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 Chapter One 
 
    Cortney hated that she had been forced to leave Malvern a day before her twenty-first birthday and drive a hundred miles to Bayou George. However, if she wanted the inheritance of an aunt she hadn’t known existed until two days ago, she had to arrive in the city of Bayou George before her twenty-first birthday which was tomorrow. If she failed to meet the executor of the will today, her aunt’s estate would go to the city of Bayou George. 
 
    “An orphan one day and the recipient of a five-million-dollar estate the next,” Cortney mumbled as she drove her rattling green sedan down county road seven toward Bayou George. Cortney’s head still spun when she replayed the call from the executor of Morticia Barnaby’s will. 
 
    The man’s ghoulish voice had creeped Cortney out so much she had hung up the phone the first time he called. Cortney glanced at her image in the rear-view mirror and sighed. The raven-haired girl sighed back at her.  
 
    “Cortney, are you sure about this?” she asked her image. Hmm, I’m not crazy unless my image answers me, Cortney thought. 
 
    The answer to the question was a resounding yes. An orphan until two days ago, with just a high school diploma and a waitress job at the Malvern truck stop, the answer had come easy. With her salary and tips, she struggled each month to pay the bills. The thought of five million dollars took her breath away. 
 
    Cortney suddenly spotted something lying in the middle of the road and slammed on the brakes. As her clunker of a car skidded to a stop, she recognized the object as a large black cat.  
 
    Is it dead? Cortney wondered as she stared at the unmoving form of the cat. She turned the steering wheel to drive around it but decided to remove it from the road instead. She couldn't bear the thought of more cars running over the poor creature. 
 
     I had better hurry before another car approaches, she thought as she opened the car door. "I bet you were a handsome cat," she mumbled, approaching the dead black cat. "Poor thing. I wonder how you got way out here in the middle of nowhere," Cortney added as she knelt beside the creature. 
 
    She paused before touching the animal. "Wow, this is a yucky moment," Cortney told herself as she gathered up enough courage to grab the dead cat's tail. 
 
    The moment her fingers touched the cat's black tail, she felt a sudden electric jolt. 
 
     "Ouch!" Cortney called out as she jerked her fingers away from the cat's tail. "What the heck was that?" 
 
    The cat flicked its tail. 
 
    "Oh my God, you’re alive," Cortney cried out. She jumped to her feet when the cat opened its eyes. The cat's green eyes followed Cortney as she backed away. What do I do? It's alive! I can't leave it lying in the road! Should I put it in the car? Cortney thought as she stared into the cat’s emerald eyes. “You aren’t going to scratch me if I pick you up, are you?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “I’m going to take that as a no,” Cortney said in a soft voice as she slid both hands under the body of the cat. The cat flicked its tail as Cortney lifted it off the tarmac. 
 
    “What happened? Did you get hit by a car?” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “I can’t tell if that’s a yes or a no,” Cortney said. “Your vocabulary is rather limited.” Gee, why do I always joke when I get nervous? Cortney asked herself as she carried the cat to the car. Luckily, she had left the door open, or else it would have been difficult to work the latch while holding the cat. 
 
    Cortney leaned across the driver’s seat to place the cat on the passenger seat. 
 
    “There. Is that better?” Cortney said. 
 
    The cat let out a soft meow and flicked its tail. 
 
    “Wow, a meow and a tail flick. I’m impressed. I guess soon you’ll be doing a comedy routine.” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, I can’t wait,” Cortney said as she closed the car door. “I’ll take you to a vet when I get to Bayou George if the town has one.” Cortney had researched Bayou George. Like the name suggested, the town of five thousand people was right in the middle of an enormous swamp. She had asked herself, as she stared at the pictures of the town on her computer screen, why anyone with millions of dollars would choose to live in the middle of a swamp. 
 
    “You are one lucky cat that I’m soon to be a millionaire, or I couldn’t afford to take you to a vet,” Cortney said. 
 
     The truth was that Cortney had barely scraped up enough gas money for the road trip to Bayou George, aka Hicksville. Her tips the past week had been terrible. The short-haul truckers didn’t tip as much as the cross-country truckers, and long-haul truckers had been as scarce as eye teeth the past week. 
 
    Cortney noticed as the oak and pine trees along the road slowly gave way to palmetto palms and vine-covered cypress trees growing out of murky water. I’m glad I’m going to arrive before dark, Cortney found herself thinking as the landscape morphed into one big swamp. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    Cortney glanced over at the cat, now sitting up in the seat. 
 
    “Well, I guess you are feeling better.” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “Then I guess I can wait to take you to the vet tomorrow,” Cortney said. 
 
    The executor of her aunt’s estate had said he would meet her at Aunt  Morticia Barnaby’s house. Hopefully, he would have some cash. If not, it would be canned pork and beans until she could get her hands on some money.  
 
    Cortney had used her GPS to drive to the address that the man had given her over the phone. The Victorian house was entirely out of place among Bayou George’s aging antebellum homes. The pictures of the house on the internet had looked as creepy as the man on the phone had sounded. 
 
    Instead of king cotton as the money crop, sugar cane and rice had brought wealth to the landowners of Bayou George before the civil war. Now the residents relied on crawfish, catfish, and welfare checks. At least those were the legal sources of income; Cortney didn’t want to speculate on the illegal revenue streams. 
 
    Cortney slowed the car when she drew closer to the big “Welcome to Bayou George” sign. The sign featured a picture of antebellum homes and cane fields with Welcome to the Old South under the image. However, a graffiti artist had spray painted “tuorum periculo ingredi” across the bottom, swampy part of the picture. 
 
    Hmm, it’s a good thing I was raised in a Catholic orphanage, Cortney thought as she translated the words aloud, “Enter at your own risk,” as the car passed the sign. 
 
    “Meeeoooowww!” the cat suddenly wailed. 
 
    Cortney glanced over as the cat arched its back and hissed. 
 
    “What’s the matter with you?” 
 
    The cat turned its head toward Cortney and hissed. 
 
    “Maybe it’s time we parted company,” Cortney said as she slowed down. 
 
    The cat flicked its tail as it sat down. 
 
    “That’s better,” Cortney said shaking her head. Wow, this cat seems straight out of the twilight zone. God, I hope it doesn’t have rabies! The thought sent a chill through Cortney. Hmm, if I get my hands on some cash, I think I’ll take… Cortney took a good look at the cat… Tom Cat for a rabies shot.  
 
    “They say if you name a cat, you own it,” Cortney said as she took her eyes off the road a moment to look at the cat. 
 
    I should be able to come up with a name more original than Tom Cat. 
 
    “How about Blackie for a name?” Cortney said. 
 
    The cat lifted its paw and licked. 
 
    “Okay, so that name doesn’t interest you. How about Midnight?” 
 
    The cat continued to lick its paw. 
 
    “I raised you from the dead. How about Lazarus? No?” What am I doing talking to him? He’s a cat. He can’t understand a word I say. I can name him whatever name I choose. 
 
    “Well, Lazarus is a better name than Tom Cat.” 
 
    The cat glanced at Cortney. “Meow.” 
 
    “Seriously? Tom Cat?” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    Get a grip, Cortney, the cat doesn’t understand a word you are saying. 
 
    “Tom Cat, are you hungry?” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “Do you want to drive?” 
 
    Tom Cat licked his paw. 
 
    “Okay enough of this spooky Halloween stuff. I’m freaking out,” Cortney said aloud. As she concentrated on the road ahead, she spotted a church steeple. 
 
    The sight of the town of Bayou George shouldn’t have surprised Cortney as she rounded a curve and found herself driving on Sugar Cane Street. Sugar Cane must have doubled as the main street in town since it ran straight through the center of Bayou George. 
 
    Cars parked in front of buildings marked ongoing businesses. Cortney drove past a hardware store, a drug store, and several clothing stores before she spotted an old-fashion drive-in diner. A purple neon sign that read “The Sweet Shop” flickered on and off on the roof of a building that resembled a shiny metal railroad car. 
 
    “Time to stop for a burger before I meet with the executor of my aunt’s will,” Cortney said aloud even though she knew she shouldn’t get into the habit of talking to herself. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “That’s right I’m not talking to myself, am I?” Cortney said with a giggle. “I’m talking to a dumb animal and pretending it understands every word I say,” Cortney added. 
 
    Hmm, that almost sounds crazier than it talking to me, Cortney thought as she parked in front of the diner beside a red pickup truck.  
 
    “I’ll bring you a wiener,” Cortney said as she climbed out of the car. “What? A wiener doesn’t get a meow?” she added shaking her head as she closed the car door. 
 
    Whatever. The cat will eat it if it's hungry, Cortney thought as she opened the diner’s door. 
 
    The owner of the red pickup, sitting in the booth near the door, turned his head as Cortney entered. She noted his Republican baseball cap and cringed.  Cortney didn’t have anything against Republicans. It was their lousy tipping habits that she had an issue with.  
 
    She sensed the man’s eyes following her as she walked to the middle of the room and slid into a booth. After a long moment without a waitress appearing, Cortney glanced at the counter. Through the service window, she could see a gray-haired, middle-aged man flipping a hamburger patty on a black grill. 
 
    The cook must have sensed her stare. He turned around. “I’ll be out to take your order in a minute,” he shouted. 
 
    Cortney nodded feeling sorry for the cook, as she knew without asking that the waitress hadn’t shown up for work. Not that she could blame the woman for quitting. Tips at a greasy spoon like the Sweet Shop would hardly pay the rent, even in a jerk water town like Bayou George. 
 
    To kill time, Cortney pulled one of the menus from between the sugar jar and the napkin dispenser and opened it even though she knew exactly what she would order. 
 
    As she read the menu, Cortney noticed movement in the seat across the table. She glanced up from the menu to find herself staring at Tom Cat. Cortney rubbed her eyes with her fists. When she looked back into the seat, the black cat licked his paw. 
 
    “We don’t allow cats!”  
 
    Cortney glanced around. 
 
    “What the heck!” the middle-aged man said as he took a step back. “It can’t be possible!” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know how he got inside. I left him in the car,” Cortney said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Oh God, the cat too?” the man exclaimed as he wiped his hand with his dirty white apron. “You are both dead!” the man added. 
 
    “If I’m dead, why am I hungry?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Morticia?” the man asked. 
 
    “I’m Cortney Barnaby. Did you know my aunt, Morticia?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Right, I guess you do look too young to be Morticia,” the man said as he leaned closer. “But that’s definitely Tom Cat, Morticia’s cat, and I know for a fact he died the same day as your aunt,” the man said. 
 
    “How did you know his name? I just named him,” Cortney asked suddenly confused. “I found him in the middle of the road. I thought at first he was dead until he twitched his tail,” she exclaimed.  
 
    The cook removed his white chef’s hat and scratched his head. “Well, cats are supposed to have nine lives. I didn’t believe it until now. I know they buried Tom Cat in the same coffin as Miss Morticia, but here he is plain as day. I have to believe my eyes,” the man said shaking his head. 
 
    “Now that we have all the weird stuff out of the way, can I order a hamburger and french fries?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” the cook said. “Coming right up,” he said as he turned to leave. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    The cook paused and slowly turned back around. “My God it is Tom Cat sure as God made little green apples.” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “What’s going on? This is getting too weird for me,” Cortney said. 
 
    “The cat. I mean Tom Cat wants a bowl of milk,” the cook said. 
 
    “Ah… And how do you know this?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Miss Morticia always ordered him a bowl of milk when she stopped by for lunch,” the cook said. 
 
    “I thought you said no cats,” Cortney said. 
 
    “If Miss Morticia wanted to bring a skunk in, I wouldn’t say no, since she owned the Sweet Shop along with half of the town,” the cook stated. 
 
    “You mean, I now own this restaurant?” Cortney said. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “Yes, if you are the heir to her estate,” the cook replied. “And, if you are the owner, you better hire a waitress, or I’m quitting as of tomorrow,” the cook said. “I can’t run the kitchen and wait on customers at the same time.” 
 
    “I’ll tell the executor of the will. I’m supposed to meet with him in a couple of hours at my aunt’s house,” Cortney said. 
 
    “What’s the executor’s name? Maybe I know him,” the cook said. 
 
    “Frank Steinson.” 
 
    “Miss Morticia’s butler. Hmm, there’s a strange bird if I ever met one. I mean strange like a raven in one of Poe’s poems. I can imagine him walking around that big spooky house saying Forevermore. I sure wouldn’t want to meet him on the street late at night. He looks like he walked into a buzz saw,” the cook said. 
 
    “What do you mean he looks like he walked into a buzz saw?” Cortney asked. 
 
    The cook smiled. “You’ll see when you meet him.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” Cortney asked. “If you work for me, I guess I should know your name. 
 
    “Pop. Everyone calls me Pop,” the cook said. 
 
    “Hey, Pop, when you finish with the skirt, I would like a refill on my coffee,” the man sitting next to the door shouted. 
 
    “Yeah, Billy Jack. Hold your horses. I’ll get around to you,” Pop replied. 
 
    “And for God’s sake get a waitress. I’m tired of looking at your buns,” the man replied. 
 
    “Spit in his coffee. He’s not going to leave a tip,” Cortney whispered. 
 
    “You got that right. Unfortunately, he’s not the only one in town that is as tight as bark on a tree. That’s the main reason I can’t keep a waitress. Nobody in this town tips!” 
 
    “Meow!” 
 
    “Okay, Tom Cat I’ll get your milk. Gee, I’ve never known a cat as impatient as him,” Pop said as he walked away. 
 
     “Hey, Toots, do you need company?” the man near the door called out.  
 
    “No thanks, I’m good. I’ve got my cat with me. I’m taking him for a rabies shot. He’s been attacking people lately, and that’s not like him,” Cortney replied as she saw the man sliding out of his seat. 
 
    The man paused at the edge of the seat. “Hmm, you should have it in a carrier,” he added as he slid back into the middle of the seat. 
 
    Good choice, Cortney thought. She glanced through the service window as Pop put a frozen hamburger patty on the grill. Just how much of what the cook had said was true? Did she look like her deceased Aunt Morticia? Was the cat the same cat they buried with her aunt?  
 
    Cortney took a deep breath. To distract herself from thinking of the answers to her questions, she reached into her pocket and pulled out her cell phone, suddenly curious as to why it hadn’t rung for such a long time. If nothing else, Roger, her on again and off again boyfriend should have called to ask when she would return to Malvern. 
 
    “Hey, Toots. You can forget about using your cell phone. They don’t work in Bayou George. Something to do with the vapors from the swamp interfering with the cell phone frequencies. But I have a landline at home that works if you want to stop over and make a couple of calls,” the man said. 
 
    “That’s all right; I’ll be at my aunt’s house soon. I’ll make my calls from there,” Cortney said. “But, thanks.” 
 
    “Oh, you have relatives in Bayou George?” the man asked. 
 
    “Yes, well, I did. My Aunt Morticia just passed a few days ago,” Cortney answered. 
 
    “Miss Morticia Barnaby?” the man asked. 
 
    “Yes, did you know her?” 
 
    “Holy Crap. That’s Morticia’s cat, Tom Cat,” the man said as he quickly slid out of his seat. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a few bills and dropped them on the table beside his coffee cup. “Lady, that cat has something worse than rabies. He's dead!” the man said as he hurried for the door. 
 
    “Hmm, what did you say to scare off Billy Jack?” Pop said as he approached with a plate in one hand and a bowl of milk in the other hand. 
 
    “I think it was Tom Cat that frightened him. He said that Tom Cat was dead,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “See, I told you we buried him with your Aunt Morticia,” Pop said as he put a plate with a thick hamburger and french fries in front of Cortney, and the bowl of milk on the other side of the table. 
 
    Hmm, if the cat returned from the dead, does that mean that Aunt Morticia will too? Cortney thought and shivered. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two 
 
    The online picture of the house didn’t do it justice. It looked like a cross between a gothic house and a haunted one from a horror movie. It sat on a barren hill in the middle of a cemetery at the end of Sugar Cane Street, like some evil presence looking down on the center of Bayou George. 
 
    “It’s five million dollars! It’s five million dollars!” Cortney chanted as she drove through the wrought iron gate of the cemetery that surrounded the house.  
 
    God, who would build a house in the middle of a cemetery? Cortney asked herself as she looked at the crumbling headstones she drove past. I’m going to sign the papers and get out of Dodge before dark, Cortney pledged as she parked directly in front of a massive wooden door. 
 
    As she opened the car door, Cortney felt as though she had stepped onto the set of a teen scream movie. She paused and glanced at the passenger seat. The cat showed every intention of remaining in the car. “Tom Cat, you come inside with me,” Cortney said. She had accepted the fact that maybe the black cat could understand some of the things she said. 
 
    The cat licked its paw. 
 
    “Hey, what’s your worry, Tom Cat? You have eight more lives to go, and I have only one,” Cortney said. “You get your big butt out of the car, or I’ll see that you are roadkill,” Cortney added when the cat continued to lick his paw. 
 
    Tom Cat stopped and looked at Cortney. 
 
    “It wasn’t a request. Now, follow me,” Cortney ordered not knowing if the cat even understood what she had said. 
 
    To Cortney’s surprise, after a yawn, the cat stood and walked over to the driver’s seat. He gave Cortney a dirty look before he jumped out of the car. 
 
    Cortney felt silly with a cat walking beside her as she climbed the steps to the small porch. However, Tom Cat’s presence made her feel safe for a reason she couldn’t fathom. What protection can a cat, even a large cat, offer? she asked herself. 
 
    Five million dollars, Cortney reminded herself as she lifted the huge skull-shaped iron knocker and tapped it against the door. The sound echoed from within the house. 
 
    “Hmm, that’s loud enough to wake the dead,” Cortney said without thinking. She glanced down at Tom Cat. “When I’m nervous I say things that I shouldn’t say.”  
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    Cortney started to reply when the door swung open. Cortney looked inside but didn’t see anyone. “Hello?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “I’m not going to enter until someone comes to the door,” Cortney called out in as forceful a voice as she could muster. 
 
    A tall man stepped from behind the door. 
 
    Cortney took one look at the man’s face, and let out a scream as she fainted. 
 
    *** 
 
    Something warm and wet woke Cortney as it swiped across her face. She opened her eyes to find Tom Cat’s face above her. The cat backed up as Cortney pushed herself up into a sitting position.  
 
    “What happened?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “You fainted,” the same creepy voice she had heard on the phone said. 
 
    “Yeah, I remember now. I thought I saw Frankenstein open the door,” Cortney said. “I guess my mind played tricks on me,” she added with a sigh as she turned to look at the man behind her. 
 
    “Stop! Do not turn around!” the man ordered in a voice that froze Cortney. “I do not wish for you to faint again. I had a carriage accident. Horses from the carriage following me, trampled me. I have surgery scars, lots of them, on my face and most of my body,” the man said. 
 
    “So…What I saw wasn’t my imagination playing tricks on me?” 
 
    “No, I have been told many times that my face is awful to view. However, people don’t usually faint when they meet me for the first time. Scream, yes. Faint, no. You, however, screamed and fainted.” 
 
    “Sorry about that. I’ve been creeped out since I arrived in Bayou George. I guess seeing your face overloaded my senses. I’m all right now. I’m going to turn and look at you. I promise not to scream,” Cortney said as she slowly turned her head. 
 
    Someone screamed. 
 
    God, I screamed, Cortney thought and grimaced. 
 
    “Promises from the younger generation aren’t worth much these days,” the man with the jigsaw face said as he stared down at Cortney. 
 
    “Sorry,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Hmm, your vocabulary seems a bit underdeveloped. I guess that’s to be expected from a child raised without parents,” the man said. 
 
    Cortney found it hard to follow what he said as she stared at his face. Nothing matched. One eye was brown and the other blue. One of his ears was large and the other small. She glanced at his hands. They didn’t match. Even his shoes were three sizes different. 
 
    “Ah… I’m just curious. Were you the only one in the carriage at the time of the accident?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “My brother was driving the carriage. He died of a broken neck when the carriage turned over. I was lucky to survive. It took a surgeon twenty-four hours to sew me back together,” the man said. 
 
    “Did your brother by any chance have brown eyes?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Yes, he did. Why do you ask?” the man said. 
 
    “Ah, no reason. Just a silly question,” Cortney said as she climbed to her feet. 
 
    “Have a seat. Mildred will bring you some tea,” the man said. 
 
    “Are you Frank Steinson, the executor of Aunt Morticia’s will?” Cortney asked as she glanced at the staircase, which looked to be straight from the set of a Civil War movie. 
 
    “Yes, I am, or was, her butler. Now, I’m your butler,” he said and didn’t sound happy. 
 
    “Ah, you don’t have a sister name Lizzy do you, Frank?” Cortney asked as the scars suddenly reminded her of Lizzy Borden. 
 
    “No, I only had a brother,” Frank answered. 
 
    “That’s nice to know,” Cortney said. “Lizzy wasn’t a pleasant woman. She gave her mother forty whacks with an ax. When she saw what she had done, she gave her father forty-one.” 
 
    “Maybe her parents deserved it,” Frank said in his creepy voice as he glared at Cortney. 
 
    “Frank, if you don’t mind, why don’t I just sign the papers? I’ll grab some money and head back to Malvern. I don’t think I fit in here at Bayou George,” Cortney said. “Ah… I did bring Tom Cat home. I bet you’ve missed him.”  
 
    “Meow?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that you are stuck with the cat. He’s not mine,” Frank said. “And, I think you should sit and have a cup of tea before we go into the library and read the will.” 
 
    “I’m really more of a coffee person. Why don’t we cut to the chase and get this over with, so I can head back to Malvern before it gets dark,” Cortney said. 
 
    “If you insist, Miss Cortney,” Frank said. 
 
    “Yes, I insist,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “Please, follow me to the library,” Frank said as he walked across the room to a teak wood door. He held the door open for Cortney and Tom Cat. 
 
    “Wow look at all these books. Some of them look older than Moses,” Cortney said.  
 
    “You can read, I hope?” Frank asked as he walked around behind a huge teak wood desk. 
 
    “Sure, I attended a Catholic school.” 
 
    “Hmm, what a shame,” Frank said as he opened the top desk drawer and pulled out the will. 
 
    Cortney chose not to respond to Frank's comment. As soon as he read the will and she signed the papers, it would be the last she would see of the patchwork man. 
 
    “I need to see some ID,” Frank said. 
 
    “Really? Pop at the Sweet Shop Diner said I was the spitting image of Aunt Morticia,” Cortney said. 
 
    “That is true. However, I still need to see your ID,” Frank said firmly as his brown eye looked at her while he studied the papers in his hand with his blue eye. 
 
    “Here’s my driver’s license,” Cortney said, as she pulled it out of the back pocket of her jeans. She stood up and leaned over the desk and handed it to Frank. As she did, she noticed that Frank’s right hand was hairy while his other hand was smooth. “Did you and your brother look much alike?” 
 
    Both of Frank’s eyes looked at her. 
 
    “Oh, never mind. It’s a silly question,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Your ID seems to be in order,” Frank said as he handed Cortney back her driver’s license. “Okay, I’ll proceed to read the will.” 
 
    “Just skip to the juicy parts where I get the five million dollars, and I’ll sign on the dotted line and head back to Malvern,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Miss Cortney, I don’t think you understand. There are conditions to be met before the money is yours,” Frank said with a smirk. 
 
    “Conditions? What conditions?” Cortney asked as she glanced at Tom Cat. “If taking the cat is one of the conditions, I agree.” 
 
    “Meow?” 
 
    “It’s more complicated than that,” Frank said. 
 
    “Okay, Frank, why don’t you just give it to me in a nutshell,” Cortney said. “Tell me what hoops I have to jump through, and then give me the papers to sign. I really want to get out of here before nightfall.” 
 
    “Okay, here’s the deal. You have to live in the house for one year…” 
 
    “I agree. Let me sign the papers, grab a few thousand dollars, and I’ll go home and pack and return in a week or two… Why are you shaking your head?” 
 
    “You didn’t let me finish,” Frank said. 
 
    “Sorry, go ahead,” Cortney said. 
 
    “First you have to live in the house for a year. Second, you cannot leave Bayou George during that year. Third, you must work at the Sweet Shop Diner during the year you are in Bayou George. If you should break any of these conditions, the entire estate will go to the city of Bayou George,” Frank said as he laid the papers on top of his desk. He held out a pen. “Are you ready to sign?” 
 
    Cortney glanced at Frank, and then down at the papers in shock. 
 
    “Tell me that you’re joking,” she finally said. 
 
    Frank pushed the papers toward Cortney. “Read the will. It’s all there in black and white.” 
 
    “Five million dollars. Five million dollars,” Cortney mumbled before she looked at Frank. “You are telling me that I don’t get a cent of money for a year. I have to live in this creepy old house, work in the diner, and can’t leave town for one year. Is that correct?” 
 
    “Hmm, there is a spark of intelligence behind those dark eyes after all,” Frank said. 
 
    “But I couldn’t even pay the electric bill for the house with the money I’ll make at the diner,” Cortney complained. 
 
    “The estate will pay for all the household expenses including food,” Frank said. 
 
    “Just for one year. I only have to live in Bayou George for one year, then the money is mine,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Live in the house, work in the diner, don’t leave town for one year, and the money is yours,” Frank said. 
 
    “It’s only for a year,” Cortney said more to herself than Frank. “After then I can relax on some beach for the rest of my life.” Cortney took a deep breath. “Okay, hand me a pen. I’ll sign my life away for one year.” 
 
    “Before you sign, I would like to tell you some extenuating facts surrounding your aunt’s death that you should know,” Frank said. 
 
    “Yeah, like what?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Morticia Barnaby did not die a natural death. She died of poisoning. I must confess that there’s a possibility that the killer might make an attempt on your life since you will be taking over for your aunt,” Frank said. 
 
    “God, why didn’t you tell me at the beginning that someone murdered my aunt and might go after me if I came to collect the inheritance? I would never have driven down here to this creepy old town!  A dead person can’t spend money,” Cortney said as she slumped in her chair. 
 
    “Tom Cat and I will protect you,” Frank said as he softened his tone. 
 
    “You all didn’t do such a good job protecting Aunt Morticia,” Cortney said. 
 
    Tom Cat hissed. 
 
    “Well, it’s true,” Cortney said as she glanced down at the cat. “Heck, you couldn’t even protect yourself either. I’m thinking now that you didn’t die of natural causes either,” Cortney paused. “God, here I am talking to the cat again as though it’s a person.” 
 
    “Tom Cat is not an ordinary cat. He understands what you say,” Frank said. 
 
    “What’s so different about him? He looks normal. And just because he says meow and hisses doesn’t mean he understands what I tell him,” Cortney argued. 
 
    Frank didn’t respond. 
 
    “Do the police have any suspects in my aunt’s murder?” 
 
    “Not that I am aware of, and I doubt they will solve the case,” Frank said. “Would you like to think a little longer on whether you want to sign the papers?” Frank asked. 
 
    “No, I’m going to sign. I’m not going to let someone scare me off. I want the five million dollars,” Cortney said in a determined tone. 
 
    “Now you sound like Morticia,” Frank said and smiled. 
 
    “So, you think the person that killed Aunt Morticia will attempt to kill me?” Cortney asked as she prepared to sign the estate papers. 
 
    “Yes, I don’t doubt that the killer will come after you. Your showing up spoils everything for the killer if he murdered her because of her position as head of the council. He didn’t expect you to be located and take over for your aunt. And quite honestly, neither did I. The detective agency your aunt hired in New Orleans finally produced results. I’m sure you aren’t aware of the fact, but your aunt has been searching for you for years.” 
 
    “I don’t understand how my aunt lost contact with my parents and me?” Cortney said. 
 
    “Your mother and Morticia had a falling out soon after your birth. She didn’t approve of your father for reasons that I will explain at a later time. When the impasse between your mother and your aunt couldn’t be resolved, your mother and father took you and fled. Morticia only found out about the death of your parents the morning she died. She had planned to call you and invite you to come live with her. Morticia was very excited that you had finally been located,” Frank said. “We can discuss these things later, after you become accustomed to everything,” Frank added. 
 
    “I’m going to go to the police station tomorrow. I want to know what progress they have made finding out who murdered Aunt Morticia. It seems to me my best defense is to find the killer. If the police can’t find him, I guess I’ll have to do it myself,” Cortney said. 
 
    “The police will not be of much help in the matter,” Frank stated. 
 
    “Why not?” Cortney asked. 
 
    Frank didn’t respond. 
 
    “Right! We’ll discuss it later,” Cortney said shaking her head. “I don’t understand why you are so reluctant to explain the situation to me.” 
 
    “It would be best if you conducted your own investigation into your aunt’s death, and leave the police out of it,” Frank said. “I’ll give you the details of the case later. I don’t want to strain your cognitive functions.” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “Tom Cat agrees to help you investigate the death of your aunt,” Frank said as he watched Cortney sign the papers. 
 
    “Hmm, I don’t feel like a millionaire,” Cortney said as she put down the pen. 
 
    “Okay, now that I’m the heir to the estate, explain everything to me,” Cortney insisted. 
 
    “I will explain the situation to you tomorrow night. It’s a special day. Tomorrow is your twenty-first birthday. It will be a very transforming day for you, Miss Cortney,” Frank said with an air of mystery. 
 
    “Okay, whatever. I’m tired and want to take a shower,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Mildred will be here in a minute to show you to the master bedroom,” Frank said. 
 
    “Ah, how many bedrooms does the house have?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Twenty,” Frank said. 
 
    “Really? I’m going to be the owner of a twenty-bedroom house?” 
 
    “Yes, provided that you can stay alive for a year,” Frank replied. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three  
 
    Cortney thought the woman who entered the room was a child until she saw her face. She looked ancient. Her face had more wrinkles than a prune. It had been the woman's small stature that confused Cortney. The thin old woman stood barely four feet tall. However, unlike a dwarf, the woman’s body was proportionate. 
 
    “Mildred, please show Miss Cortney to her room,” Frank ordered. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the old woman answered in a thin voice. 
 
    Frank turned to Cortney. “Dinner is served at seven. Mildred will fetch you, since you are unfamiliar with the house and apt to become lost.” 
 
    “Can’t Tom Cat take me to the dining room?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “He could, but Tom Cat has a mischievous streak and might lead you astray for his own amusement,” Frank said. “I would rather you learn things more leisurely than your familiar would like.” 
 
    “Familiar? You mean family, right? Tom Cat is family,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Of course, it was a slip of the tongue,” Frank said with a sigh. 
 
    “Follow me, Miss Cortney,” Mildred said in her thin crackling voice. 
 
    Wow, I feel like a southern gentleman should be escorting me instead of the old crone, Cortney thought as she followed the old woman up the staircase. 
 
    Once they reached the landing, Cortney found herself standing at the start of a long, carpeted corridor. Along the sides of the hallway stood full suits of armor. Some of the armored hands held swords. 
 
    “Wow, where did the Barnaby family come from?” Cortney asked Mildred. 
 
    “Walachia.” 
 
    “What part of Louisiana is that?” Cortney asked eyeing the first suit of armor with suspicion as she walked by the shiny metal armor that looked like a real knight. 
 
    “Walachia is in the old world,” Mildred replied. 
 
    “Oh, you mean it’s a country in Europe. God, I should have known that fact. Now, if you tell me my family is from Transylvania I’m going to freak,” Cortney said as she glanced at the old crone. 
 
    “They aren’t from Transylvania,” Mildred replied after a pause. 
 
    “That’s good news. I suddenly had an image of a vampire jumping out from behind one of the suits of armor," Cortney said with a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Meow.” Tom Cat seemed to agree. 
 
    “How long have you served the Barnaby family?” Cortney asked. 
 
    The crone stopped and looked at Cortney. Then without a word continued down the corridor. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess it’s difficult to remember details when you’re old,” Cortney mumbled. 
 
    “This is your bedroom. I haven’t cleared out all of Miss Morticia’s belongings. However, since you haven’t brought any luggage, you might need some of her clothing. You look the same size as your aunt,” Mildred said as she took a large key from a ring of keys she held and handed the key to Cortney. “Dinner is at seven. I will return for you. It’s best to keep your door locked,” the old woman added as she turned to leave. 
 
    “Why is it best that I lock my door?” Cortney asked suddenly concerned for her safety. 
 
    Mildred didn’t answer. 
 
    “Tom Cat, is it safe here in the house?” Cortney asked as she unlocked the door. 
 
    The cat lifted his paw and licked it. 
 
    “Just for that, you can stay outside and guard my door,” Cortney said as she stepped into the room and closed the door before the cat could enter the room. 
 
    I guess I showed him who’s boss, Cortney said as she glanced around the room. Wow, it looks like a bedroom from a horror movie. Oriental rugs covered the floor. An antique blue velvet sofa with a matching loveseat were arranged as a sitting area, behind which was a canopy bed with white lace curtains hanging from the top.  
 
    “Talk about creepy,” Cortney mumbled as she quickly turned back and locked the door. “I think I’ll take Mildred’s advice,” she added, as she checked the wall near the door for a light switch.  
 
    She flicked on the lights. The room looked less gloomy but not much. Seeing that the curtain was drawn at the window on the left side of the bed, Cortney walked over and glanced out the window. 
 
    She sighed at the sight of the cemetery, and quickly looked at the downtown section of Bayou George. She saw only a few cars on Sugar Cane Street. She didn’t spot any pedestrians on the sidewalks.  
 
    Bayou George certainly isn’t a bustling town, Cortney thought as she drew the curtains closed. She didn’t want to see the cemetery each time she passed the window. Cortney had a phobia about cemeteries. Knowing that one surrounded the house creeped her out whenever she thought about it.  
 
    God, I’m going to have to drive through it every day to go to work. The thought chilled Cortney. “Hmm, maybe I should let Tom Cat in the room,” Cortney said aloud. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    Cortney glanced down at her feet. 
 
    “How in Heaven’s name did you get inside? I locked the door!” Cortney exclaimed. God, I hope there’s not a secret door leading to the bedroom. Immediately, Cortney walked around the room banging on the wallpapered walls. “Where’s the hidden door you entered through, Tom Cat?” 
 
    “Meow?”  
 
    “Show me how you got into the room!” Cortney demanded as she shook her finger at the black cat. 
 
    Poof! Tom Cat vanished. 
 
    Cortney took a step back. God, am I having a nervous breakdown?  
 
    Suddenly she heard a faint meow from the hallway directly outside the bedroom. Cortney hurried over and unlocked the door. Tom Cat stood in front of the door, licking his paw. 
 
    “How did you do that? Never mind, I just imagined you were in the room,” Cortney said as she closed the door. Crap, I should have let him inside, Cortney thought. 
 
    Cortney screamed as Tom Cat materialized on the floor out of thin air. She backpedaled and fell into a sitting position on the sofa. With her heart pounding in her chest, Cortney glanced cautiously at Tom Cat. 
 
    The cat stopped licking its paw and looked at Cortney. 
 
    “Meow,” the cat said in a mocking tone. 
 
    “What are you?” Cortney demanded. “You aren’t a cat, at least not an ordinary cat,” she said. “Wait a minute. Frank called you a familiar! I thought he meant you were family. God, witches have familiars. Heaven help me, Aunt Morticia was a witch!” Cortney exclaimed. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “No wonder my parents fled Bayou George with me. My aunt wanted to turn me into a witch!” 
 
    The thought left Cortney breathless. Try as she would, she couldn’t wrap her mind around what she had just discovered. Frankenstein downstairs forgot to mention the fact that my aunt was a witch. I wonder what else Frank left out of his little library chat.  
 
    Gee, I wonder if Frank even did have a carriage accident? Maybe he is really Frankenstein! Cortney suddenly thought. “Come on girl get a grip. He’s not Frankenstein, and Tom Cat is just… just a Houdini. Yes, his appearing out of thin air is a magician’s trick, nothing more,” Cortney said aloud to calm herself. “Isn’t that right, Tom Cat? You’re just a four-legged Houdini.” 
 
    Tom Cat licked his paw. 
 
    “Sorry if I’m boring you,” Cortney snapped as she turned and headed to the bathroom. God, I hope it has a shower. When she opened the bathroom door, she found herself staring at a long room at the end of which sat an antique clawed bathtub.  
 
    It figures! Please let there be hot water, Cortney thought as she walked over and turned the faucet marked hot until water began to flow. Okay, at least there’s hot water, Cortney thought as she adjusted the temperature until it was to her liking. 
 
    I need a change of clothes.  
 
    Cortney walked out of the bathroom. Tom Cat didn’t pay her any attention as he continued to lick his left paw. 
 
    “I hope you lick all the fur off,” Cortney said as she walked past the cat on her way to the closet. “I bet all her clothes are going to be black,” Cortney added as she opened the door. 
 
    Black! Black slacks, black jeans, black blouses, black coats, black shoes, black clothes filled the entire elongated, walk-in closet. 
 
    Hmm, it looks like it is going be black jeans with a black blouse, Cortney thought as she pulled a pair of jeans and a black shirt off the wooden hangers. She turned to walk out, when she spotted a broomstick leaning beside the door. 
 
    A Halloween witch’s broomstick! 
 
    “It’s just decoration,” Cortney mumbled. Don’t get all freaky! she told herself. Ignore it. Take a bath, get dressed and wait for Mildred to arrive to take you to dinner. 
 
    Cortney didn’t mean to grab the broom’s handle. It just happened. One moment her hand was empty, the next moment she held the broomstick. She opened her hand to drop it, but the broomstick clung to her palm as though glued there. In a panic, Cortney dropped the jeans and blouse and ran out of the closet with the broomstick stuck to her hand. 
 
    “Meow?” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “The darn thing is stuck to my hand. It must be covered with glue,” Cortney said as she looked at the cat. “Do something,” she demanded and instantly felt silly asking the cat for help. 
 
    Tom Cat licked his right paw. 
 
    “Dumb cat! Who am I kidding? You can’t understand a word I say,” Cortney called out angrily. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    Cortney ignored Tom Cat and examined the broomstick. As she looked at it, Cortney realized that it felt warm in her hand, like a living thing. I’m having a psychotic episode. That’s it. I’m imagining I can't let go of the broomstick. 
 
    Cortney took a deep breath and relaxed. Then she imagined the broomstick dropping to the floor.  
 
    Immediately the broomstick slipped out of her hand and fell to the floor. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    Cortney glanced at Tom Cat. The cat had his attention focused on the broomstick. 
 
    “It really wasn’t stuck to my hand,” Cortney mumbled. She touched her fingers of her other hand to the palm that had held the broomstick. She didn’t feel any glue. It was all in her imagination. 
 
    Stepping over the broomstick, Cortney walked back into the closet to pick up the jeans and blouse. She eyed the broomstick carefully as she stepped over it on the way to the bathroom. She arrived just in time to turn the water off before the tub overflowed. 
 
    “Just what I need, to flood the house my first night here,” Cortney mumbled. 
 
    “Meow?” 
 
    “Nothing. I’m not talking to you. And I don’t need you. I’m not a witch. That is a fact I know for sure,” Cortney said as she glanced over at Tom Cat. “And, if I’m not a witch, then you aren’t a familiar.” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “You are just vocal like a Siamese cat. I say something and you meow. Frank just said familiar when he meant to say family,” Cortney said as she walked into the bathroom and closed the door. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four 
 
    Cortney glanced cautiously at the bowl of stew that Mildred placed in front of her. Chunks of mystery meat floated in a dark broth along with carrots, celery, and diced potatoes. Along with the stew, Mildred served a small loaf of dark bread and a hunk of smelly cheese. 
 
    “No canned pasta Os in tomato sauce?” Cortney asked as she glanced down the long table at Frank seated at the other end. 
 
    “Morticia insisted that we eat wholesome food, not canned food,” Frank replied. He spoke in a loud voice in order to be heard. 
 
    “What kind of meat is this?” Cortney asked as she pushed a chunk of the meat with her spoon. 
 
    “Alligator. It tastes like chicken,” Frank said and chuckled at his joke. 
 
    “Chickens don’t swim in murky water and eat possums,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “No, they run around the pastures and peck corn out of cow dung,” Frank replied. 
 
    “The cheese is smelly. What kind of cheese is it?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Goat cheese,” Frank replied. 
 
    “Hmm, I think you should wash the goats,” Cortney said as she lifted a spoon of the stew. She looked at the stew a moment before she tasted it. “It’s good, but it doesn’t taste like chicken,” she called out to Frank as Mildred poured red wine into her glass from a carafe. “So, Frank, why such a long table?” 
 
    “Morticia used to entertain occasionally, and the council meetings are held here in the dining room,” Frank said as he took a sip of his wine. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    Cortney glanced down at Tom Cat. The black cat had milk on his whiskers. His bowl of milk was still half full. 
 
    “Do you allow Tom Cat to drink wine?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “No, he gets in enough mischief as it is without getting drunk,” Frank replied. 
 
    “Meow,” Tom Cat seemed to plead. 
 
    “Mildred, bring me a small bowl,” Cortney said. 
 
    The crone arrived a moment later with a bowl. 
 
    “Pour Tom Cat a little wine,” Cortney ordered. She glanced down the table at Frank. “He’s my cat,” Cortney added. 
 
    Frank didn’t respond as he grimaced, while he watched Mildred pour wine into Tom Cat’s bowl. 
 
    “Oh, I found a broomstick in the closet,” Cortney said between spoons of stew. 
 
    “Good, you can use it to sweep your room and save Mildred the trouble,” Frank said. 
 
    “It’s not a normal broomstick, at least not like the ones I purchase at the hardware store,” Cortney explained. “It looks more like a witch’s broom used to decorate a porch for Halloween.” 
 
    “If it’s a common broom, sweep your room with it. And, if it’s a witch’s broom, ride around your room with it,” Frank said. He didn’t look up from his bowl of stew.  
 
    “So, it’s not a witch’s broomstick?” Cortney tried to get a straight answer from the scar-faced butler. 
 
    “I haven’t seen it, so I can’t say,” Frank said. 
 
    “Are you saying that there’s such a thing as a witch’s broomstick? One that you can sit on and fly?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “No comment,” Frank said as he lifted his wine glass and took a big sip. 
 
    “Did you accompany my aunt from Walachia to America?” Cortney asked.  
 
    Frank looked at Cortney as though he couldn’t decide whether to answer the question.  
 
    “Yes,” he finally said. 
 
    “What year did Aunt Morticia come to America?” 
 
    Frank didn’t answer. 
 
    “What was the name of the doctor that sewed you back together?” Cortney asked. 
 
    Frank remained silent. 
 
    “What? Can’t remember? Are you getting senile?” Cortney baited Frank. 
 
    “Dr. Stein. Yes, Dr. Stein. Now, will you stop with the silly questions?” Frank declared as he cut off a slice of cheese from the chunk next to his plate.  
 
    I think I better not talk about Frank’s doctor or his accident, Cortney thought. 
 
    “Who do you think poisoned Aunt Morticia?” 
 
    Frank twitched in his seat as though the question made him uneasy. 
 
    “Surely you have some theory as to who the murderer is, Frank?” 
 
    “Morticia was poisoned during lunch with the council members. It could have been any of the five council members at the meeting,” Frank said. 
 
    “Okay, that’s a start. Was anyone else in the house at the time of Aunt Morticia’s death?”  
 
    “Just Mildred and I,” Frank replied. 
 
    “What dish did the killer poison?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Poached salmon. Well, the caper sauce that Morticia puts over her salmon. Everyone else had the salmon with the mustard sauce. Mildred’s mustard sauce is famous. However, Morticia likes a simple caper sauce.” 
 
    “So, the poison was in the caper sauce, which only Morticia ate?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “And Tom Cat. She gave him a chunk of her salmon with a little caper sauce,” Frank said. 
 
    “Tom Cat. Okay, if Tom Cat died from poisoning, how is it that he’s here drinking wine?” 
 
    “He’s your Tom Cat, not Morticia’s Tom Cat,” Frank said. 
 
    “You mean like he’s a brother of Morticia’s Tom Cat?” Cortney asked. 
 
    Frank grabbed his head with his hands. “Stop asking questions. You make my head hurt!” Frank shouted. He stood up and glared at Cortney. “You know nothing! Nothing!” Frank shouted as he turned and stalked out of the dining room. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “If you are asking for more wine, the answer is no,” Cortney said as she broke off the end of the loaf of bread. I guess I might as well try some of the stinky cheese, Cortney thought as she sliced a piece off the hunk of cheese. She bit into the slice of cheese ready to spit it onto her plate if she didn’t like the taste. Hmm, I like it, Cortney thought. 
 
    As she ate the cheese, Cortney’s thoughts drifted to who murdered her aunt. The five councilmen were the top suspects along with anyone else in the house at the time of Morticia’s death. She asked herself it that meant that Frank and Mildred were suspects since they were in the house. Cortney decided that they weren’t suspects until proven otherwise. 
 
    Was her aunt killed for money? Who had something to gain from her death? The money would have gone to Bayou George if Frank hadn’t contacted Cortney. Who were the five councilmen? Did one of them have something to gain from her aunt’s death? Cortney decided to ask these questions to the police when she visited the police station tomorrow, despite Frank’s warning to investigate the case herself. Maybe the police already had a person of interest in the poisoning? She hoped that would be the case. Frank thought that whoever killed Morticia might also try to kill her. She hoped he was mistaken. 
 
    “M-e-o-w.” 
 
    “Are you drunk, Tom Cat?” 
 
    “M-e-o-w.” 
 
    “So, you are a tom cat that can’t hold his liquor,” Cortney said and giggled. “Oops, maybe I had a little too much wine too.” 
 
    “Miss Cortney, are you finished eating?” Mildred suddenly appeared beside her and asked. 
 
    “You and Tom Cat seem to have a knack for skipping from place to place like a stone across water,” Cortney said as she got up from the table. 
 
    “Do you need me to escort you to your room?” the crone asked as she held the front of her apron in her hands. 
 
    “No, I’m capable of finding my room,” Cortney said. She paused to look down at Tom Cat. “I’m not carrying you upstairs. If you’re too drunk to walk, you can sleep it off in the dining room.” 
 
    The cat glanced up at Cortney, but didn’t follow her as she walked away from the table. She found her way to the spiral staircase without incident. However, when she glanced up the stairs, she wished that she had offered to carry the cat. 
 
    Downstairs was spooky enough, but upstairs, with the full suits of armor lining the corridor, was downright scary. Since when did you become a chicken little? Cortney asked herself as she stood and stared up at the landing. I’m not a chicken little. I just have an overworked imagination. I just imagine all the spooky things that have happened, Cortney tried to convince herself as she climbed the stairs. She half expected Tom Cat to appear behind her, but she reached the top alone. 
 
    Now to run the gauntlet of the suits of armor, Cortney thought as images of the raised swords in the knights’ hands striking out at her as she walked past them flashed through her mind. Get a grip on yourself, Cortney! She took a deep breath. Morticia’s killer doesn’t even know you are in town, she reminded herself. 
 
    As Cortney walked down the corridor, she realized that all the doors to the bedrooms looked exactly alike. I forgot to count how many doors my bedroom was from the top of the stairs. Don’t panic. I’m sure my bedroom was about the fifth door down, Cortney thought as she counted doors until she reached the fifth one. Let me take a peek inside, she thought as she turned the doorknob. 
 
    It’s locked. Did I lock my door? Cortney wondered as she pulled the key out of her pocket. I must have, she decided as she stuck the key into the keyhole. She heard a click when she turned the key. “I hope the key isn’t a skeleton key and will open all the bedroom doors,” Cortney mumbled as she opened the door. 
 
    All Cortney could see was darkness. She stepped inside enough to feel the wall for the light switch. She fumbled around until her fingers located the switch and flipped it upward. A lamp beside a canopy bed flared to life. 
 
    This isn’t my room, Cortney thought as she looked around the interior. The room was smaller than hers but fashioned similarly. The layout looked identical to hers. 
 
    “Who’s there?” a deep gravelly voice called out. 
 
    “Sorry, I thought it was my room,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “I’ve not heard your voice before. Who are you?” the voice asked. 
 
    “Cortney Barnaby.” 
 
    “The lost little witch has returned! Imagine that. And Miss Morticia didn’t live to see you all grown up into a younger reflection of herself,” The voice said. 
 
    “You must have mistaken me for someone else. I’m not a witch. Heck, there’s no such thing as witches. You’re playing a joke on me, aren’t you?” Cortney said. “I swear nothing is normal in this house. Well, in Bayou George for that matter.” 
 
    “Yes, I sense you are a virgin witch. You have never used your powers,” the voice said. 
 
    “Don’t be silly. I’m not a witch,” Cortney said. “Okay, come out and reveal yourself. I’m tired of talking to a voice,” Cortney added. 
 
    The voice didn’t respond. 
 
    “I’m leaving,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Wait. Don’t go. I want some company. I’m sad that Miss Morticia died. She used to come and talk to me often. I’m lonely,” the voice said. 
 
    “So, what is your relationship to Aunt Morticia? And why are you stuck in the bedroom?” 
 
    “I’m the butler… or I was Miss Morticia’s butler before I died of smallpox. Miss Morticia brewed a spell to heal me, but I died anyway. However, her spell turned me into a ghost. Miss Morticia has been kind to me since my death. I died long before you were born, but Miss Morticia told me about your birth. However, your mother wouldn’t bring you to see me. My name is Chester Macomber,” the voice said. 
 
    “You are telling me that Aunt Morticia was a witch? And what… What do you mean that you are a ghost? I’m talking to you. You certainly sound alive to me. Are you crazy? Is that why Frank has you locked in your bedroom?” Cortney asked as she paused at the door. 
 
    “Crazy? I suppose I am. How can one keep their sanity when confined to the same room year after dreary year? I don’t even remember what the rest of the house looks like.” 
 
    “The door is unlocked. You can leave. I don’t think it’s right for Frank to keep you locked up in the bedroom,” Cortney said. 
 
    “No, no, you don’t understand. I can’t leave the bedroom even if the door is open,” Chester said. 
 
    “Chester, you sound a little crazy. On second thought, I think I’ll lock the door when I leave,” Cortney said. “Now, if you want to keep talking to me, show yourself, or I’m leaving.” 
 
    “Promise you won’t scream?” Chester said. 
 
    “Well, I don’t have a good track record of keeping my word about not screaming. I told Frank I wouldn’t scream, but the moment I saw his face, I screamed and fainted. I think I hurt his feelings,” Cortney said. “Are you as ugly as Frank?” 
 
    “I’ll have you know, I’m very handsome. I’m not a freak like Frank,” Chester said. 
 
    “Then why would I scream when I see you?” Cortney said. 
 
    “I’m a ghost.” 
 
    “Chester, no wonder Frank keeps you locked up in your bedroom if you believe you are a ghost. You sound like you might be dangerous,” Cortney said. “You aren’t going to attack me, are you?” 
 
    “Ghosts are harmless,” Chester said. 
 
    “But maybe someone that thinks they are a ghost is dangerous,” Cortney said. 
 
    “I told you that I will not harm you. But I must warn you that I can’t catch you if you faint. Hmm, maybe it would be safer if you sit on the edge of the bed. Then, when you faint, you won’t hurt yourself,” Chester said. 
 
    “No, I’m staying near the door. Now come out from hiding. I’m not going to frigging faint!” Cortney said raising her voice. 
 
    “Hmm, I hope you don’t kiss your boyfriend with that mouth,” Chester said 
 
    “Last chance to show yourself, Chester!” Cortney called out in exasperation. 
 
    Suddenly the air shimmered. A translucent man appeared out of thin air directly in front of Cortney. 
 
    “Boo!” 
 
    Cortney screamed as she collapsed. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Wakey, wakey, little witch,” a voice from far away called to Cortney. She opened her eyes. The translucent man hovered over her. 
 
    Cortney screamed. 
 
    “Stop screaming! You promised not to scream!” the figure called out as he covered his ears with his hands. 
 
    “You… You’re a ghost!” Cortney said in a panicked voice as she struggled to her feet and backpedaled to the door. 
 
    “Gee, you’re the bright one of the family, aren’t you,” Chester said sarcastically. 
 
    “Is this some parlor trick?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Wow, what does it take to get through to you? You don’t believe you are a witch; you don’t believe I’m a ghost. Heck, I bet you don’t even believe that Tom Cat is a familiar,” Chester said shaking his head. 
 
    “Frank already told me that Tom Cat is a familiar. But, I’m not sure I believe him.” 
 
    “What’s your name again?” Chester said as he scratched his head. “My memory isn’t what it was a couple of hundred years ago.” 
 
    Cortney shook her head. “Five million dollars isn’t worth this. I’m heading back to Malvern tomorrow!” 
 
    “Don’t be such a drama queen,” Chester said. 
 
    “I am not a drama queen! How am I supposed to respond? First, I meet a butler that looks like Frankenstein’s monster. Next, I learn that my Aunt Morticia was poisoned and that the person that poisoned her will more than likely attempt to kill me. Then I find out the cat I saved is a familiar. And finally, I stumble into your bedroom, and you tell me you are a ghost and I’m a witch! Tell me, how do you expect me to react?” Cortney demanded angrily. 
 
    “When you put it in those terms, I guess your reaction might be in the normal range,” Chester said. 
 
    “Thanks for being so generous,” Cortney said in an angry tone. 
 
    “Hmm, you have spunk talking back to a ghost,” Chester said. 
 
    “Crap, you aren’t a ghost!” Cortney said as concern replaced the anger in her voice.  
 
    Without warning, the ghost swatted Cortney’s face. Cortney screamed as the hand passed through her face. 
 
    “Why are you screaming? I didn’t hurt you. I can’t hurt you,” Chester said as he stuck his hand into Cortney’s chest. 
 
    The sight of the translucent man’s arm protruding from her chest caused Cortney to scream again. 
 
    “Stop screaming. I haven’t hurt you,” Chester said. 
 
    “Then stop sticking your frigging hand into me. It freaks me out. It’s not like I meet a ghost every day. Heck, I’m still not convinced I really see you. Maybe I drank too much wine,” Cortney said. 
 
    Chester turned and walked through the sofa. “There! Only a ghost can walk through a solid object. If you don’t believe me, try it yourself.” 
 
    “But there’s no such things as witches and ghosts! Gee, maybe I’m in an alternate universe,” Cortney said. 
 
    “You can believe in an alternate universe but not witches and ghosts? Wow. That blows my mind,” Chester said as he floated to the ceiling. 
 
    “Well, it’s more scientific than believing in ghosts,” Cortney replied. “And you might be just a hologram. Yeah, that’s it. You’re a hologram. Wow, you had me going there for a moment, Chester, if that’s your name. So, is the house like a Halloween fun house that’s open all year around?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Please go. I haven’t had a headache for a hundred years. However, you have managed to give me one. I feel sorry for Frank having to deal with you. I never thought I would be glad I’m a ghost,” Chester said. 
 
    “Okay, if you are a ghost, tell me who poisoned Aunt Morticia?” Cortney said. 
 
    “How in the dickens would I know? I haven’t left this bedroom in a hundred years,” Chester said. 
 
    “Aren’t ghosts all seeing and all knowing?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t believe in ghosts?” 
 
    “I don’t, but in ghost stories, the ghosts see events in the past and future,” Cortney explained. 
 
    “Just leave me. You are making my headache worse. Life is not a dime store novel,” Chester said as he floated back to the floor. 
 
    “So, I take it that you don’t know who poisoned Aunt Morticia?” Cortney said. 
 
    “I thought I said that in plain English. Is English your first language?” Chester asked. 
 
    “It’s my only language,” Cortney snapped. “Were you as irritating when you were alive?” 
 
    “Oh, so now you believe I’m a ghost. God, women are so wishy-washy.” 
 
    “I think I’ll stay just to make your headache worse,” Cortney said. “Since your body doesn’t have any substance, you can’t hurt me.” 
 
    “Then I’ll leave,” Chester said. 
 
    “You already told me you couldn’t leave the room,” Cortney replied. “So, you don’t know who killed Morticia,” Cortney mumbled. 
 
    “Must I repeat everything?”  
 
    “I’m going to investigate who poisoned Aunt Morticia,” Cortney declared. 
 
    “Really?” Chester said.  
 
    “Well, what choice do I have? Frank said I was next on the list,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Was he looking at you with his brown eye or his blue eye when he said that?” Chester asked. 
 
    “Both eyes,” Cortney said in a puzzled tone. 
 
    “Well, then he must be right. You give me a terrible headache, but I prefer you didn’t die. I might learn to tolerate you in small doses,” Chester said as though in deep thought. 
 
    “Do you know why a member of the council would want to kill Aunt Morticia?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “I only know what goes on in the rest of the house when someone tells me. This room is my universe,” Chester said in a sad tone. 
 
    “Did Aunt Morticia say something that might point to one of the five council members as the possible killer?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “She disliked all the council members,” Chester said. 
 
    “Anyone in particular?” 
 
    “No,” Chester said. “And thanks for trying to find out who poisoned Morticia,” he added. 
 
    “Hey, I’m no detective. I doubt if I’ll uncover anything interesting. But I’m going to the police station tomorrow. Guess that’s the best place to start. Now, I’m feeling sleepy. Meeting you took a lot of energy out of me,” Cortney admitted. 
 
    “So, do you at least believe that I’m a ghost and not a hologram?” Chester asked. 
 
    “I’m leaning toward that explanation, but I don’t want to dwell on it or I’ll freak out,” Cortney said as she walked over to the door. 
 
    “Will you visit me tomorrow?” Chester asked. 
 
    “Yeah, and I’ll tell you what I learn at the police station,” Cortney said as she opened the door. 
 
    “The police aren’t going to be very helpful,” Chester said. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, Frank said that too. But the police here in Bayou George can’t be that bad,” Cortney said as she opened the bedroom door. “Good night, sleep tight, don’t let the bedbugs bite,” she added. 
 
    “I can’t sleep,” she heard Chester say as she closed the door. She walked to the next room. “God, I hope this is my bedroom,” she said as she turned the doorknob. 
 
    “Meow?” Tom Cat called from the bed. 
 
    “I got lost,” Cortney said as she decided not to mention Chester. She took a couple of steps toward the bed and stopped as she spotted the broomstick on the floor. 
 
    Okay, as weird as it sounds, maybe it is a witch’s broomstick. It is either a witch’s broomstick, or I’m going insane, Cortney thought. Let’s go with it’s a witch’s broomstick because I would hate to think I’m having a nervous breakdown. 
 
    “Okay show me what you can do,” Cortney said as she bent over and grabbed the handle of the broomstick. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five  
 
    The broomstick felt warm and alive as Cortney held it in her hands. She fought the impulse to scream and drop the broom, but her racing heart signaled that she might panic. Cortney took a couple of deep breaths to remain calm. 
 
    So, it’s a witch’s broomstick! It’s not going to hurt me. I have never read of a broomstick hurting someone, Cortney thought as she glared at the broom.  
 
    “Can you fly?” Cortney asked and immediately felt silly talking to a broom.  
 
    “Meow.” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Yeah, well meow doesn’t tell me much, Tom Cat. And, if you are really a familiar, shouldn’t you be able to talk?” Cortney said, finding it calming to talk to the cat. 
 
    Tom Cat didn’t respond. 
 
    “Okay, let’s try this. When I ask you a question, you meow once for yes and twice for no. Do you think your little brain can do that?” 
 
    “Meow!”  
 
    “Okay, I’ll take that for a yes,” Cortney paused. “Are you a familiar?” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “Do you know who poisoned Aunt Morticia? 
 
    “Meow, meow.” 
 
    “Can you speak?” 
 
    “Meow, meow, meow.” 
 
    “What does three meows mean? Hmm, does it mean that you can’t answer with a simple yes or no?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “Okay, so you do understand what I say. Now I’ll repeat the question. Can the broomstick fly?” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    Cortney almost dropped the broomstick when she heard Tom Cat’s reply. 
 
    “So, it’s a witch’s broomstick?” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “Is it Aunt Morticia’s broomstick?” 
 
    “Meow, meow, meow?” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Cortney said as she looked from the broom to Tom Cat. “Okay. I guess that’s another question that you can't answer with a yes or no. Hmm, maybe you are smarter than you look.” 
 
    “Meow!” 
 
    “Okay, let’s try this. Did the broomstick belong to Aunt Morticia before she died?” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    Gee, I don’t know if I want to ask the cat the next question. I might not like the answer, Cortney thought before she spoke. “Does the broomstick belong to me now that Aunt Morticia is dead?” 
 
    “Meow!”  
 
    “Gee, am I really a witch?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Meow!” 
 
    “Tom Cat? You were supposed to meow twice!” Cortney said. “I don’t want to be a witch!” 
 
    Tom Cat licked his paw. 
 
    “Darn it. Then, if I’m a witch, I want to ride the broomstick,” Cortney said. “How does it work?” she asked as she glanced at the bed. “Meowing isn’t going to tell me how to ride the broomstick.” 
 
    Cortney lowered the straw end of the broom to the floor, while she held the handle in her hand. She threw her leg over the broomstick like she used to do the stick pony at the orphanage as a little girl. Holding on to the handle, Cortney called out “Giddy up” and waited for it to rise into the air. 
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    “Tom Cat, do I have to say a magic word?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Meow, meow.” 
 
    “Then, how does the darn thing work? There are no controls! How am I supposed to make it fly?” Cortney demanded as she walked around the room astride the broomstick. “This is ridiculous. If anyone took a picture of me now and put it on the internet, I would be a laughing stock,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “Stop agreeing with me!” Cortney shouted. “Are you sure it will fly?” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “Think, Cortney! How would you control something without any visible controls?” Cortney said. 
 
    Mentally! The thought flashed across Cortney’s mind. Almost immediately Cortney thought fly! 
 
    Cortney screamed as the broomstick lifted her into the air and darted across the room. Stop! she thought as the wall rushed toward her. 
 
    The broomstick stopped so suddenly that Cortney did a flip over the end of the handle and landed on the floor with a thud. 
 
    “Meow?” 
 
    “Do you want to try it? It’s not as easy as it looks. It’s like riding a bicycle. You always fall the first time you try to ride a bike,” Cortney said. “And I bet Aunt Morticia went to witch’s school or something like that.” 
 
    “Meow?” 
 
    “God, what does a cat know about riding a bike. I might as well be talking to myself,” Cortney said as she climbed to her feet. Only then did she notice that the broomstick still hovered in the air. “That’s neat,” Cortney said. “Okay, let’s try this again.” 
 
    “Meow, meow,” Tom Cat called out. 
 
    “No? Why?” Cortney asked looking across the room. Instead of lying on the bed, Tom Cat stood at the window rubbing himself against the window curtains. “Are you trying to tell me something?” 
 
    “Meow,” Tom Cat said as he swatted the curtain with his paw. 
 
    “Oh, no! I’m not opening the window and flying outside,” Cortney said shaking her head. “What if I fall?” 
 
    “Meow, meow,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Are you saying I will not fall?” 
 
    “Meow.”  
 
    “And what in heaven’s name is going to keep me from falling?” 
 
    Tom Cat licked his paw. 
 
    “Are you sure I will not fall?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “Are you possibly saying that the broomstick will not let me fall?” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “Tom Cat, if you are lying, you are going to be roadkill! Again!” Cortney said as she grabbed hold of the broomstick and pulled the floating broom across the room. When Cortney let go of the broomstick, it remained in the air. I must be bat dung crazy! She thought as she pulled open the curtains. 
 
    It’s a frigging full moon! Now that’s creepy! 
 
    Cortney tried to ignore the headstones in the cemetery reflected in the silvery moonlight. She felt creeped out enough without thinking about the dead. Could they rise from the grave like zombies? Cortney’s world had been turned upside down. She no longer knew what was possible and what wasn’t. 
 
    “Meow?” 
 
    “Don’t rush me. This is a big step for me. It requires a leap of faith that I’m not sure I have in me,” Cortney confessed. “I mean maybe I am hallucinating and nothing I’ve seen tonight is real. If that’s the case and I go out the window on a broomstick, and it’s all an illusion, I’ll fall to my death.” 
 
    “Meow, meow.” 
 
    “Hey, I don’t have nine lives like you. If I die, I don’t want to come back or at least not as a ghost like Chester. If Chester really is a ghost,” Cortney said as she stared out the window. I guess if I don’t want to break my neck flying around the room I have to fly outside, Cortney thought as she raised the window and stuck her head out. 
 
    The cold night air felt refreshing. Cortney looked at the rising moon visible through the window as she straddled the broomstick. Here goes nothing, she thought. She started to give the broomstick a mental command to fly out the window, but chickened out at the last moment. 
 
    “I can’t do this! It’s insane! Everything that’s happened to me since I started this trip is crazy!” Cortney said as she glanced down at Tom Cat. “I didn’t ask for any of this! I wished I had told Frank to go fly a kite when he called me to tell me about my inheritance,” Cortney said shaking her head. 
 
    Tom Cat put his head against Cortney’s leg and tried to nudge it forward. 
 
    “Yes, I get it. You want me to fly through the window,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “But if I do this, there’s no turning back is there? It’s a declaration that I’m a witch,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “Rats! Who am I kidding? My life in Malvern was dreadful. I had a terrible job, a no-good boyfriend, and a crappy apartment. I barely had enough money to take in a movie now and then. My life was pathetic.” Cortney declared. 
 
    Cortney clung to that thought as she hunched over and gave the broomstick a mental command to fly through the window. As she felt the broom rise in the air, Cortney closed her eyes. If I die, don’t let me turn into a ghost like Chester, she thought as the broomstick moved forward slowly. 
 
    Feeling the cool night air against her face, Cortney opened her eyes. 
 
    I’m flying! 
 
    She glanced down and screamed. The houses of Bayou George looked like dollhouses as the broomstick flew over the town. She tightened her grip on the handle until they cramped, as images of falling off the broomstick flashed through Cortney’s mind. 
 
    However, as she left the town behind and flew over the vast swamp surrounding Bayou George, Cortney started to relax. Her confidence grew. The paralyzing fear she had experienced the moment she had flown out of the window vanished.  
 
    This is freedom! Cortney thought as the wind blew through her hair. If this is what being a witch is, then I’m glad I am one! As she directed the broomstick to circle the outer edge of Bayou George, Cortney tried to finally accept the fact that she was, without a doubt, a witch. The acknowledgment made a lie of everything she believed. Airborne on a broomstick, flying high above the trees, finally proved to Cortney her new reality. 
 
    Time to return! Cortney thought as she glanced up at the moon. She wanted to keep flying, but her eyes felt heavy. She feared she might fall asleep and slip off the broomstick. Besides, her knees felt tired. She was using them to cling to the handle of the broom. 
 
    As she raced over Bayou George, she suddenly heard something zip through the air near her head. A moment later she heard a rifle shot.  
 
    Someone shot at me! 
 
    Faster! Fly home as fast as possible! Cortney gave the mental command to the broomstick. 
 
    Suddenly Cortney felt a hurricane force wind batting against her face. She feared that the wind would peel her off the broomstick and struggled to grip the handle harder. Even as she did, she felt herself beginning to slip.  
 
    I’m going to fall! 
 
    The broomstick slowed down abruptly. Cortney managed not to flip over the end of the broom as she had done in the bedroom. To her surprise, Cortney realized that the window lay just ahead. She bent down hugging the broomstick as it flew through the opened window. 
 
    Once inside the bedroom, Cortney loosened her grip on the handle of the broomstick. She immediately fell onto the floor. 
 
    “Meow?” 
 
    “Okay, so I’ve got to learn how to dismount,” Cortney said as she struggled to stand on her rubbery legs. She had to grab hold of the bedpost to keep from falling. “It’s not as easy as it looks,” she added as Tom Cat licked his paw. 
 
    “Tom Cat! Someone shot at me!” Cortney called out suddenly recalling the whizzing of the bullet past her head. “Someone tried to kill me!” 
 
    “Meow, meow.” 
 
    “Yes, someone fired a rifle at me as I flew back home,” Cortney said. “Frank was right. Whoever killed Aunt Morticia is trying to kill me,” Cortney said as she hurried to close the window and pull the curtains.  
 
    “I have to find who poisoned my aunt before they kill me!” Cortney said as she turned away from the window and realized that the broomstick still floated in the air. 
 
    “Tom Cat, I’ve never felt so free as I did riding that broomstick. I felt like I belonged on it! That I was truly alive for the first time in my life,” Cortney said as she grabbed the broom and pulled it across the room to the closet. 
 
    “Tom Cat, does the broomstick have a name?” 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “What is its name. Gee, you can’t tell me. God, I wish you could talk. I want to know the broomstick’s name,” Cortney said as she stood the broom in the corner of the closet by the door. 
 
    Tom Cat walked up to Cortney and started moving his right paw over the carpet. 
 
    “You can write? Hmm, I didn’t see that coming,” Cortney said. “Okay, spell out the broomstick’s name.” 
 
    H-I-L-D-E-G-A-R-D  
 
    “Hildegard,” Cortney repeated the name that Tom Cat spelled out on the carpet. “That’s a nice name. It’s strong,” Cortney said. “It sounds like one of the women warriors from one of those God-awful Wagner operas,” Cortney said as she walked back to the closet. She glanced in the corner of the closet. “Thanks for the wonderful ride, Hildegard,” Cortney said. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six 
 
    “Did you sleep well?” Frank asked as Cortney entered the dining room with Tom Cat. 
 
    “You could have warned me that a ghost lived in the bedroom next to mine,” Cortney replied as she took a seat at the opposite end of the table. 
 
    “Would you have believed me?” Frank asked as he stared at Cortney with his brown eye, while he eyed his fried eggs with his blue one. 
 
    How does Frank do that with his eyes? Cortney thought. “I guess, I wouldn’t have believed you,” she admitted. “Bayou George seems to be governed by a different reality than the rest of the world. The impossible seems to be the norm here,” she added. 
 
    “Did you faint when you met Chester?” Frank asked with a smirk on his ugly face. 
 
    Cortney thought about lying for a moment but decided that it wouldn’t serve a purpose. “Yes, I screamed and fainted. Now, are you happy?” 
 
    “You are such a delicate flower,” Frank said as he watched Mildred serve Cortney eggs. “Ah, was that you I saw flying across the night sky on a broomstick?” he asked staring at Cortney with both eyes. 
 
    “Yes. I rode Hildegard out to the swamp,” Cortney admitted. 
 
    “How did you know the broomstick’s name?” 
 
    “Tom Cat spelled out its name with his paw,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Meow,” Tom Cat said as he raised his head from his bowl of milk. 
 
    “So, now, do you believe you are a witch?” Frank asked. 
 
    “Yes, although I can’t completely wrap my mind around the fact, there’s no denying that I am indeed a witch,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “Did you enjoy flying under a full moon?” Frank asked. 
 
    “I did until someone took a shot at me with a rifle,” Cortney said. 
 
    Frank’s body stiffened. “Someone tried to kill you?!” he shouted. 
 
    “Yes, I don’t know why else they would be shooting at me if it weren’t to kill me,” Cortney said. 
 
    “You should have reported the attempt to me immediately!” Frank said in a cold tone. “I would have searched for them.” 
 
    “It was dark. I don’t even know the direction the shot came from. How could you have located the shooter?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “I would have sniffed them out with my acute sense of smell,” Frank said. 
 
    “But you wouldn’t have had their scent,” Cortney said puzzled at how Frank could sniff out a person without the scent. 
 
    “Gunpowder. I could have located the shooter by the scent of gunpowder,” Frank explained. 
 
    “Then go for it,” Cortney said. 
 
    “No, it's too late. The scent from the rifle shot has dissipated by now,” Frank informed Cortney with raised eyebrows, which were strange looking because of the different length of his eyebrows. 
 
    It was as though the doctor sawed two people in half and fitted them together. 
 
    “Are you disturbed by my looks, Miss Cortney?” Frank asked. 
 
    “You look similar to a fictional character in a book I once read,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Oh, that one. I should have never done the interview with Mary. She twisted the facts. Mary completely ignored the facts of my case. She made no mention of the carriage accident that killed my brother and me. Made up a story about a doctor digging up bodies and sewing parts of them together to make a monster. But she did get one thing right, Dr. Stein had to harness the electric discharge of a lightning bolt to restart my heart. However, as you can see, I’m no monster that goes around killing people,” Frank said. 
 
    “Wow, and I thought it couldn’t get any weirder,” Cortney said without thinking. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to imply that you are weird, Frank. It’s just your circumstances that are strange,” she added. 
 
    “Yes, it was a medical miracle,” Frank replied. “I’m one lucky man.” 
 
    Or two. I wonder if Frank has one brain or two? His head is rather large for his body, Cortney thought. 
 
    “But the book was written a long time ago, and you don’t look your age,” Cortney said trying to be delicate with the question. 
 
    “I don’t age. I guess it had something to do with the electrical discharge from the lightning bolt. It seemed to have done some weird things to my cells.” 
 
    “What occupation did you work at before the accident? Cortney asked. 
 
    “My brother and I were doctors. I tried to resume my profession after the accident but… Well, with my looks, it was impossible to get patients. Morticia knew of my situation very well, and hired me as a footman,” Frank explained.  
 
    “I guess Chester was my aunt’s butler back then,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Yes, but I watched him closely and learned how to act like a butler. And when he died of smallpox, Miss Morticia promoted me to butler,” Frank explained. 
 
    “I see,” Cortney said as she swallowed a forkful of eggs. She glanced over at Mildred standing beside the door to the kitchen. The old crone seems to be the only normal person in the house, Cortney thought. 
 
    “You said at dinner last night that you were going to investigate Miss Morticia’s death. Are you still inclined to do so?” Frank asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’m going to the police station this morning to ask about the case. Would you like to accompany me?”  
 
    Frank shook his head violently. “No, I never leave the house — the fewer people that see my condition, the better. I made the mistake of trying to assimilate with the local population once and got run out of town by people carrying pitchforks. It wasn’t a pleasant experience, and one I would rather not repeat. In the dreadful novel, the author had them burning me alive. Reading the end of the novel traumatized me for years,” Frank said with a sad sigh. 
 
    “Yes, I don’t want the good folks of Bayou George burning down the house before I inherit it,” Cortney said. And sell it, she thought to herself. “Frank, do I really have to work as a waitress in the diner?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Yes, it was your aunt’s wishes. I think she wanted you to be accepted in the community. And what better way to meet people, and show your humility, than working as a waitress in the Sweet Shop Diner,” Frank said as he glared at Cortney with both his brown eye and his blue eye. 
 
    “Well, Pop is going to have to handle the diner this morning. I’m going to the police station,” Cortney declared. 
 
    “I advise against going to the police. But if you do, you must not reveal that you are a witch. We keep the practices of the hidden arts from the citizens of Bayou George,” Frank said. 
 
    “Hidden arts? What are you talking about?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “I’ll explain everything to you tonight,” Frank said. “Oh, go ahead to the police station. If you cause a disturbance with the police, I’ll have one of the council members clean up the mess. You seem to need things proven to you,” Frank added. 
 
    “You are talking in riddles, Frank. Are you sure Mildred didn’t slip some booze in your coffee?” Cortney said. 
 
     “You will find the police chief is a, oh, what’s the local term, redneck! He’s a redneck. He hates Barnaby House. He calls it a blight on Bayou George,” Frank said. 
 
    “Surrounded by a smelly, alligator-infested swamp, I don’t see how anything could be a blight on the town. If you ask me, Bayou George is a blight on the swamp,” Cortney said and giggled. 
 
    Frank didn’t laugh. 
 
    “You must grow to love Bayou George, Miss Cortney,” Frank said in a serious tone. “It is your home!” 
 
    I don’t like the way he said that! It was as though he meant my home forever! Cortney thought. Little does he realize that when the year is up, I’m going to grab the cash, sell this spooky old mansion and move to New Orleans. 
 
    Cortney summoned up a serious tone. “Yes, it is my home. And I’m sure I’ll grow fond of it.” 
 
    “Great,” Frank said as he stood up from the table. “I’ve got lots of work to do.” 
 
    Gee, Frank is well over six and a half feet tall. I missed that the first time I met him. His scarred face captured my full attention. 
 
    “Yes, I guess a butler’s job is very taxing,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Well, it is, in fact, but I’m writing a biography of Miss Morticia in remembrance of her,” Frank said. 
 
    “Really? Be sure to let me read it once you finish. I know practically nothing about my aunt. I do hope you include material on my parents. The only thing I know about them is that they died in an automobile accident when I was a year old,” Cortney said.  
 
    “Yes, I will,” Frank said. However, the tone of his voice suggested otherwise. 
 
    Hmm, I think he’s hiding something from me about my parents, she thought as she watched Frank lumber out of the room as though it was hard to coordinate the movements of his different size feet. 
 
    “Tom Cat? Are you ready to go to the police station?” 
 
    “Meow, meow.” 
 
    “You better get ready. I’m not walking into the lion’s den alone,” Cortney said. “So, bring your huevos and let’s go to the police station.” 
 
    “Meow, meow, meow,” Tom Cat protested. 
 
    “Whatever,” Cortney said as she walked out of the dining room with a reluctant black cat following her. 
 
    As Cortney walked outside, she took note of the barren yard. She didn’t see even one blade of grass. The cemetery looked equally barren. She wondered if there might be something in the soil prohibiting plant growth. 
 
    Maybe the grounds were salted like back in biblical times. Oh, it doesn’t matter. I’m going to sell the property the first chance I get, she thought as she cranked her car.  
 
    Cortney glanced back at the house, surprised to see the door open again, and a large gray ferret emerging from inside. The creature quickly scampered around the side of the house.  
 
    Hmm, I guess Frank has a pet ferret. It’s strange that he lets it out of the house, Cortney thought as she pulled away from the house. Following the driveway through the cemetery, Cortney glanced at Tom Cat. “Don’t pout. It’s not becoming for a familiar to pout. Aren’t you supposed to be my servant?” 
 
    “Meow, meow, meow.” 
 
    “Wrong answer. The right answer is one meow, and you know it,” Cortney said. 
 
    “You aren’t afraid of the chief of police, are you?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Meow, meow.” 
 
    “Liar, liar, pants on fire,” Cortney sang. 
 
    Tom Cat hissed. 
 
    “Oh, did I catch you in a lie? I’m beginning to think you left your huevos back in the house,” Cortney said and laughed. 
 
    Tom Cat hissed again. 
 
    “It’s just my luck to get a chicken little for a familiar,” Cortney said as she turned onto Sugar Cane Street. She had noticed the police station on her way to the house yesterday. 
 
    “My birthday! Oh God, I completely forgot that today is my twenty-first birthday. I can’t even call Roger,” Cortney said. It’s just as well. He’s a loser. When I have my inheritance, I’ll attract handsome men like flowers attract bees, Cortney thought as she spotted the police station and slowed down. 
 
    Cortney found a spot on the street in front of the station to park. She figured it was too early for them to be busy. Wow, that's a silly thought. The police aren’t selling something. It’s not like they have regular hours. Hmm, maybe people don’t report crimes right after breakfast. They let the meal settle first, Cortney thought and chuckled to herself. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
    Cortney glanced at the police station. The brick building that housed it stood between Charley Brown’s Men’s Clothing Store and the Crispy Doughnut Shop.  
 
    “Put your big boy pants on, Tom Cat, and let’s go and speak to the chief of police,” Cortney said as she opened her door. She held the door open for Tom Cat. “If the police are like Pop at the diner, they will think you are dead and buried. I need you to wrong-foot the chief. Then maybe he might tell me something about Morticia’s murder case that he wouldn’t tell the general public,” Cortney confessed to Tom Cat as she held the door open for him. 
 
    The small lobby of the police station was empty when Cortney and Tom Cat entered. Several metal folding chairs sat against the rear wall and faced the reception window. A fat sergeant set reading a newspaper behind the window. Even though the door buzzed when Cortney entered, the sergeant didn’t look up from the paper. 
 
    Cortney waited for a moment and then tapped on the window. The sergeant lowered the paper and shot Cortney an annoyed look. 
 
    “Reading the comics?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “What can I do for you Miss?” the sergeant said as a practiced smile appeared for a moment.  
 
    “I would like to speak to the chief of police about the murder of my Aunt Morticia,” Cortney said. 
 
    A look of interest quickly replaced the bored look he had presented.  
 
    “And who are you?” the sergeant asked as he laid down the newspaper. 
 
    “I’m Cortney Barnaby,” Cortney replied. “Ah, I see you were reading the comics,” Cortney said with an air of triumph. 
 
    The sergeant frowned for a moment before he flashed the bogus smile again. 
 
    “Do you have an appointment? The chief of police is a busy man,” the sergeant said. 
 
    “No, but as the next of kin, I need an update on the police efforts to find out who poisoned Aunt Morticia,” Cortney said and smiled as she glanced around the empty lobby. 
 
    The fat man took a deep breath. “Let me ring him and see if he has the time to meet with you. Have a seat. I’ll call you after I speak to the chief.” 
 
    “Sure, Sarge,” Cortney said as she turned her back on the reception window. “One ringy dingy, two ringy dingy,” she called over her shoulder as she walked to one of the metal chairs. 
 
    “Hey, is that a cat? You have to take him outside. No animals are allowed in the station!” the sergeant said raising his voice as he spoke. 
 
    “Tom Cat was poisoned the same time as my aunt. He’s a witness,” Cortney said. 
 
    The sergeant stood up to get a better look at Tom Cat. “That can’t be the same cat. He died when the old lady… I mean victim died,” the sergeant said. 
 
    “True, but he came back to life. Don’t you know that cats have nine lives?” Cortney glanced down at Tom Cat. “You have eight more lives left, right Tom Cat?” 
 
    “Meow, meow.” 
 
    “What? You have only seven more lives?” Cortney said not sure why her familiar answered no. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “Sorry, he has only seven more lives to go,” Cortney said as she wondered how Tom Cat had lost his other life. 
 
    “Loony,” the sergeant said under his breath. He raised his hands. “Heck, let the chief deal with you and the cat,” he added as he dialed. 
 
    “Joe Bob… Ah, there’s a woman in the lobby saying she’s Morticia Barnaby’s niece. She’s requesting an update on Morticia’s murder investigation,” the sergeant said into the receiver.  
 
    As Cortney watched, the sergeant cupped his hand over the receiver and spoke softly into the phone. The only words Cortney manage to hear were loony and cat. 
 
    The sergeant put down the receiver. “Ah, the chief will see you.” 
 
    “And Tom Cat too?” Cortney asked. 
 
    The sergeant shrugged. “Yeah, why not. I’ll buzz you through. The chief’s office is on the second floor. The stairs are on the right,” the sergeant called out as Cortney, and Tom Cat walked through the security door. 
 
    “The sergeant thinks you are loony, Tom Cat,” Cortney said. “So, try to act normal,” Cortney said and giggled. 
 
    “Meow, meow, meow!”  
 
    “Same to you too, Road Kill,” Cortney said as they reached the second floor. The third door down a long hallway had Chief of Police written in black letters across the face of the door. 
 
    Cortney knocked lightly on the door and waited. 
 
    “Come in!” 
 
    Cortney opened the door to find a muscular, middle-aged, red-haired man sitting behind a small oak desk. The man stood up as Cortney entered. 
 
    “My name is Joe Bob Thorton. I’m the chief of police,” the man in a blue police uniform declared. 
 
    “I’m Cortney Barnaby, and this is Tom Cat,” Cortney said. 
 
    “What can I do for you Miss Cortney?” the man said as he sat down and motioned to one of the two chairs in front of his desk. “Please have a seat.” 
 
    “Chief Thorton, as I told your sergeant, I would like a progress report on the investigation of Aunt Morticia’s death.” 
 
    Instead of answering her, Chief Thorton glanced down at Tom Cat. “That can’t be the old lady’s… I mean Miss Morticia’s cat. It died from the same poison as she succumbed to at the council board luncheon,” Chief Thorton said. 
 
    “Thought he was a goner, but the cat came back,” Cortney said. “Cats have nine lives. Tom Cat still has eight… I mean seven more lives to go, isn’t that right Tom Cat?” Cortney said. 
 
    Tom Cat stopped licking his left paw. He glanced at Cortney as he said. “Meow.” 
 
    “Well, that might be, Miss Cortney, but I suspect this isn’t the same Tom Cat that died with your aunt. You know all black cats look alike,” Chief Thorton said. “But I’ll take a DNA sample and see if it matches with Tom Cat’s DNA. The coroner performed an autopsy on the cat, so there’s a sample of his DNA on file.” Chief Thorton said as he opened a drawer of his desk and pulled out a DNA testing kit. He stood up and started around the table then stopped. “Where’s the cat?” he asked. 
 
    Cortney glanced at the chair next to her, and to her surprise, Tom Cat had vanished. “Sorry, I guess he wasn’t comfortable giving a DNA sample,” Cortney said. “He values his privacy.” 
 
    The chief of police looked at Cortney with raised eyebrows. “You are talking about a cat, not a person. He doesn’t know a DNA sample from catnip,” Chief Thorton declared. “Where did he go? Where is he? The door is closed. He couldn’t have gotten out of the room.” 
 
    “He’s always popping in and out of places. I found him on the road as I drove to Bayou George. I thought he was roadkill when I examined him. But I got a terrible electrical shock when I grabbed his tail to pull him off the road. Then low and behold, he opened his eyes. He returned from the dead. I guess that proves that cats do have nine lives. I took him to Barnaby House, and the butler said he was my aunt’s cat, Tom Cat. I thought I should bring him along with me since everyone said that Tom Cat died with Aunt Morticia,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Are you sure you weren’t smoking weed when you found the cat? I don’t allow drugs in Bayou George,” Chief Thorton warned.  
 
    “I never touch the stuff,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve heard that one before,” Chief Thorton said in a skeptical tone. 
 
    “Cross my heart,” Cortney said. 
 
     “Speaking of the butler, he is a strange one. He had a towel wrapped around his face when I interviewed him the day your aunt died. He said he had a rash and was soaking his face with ointment. However, I’ve heard that he is butt ugly and doesn’t want to show his face,” Chief Thorton said as he bent over and looked under the desk. “But I don’t see how the cat got out of the room with the door closed,” he added. 
 
    “He’ll probably be home when I get back,” Cortney said. “Now could you give me a progress report on my aunt’s murder case?” Cortney asked.  
 
    Tom Cat popped out of the police station rather than give a sample of his DNA. He doesn’t want to reveal that he’s a familiar. Now, Chief Thorton is thinking about Tom Cat’s disappearance and confused. Hmm, it couldn’t have worked out better, Cortney thought. 
 
    “What poison did the killer use?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Cyanide,” Chief Thorton said as he glanced behind his chair. 
 
    “Which one of the council members do you think killed Aunt Morticia?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure one of the council members killed Miss Morticia,” Chief Thorton said. “You did bring the cat into the office, didn’t you? I didn’t imagine seeing him, did I?” 
 
    “Yes. I apologize for Tom Cat’s actions. He hasn’t been the same since he died. He reminds me of one of those pets from that novel about the pet cemetery where the animals return from the dead,” Cortney said. “It’s so creepy.” 
 
    “You can say that again. It seems that a lot of creepy things happen up at Barnaby House. My police officers refused to go to the house on the day of the murder. I had to go myself and drag the coroner along with me,” Chief Thorton confessed. 
 
    “That’s a shame. I realize that the house looks like a spooky Halloween house, but it’s perfectly normal and so are the people. Frank, the butler, had an accident and underwent several rounds of surgery. He hides his face to spare people from seeing how hideously scarred the operations left him,” Cortney said in a sad voice. 
 
    “That’s too bad. I had heard that the man had scars on his face. I didn’t know how bad he looked,” Chief Thorton said. 
 
    “Well, bad enough for me to scream and faint when I first saw his face,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Really? That bad?” Chief Thorton asked. 
 
    “Yes, sadly enough. Now, tell me, Chief Thorton, is there one of the council members that you suspect more than the others?” Cortney asked.  
 
    “I don’t suspect any of them. From what I heard, the town of Bayou George would inherit the entire Barnaby fortune upon Miss Morticia’s death if no heirs were found. But here you are. So, what would any of the council members have to gain by murdering your aunt? I’m thinking that someone sneaked into the house and poisoned the caper sauce when that old woman wasn’t looking,” Chief Thorton said. 
 
    “I disagree. I think it was one of the council members,” Cortney stated. 
 
    Chief Thorton shook his head. “Leave the police work to professionals. We will find the killer.” 
 
    “How many detectives do you have working on the case?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m not at liberty to discuss an ongoing police case,” Chief Thorton said. “So instead of the town of Bayou George receiving the inheritance, you will get it? That’s a shame. The town could use the money.”  
 
    “Only if I live here for a year and work in the Sweet Shop Diner,” Cortney confessed. “If I don’t live up to the conditions, or die, then my aunt’s estate reverts to Bayou George,” Cortney paused. “I think whoever poisoned my aunt took a shot at me last night when I was fly… driving around town,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Really, why didn’t you report it?” Chief Thorton asked. 
 
    “I… My cell phone doesn’t get a signal in this area. And I had no proof that someone shot at me, except I saw a muzzle flash and heard rifle fire,” Cortney said. 
 
    “They missed your car? That’s strange. Sounds like the shooter can’t hit the side of a barn, or a car in this case,” Chief Thorton said. “I certainly don’t want him as a hunting partner.” 
 
    “Well, the point is that I think the person that killed my aunt will make more attempts on my life. And, that the killer is one of the council members, and is desperate to get control of my aunt’s estate,” Cortney said. 
 
    “I’ve vetted all the council members. They are all solid citizens of Bayou George. I’m of the opinion that someone other than one of the council members entered the house and poisoned the caper sauce,” Chief Thorton said. 
 
    “Yeah, you said that before. But I’ve considered that possibility and rejected it,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Now, have you? So, you have had lots of experience in investigating crimes, have you?” Chief Thorton said in a condescending tone. 
 
    “Nope, but even the best detectives had to start somewhere,” Cortney said. “Could I get a list of the council members that were at Barnaby House the morning my aunt died?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Your aunt should have a list,” Chief Thorton said. “Ah, ask the butler?” 
 
     “Yes, you are right. I’m sure Frank knows the names of the council members. What I need from you are their home addresses.”  
 
    “Sorry, I can’t reveal that information,” Chief Thorton said. “And let me remind you, Miss Cortney, that this is an ongoing police investigation. I will not tolerate you interfering with the police,” he added. 
 
    “Chief Thorton, it comes to my mind that the entire town of Bayou George stands to benefit from my leaving town, or getting killed should I try to stay and collect my inheritance. I suppose that your salary might even get a substantial bump if the town inherits Aunt Morticia’s estate. You and the police aren’t dragging your feet investigating my aunt’s death in hopes that the killer eliminates me, are you?” Cortney said. 
 
    “How dare you come into my office and make such a statement!” Chief Thorton shouted as he sprung to his feet. “I suggest you leave my office immediately,” he added. 
 
    “Sure, coming to see you was a total waste of my time, anyway,” Cortney said as she stood and walked to the door. “Don’t count on a big salary increase anytime soon. I’m not going anywhere. And whoever is attempting to kill me will find that I’m… let’s just say, they are in for a surprise,” Cortney said as she smiled at Chief Thorton before walking out of his office. 
 
    “Where’s the cat?” the sergeant asked as Cortney walked by his desk. 
 
    “I left him with Chief Thorton. He said he needed a cat because the office is overrun with blue rats. Ah, he asked me to tell you to bring up a bowl of warm milk. Gee, I’m not sure if it’s for him or Tom Cat,” Cortney said shaking her head as she walked into the lobby. 
 
    “I’m not a nursemaid for a darn cat.” Cortney heard the sergeant exclaim as she walked out of the building. 
 
    Tom Cat had his face pressed against the passenger window when Cortney reached the car. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be popping away in front of strangers. Normal cats can’t teleport themselves,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Meow, meow, meow,” Tom Cat answered. 
 
    “Yeah, I know you didn’t want to give them a sample of your DNA. You don’t want them to know you are a demon,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Meow,” Tom Cat said as he stared at Cortney. 
 
    “Yes, I know that a familiar is a demon that takes over the body of a cat. I said I didn’t believe in witches and ghosts. I didn’t say I was ignorant about them. Novels cover the subject of witches and ghosts extensively. I just always thought there was no truth behind the stories,” Cortney said as she pulled onto Sugar Cane Street. “Okay, now to serve my time at the diner.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
    “You are late!” Pop called through the service window as he flipped a hamburger patty. 
 
    “The boss is never late, Pop,” Cortney corrected the cook. 
 
    “And I thought I told you last time that we don’t allow pets in the diner,” Pop stated spotting Tom Cat as he jumped into a seat at a booth near the service window. 
 
    “New rules, Pop,” Cortney said as she walked behind the counter and grabbed an apron and an order book. 
 
    “Do you know the menu?” Pop asked. 
 
    “Pop, the menu is listed over the counter. I don’t think I need to memorize it. Look, this has been my day job since I graduated from high school. I know what I’m doing,” Cortney told the middle-aged cook. “You flip, and I serve,” she added as a new customer entered. 
 
    Cortney stared at the tall, thin man as he walked toward her. The man strode by her with serpentine movements. It was as though a lizard had just crossed in front of her. Once past her position, the man turned his head and looked back at Cortney as he headed to the last booth. 
 
      
 
    Cortney felt as though she looked in the eyes of a snake. 
 
    “Who’s that man?” Cortney asked as she leaned into the service window. 
 
    Pop glanced at the man as he took a seat in the booth. 
 
    “It’s Gator. He scares the heck out of me. The last waitress quit because of him. She said he gave her the evil eye,” Pop said. 
 
    “What’s his occupation? Bounty hunter?” Cortney asked as she suddenly felt as though she was in the presence of a predator. 
 
    “He hunts alligators. That’s why he’s called Gator. He tans their hides and makes belts and boots out of them. He knows the swamp around Bayou George like the back of his hand. He lives in the swamp in a house built on stilts and travels back and forth on his airboat,” Pop explained.  
 
    “I guess I better go see what he wants to order,” Cortney said as she pulled her order pad and a pencil from her pocket. 
 
    “Good morning, Gator,” Cortney said as she approached with her best trucker smile. 
 
    “Do I know you?” the man asked as he turned his reptilian eyes upon Cortney. 
 
    “I’m the new waitress and sort of owner of the Sweet Shop Diner,” Cortney said. 
 
    “I didn’t know that the old witch… the old woman sold the diner,” Gator said in an almost hissing voice. 
 
    “She didn’t. I guess you didn’t hear the news,” Cortney said. 
 
    “What news? I haven’t been in town for a couple of weeks,” Gator replied. 
 
    “Aunt Morticia was murdered.” 
 
    The thin faced man’s reptilian eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Murdered?” 
 
    “Poisoned,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “Who poisoned her?” 
 
    Cortney shrugged. “That, Gator, is the $64,000 question.” 
 
    “Chief Thorton hasn’t arrested a suspect?” Gator asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Any suspects?”  
 
    “Yeah, the five council members who were having lunch at Barnaby House.” 
 
    “The creepy five,” Gator said. 
 
    “Why do you call them creepy?” 
 
    “Ah, Frank hasn’t told you about the council?” Gator said. 
 
    “Frank hasn’t explained squat to me. Said something this morning about telling me everything tonight,” Cortney explained. “Ah, how do you know Frank?” 
 
     “I grew up in Barnaby House. Morticia was like a mother to me. You might say I’m sort of like your cousin,” Gator said. 
 
    “So, you know Frank and Mildred?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “And the former butler that’s confined to his bedroom,” Gator said lowering his voice. “Ah… Was that Tom Cat I saw in the booth?” he asked. 
 
    “Tom Cat number two. The other Tom Cat ate the poisoned caper sauce too,” Cortney added. 
 
    “So, he’s your Tom Cat,” Gator said and winked. 
 
    “I thought he was roadkill when I found him as I drove to Bayou George. However, he turned out to be alive and connected to me,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Yeah, I know what you mean. We should talk in private soon. I have lots of questions,” Gator said. 
 
    “Yes, we should, as I also have questions. But for now, what do you want to order for breakfast? Cortney asked. 
 
    “A rare steak and eggs sunny side up,” Gator said. 
 
    “That went really well,” Pop said as Cortney hung up the ticket in the window. 
 
    “Yeah, seems that we are practically cousins. He grew up at Barnaby House,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Wow, I didn’t see that coming. But I would hate to think I was related to Gator in any fashion,” Pop said. “He’s a real freak.” 
 
    “Aren’t we all, Pop,” Cortney said as she poured Gator a cup of coffee. She paused by the booth where Tom Cat had curled up in one of the seats. “Do you know Gator?” 
 
    “Meow,” Tom Cat said and hissed. 
 
    “So, you and he aren’t besties?” 
 
    “Meow, meow,” Tom Cat answered as Cortney walked away. 
 
    “I think Tom Cat number two doesn’t like you, Gator,” Cortney said. 
 
    “That’s because he is Tom Cat number three. I ate Tom Cat number one when I was a kid and couldn’t control certain urges,” Gator said. 
 
    “You darn well better not eat this Tom Cat, or I’ll make some luggage out of your hide,” Cortney said as she placed the cup of coffee on the table.  
 
    “I believe you would do it,” Gator said. 
 
    “When I found Tom Cat, he said he had eight more lives to go, but I learned from him this morning that he only has seven more lives to go,” Cortney said. 
 
    “I think he’s trying to forget about me eating him. It traumatized him,” Gator said. 
 
    “Yeah, it would traumatize anyone to be eaten. Usually, I would be intimidated by you, Gator. However, today is my birthday, and for some strange reason, I feel different. If I had met you yesterday, I would have been horrified of you. Gee, I would probably have screamed and fainted. Not that I’m saying that you’re freaky looking or anything. Ah, I think I hear Pop calling me. I’ll chat later,” Cortney said as she backpedaled. Open mouth and insert foot! she thought as she beat a hasty retreat. 
 
    “What? You aren’t best friends with Gator anymore? Wow, that friendship didn’t last long,” Pop said when he saw the expression on Cortney’s face. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to, but I called him a freak,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Hmm, you are lucky you aren’t gator bait about now,” Pop said as he placed a hamburger and an order of fries on the shelf of the window. “The order goes to the owner of Charley Brown’s Clothing Store in the booth beside the door,” Pop paused. “He’s one of the city council members,” Pop added. 
 
    “Really? Thanks for telling me, Pop,” Cortney said as she took the plate and hurried over to the booth. 
 
    “Here’s your burger and fries with a strawberry milkshake, Sir,” Cortney said placing the plate and glass on the table where a middle-aged chubby man with slicked-back, jet-black hair sat. 
 
    “Thanks, Sweetie. You must be new here. I haven’t seen you here before,” the man said. “But you look familiar,” he added with a puzzled look. 
 
    “Are you Charley Brown?” Cortney said. 
 
    The man chuckled. “No, that’s just the name of the store. I named it after a character I read about. I’m the owner. My name is Dick Innman. What’s yours?” 
 
    “Cortney Barnaby.” 
 
    The man choked on his milkshake.   
 
    “Are you Miss Morticia’s niece?” the man asked as he finished coughing. 
 
    “Yes, that’s me — little rich girl. Well, I’m not rich at the moment, but I will be in a year when I inherit my aunt’s estate,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Yes, her death came as a shock,” the man said. 
 
    “You mean her murder came as a shock, don’t you, Mr. Innman?” Cortney corrected the man. 
 
    “Yes, unfortunately, her death wasn’t a natural event,” Mr. Innman replied.  
 
    “You were at the table when my aunt was poisoned, weren’t you?” Cortney asked. 
 
    The man pushed his fries around with his fork. “Yes, I was at the table and watched Morticia die. It was horrible. I can’t get the image out of my mind. 
 
    “Did you poison Aunt Morticia?” Cortney suddenly demanded. 
 
    “What? Of course not! How dare you ask me such a question!”  
 
    “Someone at the table poisoned her caper sauce.” Cortney said softening her tone slightly. 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t me. I’ll admit that I didn’t always see eye to eye with Miss Morticia, but I would never kill her,” Councilman Innman said as his eyes hardened. 
 
    “So, you and my aunt had some disagreements?”  
 
    “Just trivial things. Nothing of substance,” Councilman Innman said as he reached up and loosened his blue tie. 
 
    “Tell me what your disagreements were and let me be the judge,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Some of us wanted to build a four-lane highway through the swamp and connect it to Interstate 10. Morticia was opposed to the project and persuaded most of the members to vote the project down. She wanted the town of Bayou George to remain a sleepy little hammock. I wanted to bring it into the twenty-first century. The highway project was just one of the things this town needs. We need to find some way to get cell phone service. Morticia opposed anything that would open the town up to a large influx of strangers,” Councilman Innman said as he pushed his plate away. “You, Sweetie, have spoiled my appetite!” he added.  
 
    The man tossed a five-dollar bill on the table.  
 
    “Keep the change, Sweetie,” he added as he slid out of the booth. 
 
    Cortney glanced down at the money. “Thanks, big tipper, for the nickel tip,” she called after him. 
 
    Hmm, I think I’ll place his name at the top of my list of suspects, Cortney thought as she carried the plate and half-full glass of strawberry milkshake back to the kitchen window. 
 
    “Hmm, I can see you know how to charm customers, boss,” Pop said. “I doubt if we’ll see Councilman Innman in here again,” he added. 
 
    “He might have been the person that poisoned my aunt. I’m not finished with him,” Cortney said. 
 
    “I think Gator needs a refill,” Pop said nodding his head toward the end of the diner. 
 
    Tom Cat licked his paw as Cortney walked by. 
 
    “You keep licking your paws, and they’re going to be sore,” Cortney said as she proceeded to Gator’s booth. 
 
    “More coffee?” 
 
    “Yeah, but what I want is to talk to you. I overheard your conversation with Councilman Innman.” 
 
    “Wow, you have good hearing,” Cortney said. I bet he heard every word of my conversation with Pop too. I better be careful what I say from now on when he’s in the diner, she thought. 
 
    “If you think Councilman Innman poisoned Miss Morticia I could slip into his house tonight and rough him up until he confesses,” Gator said. 
 
    Cortney took a quick breath. “Ah, wow, that’s a very kind offer, but I’m not sure if he poisoned Aunt Morticia. He’s just a suspect, along with the other four councilmen.” 
 
    “Or, I could work all of them over and see which one is guilty,” Gator said and took a sip of his coffee. 
 
    “Let’s wait for now. I only want the one that poisoned my aunt to pay the price,” Cortney replied as she forced herself to smile. 
 
    Man oh man is he a psychopath. I must remember to ask Frank about Gator, Cortney thought as she walked back to the counter. 
 
    “Pop, what do you know about Councilman Innman?” Cortney asked as she leaned her head through the service window. 
 
    “Not much. He’s been a councilman since I was a boy. Heck, come to think of it, all of them have been councilmen all my life.” 
 
    “Hmm, he doesn’t look that old does he?”  
 
    “Sorry, what were we talking about?” Pop said with a confused look. 
 
    “Councilman Innman,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “Yeah, sure. What do you want to know about Councilman Innman?” Pop said as he stirred the hot dog chili sauce. 
 
    “You said he had been a councilman all your life,” Cortney said. 
 
    “I don’t remember saying that. Of course, he hasn’t been a councilman that long,” Pop said as he put the lid on the chili sauce. 
 
    “But I’m sure I heard you correctly,” Cortney said. 
 
    “I’ve got a sudden headache. Let’s not discuss Councilman Innman. It makes my head throb,” Pop said as he placed an apple pie in the window. “Here, put this in the display case at the end of the counter,” he added. 
 
    Yeah, he must have been mistaken about how long Councilman Innman has served on the city council, Cortney thought as she carried the pie and placed it into the display. 
 
    Cortney’s feet ached by closing time. All she wanted to do was get home and take a hot shower. Home? Wow, I’m already thinking of Barnaby House as home. But Frank and Mildred are definitely not my parents! 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
    “Honey, I’m home,” Cortney said as she entered the house. 
 
    “Meow?” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “It’s an old American tradition to say those words when you come home from work. Didn’t you watch any television?” Cortney said as she walked through the grand foyer. 
 
    “Meow, meow.” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” Cortney replied. “You learn a lot from television. Before the internet, it was what educated children,” she added. 
 
    “Miss Cortney. Was I mistaken, or did you call me honey when you entered the house?” Frank asked as he appeared out of nowhere. 
 
    “It was a figure of speech, Frank. Even with beer goggles, I would never in a hundred years call you honey,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “So how did your first day at work go?” Frank asked as he glanced at Cortney with his blue eye and at Tom Cat with his brown eye. 
 
    “Peachy. Here I am a millionaire, and I’m stuck serving burgers and fries at a greasy spoon,” Cortney said. “Now what I want to do is go upstairs and take a shower to get the grease out of my hair.” 
 
    “Please come back down as soon as you freshen up, Miss Cortney. We are having a special dinner tonight,” Frank said as Cortney headed for the stairs. 
 
    “Oh, I can hardly wait for some more of Mildred’s roadkill stew,” Cortney said. “What did she hit today? A rabbit?” 
 
    “Please don’t let Mildred hear you say such things. She takes her culinary skills seriously,” Frank called out as Cortney climbed the stairs with Tom Cat hot on her heels. 
 
    “Tom Cat should we stop and say hello to Chester?” Cortney added as she stopped in front of the ghost’s bedroom door. 
 
    “Meow, meow.” 
 
    “Gee, don’t tell me you are afraid of ghost. You are really a demon, right?” 
 
    “Meow, meow, meow.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Cortney said as she opened the door. “Wakey, wakey, Chester,” Cortney called out as she stepped into the bedroom. 
 
    “I definitely remember telling you that a ghost can’t sleep,” Chester said as he appeared in the middle of the room. 
 
    “You know, I was so shocked by you being a ghost that I didn’t realize that you are dressed in Victorian-era clothes. Wow, it must be awful having the wear the same clothes for a hundred years,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Miss Cortney if you stopped by to make me feel more depressed, then you have succeeded,” Chester said. He glanced down at Tom Cat. “Something is wrong with your familiar. He looks different.” 
 
    “He’s Tom Cat number two or number three. Gator ate number one. And Aunt Morticia’s Tom Cat ate the same poison as my aunt,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Did you know that your familiar is a demon in the form of a cat?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve read a few witch novels. I just never thought they were based on fact,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “Loosely, only loosely. You know the saying, don’t believe everything you read,” Chester said. 
 
    “Chester, what can you tell me about Gator?” 
 
    “Oh, my, you’ve met Gator?” Chester asked. 
 
    “Yes. I was surprised when Gator told me that he grew up in Barnaby House,” Cortney said. “Did Aunt Morticia adopt him?” 
 
    “No, no, he came into existence by accident. Miss Morticia was trying to create a doppelganger of me when I got sick, but unbeknownst to your aunt the water she used in the cauldron contained a tadpole. Therefore, she brewed up Gator instead of a duplicate. It was tragic. I felt as though Gator was my son.” 
 
    “What was tragic about Gator?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “He’s a sociopathic killer. A serial killer who stalked Bayou George and murdered some townspeople before Miss Morticia discovered the killer was none other than Gator. She cast a spell on him that prevents him from killing humans, and she banned him from Bayou George. He lives in the swamp and can only visit Bayou George for two hours before he gets a terrible headache and is compelled to flee back to the swamp,” Chester explained. 
 
    “He asked me if I wanted him to rough up Councilmen Innman and make him confess to poisoning Aunt Morticia. Actually, he offered to beat up all five of the councilmen who were at the table when Aunt Morticia died,” Cortney said. 
 
    Chester bent double laughing. 
 
    “What so funny?” 
 
    “Your ignorance,” Chester said. "The councilmen are all warlocks. It’s not a city council as the citizens of Bayou George believe. It a magic council that rules over Bayou George.” Chester added. 
 
    “Warlocks?” Cortney exclaimed as she glanced down at Tom Cat. 
 
    “Did you know that the councilmen were warlocks?” she demanded. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “And when were you going to tell me?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Meow, meow, meow, meow!” 
 
    “It isn’t his job to explains things to you, Miss Cortney. I’m sure tonight Frank will tell you everything after supper. I hear it is going to be a special meal.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to find Aunt Morticia’s killer if Frank keeps such important facts from me?” Cortney said shaking her head. “Now, I see why you didn’t want me to stop by and chat with Chester,” Cortney added as she gave Tom Cat a hard look. 
 
    “Meow.” 
 
    “Yeah, you better cowboy up!” Cortney said as she turned to leave. 
 
    “Thanks for stopping by to chat, even if you did depress me,” Chester said as Cortney closed the door. 
 
    I think a lot is going on in Barnaby House that I don’t know about, Cortney thought as she unlocked the door to her room. I almost forgot that today is my twenty-first birthday. I wonder if the special dinner includes a birthday cake? I haven’t had a cake in years, Cortney thought as she opened the closet. 
 
    “Hi, Hildegard,” Cortney spoke to the broomstick even though she doubted the broom could understand what she said. “That was a wonderful ride you gave me last night. Later tonight I want to go for another one,” she added as she selected black slacks and a black blouse from her aunt’s clothes. 
 
    As Cortney soaked in the tub, her thoughts turned to what Chester had revealed about all the councilmen being warlocks. The more she learned about Bayou George, the less it appeared to be an ordinary town. She had to accept the fact that it was an enclave of magic founded by Aunt Morticia and maybe her mother. 
 
    The thought didn’t disturb Cortney as much as it would have yesterday. Since her ride on Hildegard, something had changed. As she lay in the tub surrounded by soap suds, she realized that she wasn’t a virgin witch anymore. The ride on the broomstick had been a christening into her real identity as a witch. Maybe it was the late-night ride on the broomstick that made her feel more empowered today. 
 
    “Meow!” Tom Cat called out. 
 
    “Yes, I know it’s time for dinner,” Cortney answered. “Don’t rush me. I’m the one who was on my feet all day while you took cat naps in the booth.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Cortney turned to Tom Cat. “Okay, do I look like a witch in these black clothes?” 
 
    “Meow, meow, meow.” 
 
    “Whatever! I should know better than to ask your opinion. I bet you said I was missing a black pointed hat.”  
 
    And why don’t you just pop into the dining room instead of walking? If I could pop around like you, I wouldn’t do much walking,” Cortney said and giggled. “God, you really confused Chief Thorton when you popped out of his office. I bet he’s still searching for you!” she said as she walked down the stairs. “I hope Frank isn’t throwing a surprise birthday party for me, with a room full of people I don’t know,” Cortney said as she opened the door to the dining room. 
 
    To Cortney’s surprise, only Frank and Mildred stood just inside the door waiting for her. 
 
    “Follow me,” Frank said and turned and walked to the wall on the left side of the table. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Cortney asked surprised to find the table empty. “Are we eating dinner?”  
 
    “No,” Frank said as he touched the palm of his hand to the wall. “It’s time for you to write your name in the Ancient Book of Witchcraft and drink the witch’s brew,” he added as a hidden panel slid open revealing a staircase descending into the basement. 
 
    “What book? What brew?” Cortney said as she stood in the doorway and glared at Frank. 
 
    “Miss Cortney,” Mildred said. “If you want to become a full-fledged witch, you have to sign your name in the Ancient Book of Witchcraft and drink the witch’s brew.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I want to become a witch,” Cortney said. “Maybe I’ll just forget about the inheritance and return to Malvern.” 
 
    “You have no choice,” Mildred said as she quickly stepped forward and touched Cortney on the shoulder with one of her long skinny fingers. 
 
    The moment Mildred touched Cortney she became suddenly lightheaded. The room spun around as she struggled to stand. She felt herself falling as she plunged into darkness. 
 
    Chanting woke Cortney. She opened her eyes to find Frank and Mildred standing over her along with Tom Cat. “What’s going on?” Cortney asked as she lifted her head to find herself surrounded by candles.  
 
    Frank and Mildred continue to chant. 
 
    “I don’t want to be a witch. You can keep the darn money. Give it to Bayou George,” Cortney declared as Mildred continued to chant, walking over to a table against the wall and lifting a thick leather-bound book. “I’m not signing my name in that book,” she insisted as the old woman brought the book to where Cortney lay on the floor. 
 
    “Lift your hand!” Frank ordered as he stopped chanting. 
 
    Despite her desire to not sign her name in the book, Cortney found herself lifting her right hand as Mildred knelt beside her. Cortney tried to lower her hand, but it was as though she was a puppet controlled by Frank’s voice.  
 
    “Tom Cat!” Frank said. 
 
    Suddenly the black cat walked into the circle of candles and swatted Cortney’s index finger with his claws. 
 
    “Ouch! That hurt!” Cortney called out as a drop of blood formed on the tip of her index finger. “Tom Cat you are buzzard bait for sure,” Cortney declared. 
 
    “Touch your finger below the last name in the book,” Frank ordered. 
 
    Cortney fought against the compulsion. However, she could not stop herself. She watched in horror as she touched her bloody finger to the black line below the last name in the book. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Cortney said as she watched the drop of blood turn into her signature. “Why are you doing this to me?” Cortney pleaded. 
 
    Instead of responding, Frank walked over to a bubbling cauldron and dipped out a cup of liquid. “Drink the witches brew!” he ordered as he bent over and held the cup to Cortney’s lips. 
 
    Against her will, Cortney opened her mouth. 
 
    “Drink!” Frank ordered. 
 
    Cortney swallowed a mouthful of the liquid.  
 
    Light exploded in Cortney’s mind as her head dropped to the floor.  
 
    *** 
 
    When Cortney opened her eyes, she found herself sitting at the end of the dining room table with Frank at the other end. 
 
    “What? What happened?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “You were ordained as a witch!” Frank said. 
 
    “You made me!” Cortney said as she remembered the events in the basement. 
 
    “It was your Aunt Morticia’s wishes. She put a guise on Mildred and me. We didn’t have a choice. Your Aunt wanted you to follow in her footsteps. Your mother and your mortal father wanted you to live a normal life,” Frank said. “I was prevented from revealing any of this information until after your awakening.” 
 
    Cortney started to say she didn’t feel any different, but she realized that she did. It was as though a hidden compartment containing hundreds of spells had suddenly opened in her mind.  
 
    “I know spells? How is that possible? Cortney asked. 
 
    “It’s a gift from your Aunt Morticia that you received when you signed the Ancient Book of Witchcraft,” Frank said as he looked at the kitchen door. 
 
    Cortney followed his glance and saw Mildred with a birthday cake in her hands. 
 
    “Happy Birthday, Cortney,” Frank said. 
 
    “Frank, how would you like me to turn you into a toad?” Cortney asked as she got up from the table and walked out of the dining room. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
    “I sense that you are now an apprentice witch! Did you sign your name in the Ancient Book of Witchcraft?” Chester said as Cortney entered his room. 
 
    “Not of my own free will. Frank and Mildred forced me to sign the book with my blood,” Cortney said as she paused and glanced at Tom Cat. “Tom Cat scratched my finger to draw blood for the signature.”  
 
    “Meow, meow, meow.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, everyone keeps telling me that they didn’t have a choice,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Did you drink the witch’s brew?” Chester asked. 
 
    “Yes, and it tasted like week-old road kill,” Cortney replied.  
 
    “But what did you mean when you said that I’m an apprentice? I thought when I went through the ritual, I would be a full witch.” 
 
    Chester shook his head. “You have to spend a year studying the proper use of spells. Mildred will tutor you in the basement. Hasn’t Frank told you about your apprenticeship?” 
 
    “I didn’t give him a chance. When I recovered, I walked out of the dining room before Mildred cut my birthday cake. I threatened to turn Frank into a toad,” Cortney admitted. 
 
    “I see. Well, Frank and Mildred only want what is best for you, but they must follow your Aunt Morticia’s instructions,” Chester said as he floated across the room. “Do you feel any different since the ritual?” he added. 
 
    “I have spells swirling around in my head,” Cortney said. “But I can’t sort them out,” she added. 
 
    “I’m sure you will remember a spell when you need one,” Chester said. “It takes time to process the knowledge you received when you signed the Ancient Book of Witchcraft. If you were in the old country, your aunt would send you to the Academy of the Unseen Arts. Unfortunately, you are going to have to learn the art of casting spells pretty much alone,” Chester said. 
 
    “Maybe I should get in my car and leave Bayou George,” Cortney said. 
 
    “If you leave, the councilman that poisoned your aunt will not be brought to justice. The killer is a warlock. The police are no match for him. He will use witchcraft to distract the chief of police. Only a witch or another warlock can bring the killer to justice,” Chester said. 
 
    “Meow,” Tom Cat agreed. 
 
    “But I don’t know how to use the spells that I received during the ritual!” Cortney protested. 
 
    “Tom Cat will assist you,” Chester said. 
 
    “How? He can’t talk. Well except for saying yes and no, and it’s complicated! That’s three meows,” Cortney complained. 
 
    “He can talk,” Chester said. “You drank the witch’s brew. It opens a block in the demon’s mind that allows him to talk.” 
 
    “But how is that possible? I drank the witch’s brew, not Tom Cat,” Cortney asked as she glanced down at the cat. 
 
    “Your mind is connected to your familiar. Tom Cat can talk,” Chester said. 
 
    “Tom Cat!” Cortney shouted. 
 
    “Spooky old ghost. I’m glad you can’t leave the room,” Tom Cat called out in a thin, sinister voice. 
 
    “See, I told you the demon could talk,” Chester said as he floated to the ceiling as though to get out of reach of Tom Cat. 
 
    “So, Road Kill, tell me why you didn’t let me know that you could talk?” Cortney asked as she shook her finger at the cat. 
 
    “Don’t be a drama queen. I was waiting for the right time,” Tom Cat said as he licked his paw. 
 
    “If you call me a drama queen one more time, you are definitely going to be roadkill!” Cortney said. 
 
    “Oh my, a lover’s quarrel, how quaint,” Chester called down from the ceiling. 
 
    Without warning, Tom Cat leaped high in the air and swatted the ghost’s leg. 
 
    Chester screamed as the familiar’s claws passed through his transparent flesh. 
 
    “Tom Cat! Stop that!” Cortney ordered. She glanced up at Chester. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “No, but he frightened me,” Chester said. 
 
    “I just wanted to show you what a scaredy-cat the ghost is,” Tom Cat said. “He’s a liar too. I heard him tell you that he can’t leave his bedroom because he died in bed, but the real reason he doesn’t leave is he’s afraid to leave the room.” 
 
    “It’s a phobia! I can’t help it,” Chester said. 
 
    “Wow, you really fooled me, Chester. I felt sorry for you,” Cortney said shaking her head. “I’m very disappointed in you.” 
 
    “I used to be brave when I was alive. Morticia’s spell changed me. Now, not only am I a ghost but a cowardly ghost,” Chester said. “Morticia tried to help me, but her charms and spells wouldn’t work on a ghost. But she was kind to me and visited me often,” Chester added. 
 
    “Wow, a cowardly ghost. Who would ever have thought such a thing existed,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Are you still going to be my friend?” Chester asked. 
 
    “Has everything else you’ve told me been the truth?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Yes, cross my heart and hope to die,” Chester said. 
 
    “Yeah, well I think it’s a little late for that,” Cortney said. “But I believe in giving people a second chance. So, I’ll continue to visit you. But I warn you that I am going to force you to leave this room,” Cortney said. 
 
    The ghost looked scared but didn’t respond. 
 
    “Okay, Road Kill, let’s go,” Cortney said as she walked to the door. 
 
    “My name is Tom Cat.” 
 
    “Oh, not anymore. Your name is now Road Kill as punishment for not telling me you could talk,” Cortney said. She heard Chester snicker as she closed his bedroom door. 
 
    “That’s a horrible name!” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Yeah, well you’re a horrible familiar,” Cortney replied as she unlocked her bedroom door. “And you have a sinister voice.” 
 
    “What do you expect? I’m a demon bound to serve you in the form of a mangy, black cat,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Yeah, well you didn’t serve me very well by not telling me you could talk. A ghost had to tell me,” Cortney complained. 
 
    “So, I’m going to be in the cat house forever,” Tom Cat said and chuckled. 
 
    “That’s not a bit funny. And yes, you are going to be in the doghouse until I tell you otherwise,” Cortney replied as she walked over and opened the closet. 
 
    “Changing into your bunny pajamas already?” Tom Cat asked. 
 
    “No,” Cortney said as she reached into the corner of the closet and grabbed hold of Hildegard. “I’m taking a midnight ride.” 
 
    “You got shot at the last time,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “I think I liked it better when you couldn’t talk,” Cortney said. 
 
    “It is my duty to protect you.” 
 
    “Yeah, a lot of good you are, staying in the bedroom while I’m riding Hildegard,” Cortney said. 
 
    “I hate riding broomsticks,” Tom Cat confessed. 
 
    “Ah, that means you can ride a broomstick,” Cortney said. “You weren’t going to tell me?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was,” Tom Cat said in a whiny voice. 
 
    “When? When I return from my ride?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Yeah, that would have been the perfect timing. Then, I could have taken the next ride with you,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “I thought all demons were supposed to be fearless?” 
 
    “Don’t stereotype us. We each have our own personality,” Tom Cat said as he watched Cortney open the bedroom window. 
 
    “Hop on and do your job protecting me,” Cortney said as she made Hildegard hover in midair.  
 
    “Ah, actually my job is more like advising you than protecting you,” Tom Cat said. “I think I overemphasized the protection aspect of my job.” 
 
    “That’s not how I heard familiar described in the witch novels I read,” Cortney said with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “Hmm, having a hard time sorting out fiction from reality, are we?” 
 
    “Get your mangy, black butt on Hildegard or you are roadkill!” Cortney demanded. 
 
    “If you keep referring to me in the state you discovered me on the road, you are apt to traumatize me,” Tom Cat protested as he hopped onto the broomstick’s straw brush. 
 
    “Hmm, maybe that would be an improvement,” Cortney said as she bent her head and ordered the broomstick to fly out the window. 
 
    Immediately Cortney forgot her squabble with Tom Cat as her broomstick soared over the cemetery. In a matter of seconds, she found herself flying over rooftops.  
 
    “Keep an eye out for the flash of a rifle shot,” Cortney called back to Tom Cat. 
 
    “I’m afraid to look down,” Tom Cat replied. “I’m afraid of heights.” 
 
    Just my luck to get a demon afraid of heights. Maybe I should have just driven over Tom Cat instead of stopping to see if he was alive? Cortney found herself thinking as they finally left the town behind. When she glanced below, she saw eerie fluorescent colors in the trees. She figured it was some form of fungus growing on the damp trunks of the cypress trees in the swamp. 
 
    Lucky there’s almost a full moon tonight, Cortney thought as she glanced down at the cypress trees and stretches of open water in the swamp below. Here and there she spotted sinister forms swimming in the water, turned silvery by the moon. 
 
    Cortney loved the feel of the wind through her hair as she rode Hildegard over the swamp. She glanced back at her familiar to see if he too was enjoying the ride. She giggled at the sight of Tom Cat’s arched back as he clung frantically to the straw brush of the broomstick. He looked terrified. 
 
    Poor creature. I think I’ve been too hard on Tom Cat, Cortney thought. She opened her mouth to convey her feelings to her familiar when suddenly Hildegard flew into a thick fog. In a matter of seconds, the mist engulphed them. Cortney found herself flying blind. 
 
    “Which direction is home?” Cortney called back to Tom Cat. 
 
    “Back the way we came?” 
 
    “Yes, but which way is that, Smarty?” Cortney asked in an annoyed tone. Nope, I wasn’t too hard on him! 
 
    “Order Hildegard to fly home,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    Cortney gave the mental order, but immediately felt the broomstick’s confusion and sensed they were flying in tight circles. 
 
    “It’s a spell!” Tom Cat proclaimed. “I can sense a spell at work. The warlock that is trying to kill you has conjured up the fog.” 
 
    “And it’s confusing Hildegard. She doesn’t know the way home,” Cortney said. “What do we do? I’m not used to riding a broomstick. My legs are getting tired. If this goes on too long, I’ll fall.” 
 
    “I see a light,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    Cortney glanced down. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” Cortney called back to her familiar. 
 
    “It’s a yellow light. Like a bug light one hangs on the porch. The fog makes it appear greenish,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Well direct me to it,” Cortney ordered. 
 
    “Down and to the right,” the familiar replied. 
 
    “I don’t want to fly into a cypress tree, Tom Cat,” Cortney cautioned. 
 
    With Tom Cat calling out adjustments to Hildegard during the descent, the broomstick finally flew close enough that Cortney could also make out the light. After she took over directing the flight path of Hildegard, the broomstick landed on a porch of an old shack built on stilts. 
 
    “Crap! I bet I know where we are,” Cortney said as the broomstick hovered a few feet off the wooden planks of the porch. 
 
    “Where?” Tom Cat asked in a reluctant tone. 
 
    “Gator’s shack,” Cortney replied. 
 
    As though to confirm Cortney’s suspicions, a tall serpentine figure materialized out of the fog. 
 
    “Gator! It's your cousin Cortney!” Cortney said in as cheerful a voice as she could summon.  
 
    “Broomstick and familiar?” Gator said. 
 
    “Yeah, I wrote my name in the Ancient Book of Witchcraft and drank the witch’s brew. I’m a full-fledged witch now.” 
 
    Gator stood unmoving for a long moment as though trying to decide whether to invite them in or slit their throats. 
 
    “Come inside,” he finally said but didn’t seem very happy with his decision. “This fog isn’t natural. There is a spell at work.” 
 
    “Thanks, we’ll just stay until the fog lifts, and then I’ll fly us back to Barnaby house,” Cortney said as she dismounted Hildegard. 
 
    Tom Cat didn’t budge. 
 
    “Tom Cat, get off,” Cortney ordered. 
 
    “I heard him tell Pop once that he likes the taste of cat more than he does chicken. And he should know how cat tastes. He ate me once,” Tom Cat whispered. 
 
    “You’re a demon aren’t you? Can’t you protect yourself?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “As a cat I can only do so much. And, as long as I’m your familiar, I can’t revert to my demon form,” Tom Cat explained. 
 
    “The more I know about familiars, the more worthless they seem,” Cortney said as they followed Gator along the porch to the back door. 
 
    “Home sweet home,” Gator said as he opened the door. 
 
    Alligator and snake hides covered the walls. The floor had rabbit, squirrel, and skunk furs sewn together with fishing line as a carpet. In one corner was a pile of pillows on the floor for a bed.  
 
    “Nice,” Cortney lied. 
 
    “Yeah, who’s your decorator, Daniel Boone?” Tom Cat asked. 
 
    “Cat tastes better than chicken,” Gator said as he glanced down at Tom Cat. 
 
    “Ah, you said a spell caused the fog. How did you know that?” Cortney asked to distract Gator, as he suddenly had the look of a predator. 
 
    “I was born of magic. I can sense magic,” Gator said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, you were the tadpole in the brew,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Is he of any use to you, Miss Cortney? I was just fixing to start a pot of stew. It would be nice to have something other than alligator to toss into the pot.” Gator asked. 
 
    “Not much, but I have a use for him now and then,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “Then I guess it’s gator meat again,” Gator said as he lifted a large section of gator tail off a nearby shelf and tossed it into the boiling cauldron. “That’s the pot I was brewed in. Your aunt gave it to me. When I’m not using it to cook my meals, I fill it with water and curl up inside.” 
 
    “Do you keep kindling wood under it?” Tom Cat asked. 
 
    “That sounds relaxing to me, Gator. How long do you think the fog will last?” Cortney asked as she shot Tom Cat a dirty look. 
 
    “As long as you are in the swamp. Your presence triggered the spell,” Gator said as he used a long Bowie knife to stir the pot. “It’s a clever trap.” 
 
    “It must have been conjured up by the same warlock that poisoned Aunt Morticia. Can you tell which of the councilmen cast the spell?” Cortney asked Gator. 
 
    “No. Spells don’t carry a name tag like a t-shirt,” Gator replied. 
 
    “Right,” Cortney said and suddenly felt dumb. 
 
    “She still has her training wheels on,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Hmm, Gator, on second thought maybe a two-meat stew would taste better,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Too late, the stew is almost done, but I’ll remember that next time,” Gator said as he brought forward three bowls and two spoons. He glanced down at Tom Cat. “Sorry I’m out of chopsticks,” Gator added and laughed. 
 
    “Hmm, he can’t tell the difference between an alley cat and a Siamese cat,” Tom Cat mumbled. 
 
    “If this is a trap, then how do I get out? Hildegard is confused. She doesn’t know which direction to fly,” Cortney said. 
 
    “I’ll take you to the landing at Vick’s Trading Post on my airboat after we eat,” Gator said. 
 
    “Oh, that’s sweet of you, Gator. My Aunt Morticia would be so pleased to know that you are helping me,” Cortney said between spoons of stew. 
 
    “Yeah, how did a serial killer turn so sugary?” Tom Cat said. “Did Miss Morticia make you wear a charm bracelet?” 
 
    Gator dropped his spoon into his bowl and reached for his Bowie knife. 
 
    “He’s joking. Tom Cat’s joking,” Cortney said. “Aren’t you Tom Cat?” 
 
    “Ha! Ha! Yes, I tell inappropriate jokes when I’m nervous. Sorry, Gator! No harm, no foul,” Tom Cat said as stew dropped off his whiskers. “And I just loved your joke about chopsticks. It seems that we both have a sense of humor,” Tom Cat added when he noticed that Gator’s hand still rested on the handle of his Bowie Knife. 
 
    “Yeah, I have a sense of humor,” Gator said as he let go of the handle of his knife and picked up his spoon. 
 
    “Wow, this alligator stew it so good; isn’t it, Tom Cat?” Cortney said. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s to die for,” Tom Cat replied. 
 
    Gator reached for his Bowie Knife. 
 
    “Gator, it’s a figure of speech. Tom Cat didn't mean it,” Cortney said as she noted the cat’s eyes bulge in fear. 
 
    “Ha! Ha! Yeah, I know,” Gator said as he removed his hand from the handle of his knife. 
 
    “Meow,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Yeah, I think meowing for a while might be a good thing,” Cortney said as she snickered. 
 
    When everyone finished eating, Gator tossed the dirty bowls in a five-gallon bucket of water. “The tadpoles in the water will clean the plates,” he said. 
 
    Tom Cat spit as though he had a bad taste in his mouth. 
 
    Cortney swallowed, but controlled her gag reflex. 
 
    “Are you two ready for an airboat ride?” Gator asked. 
 
    The airboat looked like a little barge with an airplane propeller at the rear. Gator sat on a high chair with a stick to direct the flaps on the back of the propeller. Cortney and Tom Cat sat in lower passenger chairs in front of Gator. 
 
    The noise the propeller made surprised Cortney. For some reason, she had thought an airboat would be quieter. As Gator pulled away from his shack, Cortney could barely see five feet in front of the airboat as it skimmed across the swamp. The fog clawed at her as though it sought to pull her from her perch in the front of the airboat. 
 
    “How can you see where we’re going?” Cortney asked as she clung to Hildegard as though the broomstick offered some protection from the thick fog. 
 
    “I can see through the fog a little,” Gator said. “Anyway, I’ve made this run so often that I could almost do it blindfolded.” 
 
    “Snake eyes,” Tom Cat whispered to Cortney. 
 
    Bump! 
 
    Suddenly, Cortney found herself looking at the snout of an enormous alligator on the bow of the airboat. She screamed as Tom Cat hissed and arched his back. 
 
    “Hello, Gladys, I see you are in the mood for a ride,” Gator said. 
 
    “Do you know this creature?” Cortney yelled as she pressed back in her chair. 
 
    “Yes, she hitches a ride with me often. She recognizes the sound of my airboat and intercepts me,” Gator said. 
 
    “I thought you hunted alligators for their hides,” Cortney said. 
 
    “And eat them,” Tom Cat added. 
 
    “Gladys is my pet,” Gator said. “I would rather eat Tom Cat than Gladys,” the reptilian looking man said as he glanced down at Cortney’s familiar. 
 
    “I’m not very fresh. I’m former roadkill. I probably don’t taste very good,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Old hens make the best soup,” Gator said and laughed at his joke. 
 
    “Gator, do you have any ideas how I can discover which of the council members poisoned Aunt Morticia?” Cortney asked to direct the conversation away from who was going to eat whom. 
 
    “You have to get them all in the same place. Then you can compare them to each other. Maybe you will spot something in one of them that raises your suspicions,” Gator said. 
 
    “That’s a good idea, thanks,” Cortney said with a smile. It was a good idea that also changed the subject, she thought. 
 
    “Did you see much of the councilmen while you lived at Barnaby House?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Yes, I helped Frank serve lunch during the magic council meetings. However, when official business was discussed, Frank and I had to leave the room,” Gator said. 
 
    “You mean to say that Aunt Morticia didn’t trust Frank?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “She trusted him, but the other council members didn’t. But I think she told him all the details afterward. I don’t think she kept any secrets from her pet monster,” Gator said. 
 
    “Frank might look like a freak, but he seems to have a kind heart,” Cortney said in his defense. 
 
    “All I know is the stories that I heard Mildred tell about how Frank killed some of the people in Walachia, and how Miss Morticia had to flee to America to save him,” Gator said. 
 
    “But Frank said that wasn’t true. That the novel that Mary wrote was lies,” Cortney said. 
 
    “He wasn’t himself when he first woke from the operation. He escaped and went on a rampage,” Gator explained. 
 
    “Why would Morticia flee Walachia to save Frank? That makes no sense,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Because they were once lovers,” Tom Cat spoke up. 
 
    “Lovers? With the way he looks? Like he was constructed from body parts?” Cortney said in an appalled tone. 
 
    “Before the accident,” Tom Cat stated. “Frank was a handsome man before the carriage accident with his brother,” her familiar continued. “Afterward, Miss Morticia couldn’t make love to him because she didn’t know what parts of his body were his own, and what belonged to his brother. Hmm, or maybe she did know, and that’s why she stopped being his lover.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s a bizarre story, if it’s true,” Cortney said as she glanced from Tom Cat to Gator. 
 
    “Gladys, it’s time to bail. We are approaching the landing,” Gator called out. 
 
    The huge alligator raised its snout as it glanced in Gator’s direction. 
 
    “Get!” Gator said. 
 
    Cortney watched the alligator crawl across the bow of the airboat and slip into the water as Gator slowed the boat. 
 
    “The way Gladys looked at me; I think she prefers a cat over chicken too,” Tom Cat said with a sigh of relief. 
 
    Moments later, Gator slowed the airboat more. “We have arrived,” Gator said as the airboat broke out of the fog bank and into the clear moonlight. 
 
    Cortney could see the pylons of the landing just ahead. She breathed a sigh of relief when she didn’t spot anyone standing on the dock. It would have been a little awkward to explain carrying a witch’s Halloween broom in the middle of summer. 
 
    Gator sprung forward and tossed a rope through a mooring ring, then held the boat steady as Cortney and Tom Cat scrambled onto the landing. 
 
    “Wow, thanks for the stew and wild ride through the swamp,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Nothing is for free Miss Cortney,” Gator said. 
 
    “Ah, what do you mean? Do you want me to pay you?” 
 
    “For saving you from the fog and bringing you to Bayou George, I ask that you lift my ban and allow me to return to Barnaby House. I’m tired of living in the swamp all alone.” 
 
    “But you killed a lot of townspeople. The guise that Miss Morticia placed on you to control that urge must always remain,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Yes, we can’t allow you to harm anyone, Gator,” Cortney agreed. 
 
    “That spell is like a headache that never goes away,” Gator complained.  
 
    “Even so, it will remain in force. I will talk to Frank, and if he agrees, I’ll end the ban preventing you from entering Barnaby House,” Cortney said. “Now, Tom Cat and I must return home. It’s late and I have to work at the diner tomorrow,” Cortney said as she made Hildegard hover in midair. 
 
    “Let me watch you take off. It has been a very long time since I have seen a witch flying on her broomstick,” Gator said. 
 
    “As you wish,” Cortney said. She glanced down at Tom Cat standing on the pier. “Hop on, unless you would rather go back to the shack with Gator?” 
 
    Tom Cat moved with a quickness that Cortney didn’t realize he possessed, leaping onto the broomstick’s straw brush. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a no,” Cortney said with a chuckle as she directed the broomstick to become airborne. 
 
    In a matter of seconds Vick’s Trading Post vanished into the night, and Hildegard carried them over the rooftops of Bayou George. Cortney was happy to see Barnaby House, and even more so when they flew through the window. 
 
    “Remind me to decline the next time you want me to go on a broom ride with you,” Tom Cat said. “I nearly landed in Gator’s stew pot.” 
 
    “No, I think Gator likes you,” Cortney said as she put Hildegard in the closet. “I’m too tired to change into my pajamas.” 
 
    “What? I don’t get to cuddle against a bunny?” Tom Cat asked. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
    Cortney yawned while she stretched and glanced out the window, remembering the late-night ride on Hildegard. Who had conjured up the fog? If I knew that, I would know who murdered Aunt Morticia. However, the truth was that she didn’t have a clue which of the five warlock members of the magic council was guilty. 
 
    Catching movement out of the corner of her eye, Cortney glanced at the cemetery just as a large ferret stepped out from behind a crumbling gravestone carrying a rabbit in its mouth. 
 
    Hmm, I wonder who has the pet ferret, she thought as she turned from the window. She glanced at the bed. Tom Cat lay in a tight black ball at the foot of the bed where he had slept all night. Asleep, he looked like an ordinary cat. 
 
    Stop lingering and get dressed, Cortney told herself as she walked over to the closet.  
 
    “What’s that smell?” Cortney called out. “It smells like cat poop!” she added as she glanced at the bed. “Tom Cat, did you poop in the closet? Cortney shouted. 
 
    Tom Cat raised his head and yawned. 
 
    “Did you?” Cortney demanded. 
 
    “Litterbox,” Tom Cat replied. 
 
    As the cat spoke, Cortney noticed the box of cat litter for the first time. “Who put the litter box in the closet?” 
 
    Annoyed, Tom lifted his head again. “Mildred.” 
 
    “But why does it smell so awful?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “It needs changing,” Tom Cat replied. 
 
    “I’m not changing your litter box!” Cortney said shaking her head. “God, it smells horrible. Change it yourself.” 
 
    Tom cat lifted his paw. 
 
    “Well, I’m not changing it, and that’s final,” Cortney said as she pulled a black blouse and a pair of black slacks off the clothes racks. 
 
    “Then I suggest a clothespin over your nose,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    Cortney was still annoyed about finding the litter box as she and Tom Cat descended the stairs. She saw Frank already seated at the head of the long table when she entered the dining room. 
 
    “Did you enjoy your broomstick ride last night?” Frank asked. 
 
    “Not particularly. One of the members of the magic council, more than likely the one that poisoned Aunt Morticia, trapped me in a fog over the swamp,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Oh my, that sounds dangerous,” Mildred called out as she entered the dining room carrying a huge tray with their breakfast.  
 
    “It was. Hildegard didn’t know the direction home. We were trapped circling over the swamp,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “You are here, so you must have solved the problem,” Frank said as he glared at Cortney with his brown eye. 
 
    “Sort of. Actually, it was Gator that rescued us. Tom Cat spotted his porch light, and I landed on his back porch,” Cortney said. 
 
    “So how is the bloodthirsty tadpole these days?” Frank asked. 
 
    “He’s fine. He fed us and then brought Tom Cat and me to Vick’s Trading Post on his airboat,” Cortney said as Mildred placed a plate of scrambled eggs and bacon in front of her. 
 
    “The tadpole doing something nice? Wow, that’s a change from his serial killer days,” Frank said. 
 
    “About that, Frank. Because he practically saved our lives, Tadpole… I mean, Gator asked me for a favor,” Cortney said in a soft tone. 
 
    Frank directed the glare of both eyes at Cortney. “What did you promise that psychotic killer?” he demanded. 
 
    “Ah, only that I would lift the ban on him returning to Barnaby House,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Mildred said as she poured orange juice. 
 
    “He saved my life. And he doesn’t seem that psychotic,” Cortney said lamely. 
 
    “Tom Cat what are your thoughts on the subject since you know how much he likes the taste of cat?” Frank asked. 
 
    “Can’t Cortney put a spell on him to keep him from killing anything?” Tom Cat asked. “He’s got a good sense of humor. I can work with that.” 
 
    Frank pulled on his big ear and twitched his small ear. “I suppose that would work. The guise Miss Morticia put on Gator to keep him from killing the townspeople worked. I guess one keeping him from killing anything but gators and possums might work,” Frank acknowledged with a nod. He glanced over at Mildred. “Are you all right with the arrangement?” 
 
    “I suppose so, but I don’t like him in the house,” Mildred replied as she turned and walked back to the kitchen. 
 
    “Aren’t you guys forgetting something?” Cortney asked. 
 
    Frank glanced at Cortney with both eyes. 
 
    “I haven’t cast a spell. I mean I have all these spells swirling around in my head, but I’ve never used one. I’m not sure how to cast a spell, or which one to use. Do I need to cast a spell to lift the ban on entering the house?” Cortney confessed. 
 
    “That’s what your familiar is for. Tom Cat knows all your aunt’s spells and how to invoke them. He’ll help you when the time comes. To lift the ban on Gator for entering the house, you simply need to revoke the ban through word and invite him in. Since he is spell-born, the ban of a witch is the power of her words. No spell is needed for that,” Frank said. 
 
    “How can I be sure he won’t feed me a spell that will turn Gator into a toad instead of forbidding him from harming creatures?” Cortney asked. 
 
    Frank shrugged his broad shoulders. “Tom Cat is your problem,” he said. 
 
    “I’m your familiar. I’m here to help you,” Tom Cat said in a purring tone. 
 
    “Just remember you were roadkill when I found you, and I can return you to that state with a snap of my finger,” Cortney lied. 
 
    “Then another life bites the dust,” Tom Cat sang. 
 
    Cortney shook her head as she turned to face Frank. “Frank, may I ask you a personal question?” 
 
    The scarred face man didn’t answer immediately. He deliberately took a bite of bacon and chewed it slowly. “I know what you are going to ask me,” he said glaring at Tom Cat with both his brown and blue eyes. “You want to know if your aunt and I were lovers before my accident.” 
 
    “Well yes, that is the question I wanted to ask. How did you know?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Once you give a familiar speech, they never shut up!” Frank said as he glared at Tom Cat, who didn’t glance up from his bowl of milk. “The answer to your question is a resounding yes. Your aunt and I were as deeply in love as any mortal and witch could be in love.” 
 
    “What happened?” Cortney asked. 
 
    Frank touched his face. “This happened! The accident happened!” he said in a loud voice. “How could anyone love this face?” he added. 
 
    “Hmm,” Mildred said as she walked back into the dining room. “It wasn’t the face if you ask me. It was all the mix of body parts from Frank’s younger brother that did him in with Miss Morticia. More like a discrepancy in the size of body parts if you ask me,” Mildred added. 
 
    “No one is asking you!” Frank roared. 
 
    “Ah, Frank. We must learn the identity of the councilmember that poisoned Aunt Morticia before they kill me. I’ve had two attempts on my life in as many days, and there will be more if we don’t nail the culprit soon. Do you have any suspicions as to which warlock would want to kill Aunt Morticia?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “They all envied your aunt. She settled in Bayou George after we fled Walachia because of Mary’s silly novel labeling me a monster,” Frank said with a hint of anger. 
 
    Hmm, I think he’s leaving out the part where he escaped the lab and killed some locals, Cortney thought. It’s probably best not to bring the episode up at this point in time. 
 
    “Later, the five warlocks arrived one at a time to ask for sanction in Bayou George after your aunt had already done the hard work of turning it into a witch’s enclave. They formed a governing magic council with your aunt as the head of it. Of course, the citizens of Bayou George know the magic council as the city council. Being men, they have always disliked taking orders from a woman. I suppose that in one of them the dislike festered into hate,” Frank said. 
 
    “I think there’s more to the story than just simple hate. One of them has something to gain from Aunt Morticia’s death. I need a list of the names and occupations of all the members, well except for Councilman Innman. I’ve seen his clothing store and met him in person at the diner.” 
 
    “Sure, I can provide that to you. But, be careful. They might look like ordinary men, but they are anything but ordinary. You just signed your name in the Ancient Book of Witchcraft and have yet to cast a spell, whereas they have all been practicing witchcraft for a couple of hundred years,” Frank warned. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s why I want Gator at my side. He’s going to be my bodyguard,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Good choice. Gator is spell-born. He’s resistant to magic spells. Before one of the warlocks could conjure up a strong enough spell to subdue the tadpole, he can slap them silly,” Frank said with a chuckle. 
 
    “But that’s my job,” Tom Cat said as he glanced up from his bowl. 
 
    “No, you are my sidekick. And I put the emphasis on the kick, like at the end of my shoe!” Cortney said. 
 
    “I think you and Gator have the same sense of humor,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Frank, since I’m Aunt Morticia’s heir, does that mean that I’m the head of the magic council of Bayou George?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Yes. Hmm, but the warlocks aren’t going to like you taking control,” Frank said as he rubbed his protruding chin. 
 
    “Good, maybe the one that poisoned Aunt Morticia will get mad enough to make a mistake. Can you call a council meeting for tomorrow night?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “If that is your wish. As Morticia’s heir, you have the right to call a meeting,” Frank said. 
 
    “By the way, did Police Chief Thorton call them all in for questioning?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “For what good it did. They all worked charms on him. He believed each of the councilmen innocent after questioning them. He thinks that someone sneaked into the house and poisoned the caper sauce,” Frank said. 
 
    “Well, isn’t that a possibility?” Cortney asked. 
 
    Tom Cat snickered. 
 
    “No, Mildred would have caught an intruder’s scent. The council members were the only ones that entered the house the day Morticia died,” Frank said. 
 
    Cortney glanced over at the old crone. “No offense Mildred, but you look very old. Are you sure you have a good sense of smell?” 
 
    Mildred glanced at Frank with a questioning look. 
 
    “You might as well show her. She’s going to find out sooner or later,” Frank said with a sigh. 
 
    “Find out what, Frank? Are you still keeping secrets from me?” 
 
    “Miss Cortney, until a couple of days ago you didn’t believe in witches and magic. I was merely trying to let you adjust a little before revealing some facts,” Frank replied. 
 
    “What facts? I thought I knew all the secrets of Barnaby House,” Cortney said. 
 
    Instead of answering, Frank nodded at Mildred. 
 
    Cortney followed his gaze and almost screamed. Instead of the old crone, a huge gray ferret stood in her place. 
 
    “Mildred is a changeling,” Frank explained. 
 
    “I saw a ferret leaving and entering the house, but I thought it was a pet,” Cortney said. 
 
    “She is my pet,” Frank said sweetly as he glanced down at the ferret. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Cortney said under her breath as she looked down at Tom Cat. 
 
    “Yep, a match made in Heaven,” the cat whispered. “And I guess Mildred doesn’t mind the body parts that got switched,” Tom Cat added with a snicker. 
 
    “Don’t be crude,” Cortney said under her breath. She then smiled at Frank. “That’s nice. Every kettle needs a lid,” she called out to Frank. 
 
    “Thank you, Miss Cortney,” Frank said. “Now you must hurry or you are going to be late for work.” 
 
    “Frank, I’m the owner of the diner. Why do I have to work as a waitress?” Cortney whined. 
 
    “Because your Aunt Morticia wanted you to prove yourself,” Frank said. 
 
    “By working as a waitress in a diner? Please!” Cortney complained. 
 
    Frank shrugged. “My hands are tied. It’s your aunt's wishes as stated in the will. Plus, I am bound by a spell to see that the instructions in the will are fulfilled,” Frank added. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
    “You are late again,” Pop said the moment that Cortney entered the diner. 
 
    “Then fire me,” Cortney replied as she walked behind the counter and put on her apron. 
 
    “And I don’t like the mangy cat taking up a booth. Make him sleep under the counter out of sight,” Pop said as he broke a couple of eggs on the grill. “Two over easy with bacon goes to Ray, the chubby policeman sitting in the last booth,” Pop said. “Go and freshen up his coffee.” 
 
    “Pop, I’ve been waitressing for a while. You don’t have to tell me how to do my job,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Yeah? Prove it,” Pop said as he turned back to the grill. 
 
    Why are all cooks grumpy?! Cortney asked herself as she grabbed the coffee pot and headed for the last booth. 
 
    On her way to serve the policeman coffee, Cortney stopped at the booth where Tom Cat was curled up in the seat. “Go and sleep under the counter. Pop doesn’t want you sleeping in a booth, and I think it’s a good idea. From there you can hear everything that goes on, but no one will know you’re there. Maybe you’ll pick up some useful information.” Cortney waited until Tom Cat hopped out of the seat and scooted behind the counter before she continued to the policeman’s booth. 
 
     “I haven’t seen you here before,” the cute policemen said as he glanced up when he heard Cortney approach. 
 
    “Yeah, I started yesterday. My name is Cortney. Pop said your name is Ray,” Cortney said. 
 
    The policeman touched his badge. “Officer Ray,” he corrected Cortney. 
 
    “Oh yeah, sure, Officer Ray. How remiss of me. Sorry, I’m from the sticks. We usually just call police Five-O, but then Officer Five-O wouldn’t sound right. The other name we use is Pigs. Hmm, I don’t think Officer Pig would sound right either,” Cortney said as she filled the policemen’s cup. 
 
    “Are you slow?” Officer Ray asked. 
 
    “No, I’m just a witch,” Cortney said as she turned and walked away. 
 
    “Did I hear you call Ray a pig?” Pop asked as he handed Cortney the policeman’s order. 
 
    “Heavens no. I was more polite than that. I called him Officer Pig,” Cortney said as she took the order, turned around and headed back to the booth. 
 
    Officer Ray glared at Cortney as she sat the plate on the table. “You know, you are very disrespectful to an officer of the law.” 
 
    "Someone poisoned my aunt, and the police haven’t done squat about it,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “You must be mistaken. There’s been only one murder by poison that I know of, and it happened less than a week ago,” Office Ray said. “Ah, what did you say your last name was?”  
 
    “Barnaby,” Cortney said. “The woman that was poisoned was my aunt.” 
 
    “Oops, sorry. I guess you have a reason to bad mouth the department. Just between the two of us, I think Chief Thorton is dragging his feet on the case,” Officer Ray said. “There’s been little or no investigation of the murder, and I heard that the poison sample went missing.” 
 
    “So, the chief of police didn’t call the five councilmen that were at the luncheon in for questioning?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but in his office, not in the interrogation room. And he didn’t tape the interviews. It had the entire police station talking about the chief, and not in a good way,” Officer Ray shrugged. “But what can you expect? The town council runs every aspect of Bayou George,” Ray added. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. However, one of them poisoned my aunt, and I’m going to bring them down,” Cortney said. She glanced up when she heard the door open. 
 
    “Oh God, it’s that psycho from the swamp, Gator,” Officer Ray said as he put his hand on the handle of his weapon. 
 
    “It’s okay, Officer Ray, he’s with me. He doesn’t know it yet, but he’s going to be my bodyguard,” Cortney said as she watched Gator stop and stare across the room. “Ah, you are in his usual table, and that’s why he’s staring at us,” Cortney added. 
 
    Officer Ray glanced down at the table. “I don’t see his name on it,” he said defiantly.  
 
    “Please don’t antagonize him,” Cortney said. “The person that poisoned my aunt has made two attempts on my life in the past two days. I need Gator to even the odds. He’s moving into Barnaby House.” 
 
    “I had heard he was banned from Barnaby House,” Officer Ray said. 
 
    “Yes, my aunt banned him, but I’m lifting the ban. I’m fixing to go and tell him that now,” Cortney said as she walked toward the booth that Gator had reluctantly taken in the middle of the diner. 
 
    “Hi, Gator. I’m glad you stopped by. I’ve got good news for you,” Cortney said as she sat down in the seat opposite the strange reptilian looking man. 
 
    “The fat cop took my seat,” Gator complained. 
 
    “He’s a good guy. Let him sit in your booth,” Cortney said. “I talked to Frank, and he agreed that I could lift the ban on you living at Barnaby House. You can move back into the house.” 
 
    “When?” Gator asked in an excited tone. 
 
    “I’ve got to reverse the spell that only allows you to visit Bayou George for brief periods. As soon as I do that, you can move into one of the bedrooms,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “Can I bring Gladys?” 
 
    “Heavens no! You can’t bring an alligator into the house! What are you thinking?” Cortney said shaking her head violently. 
 
    “You have Tom Cat,” Gator said. 
 
    “That’s different. He’s my familiar,” Cortney replied. “Anyway, Gladys isn’t house trained,” Cortney added. 
 
    “All right,” Gator said reluctantly. 
 
    “Gator, I’m allowing you to live in Barnaby House so that you can be my bodyguard. What do you think about that?” 
 
    “Do I get to kill anyone?” Gator asked eagerly. 
 
    “No, but you get to stop anyone from killing me,” Cortney offered. 
 
    “Okay, I guess I’d like that. I’m tired of living out in the swamp. I’ve missed Mildred’s cooking. She makes the best rabbit stew I’ve ever tasted,” Gator said. 
 
    “Okay, give me your order. I’ve got more customers,” Cortney said glancing at the door. 
 
    “A rare steak and eggs over easy,” Gator said. “Looks like two more useless cops,” he added, nodding at the two uniformed officers. 
 
    The two policemen didn’t take seats. They stood by the door and glared at Cortney as she approached. Cortney paused when she noted a vacant look in both officers’ eyes. 
 
    “Take a seat anywhere you want to sit,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Are you Cortney Barnaby?” the taller of the two officers asked slowly as though the words were forced out of his mouth. 
 
    “Yes, at least the last time I looked in the mirror,” Cortney replied. 
 
    Without a word of warning, the one that had asked her the question jerked his nightstick from his utility belt and swung it at Cortney’s face. Only Cortney’s quick reaction saved her from a broken nose. She backpedaled as fast as she could as the shorter officer pulled his nightstick and joined the assault. 
 
    Suddenly, the taller officer dropped his nightstick as he reached back and fought to stop Tom Cat from clawing his way up the back of his shirt. A grayish streak flashed past Cortney. She recognized the huge Bowie knife in Gator’s hand as he raised his arm to stab the shorter officer. 
 
    “No!” Cortney shouted as she watched the long blade of the knife descend, but at the last possible moment, Gator turned the knife and struck the policeman on the top of his head with the handle. The policeman dropped like a rock to the floor. Still in motion, Gator drove the hilt of the Bowie Knife into the taller policeman’s solar plexus. The man crumpled over as he gasped for breath. 
 
    Tom Cat let go of the fallen man as Officer Ray rushed up to Cortney. 
 
    “What in the world is going on?” Officer Ray demanded as he directed his words, not at Cortney and Gator but the two fallen police officers. “They attacked you unprovoked.” 
 
    Cortney shook her head. “I don’t have the foggiest idea,” she said as she took a seat in the nearest booth. “I almost got brained,” she said in a shaken tone. 
 
    “What happened?” the taller policeman said as he recovered from the blow to his midsection. “What am I doing in the diner?” 
 
    “Chuck, you and Andy just attacked the waitress,” Officer Ray said. “Have you two lost your minds?” he asked as he helped Officer Chuck to his feet. 
 
    “Yeah, I think I did. The last thing I remember was walking out of the station. Andy and I stopped to look at a suit in the window of Charley Brown’s Clothing Store. The next thing I know I’m rolled up in a ball on the floor gasping for breath. What happened?” 
 
    Officer Andy moaned as he grabbed the top of his head. 
 
    “You asked the waitress her name, and when she said her name was Cortney Barnaby, you and Andy grabbed your nightsticks and attacked her,” Officer Ray explained. 
 
    “Who hit me?” Andy asked as he struggled into a sitting position. 
 
    “I did,” Gator said as he stared down at Andy with his snake eyes. 
 
    “He wiped the floor with both of your crazy butts in a blink of an eye,” Officer Ray said. 
 
    “That’s assault,” Officer Chuck said. 
 
    “Do you want more?” Gator asked. 
 
    “Cool it!” Cortney said as she stood and walked over to stand beside Gator. “You two attacked me without cause. If anyone goes to jail, it’s the two of you!” she declared. 
 
    “She’s right. I saw it all,” Pop called out from the service window. 
 
    “Gee, why does my back hurt?” Chuck asked. 
 
    “The cat attacked you,” Officer Ray said. “I think you are going to have to buy a new shirt,” he added. 
 
    “This all doesn’t make sense,” Officer Andy said. “Why did we black out and walk down to the diner and attack Miss Cortney? I feel as though someone has been using me like a puppet.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Officer Chuck echoed his words. 
 
    “Hey, why don’t you two sit down and have a cup of coffee and some doughnuts on me, and we’ll forget all this happened,” Cortney said. 
 
    “But I should report it. They attacked you,” Officer Ray said. 
 
    “No harm, no foul. And each of them did get a beatdown by Gator. That’s punishment enough for me,” Cortney said. 
 
    I can’t let them continue investigating the incident. I’m sure one of the warlocks on the magic council took control of their bodies, Cortney thought as she smiled at each of the officers. 
 
    “That’s more than they deserve,” Officer Ray said. “But it will save me from having to testify against fellow officers,” he added.  
 
    “Good, then it’s settled,” Cortney said as Ray motioned for the two officers to follow him to his booth. 
 
    “Have a seat, Gator. I’ll get your steak and eggs,” Cortney said as she took a step toward the counter. She suddenly paused and turned around. “I thought you were going to gut Officer Chuck with your knife. What stopped you?” 
 
    “The spell your aunt cast on me. I had every intention of killing both of them, but my body wouldn’t let me. I lost control and turned the knife around and hit them with the hilt.” 
 
    “Hmm, it’s good to see that the spell Aunt Morticia conjured up to keep you from killing works,” Cortney said. “I’ll have your breakfast in a flash,” she added. 
 
    “Trouble seems to travel with you, Boss,” Pop said as he took the order ticket that Cortney offered him. 
 
    “Unnatural trouble,” Tom Cat whispered from atop his nest of towels after Pop disappeared into the kitchen. “Good thing you have a brave familiar to protect you,” he added. 
 
    “Yes, you and Gator did wonderfully,” Cortney said. “Now, I just wish I knew which one of the warlocks is behind the attack.” 
 
    “They were standing in front of Charley Brown’s Clothing Store,” Tom Cat pointed out. “Maybe it was Councilman Innman?” 
 
    “Yes, or one of the other council members trying to pin the attack on him. I must meet them all. I can’t make any judgment when I don’t even know them,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Frank is calling a council meeting on your behalf tomorrow. You’ll get your chance,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Pop asked as he placed Gator’s order in the service window. 
 
    “To myself,” Cortney said. “I’ve gotten into a bad habit of talking to myself.” 
 
    “I must be hearing things. I thought the cat was answering you,” Pop said as he scratched his head before he turned back to the grill. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Cortney looked at the bowl that Mildred placed in front of Gator. 
 
    “Gator has a bigger bowl of rabbit stew,” she complained. 
 
    “Rabbit stew is my favorite.” He glanced down at Tom Cat. “But cat stew runs a close second,” Gator said as he picked a rabbit leg out of his bowl and took a bite. 
 
    “This is on you,” Tom Cat said as he lifted his head from his bowl of milk. 
 
    Cortney glanced down the table at Frank. The patchwork man didn’t seem to be bothered by Gator’s comments. 
 
    “Go on with your story about the attack in the diner,” Frank said as he forked a chunk of rabbit out of his stew.  
 
    “They were uniformed policemen. They asked my name, and when I told them, they grabbed their nightsticks and started swinging at me. If it hadn’t been for Tom Cat and Gator, I would have left a substantial part of my gray matter on the diner floor.” 
 
    “They were under a puppet spell,” Tom Cat called out. 
 
    “My, my, one of the council members is getting serious about killing you, Miss Cortney,” Frank said. “I can see the need for Gator in the house. There is a protection spell protecting us here; however, if one of the warlocks is determined enough, they might be able to override it.” 
 
    “When am I going to learn how to conjure up a spell, or brew one, or whatever it is that witches do to make magic?” 
 
    “Ah, there’s a reason that casting spells doesn’t come naturally to you, Miss Cortney,” Frank said and sighed. 
 
    “Yeah, why do I suddenly get the feeling that the hammer is fixing to drop?” Cortney said as she stared down the table at the scarred faced butler. 
 
    “Maybe I should have mentioned it sooner. However, I felt that the best time was after your twenty-first birthday ritual of inducting you into the witch world,” Frank said. 
 
    “Cut to the chase, Frank. I don’t want to hear a bedtime story,” Cortney said annoyed at yet another untold secret. 
 
    “You’re only half a witch,” Tom Cat seemed to get pleasure as he beat Frank to the punch. 
 
    “Frank, what does Tom Cat mean, I’m half a witch? And how can you even be half a witch? Isn’t that like being half a person?” 
 
    “Your father was mortal,” Frank said. 
 
    “Gee, I hadn’t thought much about my father,” Cortney said. She paused and appeared in deep thought for a moment. “Oh, so that’s why my mother fled with me. She didn’t want me raised as a witch. She wanted a normal life for me.” 
 
    “It was one of the reasons she left Bayou George,” Frank said, but didn’t furnish another reason. 
 
    “Aunt Morticia wanted me to be a witch. That’s why my mother and father took me and fled Bayou George,” Cortney declared fixated on her mother not wanting her to become a witch. 
 
    “Yes, and your aunt was upset with your mother for taking you. She sent people to bring them back, but they returned weeks later without you or your parents. When the investigators your aunt hired called to tell her they had found you in Malvern, it was the first word we had gotten of your whereabouts. Your aunt was devastated when she learned that your mother had died years earlier in a car accident,” Frank said. 
 
    “Please tell me my parents didn’t die in a car accident when fleeing Aunt Morticia,” Cortney said in a sad tone. 
 
    “It’s possible,” Frank said. “Anyway, now you know that you are only half a witch,” he added. 
 
    “And what does that mean? Can I only cast half a spell?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Mildred who was standing near the wall watching Cortney eat called out. “It just means that conjuring doesn’t come naturally. You have to put some effort, well a lot of effort, into weaving a spell.” 
 
    “Wow, all day I thought I was a witch. Tonight, I find out I’m only half a witch. Do you have any more information that you’re holding back, Frank?” Cortney demanded. 
 
    “I think that’s the last of the beans to spill,” Frank answered. 
 
    “Okay, so what do I have to do? Take conjuring classes?” 
 
    “Well, yes. Mildred will work with you using the Book of Unseen Arts. She can’t create spells, but she can instruct you how it is done,” Frank said. 
 
    “Great. I must work in the diner during the day and go to witch’s night school after I get home. Does that about size things up?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “You’re quick as a whip,” Frank said. “Do you want Mildred to start tutoring you tonight?” 
 
    “No, I want to go upstairs and soak in the tub and then go to bed,” Cortney said. 
 
    “I suggest no more late-night broomstick rides until we figure out which of the warlocks is trying to kill you. You’ve been lucky so far that you haven’t been hurt. However, lady luck is a fickle woman,” Frank said. 
 
    “Hopefully tomorrow at the council meeting I’ll get some insight as to the identity of the killer,” Cortney said as she finished her meal and pushed her bowl back. “Now if you don’t mind, I’m going upstairs to bed.” 
 
    “Should I come upstairs with you? If not, I’m going to have a second helping of rabbit stew. My bedroom is on the far side of yours. You should be safe with me on one side and Chester on the other side of you.” Gator said. 
 
    “What good is Chester since he’s translucent and can’t even sit in a chair?” Cortney asked shaking her head. 
 
    “Don’t dismiss the power of a good Boo,” Tom Cat spoke up. “Even witches and warlocks don’t want to anger a ghost and be haunted the rest of their lives. It’s hard to sleep when you hear chains rattling all night,” Tom Cat added. 
 
    Cortney smiled as she remembered her first encounter with Chester. “Yeah, you might be right,” Cortney said. She glanced at Gator as Mildred served him another helping of rabbit stew. “Gator, take your time, enjoy your rabbit as much as Mildred enjoyed running it down,” she added as she remembered seeing a big gray ferret enter the house carrying a rabbit in its mouth.  
 
    Cortney stood up from the table. “I’m going to bed,” she announced. “Unless there are other secrets you plan on revealing tonight, Frank,” she added. 
 
    Frank directed both eyes in Cortney's direction. “No, I’m good,” he said and tried to smile, but the scars interfered and made it look like a grimace. 
 
    “Tom Cat, you could have told me I was only half a witch sooner,” Cortney said as they climbed the stairs. 
 
    “And face your temper tantrum alone? Not on your life. It was bad enough in the presence of monster Frank,” the familiar replied. 
 
    “Don’t call him a monster. He’s a very sensitive…”  
 
    “Monster,” Tom Cat said as he finished the sentence. 
 
    “Why do I even bother with you?” Cortney said shaking her head as they arrived at the landing. “I’m tired. I’m not going to stop by and see Chester,” Cortney added as they headed down the hallway. 
 
    “Hmm, talk about insensitive. You are the only visitor that poor Chester gets,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Why are you putting a guilt trip on me?” Cortney demanded. 
 
    “Moi?” Tom Cat replied. 
 
    “Yeah, you. Who else would I be talking to?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “A ghost?” Tom Cat snickered. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I’m going to stop and see the old goat,” Cortney said as she stopped in front of Chester’s door. She knocked lightly before she opened the door. “Wakey, wakey.” 
 
    “If only I could sleep,” Chester said as he appeared in front of them. “It’s been a hundred years since I have known the sweet dreams of sleep.” 
 
    “Well, I want you to know that I’m forgoing that pleasure to stop by and say hello,” Cortney said. 
 
    “I forced her to visit you,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “You did no such thing…” 
 
    “Children, no fighting,” Chester said. 
 
    “Chester, why didn’t you tell me I was only half a witch?” Cortney demanded. 
 
    “Well… I forgot. You know I’m getting at that advanced age when I sometimes forget little facts,” Chester said. 
 
    “Me being half a witch isn’t a little fact. It is humongous,” Cortney said. 
 
    “What do you care? You don’t even want to be a witch,” Chester said.  
 
    “I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to be ordinary. I want to do magic. If I had known how to conjure today, I would have turned both of those policemen into toads,” Cortney declared between yawns. 
 
    Chester made a clicking sound with his tongue. “I see that neither you nor Frank has informed Cortney that she must never reveal she’s a witch to any of the townspeople,” Chester said as he glanced down at Tom Cat. 
 
    “I thought it went without saying,” Tom Cat said in his defense. 
 
    “Gee, I haven’t told anyone other than Officer Ray. Do you think being a witch is something that I go around announcing to strangers?” Cortney said. “But don’t some of the people in town suspect that Aunt Morticia was a witch?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “No. Any time that someone saw something they shouldn’t have seen your aunt would conjure up a forgetting spell,” Chester said. 
 
    “Oh, that sounds harsh,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Morticia and your mother got run out of Walachia because they were believed to be witches helping Frank. They certainly didn’t want something like that happening here in America. Bayou George is a refuge of magic unbeknownst to the good citizens, and it must stay that way,” Chester said. 
 
    “Sorry, Chester, I have to go to bed. I can barely hold my eyes open,” Cortney said as she turned and headed for the door. 
 
    “Do stop by tomorrow. I have grown accustomed to our little chats,” Chester called after Cortney. 
 
    “The poor thing. I have got to force Chester out of the bedroom. He should be more a part of the family,” Cortney said as she unlocked her bedroom door. 
 
    “Hmm, be careful what you wish for,” Tom Cat said as he followed Cortney into the bedroom. 
 
    Cortney walked straight to the closet. “Hildegard, sorry but no late-night ride tonight. It’s too dangerous,” Cortney said and somehow knew that the broomstick understood what she had told it. She stayed in the closet and put on her bunny pajamas. 
 
    “Don’t let Mildred see you in your bunny pajamas or you’ll be on the menu for lunch tomorrow,” Tom Cat said when Cortney emerged from the closet. 
 
    “What exactly is a changeling?” Cortney asked. “I’ve read about shapeshifters in novels; are they the same thing?” 
 
    “Yeah, basically,” Tom Cat said. “Except a shapeshifter is born one and a changeling is cursed to take the form of an animal as punishment,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Hmm, what did Mildred do to be cursed?” 
 
    “I never asked. It’s none of my business,” Tom Cat replied. 
 
    “Why is it that she never eats at the table with us?”  
 
    “It's her curse to eat raw meat as a ferret,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “I hope Aunt Morticia isn’t the one that cursed Mildred.” 
 
    “She wasn’t. It happened before she started working for your aunt,” Tom Cat replied. 
 
    “Tom Cat, do you think Aunt Morticia had something to do with the death of my parents?” Cortney asked. It had been on her mind since she had learned of her parents fleeing Bayou George. 
 
    “No, but it could be the work of the person that poisoned your aunt. None of the warlocks were happy with Morticia being in control of the city council. They certainly didn’t want an heir taking over after her retirement.” 
 
    “Oh, come on Tom Cat. Call the council what it really is, the magic council. I was told a long time ago that the citizens of Bayou George are compelled to vote for the same council members year after year. And, they are even made to forget how long each member of the council has held the post.” 
 
    “Hmm, and here I feared that Mildred might have slapped you on your head instead of your butt when you were born,” Tom Cat said and snickered. 
 
    “I bet Gator is right. Cat stew does taste better than gator stew,” Cortney said in a serious voice. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Cortney glanced at the five men seated at the dining room table as she entered. They looked ordinary. If she hadn’t known they were all warlocks, she would have never guessed. 
 
    The only one of the council members she recognized was Councilman Innman. He sat on the right side of Frank.  
 
    “Gentlemen,” Frank said as he stood. “Miss Cortney, the new head of the council, has arrived.” 
 
    Four of the men stood immediately. Councilman Innman hesitated before he joined them on his feet. 
 
    “As I introduce you, please take your seat,” Frank said with such smoothness, it was easy for Cortney to imagine the freaky looking man was once a doctor. 
 
    “On my right is Dick Innman owner of Charley Brown’s Clothing Store,” Frank said. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve had the pleasure of meeting Miss Cortney already,” Councilman Innman said as he took his seat. 
 
    “On my left is William Stonemason. He owns Stonemason Construction Company,” Frank said nodding to a tall, thin man with blond, curly hair and deep blue eyes.  
 
    “You are the spitting image of your Aunt Morticia, Miss Cortney. Welcome to Bayou George,” Councilman Stonemason said with a broad smile. 
 
    “Opposite Councilmen Stonemason is Gerhart Kessel. He’s a geologist and owns the only jewelry store in Bayou George.” The wiry man with the crewcut hairstyle nodded and took his seat without speaking. 
 
    “Sitting beside Councilmen Kessel is Fran Wigdahl; he’s a family doctor.”  
 
    “I hope that you will not be as locked in the past as your aunt was,” Councilman Wigdahl said. 
 
    “Last but not least is your friendly real estate broker Hawk Blackman,” Frank said. 
 
    “Miss Cortney, I will tell you up front. I’m not going to stop until you sell Barnaby House to me. I have lusted after it since I first arrived in Bayou George,” Councilman Blackman said. 
 
    “Wow, that’s a long time, Hawk. You don’t mind if I call you Hawk do you?” Cortney asked and didn’t wait for an answer. “You see, Frank has brought me up to speed. I know that all of you are warlocks. I also know that this is really a magic council of witches and warlocks and not a town council. We rule Bayou George. Sometimes we use magic, but for the most part, we keep any use of the dark arts hidden from the eyes of the mortal citizens of Bayou George. Am I correct so far?” Cortney asked 
 
    She glanced around the table. Everyone but Dick Innman nodded his head in agreement. 
 
    “My aunt allowed you warlocks to settle in Bayou George to help her preserve it as an enclave of magic. To ensure that the pressure of the outside world is limited, she hasn’t allowed any cell phone towers, micro relays or satellite dishes. Frank, as my guardian, has informed me that we will keep those policies in place.” 
 
    Thank God I got through the notes that Frank made me memorize without appearing to be an idiot, Cortney thought as she studied the faces of the five warlocks. None seemed happy with her little speech. Dick Innman had shaken his head the entire time she spoke. 
 
    “Frank, this is ridiculous. You are not a witch or warlock. You cannot be the head of the council, even if you are sitting in for Miss Cortney until she fulfills her contractual requirements,” Hawk said. 
 
    Frank shrugged his massive shoulders. “The spell that bound you to serve Miss Morticia now binds you to Miss Cortney. Break it if you can,” Frank said. 
 
    “Let’s not talk about breaking spells, Frank. We all only want what is good for Bayou George. We just have different opinions of what it is,” Fran Wigdahl said and smiled.  
 
    Fran Wigdahl’s warm smile tugged at Cortney’s heart. Wow, he’s got charisma. 
 
    Show time! Cortney thought as she jumped to her feet. “One of you sitting at this table poisoned Aunt Morticia!” she shouted as she pointed her finger at each of the men in turn. “I am going to find out which one murdered my aunt and bring you to justice. Frank tells me that if I find out which one of you poisoned Aunt Morticia, you will be stripped of your powers as a warlock and banished from Bayou George. And, I’m serving notice, that is what I plan on doing.” 
 
    “She’s only half a witch,” Dick Innman called out. “She shouldn’t even be allowed to sit at the table with us. I say we band together and cast her out of Bayou George.” 
 
    “I agree!” Hawk Blackman said. 
 
    Suddenly Gator appeared behind Frank 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Frank called out in a dangerous tone. “If anyone is crazy enough to vote to banish Miss Cortney they will have to deal with Gator, Miss Cortney’s enforcer. He was born of magic, and is resistant to normal spells. Must I remind you gentlemen of how dangerous he is when unleashed? Cortney has the power to unleash him.” 
 
    Dick Innman cleared his throat. 
 
    Hawk Blackman glanced at his plate. 
 
    “Frank, we have no intentions of breaking our oath spell to Morticia. So, you can call off your dog.” Fran Wigdahl said as he flashed his smile around the room. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, Gator vanished. 
 
    “Thanks. That creature makes me nervous,” Fran said. “Are we going to get to sample some of Mildred’s cooking tonight? I’m ravenously hungry,” he added. 
 
    “No, since one of you is a master of the dark art of poisons, there will be no more food served during the council meetings,” Frank said. “And since I haven’t had a chance to bring Cortney up to speed on the issues facing the council, we will adjourn,” Frank said slapping his oversized right hand against the table. 
 
    “But there are issues to be debated,” Councilman Innman yelled. 
 
    “There will be no gathering of you five until I find out which one of you poisoned my aunt,” Cortney said. “Now leave my house!” she said as she somehow managed to put power into the words. That was a spell! I just conjured up a command spell! 
 
    The five warlock’s bodies jerked when they heard the order to leave. Cortney saw the surprise in their eyes that she could use words of power against them. 
 
    Cortney smiled as she watched them hurry from the dining room like beaten dogs. 
 
    “Hmm, I didn’t see that coming,” Tom Cat, who had been hiding behind a large urn, said as he emerged. 
 
    “I don’t know how I added power to the words,” Cortney said shaking her head. “It just came from inside of me.” 
 
    “Hmm, from the witch half, I suppose,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Do you want me to go after them and cut their throats?” Gator asked as he approached Cortney. 
 
    “Certainly not! I forbid you from killing any creature!” Cortney scolded. “Except alligators and possums of course,” she added. 
 
    “Rats!” Gator said shaking his head. “I can’t have any fun.” 
 
    “Frank,” Cortney called out. “Did you get any sense of which of the warlocks poisoned Aunt Morticia?” 
 
    The big freakish-looking man shook his head. “They all acted normal.” 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t get a sense either. I do know that Councilmen Innman hates me.” 
 
    “Hmm, I think they all hate you,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Yes, men have a hard time taking orders from a woman,” Frank said as he stomped his larger right foot onto a spider that scampered across the floor toward him. “That looked like a poisonous black widow spider. I haven’t seen one of them in years.” 
 
    “Yuck!” Cortney shouted as she pointed to the floor. “There’s another one!” she yelled backpedaling away from the spider. 
 
    Suddenly, Tom Cat arched his back and hissed. “They’re pouring out of the walls,” the familiar shouted. 
 
    Cortney glanced at the wall between the dining room and the kitchen to see a horde of black widow spiders as they ran out of the wall.  
 
    Frank screamed as he lumbered out of the dining room into the hallway to the foyer. 
 
    “What?” Cortney called out, shocked at the big man’s flight from the spiders. 
 
    “He has arachnophobia,” Tom Cat shouted as he followed Frank into the hall. 
 
    Instead of following Tom Cat and Frank, the horde of spiders scampered toward Cortney. 
 
    “They’re after me!” Cortney declared as she ran into the hall. “Where are they coming from?” she shouted at Frank. The monstrous man was too wide-eyed with fear to answer. 
 
    “It’s a spell. One of the warlocks conjured up a spell,” Tom Cat replied as he arched his back at the black wave of spiders headed toward him from the dining room. 
 
    “I thought Barnaby House had a protection spell,” Cortney said. 
 
    “It does, but it protects from spells from outside of the house. The culprit conjured the spider spell from inside the house,” Tom Cat explained. “Do something, Cortney!” the familiar added. 
 
    “What? I don’t know how to counter a spell!” Cortney shouted. “At least if I had Hildegard, I could sweep them back,” she added. 
 
    Cortney had no more than mentioned the name of her broomstick when suddenly she found it in her hand. 
 
    “How?” she mumbled but didn’t have time to say more as she started sweeping back the horde of spiders. She heard Frank’s lumbering footsteps as he fled upstairs. 
 
    “I can’t sweep them back fast enough. They’re swarming around us, cutting us off from the stairs,” Cortney shouted to Tom Cat. “What can I do? Tell me a spell to use against them.” 
 
    Tom Cat leaped over the mass of spiders between him and the stairs. He didn’t answer Cortney as he followed Frank upstairs. 
 
    Anger boiled up inside of Cortney so intense that it blinded her for a moment. When her sight returned, she knew what she must do. She turned the handle of Hildegard toward the horde of spiders and shouted words she didn’t understand. 
 
    A blue fireball shot from the end of Hildegard’s handle. The fireball exploded when it struck the black mass of crawling spiders. The blue flames of the fireball raced through the horde of spiders as though they were made of paper. Within a matter of seconds, nothing remained of the spider invasion but blackened ashes on the floor. The flames from the fireball had burned the entire horde! 
 
    “God, how did I do that?” Cortney said as she glanced down at the tip of her broomstick. She expected to see an opening at the end of the handle. Nothing! It looked normal. 
 
    “Where are the spiders?” Gator said as he peeked out of the door to the kitchen. 
 
    “Gone. I… I caused a fireball to shoot out of the end of my broomstick. Its flames flashed through the entire horde. Burned them to ashes,” Cortney said still in shock. 
 
    “You might be only half a witch, but you are still powerful,” Mildred said as she emerged from the kitchen. “Where is Frank? He didn’t get bitten, did he?” 
 
    “Nope, the spiders couldn’t catch him. He ran upstairs as fast as his mismatched feet would carry him,” Cortney said. 
 
    “He can’t help being afraid of spiders,” Mildred defended Frank. 
 
    “Well, all I can say is that if Mary had known about his fear of spiders, she would have written a very different novel,” Cortney said as she heard plodding footsteps descending the stairs. 
 
    “Are they all gone?” Frank asked as he stopped halfway down the stairs. 
 
    “Yes, Miss Cortney destroyed them,” Mildred called out to Frank. 
 
    “How in the world did you do that?” Frank said as he continued down the stairs. 
 
    “I managed to shoot a fireball out of Hildegard. The spell just popped into my mind. It felt great to use magic,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Good job! Miss Morticia couldn’t have done better,” Frank said. 
 
    “She is much more powerful than we thought,” Mildred said. “It seems that her mortal blood has made her a more powerful witch than normal,” she added. 
 
    “Strange, very strange. It’s something that Miss Morticia didn’t see coming,” Frank said as he joined Cortney at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    “Good, that means that the warlock trying to kill me will underestimate my power,” Cortney said with more confidence than she felt. 
 
    “Yes, they all know that your father was mortal. So, they will think you’re weak,” Frank agreed. 
 
    “The fun is over. I’m going upstairs,” Cortney said. “Hmm, I wonder where Tom Cat is hiding?” 
 
    Cortney called her familiar’s name as she climbed the stairs. She shook her head and mumbled under her breath when Tom Cat didn’t answer. He’s probably in my bedroom, but I’ll check and see if he’s with Chester, Cortney thought. However, the real reason she knocked lightly on Chester’s door was to tell him about the spider attack and how she had burned them with a fireball. 
 
    Chester as always appeared in midair when Cortney entered his bedroom. “Have you seen Tom Cat?” 
 
    The ghost nodded toward the bed. 
 
    Cortney glanced over and saw Tom Cat peeking out from under the bed. 
 
    “Meow?” 
 
    “Don’t you dare meow me! You get out from under Chester’s bed! Some familiar you are,” Cortney scolded. 
 
    “When Frank runs, I do too,” Tom Cat said as he crawled out from under the bed. “I mean he’s a monster, and I’m just a little black cat,” Tom Cat protested. 
 
    “Don’t call Frank a monster,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Well, what else do you call someone sewed together from body parts of two different men?” Tom Cat asked. 
 
    “I call him Frank and you should too,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “Ah, how did you get rid of the spiders?” Tom Cat asked. 
 
    “Yes, tell me how you got rid of a horde of spiders that one of the warlocks conjured up to attack you?” Chester said. 
 
    “How did you know? Oh, never mind. Tom Cat, of course. He came crying to you for protection,” Cortney said shaking her head. 
 
    “Spiders are afraid of ghosts,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Please, you can do better than that,” Cortney said. 
 
    Tom Cat suddenly busied himself licking his paw. 
 
    “So, are you going to chastise your cowardly familiar all night or tell us how you vanquished the spiders?” Chester asked. 
 
    Cortney pointed the handle of her broomstick at Chester. “I caused a fireball to shoot out of Hildegard. The fireball turned the entire horde of spiders into crispy critters,” Cortney announced. 
 
    “Really? I’m surprised you have such power since you are only half a witch,” Chester said. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, that’s what they told me downstairs,” Cortney said and smiled. “Now that I know I’m as powerful as them, I’m going to take the fight to the warlocks. Tonight, I’m going to pay Councilman Innman a visit with Hildegard. I strongly suspect that he is the one that poisoned Aunt Morticia.” Cortney added. 
 
    “That could be dangerous. I’m sure all the warlocks have protection spells guarding their homes,” Chester said. 
 
    “I’ll just buzz his house, maybe shoot a fireball at it to see how strong his magic is,” Cortney said. 
 
    Chester shook his head. “Okay, I see I can’t talk you out of it. Just remember that I warned you against such rash behavior.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” Cortney said. She glanced at Tom Cat. “Are you sleeping under Chester’s bed tonight?” 
 
    Tom Cat stuck his tail straight up into the air. 
 
    “Chester! Did you see that? Tom Cat gave me the finger!” Cortney said. 
 
    “Don’t bring me into your squabble with your familiar,” Chester said and vanished. 
 
    “I liked it much better when you didn’t talk,” Cortney said as they walked out of Chester’s room. 
 
    “Sticking my tail up is a nonverbal form of communication,” Tom Cat said and giggled. “You know like one picture is worth a thousand words,” the familiar added as Cortney unlocked the bedroom door. “Pajama time?”  
 
    “No, I’m going to pay Warlock Innman a night visit. I suspect he is the one that conjured up the spider spell. Turnabout is fair play,” Cortney said. 
 
    “I guess me telling you it’s a terrible idea isn’t going to stop you, is it?” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Nope, I’m tired of having warlocks attack me and not hitting back,” Cortney replied.  
 
    “But you don’t know that he’s the one that attacked you,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Just call it shaking the tree,” Cortney said as she opened the window. 
 
    “Those that shake trees sometimes get hit on the head by falling fruit,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Wow, where do you come up with such profound words of wisdom? Fortune cookies?” Cortney said as she straddled Hildegard. “Keep the light burning so I can find my way home,” Cortney said and giggled as she flew out the window. 
 
    She felt empowered riding Hildegard again. This time she meant to turn the tables on one of the warlocks.  
 
    “Warlock Innman’s house should be on this street,” Cortney mumbled a moment later as she directed Hildegard to fly just above the rooftops. She had studied a map of Bayou George during a lull in business at the diner and now knew the location of Councilman Innman’s house.  
 
    There! 
 
    Cortney knew she had found the warlock. Who else would have built a stone building that resembled a massive mausoleum for a house except someone steeped in dark magic?  
 
    Hmm, am I steeped in dark magic too? Cortney asked herself as she flew closer to the building. She noted the stone gargoyles lining the eaves of the building. The hideous statues were slightly larger than Tom Cat. They sat perched on the edge of the roof as though ready to take flight. They look so lifelike, Cortney thought as she hovered over the building. 
 
    “Now for a little love tap,” she mumbled as she pointed her finger down at the metal roof of the building. Let’s see. How did I do it when I destroyed the horde of spiders? She mentally reviewed the spell for a moment before she proceeded. 
 
    This time the spell came more naturally. The ancient words she spoke didn’t have sounds that could be heard by mortal ears. The words made the air around Cortney crackle seconds before a huge blue fireball shot out of the tip of her index finger. Cortney watched as the fireball struck the metal roof of the building and transformed the entire roof into blue flames for a brief instant. 
 
    The gargoyles! 
 
    The fireball had awakened the statues! One moment they were stone and the next flesh and blood. Screams of rage filled the air as the gargoyles took flight as a flock of horror. 
 
    “Home, Hildegard!” Cortney shouted the command in a state of panic at the hornet nest of evil she had awakened. 
 
    Obeying Cortney’s command, Hildegard streaked skyward even as the gargoyles swarmed in pursuit. After she gained altitude, the broomstick flew in a full circle as it changed direction and headed home.  
 
    The gargoyles are gaining! Cortney realized as she glanced over her shoulder. 
 
    “Faster! Fly faster, Hildegard,” Cortney called out in panic, as images of the creatures tearing her limb from limb popped into her mind. 
 
    Breathe slow. Calm yourself, Cortney thought as she fought to gain control of her fear. Now, how can I stop them?  
 
    Fireballs! 
 
    God, I hope it works. It’s the only spell I know, Cortney realized as she turned sideways on the broomstick and pointed her finger at the leading gargoyle. Luckily some of the creatures flew at slower speeds or else they would have overtaken her.  
 
    As Cortney pointed her finger at the fastest flyer, she gathered her strength. She spoke the spell words quickly. The moment she finished, a blue fireball shot from her finger and streaked across the night sky. It flared bright blue when it touched the leading gargoyle. When the flash of blue light died, the gargoyle had vanished. 
 
    “It worked! I destroyed one!” Cortney shouted. Her excitement died quickly as another gargoyle flew from the flock to replace the fallen leader. “Rats, he’s just as fast,” Cortney mumbled as she bent forward hoping it would help Hildegard to fly faster. 
 
    It did increase the broomstick’s speed just enough to stay ahead of the flock of gargoyles. In the distance, Cortney spotted Barnaby House. I’m going to make it! 
 
    Relief flooded Cortney as she neared the cemetery. 
 
    “Yes,” she shouted as Hildegard descended in the direction of the window. 
 
    Pop! Pop!  
 
    Hearing the sound behind her, Cortney glanced over her shoulder as a gargoyle made a loud pop, flared brightly, and vanished from the night sky. 
 
    “What the heck?” Cortney mumbled as Hildegard flew through the window. 
 
    “What did you do to make Councilman Innman’s gargoyles chase you home?” Tom Cat asked. 
 
    “I shot a fireball onto the roof of his house,” Cortney said. “Ah, what destroyed the gargoyles that flew near Barnaby House?” Cortney asked as she dismounted her broomstick. 
 
    “The protection spell that your aunt put around the house. All the warlocks have protection spells,” Tom Cat said as he licked his paw. 
 
    “But my fireball struck Warlock Innman’s roof?” Cortney said. 
 
    “That’s because you conjured up the spell inside the protective dome of his spell — the same way that one of the warlocks conjured up the spiders inside Barnaby House. The spells protect from an attack outside of the protection zone but not inside,” Tom Cat explained with an air of superiority. 
 
    “Wow, I’ve got a lot to learn,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Yep,” Tom Cat agreed. 
 
    “Hey, you don’t have to be so eager to agree!” Cortney scolded. 
 
    “Damned if you do, damned if you don’t,” Tom Cat said as he licked his paw. “Now, can we go to bed, Bunny?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
    The pounding on the front door caused Cortney to lay her fork on her plate and turn toward the sound. 
 
    “Who could that be so early in the morning? she asked. 
 
    “Maybe a door-to door salesman,” Tom Cat said as Frank got up from the table. 
 
    “Nothing good this time of day,” Frank said as he lumbered out of the dining room on his mismatched feet. 
 
    Cortney heard loud voices and quick footsteps as someone approached the dining room. 
 
    “You!” Councilman Innman shouted as he walked into the dining room. “You attacked my house last night!” he shouted as he pointed his finger at Cortney. 
 
    “No, I just knocked on your roof,” Cortney said. 
 
    “With a fireball!” Councilman Innman accused. “You woke my gargoyles. I lost five of them last night! They are irreplaceable. I brought them from Walachia,” the warlock said. 
 
    “I’m sure the internet has replacements. It has everything,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “Cortney,” Frank said as he entered the dining room. “Is what the warlock said true?” 
 
    “Yes, I flew over his house and shot down a fireball. But he has a tin roof so what harm did it do?” Cortney said. “Anyway, he’s probably the one that conjured the spiders yesterday. I was returning the favor.” 
 
    “Spiders? What are you talking about?” the warlock said. 
 
    “One of you warlocks conjured a horde of poisonous spiders before leaving the house last night,” Frank answered. 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t me! I’ve been loyal to Morticia since she created the council. I will admit to having my differences with Morticia over the years, but I never broke my vow of loyalty. And, although I don’t like her niece, I accept her as the leader of the council,” the warlock proclaimed. 
 
    “Words,” Cortney replied. “Just words.” 
 
    Suddenly Councilman Innman drew a pentagram in the air. “I take the truth oath that my words are true!” The pentagram caught fire. “I didn’t poison Morticia. And I am loyal to the council and Morticia’s niece. And I didn’t call up the spiders,” he shouted. The pentagram vanished. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Cortney asked as she glanced at Frank and then Tom Cat for answers. 
 
    Tom Cat answered. “If he lied, the flames from the pentagram would have consumed him.” 
 
    “Really?” Cortney said. “And why is he struggling to stand?” 
 
    “A truth spell pulls energy from the one that conjures it. He’s weak.” 
 
    “God, she’s like a child wielding a shotgun. She knows nothing of the power of magic,” the warlock proclaimed. 
 
    “Hey, it wasn’t my choice to stay here in Bayou George and become a witch. Frank forced the decision on me. I just wanted the money,” Cortney said. “You made me a witch, now deal with it!” 
 
    “Apologize for hitting his roof with a fireball.” Frank said. 
 
    Cortney took a deep breath. “Okay, I’m sorry. I thought you were the one that sent the spiders,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t,” Councilman Innman said. 
 
    “One of the other four warlocks did,” Frank said. 
 
    “Yes, I guess there’s no ignoring the fact that one of them killed Morticia,” Councilman Innman said. “I was hoping it was someone that snuck into the house and poisoned the caper sauce while Mildred was distracted. But I see now that it was indeed a member of the council that poisoned Morticia.” 
 
    “We should work together to find the killer,” Cortney said with a deep sigh. “Do you have any suspicion which one of the remaining warlocks is the killer?” 
 
    “Two names pop into my mind,” the Councilman Innman said. 
 
    “And which two would that be?” Cortney asked eagerly. 
 
    “William Stonemason and Gerhart Kessel. They both opposed Morticia keeping cell phone towers, and other progressive ideas, out of Bayou George,” the warlock said. 
 
    “If I remember correctly, you told me in the diner that you also opposed her restrictive policies,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Yes, but there were whispers about Warlock Kessel and Warlock Gerhart breaking the loyalty oath and making a grab for power,” Warlock Innman said. 
 
    “And you know this how?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “I have my spies,” the warlock replied and didn’t elaborate. 
 
     “What about Warlock Wigdahl and Warlock Blackman?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Warlock Wigdahl is a doctor and takes his Hippocratic oath seriously; Warlock Blackman is unreadable. He hides behind an expensive Italian suit and a professional smile. I can’t read him. But he never openly opposed your aunt, for what it’s worth,” the warlock said. 
 
    “Not much to me,” Cortney said. “I consider them all suspects in the poisoning of Aunt Morticia. Is there some way we can force the truth oath on them? And while they are under its influence ask them if they poisoned Aunt Morticia?” 
 
    “No, the truth oath must be taken voluntarily,” Warlock Innman explained. 
 
    “Rats! Of course, it wouldn’t be that easy! What about having Chief Thorton call them into the police station and interrogate them again?” 
 
    Warlock Innman shook his head. 
 
    “Why are you shaking your head?” Cortney asked. 
 
    Frank spoke up before the warlock had a chance. “The good citizens of Bayou George don’t know that magic exists. We must keep it that way,” Frank said. 
 
    “Yes, you caused a disturbance last night shooting fireballs at my gargoyles. I had to conjure up several spells to wipe the images out of several that saw your stunt,” the warlock said. 
 
    “Are you telling me that no one outside of the residents of Barnaby House and the warlocks on the council know about the existence of magic?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Well, there are others, servants and the usual odd creatures attracted to magic, lurking among the citizens of Bayou George. But they keep a very low profile. Think of them as cockroaches to be stepped on whenever they show their faces,” Warlock Innman said. 
 
    “Could one of them have poisoned Aunt Morticia?” Cortney asked immediately. 
 
    “Heavens no. The protection spell bars their entrance into Barnaby House and the other homes of the council members,” the warlock said. 
 
    “Therefore, one of the four warlocks poisoned my aunt. I just have to figure out which one did it,” Cortney said. 
 
    “You need a crystal ball,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Really? Do crystal balls work?” Cortney asked as she glanced at Councilman Innman. 
 
    “No, your familiar is joking. There’s nothing that can see into the future,” the warlock said. 
 
    “Nothing is easy,” Cortney said shaking her head. “I guess I’ll have to do it the old-fashion way.” 
 
    “And what is that?” Tom Cat asked. 
 
    “I’m going to visit each of the remaining warlocks and ask them to take the truth oath while I ask if they poisoned Aunt Morticia,” Cortney replied. She noticed Frank as he shook his head. “Why are you shaking your head?” 
 
    “That could be dangerous. Whoever poisoned your aunt has made two attempts on your life. You will be walking into the lion’s den,” Frank said staring at Cortney with both his blue and brown eyes. 
 
    “I’ll take Gator along,” Cortney said. 
 
    “I don’t think you realize how powerful a warlock is, Cortney,” Councilman Innman said. 
 
    “And I don’t think they know how powerful I am,” Cortney replied with more bluster than she felt. 
 
    “I can see that you are just as hard headed as your aunt. So, I’ll save my breath trying to talk you out of stirring the hornet’s nest,” the warlock said. 
 
    “You could come with me,” Cortney said. 
 
    “No, I’m not going to war with another warlock. Not even to find Morticia’s killer. I left Walachia, we all did, because of the magic wars. I didn’t come here to start a new war,” the warlock explained. 
 
    “Okay, Tom Cat, Gator, and I will pay the warlocks a visit.” 
 
    “Me?” Tom Cat asked. 
 
    “Yes, you too Chicken Little,” Cortney said as she shook her head. “What kind of demon are you?” 
 
    “One that doesn’t want to be shot, burned, impaled, poisoned or murdered, or killed in another fashion that I can’t think of at the moment,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “You have eight… No, seven more lives to go. I keep forgetting about Gator eating you.” Cortney said. 
 
    “Yeah, well I plan on keeping them all for a rainy day,” Tom Cat replied. 
 
    “I have to go. I’ve got better things to do than listen to banter between a witch and her familiar,” Councilman Innman said. 
 
    “I’ll walk you to the door,” Cortney said. 
 
    “You should reconsider confronting the other council members,” the warlock said as he stepped out the door. 
 
    Cortney watched the warlock climb into his expensive SUV. “Hmm, Tom Cat, I think all the council members are wealthy. That SUV cost two hundred thousand dollars! I think I’ll ask Frank to buy me a new car. I mean, I am head of the magic council. I can’t be seen driving my old clunker around Bayou George.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
    “What’s Gator doing here so early?” Pop asked. 
 
    “I’m training him as a waiter,” Cortney said. 
 
    Pop’s eyes widened. “Please tell me you are joking?” 
 
    “Nope, I need help,” Cortney said as she watched Tom Cat walk behind the counter and curl up on some kitchen rags. 
 
    “The first time a customer complains about his hamburger, he’ll probably take his Bowie knife and cut their throat,” Pop said. 
 
    “That’ll cut down on complaints about your cooking,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Cortney, I’m not joking,” Pop said. 
 
    “Don’t worry. Gator is not going to hurt anyone. He might scare the living daylights out of them, but he will not hurt them,” Cortney said as she took an extra apron from under the counter. 
 
    “No way. I’m not putting that on,” Gator said shaking his head as he watched Cortney approach with the apron. 
 
    “Yes, you are unless you want to move back to your shack in the swamp,” Cortney said. She lowered her voice. “I can’t let people know that you are my bodyguard. Think of it as a disguise,” Cortney said as she tied the apron around the thin, greenish-skinned man’s waist. 
 
    Gator’s snake eyes narrowed, but he didn’t speak. 
 
    “And here is an order pad. You write down the orders and then hang them in the service window,” Cortney said. 
 
    “You mean I have to wait on customers?” Gator asked. 
 
    “Yep, think of it as deep undercover,” Cortney said and fought to keep the smile off her face. 
 
    “Oh, there’s Officer Ray. He can be your first customer,” Cortney said as she put her hand in the middle of Gator’s back and gave him a nudge. 
 
    “What do you want for breakfast?” Gator said as Officer Ray sat down in Gators favorite booth, the one at the end of the diner. 
 
    “Who tied an apron on you?” Officer Ray asked. 
 
    Gator touched his hand to the hilt of his Bowie knife and growled. 
 
    “Eggs over easy and grits,” Officer Ray said quickly as he eyed Gator’s hand that grasped the handle of his knife. “With bacon,” he added in an apologetic tone.  
 
    “See,” Cortney said to Pop. “That went well.” 
 
    “If by well you mean Gator didn’t cut Officer Ray’s throat, then I guess you are correct. However, he’s not likely to return for breakfast again,” Pop said. 
 
    “Yeah, he will. He likes Gator,” Cortney said as Pop rolled his eyes. 
 
    “So, are you settling in at Barnaby House?” Pop asked as he walked into the kitchen. 
 
    “It feels like home already,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Have you heard any strange noises during the night?” Pop asked as he dropped two eggs on the grill. 
 
    “Noises? What kind of noises?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “I’ve heard rumors that it’s haunted. That there’s a ghost living on the second floor,” Pop said. “People see him staring out the window at night. I’ve never seen him myself. I spent the night once in the cemetery watching the house but didn’t get a glimpse of a ghost.” 
 
    “Pop, that’s silly. There are no such things as ghosts. Next, you are going to tell me you believe in witches and warlocks,” Cortney said. 
 
    “No, I’m not looney. I don’t believe in ghosts or witches for that matter. I’m just telling you what some people believe,” Pop said as he flipped the eggs. He slopped a scoop of grits on a plate and then added the eggs. “Order up, Gator,” he shouted. 
 
    Gator approached the window as though he was stalking prey. He growled as he lifted the plate out of the window. 
 
    “See,” Cortney said. “He’s adjusting.” 
 
    Gator slid the plate of food onto Officer Ray’s table as the door’s bell ringing announced another customer. Gator glanced at Cortney who was filling the sugar jars at the booths. She nodded her head for him to take the man’s order. 
 
    However, as Gator approached, the man reached behind his back and pulled a pistol from his belt. “Get out of my way, freak. I’m here for the Barnaby woman,” he said. 
 
    Gator stopped but held his ground. 
 
    “I said to get out of my way, freak!” the man yelled. 
 
    “Roger?” Officer Ray said as he stood up. “What are you doing? Put the pistol away.” 
 
    “Take a step, and I’ll shoot you,” the man shouted as he gave no acknowledgment that he recognized Officer Ray. 
 
    “Ma’am, can I kill him?” Gator asked calmly. 
 
    “No, he’s hypnotized. He doesn’t know what he’s doing.” God, I can’t say aloud that he’s being controlled by one of the warlocks on the council. “Just disarm him and give him a knock on the head,” Cortney instructed Gator. 
 
    Suddenly, the thin, freakish-looking man conjured from a cauldron, moved with blinding speed. Gator snatched the pistol from the man’s hand with a flowing motion almost too quick for the eye to follow. Then he struck the assailant on the side of the head with the handle of the revolver. The man crumpled to the floor. 
 
    “What’s happening to people in Bayou George? First, two policemen attack you, and now Roger Craig owner of Guns and Ammo threatens you with a pistol,” Officer Ray said as he rushed over to stare down at the fallen man. 
 
    Wow, this is getting out of hand, Cortney thought as she leaned over and whispered into Gator’s ear. “Run over to Charley Brown’s and get Councilman Innman. We need him to clean this from everyone’s memory. I don’t know how to do it,” Cortney said. 
 
    Gator rushed out of the diner. 
 
    “Where’s he going?” Pop said as he walked out of the kitchen.  
 
    “He’s just running an errand for me,” Cortney said. 
 
    “At a time like this?” Pop asked scratching his head. 
 
    “It’s an important one,” Cortney said as she watched Officer Ray bend down and grab the unconscious man’s hands and cuff them. 
 
    “There. That should hold him when he wakes up. Gee, Roger was the last person I thought would go postal,” Officer Ray said shaking his head. 
 
    Cortney heard the door open and turned. 
 
    “You keep attracting trouble,” Councilman Innman said. 
 
    “I think you need to do one of those forgetting spells,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Hmm, can’t clean up your own mess?” the warlock asked. 
 
    “I’ve been a witch for only a few days. What do you expect?” Cortney replied. 
 
    “Witch?” Pop said. “Well you can be a handful, Boss, but I wouldn’t call you a witch.” 
 
    “Believe me,” Tom Cat said as he emerged from behind the counter. “She is a witch. Broomstick and all.” 
 
    “Pop, did you throw your voice?” Officer Ray said. “I swear I thought the cat spoke. Where did you learn to be a ventriloquist?” 
 
    “Councilman Innman, now would be a good time!” Cortney said shaking her head. 
 
    Immediately, the warlock began to draw a pentagram in the air as he chanted. When he finished the spell, the pentagram erupted in blue flames for a second. 
 
    “Ah, Gator take the handcuffs off the man,” Cortney ordered as Pop, and Officer Ray stood in a daze. 
 
    When everything was in the correct position, Cortney nodded at the warlock. “Wakey, wakey time.” 
 
    The warlock said a word under his breath as he walked out the door. 
 
    “What happened?” Pop asked as he glanced around the diner. 
 
    “Why is Roger lying on the floor?” Officer Ray asked. 
 
    “He fainted. Here, help me get him in a booth,” Cortney told Officer Ray. “Pop, bring him a glass of water,” she added. 
 
    “What happened? What am I doing in the diner?” Roger said as he opened his eyes. “God, my head hurts.” 
 
    “You fainted and hit your head on the table as you fell,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Strange. But I don’t remember coming here. The last thing I remember was cleaning my 9mm.” 
 
    “Maybe you should go by the hospital for a checkup,” Officer Ray said. “Heck, maybe I should go to the hospital also. I feel funny,” he added. 
 
    “You shouldn’t eat your breakfast so fast,” Gator said and snickered. 
 
    “Did anyone visit your gun store just before you blacked out?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “I had just reopened the shop. I only had one customer. An older woman visited the shop wanting to know if I sold mace. The last thing I remember is watching her walk out of the store.” 
 
    “You should go to the hospital and get checked out,” Officer Ray repeated. 
 
    “No, I’m fine. I just came from Dr. Wigdahl’s office for my annual checkup. He gave me a good bill of health,” Roger said. “God, I’ve got to get back to the store. I don’t know if I locked the door,” the man said as he shrugged off Officer Ray’s hands. 
 
    “Okay, all the fun is over,” Pop said clapping his hands. “Time to get back to work.” 
 
    “Hmm, I thought you owned the diner,” Gator said to Cortney. 
 
    “I do, but it’s complicated. Pop’s the boss for now,” Cortney said as she walked behind the counter. “And speaking of getting back to work, you need to clean your table,” Cortney added nodding to the end booth where Officer Ray had been sitting. “And Tom Cat, get under the counter.” 
 
    I wonder if the old woman that visited the gun shop had anything to do with the spell that compelled him to attempt to murder me? Maybe the warlock that poisoned my aunt has an assistant. I should question the two policemen that attacked me with their nightsticks and find out who was the last person they saw before they blacked out, Cortney thought. 
 
    Two women entered the diner and Cortney motioned to Gator that she would wait on them. Later, as more customers entered, Cortney was forced to let Gator wait on female customers. She thought they would be terrified of the freakish looking man with green colored skin and snake eyes. However, they seemed captivated by him like mice to a snake. 
 
    “He’s working out better than I thought he would,” Pop said after the lunch rush. 
 
    “Good, because I have an errand to run,” Cortney said. 
 
    “You mean you’re leaving me alone with Gator?” Pop asked. 
 
    “Yep, unless you want to run the diner by yourself?” Cortney replied. 
 
    “Hey, if he cuts a customer’s throat, it’s on you,” Pop said shaking his head as Cortney removed her apron.  
 
    “At least take the cat. He makes me nervous,” Pop added. 
 
    “Come on, Tom Cat; let’s go for a walk,” Cortney called out. 
 
    Tom Cat immediately came out from under the counter. 
 
    “He’s a spooky cat,” Pop said shaking his head. 
 
    “You’re just imagining things, Pop,” Cortney said as she held the door open for Tom Cat. 
 
    “Wow, it’s hard for me to play dumb,” Tom Cat said as he walked beside Cortney heading up Sugar Cane street to Dr. Wigdahl’s office.  
 
    “Be careful that no one hears you talking. I haven’t learned the spell to make people forget. But I see I had better learn it soon if I’m going to be around you,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Hey, you were going to have to make Pop and Officer Ray forget what happened with the gunman. What harm did me talking to Pop do?” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “He might have forgotten that you talked, but he has a lingering sense that you are not an ordinary cat,” Cortney said. 
 
    “I’m not an ordinary cat! I’m a familiar,” Tom Cat exclaimed. 
 
    “Yes, but no one is supposed to know that fact,” Cortney replied. “Now stop talking. People are coming,” Cortney added. 
 
    “Oh, your cat is so cute. I wish mine would follow me around like a little puppy dog,” a woman said as she approached them. 
 
    “Believe me, he’s no sweet puppy,” Cortney said. 
 
    “How did you train him to follow you?” the woman asked as she paused to admire Tom Cat. 
 
    “Doggy Treats. He loves doggy treats. Tom Cat is a trans-animal. He has the body of a cat, but his inner identity is a dog,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Really, I’ve never heard of such a condition. I mean, sure, I’ve heard of transsexuals but never a trans-animal,” the woman said. 
 
    “It happens more than you realize but people don’t recognize the condition. I’m sure your vet has treated it,” Cortney explained. “It’s nice talking to you, but I’ve got an appointment with Doctor Wigdahl and I don’t want to be late,” Cortney added. 
 
    “What a coincidence. Doctor Wigdahl is my doctor too. God, he is the sweetest man you’ll ever meet. I’ve never heard him say a disparaging word about anyone,” the woman said as Cortney stepped around her. 
 
    “Trans-animal?” Tom Cat said. “Why did you tell the woman such a lie?” 
 
    “She annoyed me with her happy face,” Cortney said. “She’s probably one of those women that says, ‘have a good day’ to everyone they meet. And I haven’t had a good day since I arrived in Bayou George,” Cortney added. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Wow, I’ve never seen so many smiling faces in a doctor’s office, Cortney thought as she walked up to the receptionist’s window. 
 
    “Yes, may I help you?” a beautiful blond woman in a white nurse’s uniform asked, beaming a pleasant smile. 
 
    “I’m here to see Councilman Wigdahl,” Cortney said figuring she would get the nurse’s attention if she called him councilman instead of doctor. 
 
    The smile wavered. 
 
    “I’m Councilwoman Barnaby,” Cortney added as she watched the smile disappear completely.  
 
    “Oh… Ah… Doctor Wigdahl doesn’t do council business in this office,” the nurse said. 
 
    Hmm, interesting that she would say that. I wonder if she knows what kind of council her doctor belongs too? Probably not, Cortney thought as she said. “Well, today he does. Please tell him I’m here.” 
 
    The blond looked undecided for a moment. Finally, she let out a deep sigh and disappeared through a door behind the booth instead of picking up the phone and announcing Cortney’s presence. 
 
    When the nurse didn’t return immediately, Tom Cat rubbed against Cortney’s leg. “Don’t you dare speak a word in the waiting room,” Cortney whispered. 
 
    “Meow, meow,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Yes, you were going to say something?” 
 
    “Who are you speaking to?” the nurse said as she stepped up to the receptionist window. 
 
    “Ah, you caught me. I have a habit of talking to myself. I’ll mention it to the doctor,” Cortney said as the nurse buzzed her through the security door. 
 
    “You have a cat?” the nurse said as she spotted Tom Cat. “You can’t bring a cat into the doctor’s office!”  
 
    “It’s okay, Blondie, Tom Cat is an old friend of the doctor’s,” Cortney said as she opened the door with Doctor Wigdahl written in gold paint across the middle panel. 
 
    The warlock didn’t look up from studying the papers in the manila folder on his desk as Cortney walked around a patient examining table. Only when Cortney took a seat in one of the two chairs in front of his desk, did the warlock look up and smile. 
 
    Wow, what a beautiful smile, Cortney thought. 
 
    “Sorry, I was studying the records of the next patient. And I apologize for Dianna. She’s very protective of me,” Councilman Wigdahl said. 
 
    “I find it interesting that a warlock would become a doctor,” Cortney said.  
 
    “I have a great love for mortals. It’s my way of helping make their short lives better,” the warlock replied. 
 
    “Yes, I keep forgetting that as a witch I’ll age very little. I haven’t wrapped my mind around that little fact yet.” Cortney said. 
 
    “I’m sure that the new reality takes a lot of getting used to,” the warlock said.  
 
    “From all the happy faces I just saw in your waiting room, your patients must love you,” Cortney said. 
 
    “I am thankful for their support. Now, I’m sure that you didn’t come here to discuss my doctor-patient relationships. So, how can I be of service to you?” the warlock said with an even broader smile. 
 
    “I’m after the councilman that poisoned my aunt. I’ve eliminated Councilman Innman, now I’m visiting the rest of you one by one in search of the murderer,” Cortney said. 
 
    “If I may ask, how did you eliminate Councilman Innman? I had harbored suspicions that he might have been the culprit. He and Morticia were always infighting,” the handsome, light haired warlock said. 
 
    “He took the truth oath,” Tom Cat spoke up. 
 
    “You know you really shouldn’t go around with your familiar. It draws suspicion to you,” the warlock said as he glanced down at Tom Cat. “Wow, I’m shocked that Councilman Innman would take the truth oath. You know it’s very dangerous. When you are under its influence, if you lie, the spell causes you to erupt in flames. Not a pretty way to die.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve been told that,” Cortney replied.  
 
    “Yes, the truth oath is a serious undertaking,” the warlock said. 
 
    “Will you take the truth oath, and under its influence answer if you poisoned my aunt?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Certainly. I would be delighted to prove that I didn’t poison Morticia. However, can we do this later at my house. The spell leaves one fatigued, and I do have a lot of patients to see today,” the warlock said. 
 
    “Of course. How about tonight?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Could we make it the following night? Tonight is my nurse Luna’s birthday. I’m taking her to dinner and a movie,” the warlock said in an apologetic tone. 
 
    “That works,” Cortney agreed. 
 
    “Maybe after the oath, you and I could chat. I should get to know you better. Morticia and I had an excellent working relationship.” 
 
    “That would be nice,” Cortney said. “Ah, do you have any suspicions of which of the remaining three warlocks might be the killer?” Cortney added. 
 
    “Hawk Blackman is the one I would put my money on. He’s a real snake in the grass. He is dishonest down to his toes. He has always wanted to be head of the council. However, Morticia was too powerful to challenge.” the warlock doctor said. 
 
    “What made my aunt so powerful?” Cortney asked. 
 
     “Barnaby House. It sits in the middle of the cemetery and draws power from the souls of the dead; for Morticia before and now you,” the warlock said.  
 
    “Hmm, I guess there are still things about being the heir to my aunt’s estate that I’ve yet to learn. So, that’s why the warlock that killed my aunt is also trying to kill me. He is afraid that I will become as powerful as Aunt Morticia? And you think the guilty warlock is Hawk Blackman?” 
 
    “Yes, I do. But I could be mistaken,” Doctor Wigdahl said. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’ll put Warlock Blackman at the top of my list. However, no one gets eliminated until they take the truth oath,” Cortney said in a determined voice. 
 
    “I don’t want to be rude, but I must see my next patient,” the warlock said. 
 
    “Yes, you have a waiting room full of patients to see, and here I am taking up their time,” Cortney said as she stood. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow night,” Cortney called over her shoulder as she headed for the door. 
 
    “Wow, I like him,” Cortney said as her and Tom Cat walked out of the doctor’s office. “And he’s handsome.” 
 
    “And one of the warlocks that might have poisoned your aunt and tried to kill you twice?” Tom Cat reminded Cortney. 
 
    “Nope, I don’t think he’s the killer. He’s too nice. His patients love him too much for him to be a killer. But he still must take the truth oath,” Cortney answered. 
 
    Cortney paused as they reached the diner. “Look at that,” she said. 
 
    “What?” Tom Cat asked. 
 
    “Gator is sweeping the floor. Hmm, I would have never guessed in a thousand years he would turn out to be so domestic,” Cortney said as she held the door open for Tom Cat. 
 
    “Meow,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Look what the cat drug in,” Pop called out as he leaned his head through the service window.  
 
    “Meow,” Tom Cat called out to annoy Pop. 
 
    “You know, Boss, black cats are bad luck.” Pop said shaking his head as he watched Tom Cat settle on his bed of old towels under the counter. 
 
    After Gator finished sweeping the floor, Cortney brought two cups of coffee to the last booth and motioned the strange looking man to join her. 
 
    “What do you know about Councilman Blackman?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “He owns most of the rentals in town. He made a fortune in the real estate business. It’s better to make a deal with the devil than Hawk Blackman,” Gator said. 
 
    “I’m more interested in your opinion of him as a warlock,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Behind his professional smile beats a stone-cold heart. He and Morticia were barely on speaking terms, at least that was the case when I was still allowed at Barnaby House. I’m sure nothing has changed since then. If he didn’t poison Morticia, he certainly applauded her death. Why do you ask?” Gator said. 
 
    “He’s at the top of my suspect list,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “How did it go with warlock Wigdahl? Did he take the truth oath?” Gator said. 
 
    “No, he had too many patients to see. He feared that taking the oath would leave him too fatigued to consult with his patients. He told me to stop by his house tomorrow night, and he would be glad to take the oath,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Why not tonight?” Gator asked with arched eyebrows. 
 
    “It’s his nurse’s birthday. He’s taking her out to dinner and a movie,” Cortney said.  
 
    “I had heard rumors that the relationship between Fran and his nurse went beyond business,” Gator said. 
 
    “So, what’s the big deal?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “One is a warlock and the other a mortal. Think of oil and water,” Gator said. 
 
    “But my mother was a witch, and she married a mortal,” Cortney said. 
 
    “No, your parents weren’t married. Morticia forbade them from getting married. Marrying mortals is against the rules of the magic council.” Gator said. 
 
    “Great. Now I learn that my parents weren’t married. Hmm, I guess Frank forgot to tell me,” Cortney said in a sarcastic tone. 
 
    Gator shrugged. “Marriage is overrated in my opinion.” 
 
    “Well, I hope for Doctor Wigdahl’s sake that their relationship is superficial,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Which warlock are you going to confront next?” Gator asked. 
 
    “To tell the truth, after what you and Doctor Wigdahl told me about Warlock Blackman, I don’t think I’m ready to tackle him. I should discuss it with Frank and Chester,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Yes, you mustn’t look upon the councilmen as doctors, real estate agents, construction owners, and jewelry store owners, but as powerful warlocks. To do otherwise is dangerous and could get you killed,” Gator said. 
 
    “Okay, but it’s hard. I mean they all look like ordinary men,” Cortney said. 
 
    “And if you glance in the mirror, you’ll find that you look like an ordinary woman. But I think you realize by now that is not the case. Ordinary women can’t shoot fireballs out of their fingertips or ride broomsticks,” Gator said. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you’re right. I certainly feel different since I wrote my name in the Ancient Book of Witchcraft,” Cortney admitted. 
 
    The bell over the door jingled. 
 
    “I’ll take him,” Cortney said as she stood. “You waited on everyone while I was at Doctor Wigdahl’s office. It’s my turn.” 
 
    Later as Cortney wiped the counter, she felt depressed. She hadn’t made much progress finding the warlock that had poisoned her aunt. The one warlock that had been eliminated had come forward on his own to take the truth oath. And every time she turned around, it seemed that the killer was making another attempt to kill her. 
 
    I shouldn’t forget to interview Roger at the gun shop and the two officers that attacked me with their nightsticks. It’s a long shot, but maybe I’ll get a clue as to which warlock put a spell on them. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen 
 
    “Cortney, how did your day at the diner go?” Frank asked as Mildred served rabbit stew.  
 
    “Good, if you discount someone pulling a gun on me,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Oh, and how did you handle that situation?” Frank asked. 
 
    Cortney nodded at Gator who sat on the right side of the table between her and Frank. “Gator handled it for me.” 
 
    “Gator! You didn’t kill someone did you?” Frank asked as he looked sharply at the thin, reptilian-looking man. 
 
    “You know I can’t kill morts because of the spell Morticia put on me,” Gator said as he greedily spooned stew into his thin-lipped mouth. 
 
    “Morts? What are morts?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Mortals,” Tom Cat said as he glanced up from his bowl of milk. 
 
    “Oh,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Do you know which warlock sent him?” Frank asked hopefully. 
 
    “No, I didn’t have time to question him before Councilman Innman wiped his memory. I think it’s awful that we must wipe mortals’… I mean morts’ memories,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Oh, would you prefer the good citizens of Bayou George burning you at the stake when they discover you are a witch?” Tom Cat asked. 
 
    “I liked it better when you only meowed,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Your familiar is correct. Any recollections of witches, warlocks, or magic must be erased from mortals’ minds. It is the only way to protect ourselves.” Frank said. 
 
    “Yeah, I see your point, but it still seems harsh,” Cortney said. 
 
    “We must discover which of the four remaining warlocks is the one trying to kill you,” Frank said. 
 
    “Couldn’t we just summon them to Barnaby House and have each of them take the truth oath?” Cortney said. 
 
    “No, we can’t let the culprit back into Barnaby House. He almost killed us all with his spiders. You are at your weakest when you face an opponent inside Barnaby House. The house has powerful protection spells that defend against any spell a warlock can conjure up. However, inside the house there are no protection spells,” Frank said. 
 
    “But the same applies to their homes too, right?” Cortney said. “Once I am inside their homes, their protections spells are nullified.” 
 
    “True,” Frank said. “So, what are your plans?” 
 
    “I’m going to pay each one a visit and demand that they take the truth oath,” Cortney said. 
 
    “And if they refuse?” Frank asked, 
 
    “I’ll ask nicely,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “And if they still refuse?” Frank persisted. 
 
    “I’ll take Gator with me,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Gator is formidable, but he’s no match for the magic of a warlock on his own turf,” Frank informed Cortney. 
 
    “Together we can take on a warlock,” Cortney said in an unsure tone. 
 
    “And how many spells can you conjure up on a moment’s notice?” Tom Cat asked. 
 
    “Fireball is the only one, but they don’t know that,” Cortney insisted. 
 
    “You might be able to bully the innocent warlocks into taking the truth oath, but not the guilty one. He will attack you with all his power and attempt to kill you and Gator.” 
 
    “Can I pop from place to place like Tom Cat?” Cortney asked. 
 
    Frank rubbed his chin. “I’m not sure.” He glanced at Mildred who stood in her usual position near the door to the kitchen. “Can she, Mildred? 
 
    “If she is holding Hildegard she can teleport back to her bedroom,” the old crone replied. 
 
    “I would have liked to have known that when I was lost in the fog over the swamp.” Cortney shook her head. “Better late than never. So, how do I do it?” Cortney asked 
 
    “Just form an image of your bedroom in your mind and command Hildegard to take you home,” Mildred said. 
 
    “That’s easy,” Cortney said. She glanced at Frank. “See, if we get into trouble, I’ll just pop back to my bedroom.” 
 
    “Mildred, can she also teleport Gator at the same time?” Frank asked. 
 
    “Yes, as long as he is holding her hand or holding the broomstick,” the old crone answered. 
 
    “Then it’s settled. I’m going warlock hunting. I’ll start tonight,” she added. 
 
    “I advise against it,” Frank said as he pulled on the earlobe of his larger ear. 
 
    “Duly noted,” Cortney said as she pushed back from the table. “Come on Gator. We have work to do. I hope you enjoy riding on a broomstick,” Cortney said as she headed for the stairs. 
 
    “If Gator is going with you, does that mean I get to stay home?” Tom Cat asked as he hurried after Cortney and Gator.  
 
    “No, you are going with us. You can ride on the brush as usual,” Cortney replied as they climbed the stairs. 
 
    “Is your witch’s broomstick strong enough to carry the three of us?” Gator asked as they reached the landing. 
 
    “Hmm, I’ll ask Hildegard, but I’m pretty sure she’ll carry us,” Cortney said. She paused at Chester’s bedroom door. “Let’s go and tell Chester what we’ve planned,” Cortney added as she knocked lightly on the door. 
 
    “Ah, Chester doesn’t like me,” Gator said, holding back when Cortney opened the door. 
 
    “Why?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Because he is an abomination!” the ghost said as he materialized in front of Cortney. “He was conjured up to be a vessel for my consciousness as I lay dying. Instead, a little imperfection created that half-mortal, half-amphibian freak, although he looks more like a cross between a man and a snake,” Chester said. 
 
    “I’m not a freak, Daddy,” Gator said, suddenly sounding like a little boy. 
 
    “Daddy?” Cortney said as she looked from Chester to Gator. 
 
    “Don’t call me that!” Chester said. 
 
    “Morticia used a hair from his head. I’m part of him,” Gator explained. 
 
    “You are a mangy tadpole. You just didn’t turn into a toad,” Chester said. 
 
    “Chester, he might not be your son; however, he’s biologically a part of you. So, in a sense, you are his father. I guess the tadpole was his mother,” Cortney said. 
 
    Tom Cat snickered. 
 
    “It’s no laughing matter,” Chester said. “If the brew hadn’t been contaminated, I would be alive now and not a ghost,” he added. 
 
    “Enough family squabbling, Chester. I stopped by to tell you that I’m going out tonight to confront one of the warlocks. I’m going to try to get him to take the truth oath,” Cortney explained. 
 
    “That’s dangerous,” Chester warned. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what Frank said. But I’m taking Gator and Tom Cat along as backup, in case things go sideways,” Cortney explained. 
 
    “Which of the warlocks are you going to confront first?” Chester asked. 
 
    “Councilman Stonemason,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “I always thought him an honest warlock, willing to work among the morts. I suspect that he puts a little magic in all his buildings. They are all magnificent. I know for a fact that he conspired with Morticia to incorporate spells into Barnaby House. The house is like a living being. You can call on it when you are in danger, Cortney,” Chester said. 
 
    “Really? Just when I was sure it couldn’t get any weirder, you tell me the house is alive,” Cortney said shaking her head. 
 
    “Can we go yet?” Tom Cat said. “I hate family reunions.” 
 
    Chester swiped his hand through the cat’s head. 
 
    Tom Cat screamed. 
 
    “Gator is not my family,” Chester said. 
 
    “Stop screaming, Tom Cat. Chester didn’t hurt you,” Cortney said. 
 
    “You screamed when he did it to you,” the familiar replied. 
 
    “Gator, say goodbye to your dad,” Cortney said to annoy Chester. 
 
    The reptilian looking man advanced on the ghost as though to hug him. 
 
    Chester squealed and vanished. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Cortney said with a chuckle as she opened the door. 
 
    “Hmm, I don’t know why he won’t acknowledge that he and I are linked,” Gator said. 
 
    “Well, having a tadpole in your family tree isn’t something even a ghost would brag about,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Tom Cat, you aren’t helping the situation,” Cortney said as she unlocked the door to her bedroom.  
 
    Cortney walked to the closet and grabbed Hildegard. “We will go for a ride tonight. Can you carry the three of us?” Cortney asked as she motioned at Tom Cat and Gator with a wave of her hand. 
 
    The handle of the broomstick grew warm in Cortney’s hand. 
 
    “She can carry all of us,” Cortney announced. 
 
    “Rats!” Tom Cat exclaimed. 
 
    “What? Are you afraid to accompany me?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “He would make a better soup than a familiar,” Gator said as he eyed the cat as he pretended to salivate. 
 
    “Gator!” Cortney scolded. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I know I can’t eat him. But cat tastes better than chicken,” the man said. 
 
    “Tom Cat, he’s joking,” Cortney said. She glanced at Gator. “Tell him you are joking,” Cortney demanded. 
 
    “Okay, chicken tastes better,” Gator said and chuckled. 
 
    “Gator, do you know where Councilman Stonemason lives?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. His house is the largest on Bayou George. I’ve heard it has thirty bedrooms,” Gator responded. 
 
    “Why so many?” Cortney asked. 
 
    Gator shrugged. 
 
    “Okay, everyone, hop onto Hildegard,” Cortney ordered as the broomstick waited, suspended in mid-air. She straddled the broomstick and waited for Gator to climb on behind her. “Tom Cat, you jump onto the brush,” she added. 
 
    As Hildegard flew out the window, the broomstick’s speed surprised Cortney. Hildegard is much more powerful than I ever imagined, Cortney found herself thinking as they swooped over rooftops with Gator giving Cortney directions. 
 
    Councilman Stonemason’s house turned out to be a castle straight out of a movie. 
 
    “Impressive isn’t it?” Gator called out from behind Cortney as he directed Hildegard to land on the expanse of lawn in front of the drawbridge gate over a moat. 
 
    “Is it automated, or does he have an ogre to raise and lower it?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Ogres?” Tom Cat said as he arched his back. 
 
    “I’m joking. I’m joking,” Cortney said as she climbed off the broomstick. 
 
    “I don’t like scary jokes late at night,” Tom Cat said as he tried to regain his composure.  
 
    “You don’t like scary jokes anytime. Some demon you are,” Cortney said as she stared at the stone arch over the landing for the drawbridge. “I think I see a button on the right column of the arch. It’s strange to have to ring a doorbell to lower a drawbridge.” 
 
    “That’s what you get when you mix warlocks and witches with the modern world,” Gator said. 
 
    “Have you met Councilman Stonemason?” Cortney asked Gator. 
 
    “No, but I used to see him sometimes when he would visit Barnaby House. He didn’t strike me as being especially dangerous,” Gator replied. 
 
    “Well, here goes,” Cortney said as she walked up to the arch and pressed the buzzer. 
 
    “Who goes there?” a deep amplified voice said.  
 
    “Councilwoman Barnaby,” Cortney replied and somehow caused her own voice to be amplified. 
 
    “What do you want at this time of night?”  
 
    “I want to ask you a few questions, Councilman Stonemason,” Cortney replied as she suddenly began to have second thoughts about the visit. 
 
    “And if I don’t want to answer your questions?” the warlock asked. 
 
    “Then we are going to have a problem,” Cortney said. “I’ll have to huff and puff and blow your house down,” Cortney said to interject a little humor in the situation. 
 
    “Hmm, aren’t you a little old for fairy tales?” the warlock replied. 
 
    “I’m serious. Haven’t you heard of the huff and puff spell?” Cortney said. 
 
    “You are half mort. I doubt that you can conjure up a decent spell,” the warlock said. “Why should I fear half a witch?” 
 
    Okay, he’s got you there. Why should he fear you? Cortney thought. 
 
    Ah… Suddenly she thought of a good answer. “Because I have the power of Barnaby House and my broomstick Hildegard at my disposal. Can you match that?” 
 
    “I see you are more like your Aunt Morticia than your mother,” the warlock said as the sound of the drawbridge filled the air. “I also see you brought that abomination Gator with you along with your familiar.” 
 
    “Yes, for added protection should I need it,” Cortney said as she watched the bridge drop into place. “Uh, what’s in the moat?” 
 
    “Alligators, not that they are much protection against your friend, Gator,” Councilman Stonemason lamented. 
 
    “Stay frosty,” Cortney said as she led her companions across the drawbridge. Beyond the drawbridge, Cortney entered a courtyard. 
 
    “That’s far enough. I never let warlocks or witches inside my protection spell,” the warlock said as the massive door to the castle opened. The thin, curly-haired Warlock stepped onto a narrow stone porch. “Ask your question and be gone.” 
 
    “I have only one question to ask. But you will have to take the truth oath before I accept your answer,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Let me guess? You want to know if I am the one that poisoned Morticia? Is that correct?” the warlock asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Cortney said as she took note of the wand in Councilman Stonemason’s hand. The sight of the wand made her nervous. She knew little about wands except they amplified the power of a spell. 
 
    “Here, surrounded by my protection spell, I will agree to take the truth oath. I would never take the oath at Barnaby House or any other location. I don’t know if any of the other warlocks would either. One is vulnerable under the influence of the truth oath. 
 
    “Councilman Innman took the truth oath at Barnaby House,” Cortney stated. 
 
    “You’re a better man than I am! Or Innman is totally foolish. You choose, witch.” 
 
    Cortney experienced a little tingle when the warlock called her a witch. 
 
    “I’m getting sleepy. Can we cut to the chase?” Tom Cat asked. 
 
    “Your familiar is correct. I have better things to do than humor a witch,” the warlock said. “Okay, I will take the truth oath that I didn’t poison Morticia. Now, stand unmoving as I conjure up the truth spell. If you or one of your companions approach me, I have hidden forces that will attack,” the warlock warned. 
 
    As he spoke, Cortney saw red eyes staring at her from the dark interior of the castle. God, I don’t even want to imagine what he has for a pet, Cortney thought. 
 
    “We will remain in our current positions,” Cortney agreed. 
 
    “Do you see those eyes staring at us?” Tom Cat whispered. 
 
    “It’s looking at us the way I look at a fat possum when I’m hungry,” Gator said. 
 
    “Stop talking!” Cortney ordered as she watched the warlock draw a pentagram in the air. I must watch carefully to make sure he draws it correctly, Cortney reminded herself. 
 
    “I did not poison Morticia or have any participation in her murder,” the warlock called out as the pentagram burst into flame. Councilman Stonemason glanced at Cortney. “I’m not burning. So, I must have told the truth,” he said, staggering until he reached out to support himself against the castle wall. “But the truth oath did drain me. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll bid your motley crew a good night,” the warlock said as he stumbled through the door. 
 
    “Now can we go home?” Tom Cat asked. 
 
    “What kind of creature did those red eyes belong to?” Gator asked. “Whatever it was it must have stood over eight feet tall,” he added. 
 
    “Maybe an ogre. I hear they love toads and tadpoles,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Hmm, not as much as I love stewed cat, I bet,” Gator said. 
 
    “Okay, enough bickering,” Cortney said as she straddled Hildegard. “Everyone aboard, or walk home.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nineteen 
 
    “I see you survived your confrontation with Councilman Stonemason,” Frank said between forks of scrambled eggs and bacon. 
 
    “Barely,” Tom Cat called from the floor as he raised his head from the bowl of milk. “Something huge lurked inside the castle with red eyes ready to pounce on us if we moved during the truth oath,” the familiar added. “I’m never going back to Councilman Stonemason’s castle.” 
 
    Frank glanced at Cortney. “Really? Red eyes?” 
 
    “Yes, do you know what kind of creature it could have been?” Cortney asked. 
 
    Frank shook his scarred head. “No, I don’t have a clue.” 
 
    I don’t believe Frank. He knows what was watching us from inside the house. Why won't he tell us? Cortney thought as she glared at the man constructed of mismatched body parts. 
 
    “All’s well that ends well,” Frank said with a sigh. “I guess you have three warlocks left to confront. You realize that, as you narrow them down, it gets more dangerous. The next one you confront might attack you instead of yielding to the truth oath,” Frank warned. 
 
    “Yes, I’m aware of the danger. But what choice do I have? The police can’t investigate a warlock. It’s me or he goes free,” Cortney declared. 
 
    “You are correct. Only a witch or another warlock can bring the one that poisoned Morticia to justice,” Frank said. 
 
    “Ah, what happens if I uncover the identity of the warlock that poisoned Aunt Morticia? Do we turn him over to the police?” Cortney inquired. 
 
    “No, he will be stripped of his powers and banished from Bayou George,” Frank said. 
 
    “Wow, that doesn’t sound harsh enough punishment for murder,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Believe me, it is worse than any prison. Whichever warlock poisoned your aunt has lived wrapped in magic for a long, long time. Once stripped of his powers, he will age rapidly as time catches up with him. Death will come sooner than later,” Frank said. 
 
    “Yuck, that doesn’t sound like a pleasant way to die,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Cortney,” Gator said. “There is no pleasant way to die. Only pleasant ways to kill,” Gator added and chuckled. 
 
    My, that must have been a bloodthirsty sociopath tadpole that accidentally wound up in the cauldron brew when Aunt Morticia tried to clone Chester, Cortney thought, looking at Gator as the strange man ate his scrambled eggs with his fingers. 
 
    “Which one of the three remaining council members are you going to confront next?” Frank asked. 
 
    “The real estate broker, Hawk Blackman,” Cortney replied deciding as she spoke. 
 
    “Why Blackman?” Frank asked. 
 
    “With a name like Hawk Blackman, need you ask?” Cortney replied. “And I know for a fact he lusts after Barnaby House.” 
 
    “No more than the other warlocks. Barnaby House has its own power,” Frank explained. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know it draws power from the souls of the dead in the cemetery,” Cortney said. “Anyway, I’m meeting Dr. Wigdahl tonight, so it is between Blackman and Kessel this morning. I choose Blackman. I’ll shop for diamonds in Kessel’s jewelry store later in the afternoon,” Cortney said. 
 
    “You are implying that you intend on confronting Blackman this morning, Kessel this afternoon, and Wigdahl tonight. Aren’t you rushing it a little?” Frank said. 
 
    “If I move fast, I might catch the guilty warlock by surprise. So, it’s the real estate agent in the morning. If he doesn’t refuse to take the truth oath and attacks me; then in the afternoon I drop by the jewelry store and confront Councilman Kessel. I suspect that one of them is the killer. If that’s the case I won’t have to bother Dr. Wigdahl,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Hmm, be careful! It’s not as though you are sitting down to tea with these warlocks. The one that killed your aunt will attempt to take your life the moment you try to force him to take the truth oath,” Frank warned. 
 
    “I practiced some spells with Tom Cat before going to bed last night. I now know how to do more than conjure up fireballs. I can weave a protection spell around myself if attacked,” Cortney said. 
 
    Frank, looking as though he doubted Cortney, glanced down at Tom Cat. 
 
    “She’s a quick study. I won’t go as far as to say that she can defeat one of the warlocks, but she’ll give him a run for his money, especially if she’s holding Hildegard. I think the broomstick is connected to the house and draws power from it,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Hmm, there’s a novel thought. I never suspected a connection between Barnaby House and Hildegard. However, Morticia used to sweep the floor of her bedroom with the broomstick,” Frank said in a rambling tone. 
 
    “Gator, if you are finished eating like a Neanderthal, let’s go and pay Councilman Blackman a visit,” Cortney said as she stood up from the table. 
 
    “What’s a Neanderthal?” Gator asked as he looked at Frank. 
 
    “A distant relative of yours, I believe,” Frank replied as he glanced at Cortney with both his blue and brown eye. 
 
    “Can I stay home? I need to change my cat litter,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “No, you can’t stay at home. You are my familiar. Where I go, you go,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Hmm, that must have been in the small print,” Tom Cat said as he followed Cortney to the foyer. 
 
    “Gee, I forgot Hildegard,” Cortney said as she paused at the front door. She turned to head upstairs to retrieve her broomstick. 
 
    “Newbie, you don’t have to bring her. Just say her name three times, and she’ll appear when you need her,” Tom Cat said in a condescending tone. 
 
    “If you call me a newbie one more time there’s not going to be enough left of you for Gator to make cat stew,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Touchy, touchy,” Tom Cat called as Cortney walked outside. 
 
    “Gator, do you know where warlock Blackman lives?” 
 
    “Yes, he calls his house some silly name. It’s at the edge of town,” Gator replied. 
 
    “What name?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Gone with the Wind. Have you ever heard of such a silly name?” Gator asked. 
 
    Cortney shook her head. “Just get in the car,” she said with a deep sigh. 
 
    The drive to Warlock Blackman’s house took Cortney through parts of Bayou George that she hadn’t visited. What struck her was how prosperous people looked. They had beautiful homes, drove good cars and dressed well. She wondered if some of the prosperity came from it being an enclave of magic. I’m going to have to ask Frank why people in Bayou George are better off than folks in most other Louisiana towns, Cortney thought as Gator pointed a thin greenish finger at an antebellum home that looked as though it had been plucked from a movie set.  
 
    “Hmm, I think our real estate councilman has a flair for the dramatic,” Cortney said as she pulled into the circular drive of the beautiful home. “Wow, he even has a stable,” she added. 
 
     “Camptown ladies sing dis song. Doo da! Doo da!” Tom Cat started singing when suddenly the front door of the mansion opened. 
 
    Councilman Blackman stepped out onto the porch. 
 
    “One more word of that horrible song and you’ll be a rat instead of a cat,” the warlock said as he glared down at Tom Cat. He looked up at Cortney. “I see that you have neglected to teach your familiar manners,” Councilman Blackman added. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what happens when you scrape your familiar off the road after he’s been run over by several cars. I think I forgot to scrape his good manners off the tarmac with the rest of him. Do you know how hard roadkill is to put back together?” Cortney said. 
 
    The warlock glared at Cortney for a long moment before he suddenly burst out laughing. “I do like your sense of humor. It’s something that your aunt didn’t possess. Now, why are the three of you here?” 
 
    “Mint juleps?” Cortney said. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Councilman Blackman replied. “I think it is something more ominous than that,” he added. 
 
    “Well, now that you mentioned it, there is one little favor you can do for me,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Go on,” the warlock said. 
 
    “Would you be so kind as to take the truth oath that you didn’t poison Aunt Morticia. I mean, if you didn’t poison her then what’s the harm in taking the truth oath?” 
 
    “Taking the truth oath is opening your soul for a moment. It isn’t something a warlock or a witch does lightly,” Councilman Blackman stated. 
 
    “Yeah, so I’ve been told. However, not taking the truth oath is admitting that you are guilty in my eyes,” Cortney said hardening her voice as she spoke. 
 
    “And a newbie half-witch like you is someone that I should fear?” the warlock asked. 
 
    Suddenly Hildegard appeared in Cortney’s hand. 
 
    “Yes,” Cortney replied coldly. 
 
    “Hmm, I am amused. I sense great power at your disposal. I had heard that Barnaby House drew power from the souls of the dead in the cemetery. I didn’t believe it until now. And the broomstick is connected to the house. Interesting! Morticia was certainly one of a kind,” Councilman Blackman said. 
 
    “So, is that a yes? Do you agree to take the truth oath?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “How many of the other warlocks have taken the oath?” 
 
    “Two. Innman and Stonemason,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “So, if I take the oath it will narrow it down to Kessel and Wigdahl,” Councilman Blackman said. “Yes, I will take the truth oath that I didn’t kill Morticia,” the warlock said with an easy smile. 
 
    Cortney let out a sigh of relief. When I get him in the bag, only two more warlocks will be left to confront. 
 
    “You know one of the two remaining warlocks is going to attempt to kill you?” Councilman Blackman stated. “And, believe it or not, Kessel and Wigdahl are the two most powerful warlocks on the council. The odds of you surviving a confrontation with either of them isn’t good,” he added.  
 
    “Please get on with it,” Tom Cat said. “The longer I stay here, the greater my desire to pick cotton grows.” 
 
    “Do you really need a familiar?” the warlock asked as he glared down at Tom Cat. 
 
    “Don’t bother. It’s not worth the effort. He would just return. He’s got seven more lives to go,” Cortney said. 
 
    “I suppose you are right, although it would give me pleasure to watch him burn,” the warlock said with a deep sigh. “But, before I start the truth oath spell, I need someone to protect me during the procedure,” Councilman Blackman said as he clapped his hands. 
 
    The creature that emerged from the mansion was shadowlike in appearance, like a silhouette of the warlock. 
 
    “This is my shadow,” Councilman Blackman informed Cortney, whose mouth hung open in astonishment at the sight of the creature. “He might not look like much, but he’s deadly. So, please refrain from any sudden movement while I conjure the truth oath.” 
 
    “Is trembling considered a sudden movement?” Tom Cat asked. 
 
    Councilman Blackman ignored the familiar. “Are we clear on everything?” he asked as he glanced from Gator to Cortney. 
 
    “Horses couldn’t drag me from this spot,” Cortney said. 
 
    Gator nodded his head sullenly. 
 
    “I swear I did not poison the witch known as Morticia,” the warlock said as he drew the pentagram in the air. The runes flared to life as he spoke and burned for a moment after he finished speaking. “Well, I’m still here. So, I told the truth. Now if you would be so kind as to leave my property. And please only return when invited,” Councilman Blackman said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Cortney said. “I look forward to working with you on the council,” she added as she turned and headed for her car. 
 
    “Doo da, doo da day,” Tom Cat sang under his breath as he jumped into the car. 
 
    Cortney shook her head. “Tom Cat, you are going to be the death of me,” she added. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty 
 
    “You’re late!” Pop stuck his head through the service window to scream. “I’m up to my pits with orders!” 
 
    “You are fired for shouting at the boss,” Cortney called back as she hurried around the counter to put on an apron. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Pop said shaking his head. 
 
    “Gator, get a mop and clean up that milkshake I spilled,” Pop added before he disappeared back into the kitchen. 
 
    Gator put his hand on the hilt of his Bowie knife as he walked behind the counter mumbling under his breath. At the far end of the counter, he picked up a mop and bucket. 
 
    “Ah, Gator,” Tom Cat whispered from his spot under the counter. “I left a small hairball near the door. Be sure to clean it up too!” 
 
    “Gator!” Cortney said as the greenish skinned man with snake-like eyes lifted the mop to strike Tom Cat. “You’ll just have to mop up another mess,” Cortney added as she hurried over to a man holding a menu. “Are you ready to order… Hey, aren’t you the owner of Guns and Ammo?” Cortney said. 
 
    “Yeah,” the man said in a nervous tone. “I swear I don’t remember anything until I woke up with everyone standing around me here in the diner. I hope I didn’t do anything out of line?” Roger said. 
 
    “No, you just fainted. But, if I recall you said the last thing you remember is waiting on an older woman in your store,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Yes, that’s the last thing I remember.” 
 
    “Did you do anything out of the ordinary that morning before you opened the shop?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “No… Well, I did stop in for an early appointment with Doctor Wigdahl. Wow, he’s such a friendly doctor. I enjoy visiting his office,” Roger said. 
 
    “Did you do anything else that morning that you customarily don’t do?” Cortney asked. 
 
    Roger shook his head. “No, the doctor’s appointment was the only thing different.” 
 
    “Thanks, now what would you like to order?” Cortney asked.  
 
    After she turned in Roger’s order, Cortney walked over to where Gator was mopping the floor. “Gator, I think I might have found out which of the remaining warlocks poisoned Morticia.” 
 
    Gator stopped work and leaned against the mop handle. 
 
    “Which one?” he asked. 
 
    “Doctor Wigdahl,” Cortney replied. 
 
    “Really? Despite what Councilman Blackman said, I think he’s rather wimpy for a warlock. I’ve never heard him say a bad word about anyone,” Gator said. “I mean the town loves him.” 
 
    “Yeah, it doesn’t make sense,” Cortney agreed. “However, the owner of the gun store had an appointment with him the morning before he pulled a gun on me,” Cortney said. 
 
    “So, what do you do now?” Gator asked. 
 
    Cortney shook her head. “I don’t know if I should confront Councilman Kessel in the jewelry store, or skip him and wait until tonight to have it out with the good doctor,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Stick with the plan,” Gator said. “Just because he had a doctor’s appointment with Councilman Wigdahl doesn’t mean that he’s the one that put a spell on the gun store owner,” Gator added. 
 
    “You are right. I shouldn’t leave loose ends. And Councilman Kessel is a loose end until he takes the truth oath,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Are you two going to chat each other up all day or do some work? I’ve got orders up,” Pop bellowed from the service window. 
 
    Later, after the lunch rush, Cortney leaned through the service window. “Pop, I’m taking a break. I’m going down to Kessel Jewelry store with Gator,” Cortney said. 
 
    “What, is he getting you an engagement ring?” Pop asked and snickered. “Hey, you can go, but I need Gator to stay and wait on customers. I can’t run the kitchen and take orders,” Pop added. 
 
    “Okay,” Cortney agreed. 
 
    “But what about the danger of confronting Councilman Kessel?” Gator asked when Pop pulled his head back into the kitchen and started cleaning the grill. 
 
    “We are almost sure it’s the doctor that poisoned Aunt Morticia. Getting Councilman Kessel to take the truth oath is just a formality. We will need to get advice from Frank before we go up against the doctor. I think I might need the help of the other council members when I confront him. If he’s guilty, I don’t know how to summon the spell to strip him of his powers. Heck, even if I did know the spell, I might not be powerful enough to force it on him.” 
 
    “Yes, you will need help. Still, what if you are wrong? What if Councilman Kessel is the murderer?” Gator said sounding doubtful about Cortney going alone. 
 
    “I’m taking Tom Cat,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Ah, do I have a say in this matter?” Tom Cat asked in a low voice so that Pop couldn’t hear him. “I am rather enjoying my catnaps.” 
 
    “Let Tom Cat stay. Pop has a huge pot of stew on the stove. I’m sure a little more meat will make it better,” Gator said as he touched the hilt of his knife. “I’ve always wondered if there is really more than one way to skin a cat,” he added. 
 
    “I’m ready when you are, Cortney,” Tom Cat whispered as he hurried out from under the counter. 
 
    Cortney stopped at the door and glanced back at Gator. “I know that the jewelry shop is on Sugar Cane Street, but do I go right or left?” 
 
    “Right, and it’s about three blocks on the other side of Doctor Wigdahl’s Clinic,” the strange man replied. 
 
    “Okay,” Cortney called as she held the door open for Tom Cat. 
 
    As Cortney threaded her way through the foot traffic on the sidewalk, she wondered if she was doing the right thing by confronting Councilman Kessel alone.  
 
    What if she was wrong and he was the one that had poisoned her aunt? If that were the case, he would attack her instead of reciting the truth oath. Could she stand up against a seasoned warlock? Cortney found herself wondering. 
 
    “This is not a good idea,” Tom Cat said in a low voice when they were alone. 
 
    “You can take the lead when we meet Councilman Kessel,” Cortney said and smiled as she waited for her familiar’s reaction. 
 
    Suddenly, Tom Cat stopped and changed directions. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “I’m taking the lead like you asked and going back to the diner,” the familiar replied. 
 
    “Stop being silly. Come on, we’re only a block from the jewelry store,” Cortney said as she controlled her urge to laugh. 
 
    “Being silly is facing a warlock without backup,” Tom Cat said as he reluctantly followed Cortney. “I mean it’s not so bad for me. I have seven more lives. But you have only one,” the familiar added. 
 
    “We’re here,” Cortney announced as she stopped in front of a showroom window filled with diamond rings and necklaces. “Wow, he has some beautiful stuff,” Cortney exclaimed. 
 
    “Too bad you aren’t going to live long enough to wear any of it if we go inside,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    Her familiar’s comment caused Cortney to pause a moment before she opened the door. A bell rang announcing a customer as she and Tom Cat walked into the jewelry shop. 
 
    Cortney glanced wide-eyed at the rows of glass display cases, each filled with sparkling diamonds set in rings, bracelets, necklaces, and even in a tiara. Wow, what a fortune in diamonds! Cortney thought as she walked over to one of the display cases. 
 
    “May I help you?” 
 
    Cortney turned around. She expected to see Councilman Kessel; instead, she found herself looking at an older woman wearing a black dress and adorned with the most beautiful diamond necklace Cortney had ever seen. 
 
    “Ah… is Councilman Kessel in the shop?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “He’s busy. Is there something I can do for you?” the elegantly dressed woman asked. “I’m his assistant.” 
 
    “Meow, meow,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “I’ll just look around if you don’t mind,” Cortney said instead of insisting on seeing Warlock Kessel. 
 
    “Certainly, call me if you need me to show you a specific piece. My name is Clare,” the woman said and moved to the back of the shop and busied herself arranging a necklace on a display. 
 
    “Tom Cat, why did you say no?” Cortney whispered. 
 
    “Didn’t the gun shop owner say an old woman visited him just before he blacked out?” Tom Cat asked. 
 
    “You don’t think she’s the woman, do you?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “Maybe?” the familiar replied. 
 
    “Rats, if she’s the one that put a spell on Roger, that means Councilman Kessel is the warlock that poisoned Aunt Morticia,” Cortney whispered nervously. 
 
    “Bingo!” 
 
    “Oh, my. We are in a pickle now,” Cortney said. “But how could Clare cast a spell on someone?” Cortney asked Tom Cat. 
 
    “In more ways than I have the time to tell you. She could have sprinkled a dab of pixie dust on him. It would have caused him to become her vessel to do her bidding temporarily. Afterward, he wouldn’t have remembered what he did,” Tom Cat explained. 
 
    “Are you speaking to me, dear?” the old woman asked. 
 
    “Sorry, just talking to myself. I’ve never seen such beautiful jewelry,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Yes, we have the best,” the old woman said with a thin smile. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Tom Cat whispered when the old woman resumed working on her display. 
 
    “We leave,” Cortney said as she turned and slowly walked toward the door.  
 
    “Councilwoman Barnaby!” a thin, sinister voice called out. 
 
    Cortney stopped in her tracks and turned around. She found herself looking at the wiry man with a crew cut.  
 
    Councilman Kessel. 
 
    “Hello,” Cortney said lamely. 
 
    “What are you doing in the shop?” the warlock asked in a cold voice. 
 
    “I’m on my break from the diner. I’ve heard you have the most beautiful diamond displays. I thought I would come and do a little window shopping,” Cortney said. “How time flies. My break is over. I’ve got to hurry back to the diner or Pop will have my head,” Cortney added. 
 
    “Hmm, if he wants your head maybe I can give it to him on a platter,” the warlock said as a wand suddenly appeared in his hand. 
 
    “That’s okay. Don’t bother. Chicken is the special this week,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “I like a familiar with a sense of humor,” the warlock said as he pointed the wand at Tom Cat. 
 
    “Don’t bother killing him. He’ll just come back. He’s got seven more lives to go,” Cortney said to distract the warlock as she racked her brain for a solution to the rapidly developing crisis. 
 
    Pop! 
 
    Tom Cat disappeared. 
 
    “What did you do to Tom Cat?” Cortney shouted forgetting her own danger. 
 
    “Nothing! Your familiar abandoned you,” Councilman Kessel said in an amused voice. “Good assistants are difficult to find these days,” he added as he turned his wand on Cortney. “How did you figure out I was the one attempting to kill you?” 
 
    “Clare,” Cortney said. 
 
    “What about Clare?” 
 
    “The gun store owner said the last thing he remembered was talking to an older woman. I didn’t think there was a connection until I entered the store and she waited on me,” Cortney replied. “I didn’t suspect you. I thought Councilman Wigdahl was the culprit,” Cortney sighed. “That’s why I didn’t come with support.” 
 
    “Clare,” the warlock called out his assistant’s name. 
 
    Suddenly steel shutters descended from the ceiling to cover the doors and windows. 
 
    “We are locked down. There’s no way in or out unless I open the shutters. And the store is spell protected now. Your familiar popped out but he can’t pop back into the shop. You are at my mercy! And to be frank, I plan on killing you. I don’t want another Barnaby as the head of the council. Certainly not a half-witch upstart like you,” the warlock said through clenched teeth as he took aim at Cortney with his wand. 
 
    Cortney sent a fireball streaking toward the warlock’s assistant instead of at the councilman. The warlock fired a bolt of energy from his wand at the fireball to save the old woman. 
 
    Cortney used the seconds from her distraction to conjure up the personal protection spell she had practiced with Tom Cat last night. She finished the spell just in time — the bolt of lightning from the wand that would have burned her to a crisp, dissipated when it struck the energy bubble protecting her. 
 
    “Clever girl. But I can summon enough power to overload your protection spell,” the warlock said as he drew a pentagram in the air with his wand. “My wand gives me additional power like your broomstick gives you. But sadly, even your broomstick cannot penetrate the powerful protection spell that surrounds this building. And nothing short of a tank can break through the steel shutters,” the warlock taunted Cortney as he continued to draw the pentagram in the air with his wand. 
 
    Suddenly something struck the steel shutter that covered the door. The sound broke the warlock’s concentration, and he made a wrong move with his wand. The pentagram vanished. 
 
    “Blast it!” Councilman Kessel shouted. 
 
    “Can I help?” the old woman called out from where she crouched behind a display case. 
 
    “No! Keep away!” the warlock shouted. With a tremendous tearing sound, the steel shutter suddenly flew across the room demolishing several display cases and sent jewelry scattering to the floor. “What the heck!?” the warlock shouted as the ugly figure of Frank stepped through the door. 
 
    Mary did get it right in her novel. Frank is a monster! Cortney thought as the scarred faced man took a lumbering step toward her. 
 
    Councilman Kessel pointed his wand at Frank and sent a bolt of lightning flashing across the room. The energy bolt struck Frank in the chest. The big man, composed of mismatched body parts, stumbled and staggered backward. Frank beat his chest to put out his burning shirt.  
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Cortney noted a flash of movement. 
 
    “Warlock!” Gator shouted. “If you value the life of your assistant, you will surrender.” 
 
    Cortney glanced to the rear of the room. Gator held the old woman around her waist with one hand while the other held the blade of his Bowie knife at the old woman’s throat. 
 
    God, I hope that Councilman Kessel doesn’t know that Gator is under a spell and can’t harm the woman, Cortney thought. 
 
    “Please don’t harm her! I’ll do anything you ask,” the warlock shouted. 
 
    “Toss your wand to Miss Cortney,” Gator demanded. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Councilman Kessel said as he threw the wand across the room. 
 
    Cortney caught it and broke it in half. 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that!” the warlock shouted. 
 
    Frank with his shirt still smoldering walked by Cortney and grabbed Councilman Kessel’s wrist. 
 
    “Easy! You’re hurting me!” Councilman Kessel said. He sounded fearful for the first time. 
 
    “Is everyone all right?” a voice called from the shattered door of the jewelry store. 
 
    Cortney turned and found Councilman Innman standing in the door. At his feet stood Tom Cat. 
 
    “Looks like we arrived just in time to save the day,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “So, it was you who poisoned Morticia,” Councilman Innman declared as he pointed his finger at Councilman Kessel. “I never suspected you, Gerhart.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill Morticia!” Councilman Kessel shouted. 
 
    “He’s lying. He sent his assistant to the gun store to compel the owner to kill me,” Cortney said. 
 
    “We don’t need another Barnaby as the head of the council. I was doing the council a favor trying to get rid of her. I missed shooting her the night I saw her flying on her broomstick. And she survived the fog I sent to disorientate her over the swamp. I misjudged the half-witch,” he added shaking his head. 
 
    Councilman Innman drew a pentagram in the air. When he finished, a silver chain dropped into his hands. “I’ll take over Frank,” the warlock said as he bound Councilman Kessel’s wrist with the chain. “He’s secure now.” 
 
    “What will you do with him?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “I will call together the other warlocks, and we will strip him of his power and banish him from Bayou George,” Councilman Innman replied. 
 
    “That’s a death sentence. I will grow old and die,” Councilman Kessel cried out. “I didn’t kill anyone. It’s not fair. I just tried to kill the half-witch, nothing more,” he pleaded as Councilman Innman led him out of the store. 
 
    “What do I do with the old woman?” Gator asked. 
 
    “Let her go,” Cortney replied. “She’s harmless without Warlock Kessel,” she said as she watched the two warlocks disappear into the street. 
 
    “I saved the day, didn’t I!” Tom Cat said. “First I fetched Frank and then Warlock Innman,” the familiar said. 
 
    Cortney glanced at Gator. “How did you get here?” 
 
    “I followed you and Tom Cat from the diner,” Gator admitted. 
 
    “Oh, God, Pop is going to be on the warpath when we return,” Cortney said. “Gator, you run ahead. I’m going to stop by the clinic and tell Doctor Wigdahl that he’s off the hook and doesn’t have to take the truth oath,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to visit the doctor alone? He’s a warlock first and foremost,” Gator said. “And I don’t trust warlocks.” 
 
    Cortney chuckled. “I’ll be fine. Anyway, I have Tom Cat to protect me,” Cortney added. 
 
    “Yes, Snake Eyes, she has me and doesn’t need you,” Tom Cat said. When Gator glanced down, the familiar ran behind Cortney. 
 
    “One of these days you are in the stew pot for sure, cat,” Gator mumbled under his breath as he walked out of the jewelry store. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    “Why do we have to stop by the clinic? We know who poisoned Morticia,” Tom Cat complained as he walked alongside of Cortney. 
 
    “I know. Still, I should at least tell Councilman Wigdahl that I’m not stopping by his house tonight,” Cortney said. “But why do you think Councilman Kessel would confess to attempting to murder me, but swear that he didn’t poison Aunt Morticia?” Cortney added. 
 
    “Please, Cortney. One is attempted murder and the other is murder,” Tom Cat replied. 
 
    “Yes, but the penalty for both appears to be the same with the magic council. So, what is to be gained from denying killing Morticia?” Cortney repeated the question. 
 
    “Stop; you’re giving me a headache,” Tom Cat replied as they reached the storefront of the clinic.  
 
    “Hmm, it’s almost closing time,” Cortney said as she reached for the door. She expected it to be locked, but the door opened when she pulled on it. “I guess the doctor is still in,” Cortney said as she held the door open for her familiar. 
 
    The lobby was empty and so was the receptionist’s booth. 
 
    “What now?” Tom Cat asked. 
 
    “I think I hear voices in his office,” Cortney said as she walked over to the security door. She tugged on the doorknob expecting the door to be locked. It opened. “Come on,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Ah, shouldn’t we announce ourselves? Don’t forget he’s a warlock. He could turn me into a frog before you could stop him,” Tom Cat complained.  
 
    “That would be a shame. Gator loves frog legs better than cat meat,” Cortney said and snickered. 
 
    “That’s not a bit funny. Have I ever told you that you have a warped sense of humor?” Tom Cat said, as they walked down the hall to the doctor’s office. 
 
    “Quiet,” Cortney whispered. 
 
    “You told me you would make me immortal, Wiggy, once you killed the old witch. What are you waiting for? I get older each day. I found a wrinkle this morning on my forehead,” a woman’s voice said. 
 
    “After tonight, dearest. I’ll trick that newbie half-witch by reciting a fake truth oath. She’ll never know the difference. I seriously doubt that she has memorized the pentagram. The one I draw will look almost identical but will be missing a single rune. When I recite the spell words it won’t burn like the real pentagram,” the voice of Doctor Wigdahl said in a smug tone. 
 
    “And then can I become immortal?” Dianna asked. 
 
    “Yes; of course, it will come to a vote before the council. Warlock Kessel will side with me. He loves his assistant also and she grows old and he must give her immortality soon or she might pass. Blackman will also side with me. He wants to allow his pet to shift into human form,” Doctor Wigdahl said in a soothing voice. 
 
    “But what about the death of the old witch? Won’t the half-witch still suspect one of you warlocks killed her aunt?” Dianna asked, still not wholly convinced that Doctor Wigdahl would be out of danger. 
 
    “When I fool the half-witch into thinking that I have taken the truth oath, then suspicion about who poisoned Morticia will be diverted to someone outside the council. The truth oath is infallible and even the persistent half-witch will have to turn her suspicions elsewhere,” Doctor Wigdahl said. 
 
    “I’ve heard enough,” Cortney whispered. “Let’s go,” she added as she took a step backward only to step on Tom Cat’s tail. 
 
    The screech Tom Cat let out challenged a train’s whistle in volume. 
 
    “Rats,” Cortney said as she turned and prepared to flee the office. 
 
    “Going somewhere?” Doctor Wigdahl called from in front of the security door. Before Cortney had a chance to respond, he pointed a wand at Tom Cat. “Stay dead this time,” the warlock said as a bolt of energy shot from the tip of the wand. The burst of energy struck Tom Cat in the chest. 
 
    “No!” Cortney shouted as she watched her familiar crumple to the floor with the fur on his chest smoking. “You killed Tom Cat!” 
 
    “Yeah, for the second time. I poisoned him along with your aunt Morticia. She had the good sense to stay dead but not that darn cat,” Doctor Wigdahl said. 
 
    Cortney hardly recognized the man that stood in front of the security door. Gone was the friendly smile. A nasty sneer had pushed it aside and seemed more at home. The blue eyes that Cortney had once thought kind had turned stone cold. 
 
    “Too bad you didn’t call out my name instead of barging into my office. Things would have ended better for you and your familiar. I would have pulled the wool over your eyes with the fake truth oath and all would have been well. Now, you must die,” the warlock said in a voice devoid of feelings. 
 
    “Why? Why did you poison my aunt?” 
 
    “Morticia did not bend the rules. She wouldn’t allow any marriages to mortals. Haven’t you wondered why your mother fled? Morticia wouldn’t allow your mother to give your father immortality. She couldn’t stand that thought of him growing old and her staying ageless. Your mother forsook the hidden arts and cast aside her powers to live and grow old with your father,” the warlock explained. 
 
    “And you are in love with your assistant and want to give her immortality,” Cortney said. “So, you poisoned my aunt and her familiar, hoping that the council would then approve your marriage to Dianna.” 
 
    “Yes. I know Gerhart Kessel wanted to marry that old woman in his jewelry store for heaven knows what reason. And I suspect Hawk Blackman would love to unchain his pet and fly through the night air on her back. So, yes, the new council would have changed the rules,” Doctor Wigdahl replied. 
 
    “Well, Gerhart Kessel will not be a part of the new council. He tried to kill me several times in the past few days. He is bound in silver chains and will be stripped of his powers and banished, and that is the fate that lies ahead for you too, Warlock!” Cortney said with more confidence than she felt. 
 
    What do I do? Tom Cat is dead. Gator isn’t going to come to my aid. Heck, no one is going to help me, Cortney thought. “Ah, I’m curious as to how you managed to poison my aunt without raising the suspicions of the other warlocks, or Mildred and Frank,” Cortney asked to buy some time as she tried to think what to do to stop the warlock from killing her. 
 
    “I was her doctor. Although witches and warlocks are immortal, we do have malaises that cause us discomfort from time to time. It’s mostly the eyes. I was examining Morticia’s eyes as everyone sat and waited for Mildred to serve the meal. I exchanged Morticia’s spoon for one coated with poison. Everyone of course thought the poison was in the caper sauce. No one suspected the silverware as the delivery method. Of course, the moment she dipped her spoon into the caper sauce, it in turn became poisonous. Quite clever if I say so myself,” Doctor Wigdahl said. 
 
    “Are you going to talk her to death?” Dianna, who had stood patiently listening to their conversation until then, said. “Get on with it. Stop playing the good doctor.” 
 
    “Hildegard, Hildegard, Hildegard,” Cortney repeated the name of her broomstick, while the warlock had his attention focused on Dianna. 
 
    Instantly Cortney felt the smooth wooden handle of Hildegard in her hand. She pointed the end of the broomstick at the warlock even as he turned his head back in her direction. 
 
    “What?!” the warlock barely got the word out before the fireball struck him in the face. Suddenly the doctor dropped his wand and began to beat at the flames that engulfed his head. 
 
    “Fran!” Dianna screamed as she ran toward the warlock. She beat the palm of her hand savagely against the doctor’s face until she extinguished the flames. “Darling, are you all right?” 
 
    “No, I’m not all right. I can’t see!” the warlock shouted. 
 
    God, I wish I knew more spells. What am I going to do with him until I can get help? Cortney thought as she watched Doctor Wigdahl use his hands to feel his way closer to Dianna. 
 
    As Cortney looked around the hall for something to use to bind the warlock, her eyes fell upon Tom Cat’s black unmoving from on the floor. “Tom Cat!” Cortney cried out in anguish as she knelt beside her dead familiar. “God, I’m so sorry. I never got to tell you how much you meant to me,” Cortney added as tears rolled down her cheeks. She reached down to touch her fingers to the unmoving head of the cat. 
 
    “Ouch!” Cortney shouted as she felt a sharp electric shock when she touched Tom Cat. 
 
    “Ah, what happened?” Tom Cat said as he raised his head.  
 
    “The warlock zapped you with his wand. He killed you! You were dead, Tom Cat!” Cortney said shaking her head. 
 
    “God, there went another life. Gee, that only leaves me with six more,” Tom Cat said as he got to his feet. 
 
    “But you were dead!” 
 
    “Oh, goodness me. I’m too dead to die,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Darn, the cat lives!” Doctor Wigdahl mumbled. 
 
    “Tom Cat, what do I do with him?” Cortney asked. 
 
    “I’ll pop back to Barnaby House and get Frank. He’ll keep the good doctor company, while we go and get Councilman Innman to come over and bind him in silver chains. He can put him on ice with Councilman Kessel until you call a council meeting. It looks like there are going to be two empty seats on the council after today,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” Cortney agreed. 
 
    “Is there any chance of me taking one of the spots?” Tom Cat asked. 
 
    “Not on your other six lives!” Cortney replied quickly. 
 
    “Okay, think about it. I would make a great council member. Hmm, maybe I could even get a familiar of my own. Maybe a mouse. Yeah, a little mouse to wait on me hand and foot,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “I think all of your gray matter didn’t transfer from life seven to life six,” Cortney said. 
 
    “Well, I do feel a little lightheaded now that you mention it,” Tom Cat said. 
 
    “Pop over to Barnaby House and get Frank while you still remember how,” Cortney said as she suppressed a need to laugh. 
 
    “I underestimated you,” Doctor Wigdahl admitted as Dianna hugged him. 
 
    “That’s all right. I underestimated myself. Until now, I didn’t think I had it in me to be a witch. Now I find I’m looking forward to taking over as head of the Magic Council, aka the Bayou George City Council,” Cortney said. 
 
      
 
    *The End* 
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