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CHAPTER ONE




“I changed my mind. I don’t think this is a good idea after all.” Margaret Balefire cast a wary eye over the cobbled-together piece of floating death she’d helped her sister build for the town of Harmony’s ‘Anything Goes’ flotilla race. “It doesn’t look seaworthy.”

Hagatha Crow, the third member of their crew, scoffed. “We’re not going to sea, you weenie. We’re just taking a lazy float down the river. You can swim, can’t you?” The ancient witch cackled and completed a hop-and-roll motion onto the precarious craft, leaving her walker, complete with tennis-ball-covered feet, standing on the dock.

She’d probably enhanced the aerial feat with the subtlest wisp of magic, but Mag had to give it to her—it was still impressive. Even though Hagatha was more powerful than any three regular witches put together and about as predictable as a tornado, she was older than dirt; Mag refused to be outdone and boarded the craft. 

Mag wished she could tell old Hagatha to take a flying leap off a short broomstick, but it had been her idea to fashion a boat out of an old brass bed and four claw-footed bathtubs in the first place. She figured it would be a good play on their store, Balms and Bygones.

Instead, she climbed into the contraption, scowling when it rocked and wobbled as she settled in. What was the worst that could happen, anyway? 

Nothing good ever came of asking that question, but she’d survived much worse in her years as a hunter of rogue magic; surely a flotilla race wasn’t going to kill her.

“All set?” Clara Balefire winked at her sister, tugged at the bottom of her life vest to settle it more firmly into place, and handed Mag a paddle. 

Mag glared at her sister as she took it. “If I die, I’m going to kill you.” 

Clara smirked, and with more grace than she normally showed, leapt from the dock to the foot of the bed. Springs creaked and Mag didn’t bother hiding a smirk when the bounce-back effect nearly tossed Hagatha into the river.

 “Nobody’s going to die, but I might have you fitted for a crown if you’re going to be such a drama queen.” Clara tossed over her shoulder.

Shoving the awkward craft away from the dock took all of Clara’s concentration and a bit of assistance from Mag. 

“We’re supposed to paddle across, float past the judges panel, then get ourselves into position at the starting line,” Clara said, focusing on moving in the right direction.

Big Spurwink river, fed by a convergence of smaller tributaries, was wide and deep where it flowed behind the downtown section of Harmony. 

Once past the narrows just south of town, the banks spread in a gentle curve to create a slow-moving basin making that section the ideal spot to hold a flotilla. 

The requirements for inclusion were simple: If it floated and had at least a three-person crew, it qualified. The tendency to stray toward the ridiculous was one of the things that made Harmony special, and the event drew tourists and residents alike.

Hunkered down on her side of the bed, Mag dipped her paddle into the space between the two bathtubs on her side and waited for Clara to settle into a similar, opposite position. At the head of the bed, Hagatha manned the tiller. 

“Easy now,” Clara grinned at Mag, “and go.” It took half a minute for the motion to smooth out, and then the boat settled and they were off. 

“This first bit is the tricky part.” Shoulders bunching, Clara paddled harder to help turn the craft upstream. “There’s just enough of a current to make it a chore, but after that, it’s a walk in the park. She’s going to float better than that raft of trash Penelope and her minions entered.”

For the past few years, Penelope Starr had been gunning for the position of High Priestess of the Moonstone Circle, a public organization instituted by Hagatha during the pre-suffrage era. Despite her best efforts, she’d only managed to take over the civic side of the organization. 

The Circle’s counterpart, the male-run Brotherhood of Badgers, was established by one Evaniah Johnson shortly after the Moonstones came to prominence because he couldn’t stand the thought of a group of women having any true voice in town proceedings. Being a strong woman and an even stronger witch, Hagatha retaliated and cemented the dynamic between the two organizations. 

The current leader, a man named Perry Weatherall, wasn’t a complete jerk, but he hadn’t done anything to reduce the friction, either. There was always a level of rivalry going on behind the scenes. 

After hearing Hagatha’s firsthand account of the inception story, including the part where she’d hexed old Evaniah’s droopy doo-dahs off, Mag declared her solidarity to the cause. 

This year, the Badgers went all-or-nothing with a canoe crafted from duct tape and paper, while the Moonstone Circle boasted two entries in the flotilla. Hagatha captained one with the Balefire sisters as crew. Penelope captained the other. 

Mag raised a brow, her doubts fading when the other witches floated by on a disaster made from empty milk jugs and laundry soap containers tied together with cotton clothesline. 

Penelope and her bikini-clad cronies perched on top of the recycled raft, each wearing a wide-brimmed hat to keep the sun from pinking her smirking face.

Mag felt the tingle of magic lifting the hairs on the back of her neck and pointed a finger at Hagatha, “Don’t do it. We’re going to win this thing, and we’re doing it without casting hexes at the competition.”

“What’s the fun in that?” Hagatha hmphed, but let the power subside. She did conjure a Viking hat, slapping it on her head as they made the final course corrections to pass in front of the tent where the judges waited. 

Typically, the flotilla served as the morning appetizer for the main event, the Backcountry Paddle, a three-mile canoe race through the faster-moving waters between Dover and Harmony, but this year, things were different.

Kevin Cardiff placed second in this race ten years ago. As executive producer for the Trek Network, a low-budget Travel Channel imitator, he’d convinced his bosses to provide national coverage for the event. They were featuring Harmony, the flotilla, and the Backcountry Paddle on a special two-hour episode of Round-Trip Ticket, the network’s highest-rated show that covered unconventional events in out-of-the-way destinations. 

Footage of the flotilla would provide color for the canoe race coverage. Past national winners, including Kevin, had been drafted to judge.

And so, when the bathtub-pontooned bed boat passed by the cameras that were recording the action, Hagatha, in all her wrinkled glory, rose to her feet between the pillows, placed a hand on the arched brass headboard, and gave America her best Napoleonic pose.

“Sit back down, you old coot,” Mag spoke from between clenched teeth, turned her face away from the judges, and contemplated diving overboard. “You’re rocking the boat and you’re supposed to be steering, not mugging for the cameras.”

It didn’t help her mood when the loudspeakers mounted on either side of the tent boomed out the commentary delivered by the co-hosts, a man’s man named Matt Chase and his perky, blond companion, Grace Abbott. 

“Here comes number seven,” he said, mugging for the camera worse than Hagatha had. “Let’s hope no one rolls out on the wrong side of that bed.”

The joke wasn’t funny, but Grace laughed at her partner as if he’d said something witty. Clara had read that the co-hosting pair were romantically linked. 

It was her turn to speak, and she gestured toward them Vanna White-style. “Lucky number seven is sponsored by the Moonstone Circle, and also by Balms and Bygones, Matt. And two of the lovely ladies manning her are the owners. Looks like they’ve taken the bed-and-bath concept to a new level, Matt.” Grace beamed, her tanned, glowing face lighting up the stage as Matt flashed her a besotted glance.

 “The final entry of the day is made out of—I’m not sure what I’m seeing, Matt.”

“PVC tubing, styrofoam, and tractor seats is what it looks like to me,” her manly sidekick replied, squinting toward the next contraption. “Manned by Harmony’s own Mayor McCreery, along with Chief Cobb and Officer Nye of the local constabulary.”

Grace let loose a laugh that teetered on the precipice between genuine and rehearsed, “A formidable team, certainly. You’d know a little something about that, wouldn’t you Matt?”

The next few announcements blurred past as Clara and Mag paddled like crazy to get into their starting position. If Penelope got splashed by some errant water, it wasn’t on purpose. Much. 

“Now,” Matt continued, “when the race starts, contestants will have to paddle hard to get momentum. Once they pass the buoy marker, it’s all about the steering. There’s just enough current to carry through to the finish.” He explained. 

“Right you are, Matt. If they hit the marker with enough gusto, anyway. This is going to be fun to watch. And, here we go!”

At the crack of the starter pistol, Mag and Clara applied paddle to water with zeal. But no magic—that would have been cheating.

Mag was only eight years older than Clara, which is nothing in witch time. Usually. Mag had been a warrior and nearly died when an encounter with a rogue magical beast had gone horribly wrong. In an instant, the Raythe had stolen Mag’s youthful appearance and a fair share of her vitality as well. 

As she knelt on the colorful quilt, wisps of age-whitened, fuzzy hair fluttered in the wet wind where long, dark tresses should have blown, and wrinkles lined a face that should have been like Clara’s, easing toward the lower end of middle age. 

But Mag was stronger than she looked, and determined not to let Penelope Starr win. Penelope had tried to push her fanatical views on hiding magic from Harmony’s non-gifted mortals so insistently onto the coven that she spurred Hagatha into rebellion—and Mag understood why. For thousands of years, witches had managed to live among humans with only a few, albeit famous, slip-ups. 

How Penelope had garnered such support behind their coven leader’s back was a mystery Mag intended to solve. She smelled a story that had nothing to do with Hagatha and everything to do with something Penelope didn’t want made public knowledge. 

Coven politics aside, Penelope just rubbed Mag the wrong way, and she delighted in torturing her in any way possible, big or small. 

 “Go, go, go,” Mag urged needlessly and paddled for all she was worth.

“Whoops folks, we’ve got a sinker.” The male announcer’s voice came over the water, and Clara only had time for a quick glance to see which boat was out of the race.

It looked like the space-saucer brigade had capsized. Tied together by the handles, and wrapped in aluminum foil, the four saucer-shaped winter sleds weren’t deep enough to keep from taking on too much water. An air horn sounded to let everyone know the rescue team had been deployed, and Clara kept on paddling. 

“Don’t worry, folks, everyone’s safe and sound,” Grace told the audience a few moments later, just as the final entry passed the buoy marker. 

Tossing her paddle into the middle of the bed, Clara scrambled up to sit next to Hagatha. “It’s all down to handling the rudder. Need any help?” Discretion might be enough to keep her from spending the next week as a frog. 

“Take over if you’ve a mind to, little Balefire.” The gleam in Hagatha’s eye boded ill. “I’d rather sit up front anyway.” The wizened old crone eased her way toward the footboard, leaving Clara to wonder if she should have left well enough alone.

 Watching for subtle changes in the current that might push them along faster, Mag ignored Hagatha and kept an eye on the competition. “Jig left when I tell you,” she said.

With Perry Weatherall at the helm, the Badger’s canoe had shot ahead at the beginning of the race but was now a soggy mess and dead in the water. Hagatha chortled and flipped Perry the bird as the bed boat slid on past.

“You mean to port.” Unlike Mag who cared little for sailing, Clara lived for the feel of skimming over the water. 

“Whatever,” Mag snapped. “Just do it. Now!” 

Clara gave a little yank on the tiller, which angled the rudder—a toilet seat in its former life—turning the boat into the current. A gentle pull would have been better than the yank; a few gallons of river water poured over the edge of the port side tub. 

“Jig right to even it out,” Hagatha barked, leaning over the brass footboard to reach for the tiller. 

Clara sucked in a breath, visions of the old witch falling overboard dancing before her eyes. “No! I’ve got it,” she said, her heartbeat slowing a little when the old crone sat back down.

“We’re good,” Mag said. “I prepared a little something for emergencies.” She flopped on her belly, reached up under the edge of the bed, and pulled out a battered, long-handled saucepan and a roll of duct tape. She grabbed Clara’s discarded paddle and fastened the pan to the blade. 

“I’ll bail. Hagatha, you navigate.”

“Let me.” Clara made to leave her post, but the look Mag flashed warned her off. She took both hands off the tiller to turn them up in a gesture of surrender. “Hurry up, though. We’re losing momentum.” 

“Trouble ladies?” They’d been so busy looking to port, they didn’t notice Penelope and crew three lengths back on their starboard side. 

“Why? Looking for some?” Clara retorted, an uncharacteristic bit of malice creeping into her tone.

“Hard right. Now!” Mag shouted over Clara’s loaded response, and Clara yanked the tiller. The bed heeled into Penelope’s path and picked up speed without taking on more water.

“That was just plain mean,” Mag commented, but Clara couldn’t hold back a little smile. A glance over her shoulder revealed a fuming Penelope and her befuddled crew.

“What? There was a branch in the water. Getting Penelope’s feathers ruffled was just a nice side benefit.”

A glance showed only one other contender for the win. McCreery, Cobb, and Nye looked like they were part of a three-man bobsled team. Tractor seats mounted on blocks of foam lined up one behind the other. The plastic tubing cut through the water with ease.

A full length behind, Clara steered the bed deeper into the middle of the river where the water ran the fastest and closed the gap by half, but she could tell the extra push wouldn’t be enough to take the trophy.

“This race is turning vicious,” Grace commented over the loud speaker, “And it’s not over yet.”

“It sure isn’t,” Matt replied, keeping his eyes trained on the remaining crafts, “One of them is going to win it by a hair.”

“Ease her around that little eddy,” Mag said, “and then keep the rudder straight. It’s our best shot.” As the girls navigated, Hagatha did the unexpected. Rising, she planted her feet, rested her thighs against the tall footboard, and leaned forward, still wearing her Viking hat, posed as if she were the figurehead of a ship. 

A beautiful mermaid, Hagatha was not. Although her face did look like something dredged up from the bottom of the ocean. 

“Where was she hiding that cape?” Clara asked, risking a glance at Mag. Deep blue velvet flowed off Hagatha’s frail body and she assumed she’d conjured that, too. But there wasn’t time to worry about it. 

“We’re witnessing showmanship at its best, folks,” Matt announced with a smile on his handsome face, pointing to the old, fearless woman. “Now let’s see them bring it home.”

When the makeshift rig dumped out of the last of the rushing water and made for the finish line, McCreery and his crew looked to be only a few feet in the lead. The plastic pontoon boat hugged the water, skimmed across the surface where the bed-and-bathtub boat settled in deeper but had the benefit of weight giving it momentum.

“Watch out!” From her elevated height, Hagatha saw it first, a jagged stone just peeking above the surface and right in the path of her competitors. Clara caught sight of it, but could only cringe as events unfolded.

The plastic boat hit the rock, flipped up, and dumped out its passengers right as the Balefires and Hagatha eased across the finish line. 

Air horns went off simultaneously, one signaling the end of the race, another alerting the rescue crew.

“Hagatha, take over here so I can paddle, please.” Clara dragged on the tiller to heel the boat around and point it toward the dock, then scrambled into position opposite her sister. 

Momentum had carried them too far to get back to the capsized craft in time to help, so they paddled toward the dock while watching to make sure everyone else was okay. 

“Quit worrying,” Hagatha said, waving a dismissive hand in the Mayor’s general direction.

“Crap always floats.” Whether she was referring to McCreery or Cobb was anyone’s guess.








CHAPTER TWO




“How does it feel to win?” Grace aimed her microphone at Clara before she’d barely had time to get solid footing on the dock. A busy young brunette woman relieved her of her paddle, and with quiet efficiency, directed a couple of able bodies to secure the sort-of boat. 

Raising a brow at such an odd question, Clara stuttered out that it felt fine, but her attention was more focused on the stretcher bearing one of McCreery’s team. Someone should have seen that rock sticking up so close to the finish line and put a marker on it so nobody got hurt. 

Meanwhile, her lack of enthusiastic response had turned the camera’s attention to her teammates, and Hagatha in particular. 

Considering the old witch looked like a wizened monkey wearing a cape and a Viking helmet, who could blame them? Her face animated, Hagatha gave a blow-by-blow description of the race that sounded a lot more exciting in retrospect than it had been while it was happening.

“Nearly came a cropper, we did, just before that last push. Water’s low, I reckon. It’s been drier than normal this year. Funny weather.” Something in her tone caught Clara’s attention and she shared a look of foreboding with her sister.

Anything Hagatha deemed funny would be of the peculiar rather than ha-ha variety. 

“If you’ll follow me to the judge’s tent, we’ll award the prizes,” Grace said, a little overwhelmed by the whole odd mix that was Hagatha.

Angling up at a curve, the path ran around the edges of the unimaginatively named Spurwink Park, which boasted little more than a few picnic tables and a gazebo before widening out into a parking lot big enough for a few dozen cars. The lot was cordoned off to make space for the television crew, the judging tent, and spectators, and even the heat billowing off the square of pavement couldn’t put a damper on the festive mood. 

Food trucks lined the grassy verge behind an open-sided canvas pavilion, and competing scents perfumed the air. Tourists and townsfolk mingled, lounged on blankets, or spent time trying to get on camera. 

After all, this was a chance to be on national TV, and for some people, that seemed to be enough to make them lose their minds. 

A trio of young witches Mag dubbed Double Bubble, Toil, and Trouble sashayed back and forth across the parking lot with one eye on the lens, and the other on the young, bearded fellow behind it. Like a well-oiled team, they managed to get in front of him at every turn.

Heads tilted, eyes wide and smiling, they pouted their lips, stuck out their hips, and tried every trick to draw the camera in their direction. Clara could have told them they were wasting their time, but what would have been the point?

Before she had a chance to nudge Mag and make a snarky comment, the young woman from the dock hurried over. 

“My name is Jane, and I’m an intern with the production company. If you’d come with me, we have a release form for you to sign, and then we’ll get you ready for the winner’s ceremony. It’s taking place at the Oarhouse Inn, and all the participants are invited to a banquet afterward.”

“A release form? For what?” Mag ignored the rest of what Jane had said, the thought of signing something that implied a restriction of any sort immediately raising her hackles. Mag enjoyed freedom above all other rights and didn’t relish the idea of relinquishing it in any way.

Jane raised an eyebrow, “You’re going to get an inside look at production, and with that comes sensitive information. We can’t have you leaking our evil secrets, now can we?” She said with a wink. “It’s standard, and the same will be asked of every attendee.”

“Fine, fine.” Mag acquiesced, following Jane toward a tent reserved for administrative matters. She spent a solid five minutes scrutinizing the document before finally signing her name with a flourish. Clara, on the other hand, scribbled her autograph without a second thought.

“Psst.” Mag’s elbow tagged Clara on the ribs as they exited and made their retreat. The inn Jane had mentioned was positioned a bit further downstream from the park, just a short walk along the riverside trail. 

“You’re going to give me a permanent dent if you keep doing that.” Rubbing the sore spot, Clara considered retaliation.

“Quit being a baby,” Mag said. “Don’t be obvious about it, but look at the roof of the tent.” 

To the untrained eye, it looked like dozens of overly large hummingbirds perched along the ridgepole. That alone would have been remarkable enough, but these weren’t hummingbirds at all. 

They were a charm of honey pixies Hagatha had secretly imported from the Faelands. And there were far more of them than the Balefires remembered seeing the last time they’d visited Hagatha’s oasis-like compound in the woods.

Mag lowered her brows. “Where is she?” She scanned the area, but there was no sign of the pixie whisperer. She turned back toward the tent just in time to see the entire charm lift off, dive toward the water, then wink out of existence, a sure sign Hagatha had done the same. 

Maybe not the diving part, but the winking from one place to another, and from a public setting, too. Clara groaned.

“Long gone, I’d say, and I think it’s time we paid the pixies a visit. Something tells me—”

“Don’t say it,” Mag pleaded as if not hearing the words would make them untrue.

“Hagatha’s up to something.” Finishing the sentence she had come to dread, Clara pushed a hank of waving chestnut hair behind one ear with a weary hand. “And why that surprises me every time, I’ll never know.” 

If Mag and Clara had realized the extent of the power struggle going on between Hagatha and rest of the witches in the town of Harmony, they might have given the place a wide berth. 

Penelope strove to nix the use of magic completely in the town, but as high priestess, it was Hagatha’s job to lead her coven in the ways of their heritage, not to suppress them. 

And so, the two factions had squared off and turned the town of Harmony into their private battlefield, with Mag and Clara drafted as unwitting referees. Combined with the drama between the Moonstones and the Badgers, rural life had become far more exciting than either sister had expected.

Clara’s eyes narrowed. “What are the chances she’s been letting them breed unchecked?”

Following a mating ritual so perilous few males survived, honey pixies reproduced like bunnies. Eager, active bunnies. 

They’d been hunted nearly to extinction in their native lands, and Hagatha had taken it upon herself to save the species. Or so she said. Both Balefire sisters suspected her of murkier, must less philanthropic motives but had yet to prove it. 

“We can just pretend we didn’t see that and go home, right?” Mag asked, hoping against hope. “If we’re stuck going to some banquet later, I’ll need a breather.” An introvert at heart, she preferred solitude to crowds and had already had her fill of socializing for the day. 

“Tempting.” With the excitement of the race and the anticipation of the banquet later, even a social butterfly like Clara felt the strain. “But you know we’re going to go look. For curiosity’s sake alone. And we can’t bail on the winner’s ceremony tonight, much as I know you’d like to.” 

Blessing the ability to travel from one place to another in the wink of an eye, the sisters stepped behind a tent where they wouldn’t be seen, then focused their intent on finding the pixies and magically skimmed through space. Touching down lightly, they realized they were in a secluded clearing far enough away from town to make accidental visitors unlikely. Hagatha had chosen her spot well. 

“Ouch!” Clara took a step forward, then a hasty one back, rubbing her nose. “She’s put up a barrier, and it’s powerful.”

“Doesn’t bode well.” Grim-faced, Mag explored the magical boundary. “You think she’s trying to keep people out or the pixies in?”

“If it’s the latter, it isn’t working very well. There must have been a hundred of them on that tent.” Frowning, Clara considered the repercussions if the camera crew managed to get footage of the charm taking off or landing.

“Hagatha!” Mag yelled. “Let us in.” The or else was implied. 

A moment dragged by and Mag pulled out her wand and tested the barrier for the best counter-spell. She shook her head at Clara, then called out a second time. If Hagatha didn’t want them in, it would take more than just a few seconds and a quick spell to break the barrier.

“I’m old, give me a minute.” The sound of shuffling feet and Hagatha’s creaking gate of a voice came from the empty space right in front of the sisters. 

Part of the barrier fell like melted wax flowing over glass to reveal Pixieland in all its glory. Hagatha had been busy, and it showed. 

“For the love of Danu.” Mouth hanging open, Mag couldn’t take it all in at once. A solid half-acre of rainforest nestled amid the sturdy Eastern pines and looked like the kind of place where an Oompa Loompa might go on vacation. 

Taller than a man who made his living lobbing balls through hoops, a pile of pink granite chunks rose through the center of the secluded grove. In the spaces where the stones met, miniature planting beds birthed a riot of delicate blossoms and fragrant grasses. 

Jewel-toned petals in ruby and amethyst sparkled under a perpetual layer of dew, their scents heady and powerfully sweet.

The last time Mag and Clara had visited the pixie’s oasis, a witch-made fountain cascaded over the peak and ran in rivulets down to the lagoon ringing its base. 

Since then, Hagatha had leveled up and expanded the ecosystem. Four additional mountains ranged through the clearing. Fluffy clouds ringed each apex and rain fell in a steady shower over each set of southern and western slopes. 

Rainbows arced the spaces between their hives and the shimmering pools where pixies lounged and tended their young. So many young. Their bodies no bigger than the end of a pinky finger, their tiny faces flushed and pink and dewy. 

Dripping honey, the basketball-sized hives swung on spiderweb ropes looped over low-hanging branches, each one a glittering jewel of insect wings and woven flower petals. Each one collecting delicate drops of rainbow nectar.  

Heavy moisture rose from the soil like a miasma, plastering Clara’s clothes to her body, and making it difficult to even breath. There was no shortage of rain there, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out what Hagatha had done.

“You’ve been playing with the weather and diverting the all the rain here, haven’t you?”

Like a child caught with her hand in the cookie Jar, Hagatha tried to deflect. “They need a wet climate to make the most potent honey. It’s for the babies.”

“And that’s another thing. You know you can’t let them keep breeding like this.” In the hot and humid conditions, Mag’s hair went from dandelion fluff to something similar to a copper pot-scrubbing pad that had gone through a wood chipper. 

Hearing the declaration, an angry buzz went up from the pixies and a dozen or so took flight to land on Hagatha and glare at the newcomers. If there was one thing Mag had learned during her days hunting magical predators, it was that small things often posed a larger danger.

Oh, and don’t mess with mother anythings.

In this case, they were dealing with a hefty dose of both. 

The last thing she wanted was to face down a pack of pissed off pixies when she had no idea what sort of magic they were capable of throwing around. Draped in feathery bodies Hagatha looked determined to lead the brigade.

“Look.” Diplomatic as always, Clara smiled winningly. “Stop co-opting the rain. There are farmers whose crops are just as important to them as your pixies are to you. Surely you can understand how they feel.”

Besides, weather magic carried a heavy karmic balance, so Hagatha must be feeling the strain by now. At her advanced age—and it was said she counted her years in the thousands, but no one could know for certain—such powerful magic must be exhausting.

“If they’re going to stay,” she continued, “the pixies will have to adjust to a drier climate.” There would be no talking Hagatha into sending her charges back to their homeland—that much was obvious by the set lines of her lips and the fire in her eyes. 

Clara hoped she could broker some kind of deal that would bring much-needed rain to Harmony without making an enemy of the one witch in a hundred-mile radius that could wipe the floor with a Balefire. Magically speaking, of course. 

Physically, Hagatha would be hard pressed to outrun a turtle on a downhill slant.

While the old witch thought things over, the forest held its breath, and so did Mag and Clara. 

“I guess you’re right.” Raising a gnarled hand skyward, Hagatha made a complicated, oddly graceful gesture, and the atmosphere immediately lightened, much of the moisture released. 

Another angry buzz sliced the air. 

“Settle down, you lot!” Hagatha stifled the sound with her own angry outburst. “Between you and me, they’re getting to be a bit of a handful,” she confided. 

“Send them back where they belong,” Mag said, still a little amazed at the sheer numbers. “You’re not doing them any favors, you know. If acculturation increases the adaptive mechanism too much, you risk creating a subculture that can’t exist when they’re reintroduced to their native habitat.” 

When Clara stared at her a little slack-jawed after her impassioned speech, she scowled. “What? I know stuff. You think I don’t, but I do.” 

In recent weeks, Clara had come to realize her sister kept mum about more than just the Raythe-hunting parts of her past. Who would have expected the gruff Margaret Balefire to be harboring concern for things like carbon footprints and the anthropological ramifications of bringing honey pixies between worlds?

“When have I ever said you didn’t?” Clara rolled her eyes. “Now it would be great if you could repeat that in layman’s terms.” 

Mag sighed and dumbed it down, “Introducing the pixies to a different culture might make it impossible for them to return home, and worse, given the speed at which they reproduce and that they lack a natural predator—let’s just say we’re going to be overrun with pixies in no time flat.”

Shaking off the pixies clinging to her hair and clothes, Hagatha gestured for the sisters to follow and stomped back the way the Balefires had come. Once outside the curtain, she reversed the opening, and when it had sealed, spoke in a low tone.

“I’ve been adding a little extra something to their feed. There won’t be any more babies, but they don’t need to know that. Easy to fool, they are, when you keep them fat and happy. Be a long time before they notice unless some idjit comes along and lets the cat out of the bag.”

To be discussing birth control options for Faelands creatures seemed to Clara bizarre beyond the telling of it, but Mag had questions.

“What are you using? And how did you figure out the formula?”

Mag’s interest calmed Hagatha’s natural tendency to become defensive, and Clara wisely kept silent while the pair discussed herbal infusions and the merits of fresh over dried passionflower extractions for calming. 

The sun was drifting toward the west when she finally announced it was time to get ready for the banquet.

“You know, Hagatha’s not so bad when you get to know her,” Mag noted with a smile. It seemed the longer they stayed in Harmony, and maintained contact with Hagatha, the more respect Mag had for the elder witch. Clara dreaded the upheaval that combination might make, exponentially increasing the problems she already had to deal with.

“Not so bad, huh? Remember that next time we get called to ride herd on one of her shenanigans.” Linking her arm through Mag’s, Clara smoothly shifted them home. 



