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1. Flaminia - The Prana Thief
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Flaminia entered the bedroom where she kept her most secret witchy objects – her magic wand and her grimoire, as well as her small altar. In her seventies, she was petite and healthy, even if sometimes her body ached.

The rest of the family affectionately called her a witch, knowing she was good with herbs, but they didn't think she had actual powers. She was the crazy one who liked esoteric things and was more Neo-Pagan than Catholic, but none of her loved ones had ever seen her weave protection spells over the family or the house.

She tucked a strand of white hair behind her right ear. She kept it in a short bob, without bangs, parted on the left side which left longer strands often falling in front of her eye. She adjusted her big round glasses with the black frame on her small nose and headed for the nightstand.

Tigro followed her. A mackerel tabby with stripes in shades of gray, but with white paws, a white triangle on his face and a white throat and upper belly, he had adopted her a couple of months earlier, when he had entered the private courtyard of the compound and waited outside of her door until she had come home.

She'd had to let him in, and had later discovered he was another incarnation of her familiar. She'd had a number of familiars in the form of cats through the decades – Pallina, Gigio, Chicco, Morgana – and Tigro was the next in line.

He had manifested himself by telling her an energy vampire was sucking the life out of her beloved grandson, and she was ready to prepare a vampire repellant to protect seventeen-year-old Matteo, who still believed in fairies and called her "my fairy grandmother".

She took her book of spells out of the nightstand drawer, sitting on the bed. She had made it herself, by hand-binding white sheets and securing them with a cardboard cover covered with leather.

It looked like an old-fashioned leather-bound book, but it was barely fifty years old. She had started it in her twenties, while studying with her mother, and had filled it with recipes and spells and all sorts of useful things over the years.

"Vampire repellant," she muttered, flipping through the pages. "Where did I write it?"

Tigro had jumped on the bed and sat next to her, watching her flip the pages, until he put a white paw on a page, stopping her fumbling.

Flaminia sighed and opened the page he had picked. Indeed it was the recipe for a psychic vampire repellant in the form of essential oil.

"Ah, yes!" she whispered, checking the ingredients. "Lavender, rosemary and juniper... rosewater, grain alcohol... a complex blend of gem elixir... oh, yes, let's not forget love and reiki charged crystals!" She put down the book to ponder. "It should work as some kind of deodorant for Matteo," she muttered. "I know he's not too fond of perfumes, but he might like juniper and rosemary..."

She pursed her lips, then snapped out of her reverie. Time to get to work. She had to prepare the protective elixir for her beloved grandson who had felt drained during class with a substitute teacher over the past few months.
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The preparation took the whole afternoon and she had to let it rest overnight. She woke up early, as usual, and picked up the little perfume bottle, staring at the transparent liquid critically. A last spell whispered in Latin, and the elixir was ready.

Flaminia made coffee with her moka pot, then poured the black drink into a small espresso cup. She slowly sipped, wondering if she should teach Matteo a protection sentence as well as spraying him with the psychic vampire repellant.

Tigro walked into the kitchenette after spending the night on the armchair of the living room. Flaminia leaned to fill his food and water bowls, but he sat there and stared at her without touching either. She sighed, remembering he was no longer just a house cat.

"What?" she asked.

"Don't bother teaching him any Latin," he meowed. "But tell him to take a picture of the substitute teacher."

"Oh." Flaminia pondered. "Good idea, then he can work his magic on the computer and we can figure out who she actually is... and I can take care of her with my magick!" She smiled. "Thank you, Tigro!"

The cat stopped staring at her to turn to his food bowl.

Flaminia finished her coffee and saw that by now Matteo should be up. She went to the bathroom to get ready, then grabbed the small perfume bottle and her house keys, put on a jacket and crossed the courtyard in the cool morning air.

Her daughter-in-law let her in, surprised to see her. Carla was a beautiful, curvaceous woman with raven hair and hazel eyes. It was some kind of miracle that Matteo had inherited his baby blues from his father.

Matteo was at the kitchen counter, having breakfast, and he cheerfully greeted her. His father had already left for work and Carla stared puzzled at them as Flaminia sprayed Matteo with her elixir.

"It smells good, Grandma," he commented, pleased. Brown-haired and blue-eyed like his father, Edoardo, Matteo had almost the same voice and a trace of a mustache above his lip. Her baby grandson was definitely a man now.

"You should be fine today, and please, take a picture of that substitute teacher," she said. "Also, try not to get caught. I'll see you at lunchtime." She turned to Carla. "Do you mind if I come here to cook? We have work to do on Matteo's laptop this afternoon."

"Of course," Carla said, still a little puzzled. "You have the keys, don't you?"

Flaminia hugged Matteo, waved to Carla and went back to her own house. Once upon a time a stable, the small building had been turned into a neat two-room apartment with parquet in all the rooms except the bathroom which had a black marble floor and a sliding door to save space.

The entrance opened onto the living room with kitchenette, a counter dividing the kitchen from the living space, which meant the kitchen appliances were in sight of the living room. The living space had a table for four, used more as a desk than for meals, a couch and Flaminia's armchair in front of the flat-screen TV.

A door opened onto the bedroom with a kind of antechamber with a tall bookshelf and the door to the bathroom, and that was it. Perfect for one person who could no longer spring up staircases.

Forty years ago the compound was considered outside of the city limits, but now those limits reached beyond the Grande Raccordo Anulare, Rome's ring road, hence the fenced area comprising the small group of residential homes and a small orchard was fully part of the Italian capital.

The compound's houses had been restored and upgraded with the modern technology and utilities, but she missed the old days, when the group of one- and two-story houses was in the middle of nowhere in the Roman countryside, when there was nothing around them but stray dogs, and the main street was a narrow two-way road with no sidewalk. Now people could watch her tend the small orchard from the windows and balconies of the surrounding buildings that were between four- and seven stories high.

When she got a WhatsApp message from Matteo saying that he was on the bus, on the way home, she crossed the gravelly courtyard to her son's house and started on lunch. Everything was ready when Matteo stepped in, famished like all seventeen-year-old boys could be.

They both sat at the counter instead of using the table, and between bites, Matteo said he had managed to stay awake during the substitute teacher's lesson.

"It was really weird, Grandma! Mm, these tortellini are delicious! My classmates looked hypnotized, and the teacher was doing weird things, like chanting in some foreign language... can I have the hamburger now?"

"You can have both, honey, I made them for you," she said quickly.

"Thank you!" He wolfed down the meat while she was still finishing her much smaller plate of tortellini. No wonder he kept growing in height, he was also quite fit and was no longer gaining weight like last year.

"Did you manage to take a picture of her?" she asked.

"Yes, I'll show you," he promised between bites. "I snapped it when she entered the classroom, and I swear she figured out I wasn't hypnotized even though I sat as still as the others – she kicked me out of the classroom! She glared at me when she left, and I felt funny for a moment, but it passed."

Flaminia narrowed her eyes, and allowed Matteo to finish his hamburgers.

"You say she chanted in some strange language?" she asked as he sighed in contentment after drinking a full glass of water. "Did it sound like Tityre tu patulae recubans sub tegmine fagi?" Her memory served her well in starting one of Virgilius Bucolicae.

"Mm, no..." Matteo shook his head. "But it wasn't Italian, for sure," he said, grabbing a banana from the fruit bowl. "Here, this is her." Still munching, he opened his smartphone and showed her the picture of a thirty-something with raven hair and obsidian eyes.

"Elettra?" she asked, incredulous.

"No, Grandma, her name is Giovanna." He stared critically at the not very good picture he had clearly snapped in a haste.

"While I start the dishwasher and make coffee, will you do something for me? Run that picture on your computer."

"You mean a Google reverse search for the image?" he asked, puzzled. "Sure."

He went to the bathroom while she cleaned the counter, then she heard him sit in his father's office and turn on the family's laptop.

Flaminia closed the dishwasher and glared at the Nespresso machine. She preferred her old moka pot, but she couldn't be bothered to go get it. Besides, the Nespresso machine was faster. She put in a capsule and grabbed a coffee cup.

"Matteo, do you want coffee too?" she asked.

"No, Grandma, I'm fine!" he answered from the other room.

Good, he wasn't addicted yet. Although he did drink a lot of Coke, with caffeine.

She joined him with her tiny cup and sat in the other chair. Edoardo's office was furnished with bookshelves on two walls, a lower cabinet with drawers under the window and a couple of old paintings from his father's times to the sides of the door. In the center, so that light came in from the window to his left, was his desk with two wheeled chairs. On the desk, framed family pictures, a cordless phone and a laptop.

Matteo was staring at the laptop screen, clearly impressed.

"Wow, Grandma, you're on to something! Look!"

Saint Google, as she liked to call it, had found plenty of matching images of the woman, and most had different names, with hairdos changing according to the current fashion of when the picture was taken. There was Giovanna with her au naturel style, Federica with the long and luscious waves of the 2010s, Ilaria with a pixie cut, Silvia had "The Rachel cut", which involved mid-sized bangs and some layering from Jennifer Aniston's look in Friends, Luisa had a big perm so typical of the 1980s, and so on until a picture with her hair long and layered with bouncy waves, so 1970s.

There was even a picture with the airy hairstyle with the sky-high bouffant that had become trendy amongst 1960s teens. It required a generous coat of hairspray to prevent from falling or deflating. At that time, Flaminia had preferred keeping her hair in a boyish style.

"Ha!" Flaminia pointed at the name under the last picture. "Elettra! Just what I thought! That's what she looked like last time I saw her!"

The woman looked younger in that last picture. Flaminia had met Elettra at university, but they had lost track of each other after their degrees.

"But what does that mean, Grandma?" Matteo asked, puzzled.

"Nothing, really," Flaminia muttered. "I'm going to take care of it, don't worry." She grinned at him. "Thank you for confirming my suspicions. Can you send me the picture on WhatsApp? Show me how you did this, so I can replicate it on my tablet?"

"I can send you an email with these screenshots, if you want."

"Yes, that would be perfect! Now I just need a good excuse to talk to this Giovanna..."
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It turned out that the substitute teacher had requested to speak with Matteo's parents, but he told his grandmother instead. Flaminia was very happy to hear this, and promised to accompany him to that parent-teacher meeting.

She needed to prepare, though. Elettra was no witch, how had she become a psychic vampire, and how could this keep her young?

"She sucks the energy from teenagers to keep herself young." Tigro meowed while Flaminia perused her spellbook in search of answers.

"Mm..." Flaminia pondered. "I remember her as quite vain. She was more interested in her external beauty than her studies."

"She befriended you because she hoped you could help her stay young," Tigro said.

"Excuse me?" Flaminia glared at the cat. "Was I that obvious back then?"

"You were, for whoever was looking for someone like you," Tigro replied.

"Huh." Flaminia pondered again.

Indeed she had met other witches because they had been sort of attracted to each other – a mutual feeling of having found the perfect, lifelong friend. Elettra had tried to join their little group unsuccessfully.

Flaminia's first familiar had been a Siamese cat named Pallina. The spirit must have seen Elettra back then in Pallina's body, and now it knew more than she ever would.

"So, what do I do now?" she asked. "Should I consult with the others?"

"It sounds like a good idea," Tigro replied. "Summon them."

She chuckled and picked up her phone, opening WhatsApp.

"Welcome to the twenty-first century and WhatsApp video calls, my dear familiar spirit," she said before opening the chat with a couple of other witches she was still in touch with.

Lavinia and Erminia had been born a few years after the end of World War 2, like Flaminia, who thought she had aged quite gracefully, thank you very much. Staying young had never crossed her or her friends' minds. They were experienced old witches who didn't care about their appearance.

Lavinia kept her white hair long, but Erminia had a salt-and-pepper pixie cut that suited her round, wrinkled face. Back in the 1960s they had formed a coven called Nia's Cauldron (because all their names ended with those three letters – the acronym for Non Intendo Arrendermi or "I won't give up") with a couple of other young witches – a coven disbanded decades ago, during which time they had temporarily lost track of each other.

They had rekindled their friendship after meeting at the funeral of the coven's leader, Virginia, who had died in a car accident at the start of the new millennium.

Both Flaminia and Erminia remembered Elettra, and they were shocked to hear someone with no magick had tinkered with such things and succeeded in remaining young by becoming a psychic vampire.

"Maybe she took a trip somewhere and some shaman taught her something," Lavinia suggested.

"Or maybe she seduced a male shaman into giving her his secrets," Flaminia commented, sarcastic. "She was, and still is, quite stunning."

"So you need to figure out how she did it," Erminia said. "Once we know where she got the power from, we can counterattack."

"She probably hasn't killed anyone in the process, but how she has managed to keep this up for forty years is anyone's guess." Flaminia sighed. "Especially now, with the technology that keeps track of everything."

"Keep us updated," Lavinia said. "We want to know how this turns out. And we'll help you take her down if needed."

Flaminia thanked them and hung up with a sigh. Tomorrow morning she'd have to confront Elettra, or Giovanna as she wanted to be known now.

After a quick dinner spent flipping through her spellbook, Flaminia prepared for bed. She slid under the covers with the spellbook, but still couldn't find a solution – besides the vampire repellant.

"Any suggestions?" She stared at Tigro who was lying by her side on the bed.

"I'm thinking," Tigro meowed. "You should probably talk to her first, then we'll decide what to do."

"Right." Flaminia closed her grimoire and put it back in the drawer. She took off her glasses and prepared to sleep. "Maybe I'll come up with something while I sleep."

Dreams often suggested the right solutions to her. Unfortunately, not this time. She woke up well rested, but with no idea of how to confront Elettra. She'd have to improvise, which wasn't her strong point.

"Don't attack her, just ask what she's been up to and see if she talks," Tigro meowed while she sipped her coffee. "Knowing Matteo is your grandson might convince her to leave him alone."

"I can't really go to the police and tell them the substitute teacher is a witch who is sucking life energy from her students," Flaminia muttered. "But you're right, I'll listen to her, and then I'll decide what to do. But whatever she's doing, it's not good, and she must be stopped."

She put on a red V-neck T-shirt and black pants, added a black jacket and wore sturdy boots, since her feet couldn't stand high heels anymore. Business casual to accompany her grandson to school and speak with the teacher.

They took the bus, and Matteo was quite excited to be with her. They entered the school and split up as he headed for his classroom and she headed for the teachers' room. Substitute Teacher Giovanna Russo was free for the first hour, and hopefully there wouldn't be anyone else in the room with them.

The bell rang as Flaminia reached the room, and she waited for the teachers to leave before entering. The only person still sitting there was Elettra, or Giovanna, as she wanted to be called now. She was staring at her phone, frowning, and she still looked in her thirties but she was definitely the woman Flaminia had met fifty years ago.

Flaminia cleared her throat to announce her presence. The woman looked up.

"Yes? Can I help you?"

"I'm Matteo Rossi's grandmother," she said, stepping forward. "You wanted to talk to this guardian?"

"Yes, but I was expecting his parents," the woman snapped, glaring at her.

"His father is my son," Flaminia replied. "But unlike me, he doesn't know you... Elettra."

"What?" The woman jumped to her feet, scowling. "Who the hell are you?"

"Flaminia Romano."

Elettra's eyes widened in recognition as she gasped in surprise.

"It is you! La Madonna, you're so... old!"

"Leave the mother of Jesus out of this." Flaminia rolled her eyes. "I think you've lost the right to ask her anything."

Elettra scoffed. "What makes you think so?"

"Because, my dear Elettra Ferrari, we were born in the same year, and if I'm old, so are you," Flaminia replied, walking to stand in front of her.

Damn, she had shrunk. They had been the same height back in university! Then she realized Elettra wore high heels. Of course trying to intimidate someone from a lower position didn't work very well.

Elettra chuckled.

"I may have tinkered with my year of birth a little through the decades, yes," she said. "So? Are you here to learn my secret?"

"Well, I'm curious," Flaminia admitted. "How did you do it?"

Elettra sat on the edge of the table behind her and crossed her arms over her generous bosom, staring into space for a moment.

"I made this trip to India," she said at last. "I learned an ancient technique to channel prana... And eventually figured out how to suck it out of other people. Teenagers are the best, hence my job in teaching. You can feed off their prana for a whole year and they don't even notice!"

"Actually, they do notice," Flaminia snapped. "Or at least Matteo did."

Elettra smirked.

"Your grandson is a smart one," she admitted. "You don't want to emulate me, though. It's kind of late for you, isn't it? Who would want to look seventy for eternity?"

"You're immortal as well?" she asked, puzzled.

"Let's say I stopped the aging process, so yes, I'm practically immortal," Elettra answered proudly. "But it's becoming a hassle to be a substitute teacher, and I'm considering other ways of working with teenagers, possibly less official ones."

Flaminia moaned.

"Don't tell me you make teachers sick to take their place for a year!"

"Actually, that's exactly what I do." Elettra grinned. "Being a substitute teacher allows me to change schools so people don't notice I don't age!" Then she rolled her eyes. "But things are getting overly complicated in education."

"I know, that's why I retired as soon as I could," Flaminia replied. "That 1997 reform sucked big time!"

"And you have no idea of what you need to do now to stay in the loop," Elettra retorted. "This is no longer fun!"

"And I bet it's not easy to keep changing names, how do you manage that?" Flaminia asked.

"I've become a proficient hacker, so I don't get caught." Elettra chuckled. "And you'd better keep your mouth shut, nobody will believe you anyway!"

She couldn't be that good if Matteo had managed to find all her names with a single Google search, but Flaminia didn't comment on that. Overconfidence was evildoers' defeat.

"I only want you to leave my grandson alone," Flaminia replied, crossing her arms over her bosom.

"As long as he doesn't talk either, I'll ignore him... by the way, was it you who provided him with the psychic vampire repellant?"

"Of course. What did you expect?"

Elettra scoffed. "Good luck with those hedge witch charms." She turned her back on Flaminia and went to sit back down. "You can leave, I won't bother your precious grandson as long as he keeps his mouth shut."

"He won't talk, except to me," Flaminia assured her. "Not even his parents know. Nice seeing you again... Elettra!"

"The name is Giovanna Russo now," she snapped. "Get lost!"

Flaminia shot her an impish smile and left, quite happy with herself. Now she knew a little more about what Elettra had done, surely Lavinia, Erminia and Tigro would help her find a way to neutralize the psychic vampire for good.
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"That sounds like pranotherapy turned bad," Erminia commented, thoughtful.

They were having another WhatsApp video call, which they'd started as soon as Flaminia arrived back home. She held her tablet in her lap and sat on the couch, with Tigro right next to her and staring at the screen as well.

"I'm thinking her chanting must have been in Sanskrit, but Matteo couldn't tell Sanskrit from Ancient Greek," Flaminia muttered, unhappy.

"How could she feed on prana instead of sending it to heal?" Lavinia protested. "How could she twist a healing process in such a bad way, and for her own gain?"

"And she doesn't even put her hands on any of the teens," Flaminia said. "Apparently she chants something, and that's good enough to allow her to feed on her students' life-force."

"Do we know anyone who deals with Indian magic?" Lavinia asked.

"No..." Erminia shook her head, thoughtful. "But there's always the internet, right?"

"Right!" Flaminia straightened. "I'm going to start a search. Maybe I can figure out a way to inhibit her psychic vampire skills. Some spell that would prevent her from sucking the life-force of others to keep herself young."

"Maybe she has a portrait somewhere, like Dorian Gray." Erminia scoffed. "We'll do our own research and if we come up with something, we'll let you know."

Flaminia closed the group call and glared at the tablet. Maybe she could sneak into her son's home and use his computer, so if she found something interesting, she could print it out.

She checked the time, still long enough before lunchtime and Matteo's return.

"I'm going to study Elettra," Tigro said, jumping off the couch while she stood up. "See you later."

He rushed out as soon as she opened the front door and quickly vanished into the bushes by the fence. Flaminia crossed the courtyard and entered her son's house. She sat at Edoardo's desk and spent some time surfing the internet in search of answers.

She printed out a few things for further study, then went back to her own house to start on lunch. She wasn't particularly hungry and it was a warm spring day, so she opted for a salad with bresaola and parmesan which didn't take long to make so she could go back to her print-outs and books.

Just her luck to run into a psychic vampire in her seventies. Not just that, but it was someone she had met in her youth! Not that she needed physical youth to weave spells, but sometimes she wished she could retire from magick.

After her quick, cold lunch, she sat at the table, surrounded by books and notes. Tigro wasn't back yet, but he was quite loud when he wanted to be let in or out.

Assuming Elettra was indeed a psychic vampire who fed off the life force of her students to keep herself young, Flaminia had to figure out if she also needed real food, and sucked prana only to remain young. If the latter was true, Flaminia needed to block her skill somehow, with something much stronger than the psychic vampire repellant.

Coming from a white magic tradition, Flaminia wasn't too keen on hurting or killing people, but she needed to stop Elettra before she did more damage. Who knew how many teenagers she had fed upon through the decades, and if her feeding had left any permanent impression on them.

The victims of prana theft might recover if only a little of it was taken, or might end up in a coma unexplainable to mundane doctors. Flaminia hadn't heard of any mysterious comas in teenagers, so Elettra probably took very little from each teen.

Matteo looked tired, but still lively after almost eight months with the substitute teacher. Feeding from a class of twenty or thirty students was probably the best way to do it without getting caught. And Elettra's method wasn't like the picture of Dorian Gray, with her victims becoming older or walking empty shells or outright dying.

By dinnertime she was certain Elettra's victims symptoms ranged from temporary tiredness to chronic exhaustion that vanished whenever she left, usually at the end of the school year. Elettra was obsessed with the perfection of her appearance, and Flaminia wanted to stop her before she decided to bargain with a greater evil to keep her youth.

Tigro meowed loudly as the sun was setting outside. Flaminia let him in and fed him before asking him what he had learned.

"I don't know when she turned into a vain sorceress," the cat said, settling in the armchair, since the couch was still full of books and sheets of notes. "But she is chanting in Sanskrit. I followed her all day, but she didn't let me into her home."

"So she's not a real witch, or she'd accept a familiar spirit." Flaminia scoffed. "Good to know which magick tradition she follows."

"She's not following any actual tradition," Tigro replied. "She made it up, and it worked. I still can't believe it. Maybe she did have some untapped skills we all ignored back then."

"Mm... I'm tired and need to think of something else."

Flaminia stretched and started to put away her research. She watched some mindless TV show while knitting, but she kept thinking about Elettra and her weird skill.

Before going to bed, she sent a message to Lavinia and Erminia about Elettra twisting Indian magick. Tomorrow she'd start researching prana and Indian magick more thoroughly.

***
[image: ]


She had a fitful sleep and woke up tired, achy and confused. She found Tigro staring at her and tried to swat him off the bed unsuccessfully. She moaned, feeling quite sick for the first time in years.

"You've been hexed," Tigro said.

She tried to focus on the cat who kept staring at her from his seated position.

"What?" she
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