sat on it, to fasten it shut. “I am not leaving my pregnant best friend in the middle of Podunk-McFreezerville with six-foot snow drifts and freezing cold temperatures.”

      “Whose fault is that? I’m not the one who did an impromptu ritual, stomping around in the Winter Queen’s territory.”

      Gus frowned. “That was months ago.”

      “Yes, it was. And we’re still in the middle of winter, thank you very much.”

      “Exactly my point. What happens if the SUV stops running? You can’t cross-country ski to the grocery store. And the way you’re eating for ten, you’ll be too fat to see your feet, so there’s no way you’re getting snowshoes on.”

      “Hey!” I protested. “I’m not eating for ten. Three, max. Maybe five. Ten is pushing it.”

      Gus rolled his eyes. “Listen, Selfish McQueenie, we owe Mama Lua. Or have you forgotten?”

      “No, I haven’t forgotten,” I snapped. “How can I, when you remind me every five minutes? I just don’t want to do it. She’s got to have other friends. And by that, I mean, other than you.” There had to be someone else who could help Mama Lua.

      “No one who owes her the way we do,” Gus said, giving me an annoyed look. “She doesn’t have anyone else she trusts as much as she trusts me, and by extension, you. She’s counting on us. So, stop being difficult and face up to your responsibilities.”

      “When you say, help her out, we’d be spending all day in the store?”

      “You can’t run the store without being in the store.” Gus tilted his head and looked at me, with one of those you’re-a-big-baby-but-I’m-hoping-you’ll-grow-up-soon looks.

      “Stop it,” I said. “I am not being unreasonable. Neither of us have an apartment in Los Angeles any more. What are we supposed to do—live in her creepy old store?” Shopping at The Crooked Pantry was spooky enough. The thought of having to stay there made me want to throw up.

      “Of course not. We’ll be staying at her place, while she’s gone. She lives in the cottage next door.”

      I gave a strangled scream. “Like that’s any better?!” I shoved him out of my bedroom, then closed and locked the door behind him. “Go away and let me think!”

      To my surprise, he actually did.
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      Unfortunately, there was no lock strong enough to keep Aunt Tillie out of my room. That’s the problem with ghosts—they’re not constrained by the laws of physics.

      I was in the middle of a great dream, on the beach in Hawaii, watching a child playing in the surf, while a hunky guy was looking at me as if I was the cherry on his hot fudge sundae. He leaned in to kiss me. But just as our lips touched for the sweetest of seconds…

      His face morphed into Aunt Tillie’s.

      I screamed and my eyes snapped open.

      “Rude!” I croaked, as I sat up. I looked at my watch. It was ridiculous-o’clock in the morning. The sun wasn’t even awake
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