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CHAPTER ONE




“My rheumatism’s acting up something fierce today.” Margaret Balefire, better known as Mag, stood up as straight as she could manage after crouching to inspect the underside of a desk drawer and pressed a hand to her hip.

“Call it arthritis. Nobody uses the word rheumatism anymore.” Clara Balefire, Mag’s sister, ran a feather duster over a line of glass jars on a shelf in the shop they owned together. “It’s outdated.” 

Temper flaring, Mag retorted, “Well, so am I. What’s your point?”

“Besides the one on your hat?” Clara shot up an eyebrow as she surveyed Mag’s current attire, which included a pair of toxic-yellow leopard-print leggings and a neon-pink tee shirt with a farting unicorn cavorting across her chest. A straw hat with a distinct point at the top perched jauntily on hair the color and texture of a dandelion clock. “I wasn’t trying to make a point, just stating a fact.” 

“You want to hear a fact? This desk is a knock-off, and I paid too much for it because I needed one more thing that’s a pain in my backside.”

Because she hated seeing anyone in pain, Clara went behind the counter and pulled out a pretty, cobalt blue glass jar of handmade liniment. “This should help with the actual pain, and I’ve added a little something special to make it last longer, too.”

Suspicious, Mag unscrewed the cap and took a sniff. “What’s in it?”

“Oh, just several types of poison. I figured if I couldn’t get rid of your aches and pains, I could get rid of you instead,” Clara joked.

“You’re so funny I forgot to laugh.”

With no sense of modesty whatsoever, Mag dragged up the hem of her top and reached around to apply the salve to the spot near her hip that pained her. “It’s minty,” she said. “Smells like that chewing gum you used to like.” 

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” The dusting finished, Clara fisted her hands on her hips and surveyed the shop to ensure everything was up to snuff. Outside of Mag not looking what anyone would consider professional, Clara decided the eclectic mix of antiques and personal care items passed muster and flipped the closed sign to open.

“It’s just a thing. Brings back memories.”

From the look on Mag’s face, Clara couldn’t decide if the memories were making her sister happy or sad, but she didn’t want to pry when Mag was already in a foul mood. “If you’d rather go up and have a lie-down, I can take care of things here,” she offered.

Prickly at the best of times, Mag took exception to the suggestion. 

“The hell I will. Last time I took a nap, you sold a Koken barber chair for two-hundred bucks.”

Clara shrugged. “That thing was an eyesore. It took up way too much space, and we’re lucky anyone wanted it at all.”

“An antique eyesore worth fifteen-hundred dollars to the right buyer, and you let it go for a fraction of what it was worth.”

When Clara shrugged again, Mag’s blood pressure hit numbers in the unsafe range. As a side effect, some of her magic leaked out and shook a mid-century dresser until the drawers slid open.

“Cut the crap, Mag,” Clara said, but with no real heat. “You’re cranky today.”

“I’m cranky every day,” Mag retorted. “You’d be cranky, too, if your body felt like it belonged to your grandmother.” She allowed a rare moment of introspection to creep through. “I hate my life sometimes.”

Sympathy etched itself all over the beautiful features Clara inherited from their mother. “If I could turn back time for you, I would because you’re my sister, and I love you.” 

Well-known among witch-kind for her skill at hunting rogue magical creatures, Mag’s reputation was probably what had led the local coven to invite the Balefire sisters to move to Harmony. Mag had singlehandedly taken out more Raythes than any ten witches combined, including the one who got a big enough piece of her to rob her of her physical youth. It was a wonder she’d survived the attack at all. 

Looking at the pair of them, no one would believe the eight-year difference in the sister’s true ages, which was why the non-magical residents of the sleepy hamlet of Harmony knew the Balefires as mother and daughter. 

“I know, Clarie. Just as we both know, there’s nothing anyone can do to change things, so let’s not talk about it again, okay? The liniment’s working. You should sell this stuff.” It was Mag’s idea of a joke since Clara did sell lotions and creams as her contribution to the store they’d named Balms and Bygones. Clara ran the balms side while Mag’s penchant for good antiques made up the bygones.

“What a novel idea. I’ll have to consider it sometime.” Clara’s tone was as dry as the scented powder she’d recently added to her new personal care line. But the conversation had put Mag in a better mood, so Clara had that going for her. 

Probably wouldn’t last, Clara thought. With Mag, it never did.

“Why don’t you come to the country club with me tonight? You’re still signed up for those water aerobics classes, right? I know you had fun while doing them, and now that they fixed the heater, the pool’s nice and warm. I’ve been going for a few weeks, and it’s great fun.” 

Mag’s left eyebrow shot up. “I signed up for those classes to catch a killer. Not to play dippity doodle with half the women in town. I’ve got better things to do than dunk myself in warm water like some wrinkled-up teabag.”

A snort-worthy mental image, Clara thought but managed to keep a straight face. “Up to you. All I know is, killer or not, you moved easier after those sessions, and I think you should keep on with them.”

Mag flicked a hand to wave the notion away. “I’m not going.”

Shrugging, Clara let it go. “You’ll do whatever you want in any case. But just remember, sitting around wishing for the past won’t help you feel better in the present. There’s more to life than catching killers or chasing rogue hell beasts. You deserve a little fun now and then.”

“Your idea of fun and mine are worlds apart,” Mag said darkly. “I liked chasing rogue hell beasts a lot better than fooling around in a pool full of gossip monsters.”

 It wasn’t until just before closing time, when her hip felt and sounded like bone rubbing against bone, that she remembered the hot tub attached to one end of the country club pool. Screw water aerobics, Mag thought. Sitting in the hot tub and watching the show would be way more fun. Who didn’t enjoy seeing a bunch of silly women splashing around in unison?

Putting all thoughts of the country club out of her mind, Mag greeted the tall drink of water who walked through the door with that look in his eye. 

“Looking for something special?”

“Chest of drawers for my mother. It needs to be cherry or mahogany. She likes the darker colors and bonus points if you have nightstands in a matching shade. She’s redoing her bedroom but doesn’t like shopping.”

Grinning, Mag sized him up and decided her chances of a sale were excellent. “And you do?”

Returning her grin, he said, “Nope. Not even a little. This is my first stop, so if you could help me out, I’d be eternally grateful.”

“I’m Mag Balefire, and you are?”

“Andre Cloutier.”

“Well, Andre, does she have a favorite period? Modern? Victorian? Edwardian?”

The poor guy blinked twice, then admitted. “I guess.”

Inwardly, Mag chuckled. “What’s the budget?”

He named a figure that warmed the cockles of Mag’s heart. 

“Why don’t we just look at some options, hm? You’ll know when you see the right thing.” And if she didn’t have the right thing on hand, she’d at least get an idea of style and period, then make a few calls. 

Wending her way through the shop, Mag pointed out a lovely Maitland Smith commode. “That’s neoclassical in style. Plenty of decorative detail if she goes for that type of thing. It’s a fine example. Just look at those fluted corners and that gilded molding,”

“It’s nice,” he said. 

Nice was one of those wishy-washy words that Mag hated with a fiery passion, but the customer was always right. “It is,” she said. “Too fussy?”

“A little.”

Mag nodded and steered him away from the corner that housed her collection of rococo and toward a Sheraton in cherry with an understated diamond inlay down either side of the drawers. “What about something like this?”

Andre tilted his head. “It’s nice but a little plain. Do you have something in between?”

“It happens, I do.” Sensing a sale in the offing, Mag cheerfully navigated past her selection of mid-century modern and made a beeline for an antique Scottish mahogany dresser with claw feet, a flame pattern on the drawers, and turned column supports. “There’s a touch of gold leaf on the top drawer, but it’s subtle.”

He looked. He leaned down to open and close each drawer. “Smooth,” he said, his face giving away nothing, but Mag had heard the click that signaled she’d found exactly the right fit for the customer. 

“Well-made and built to last,” Mag agreed. “Now for the nightstands, I happen to have a pair of half-commodes in the same rich tones. They even have similar knobs and pulls. I can let all three pieces go for around what you’re looking to spend.” 

“Is this place magic?” Andre couldn’t believe his good fortune. The entire purchase hadn’t taken much longer than half an hour.

“Something like that.”

At the end of the work day, Mag went out to the little shack she called home. Not that shack was exactly the right word for the cozy set of rooms she’d magicked out of a converted shed. She didn’t have nearly the same amount of space as Clara, who lived above the shop, but at least there weren’t stairs to bedevil her poor hip. 

Her rocking chair calling like the song of a siren, Mag dropped her cane into the umbrella stand by the door. An antique she’d nicked from the shop just because she liked it, the stand was shaped, funnily enough, like an upside-down umbrella. 

Cane-less, Mag hobbled over to her rocker, sat down, and set a fire in the fireplace with the flick of a finger. As the heat rolled over her, it conjured images of basking in warm water with soothing jets pulsing gently across her sore spots. 

“Drat you, Clara Balefire.” Mag cursed her sister for putting the hot tub idea in her head because now that it was there, it wouldn’t dislodge, and she had to admit it would be nice just to soak awhile. Ideally, in a magical grotto conjured by her niece’s faerie godmothers, but since that wasn’t in the cards, she’d settle for the country club.

Rising, Mag left the chair rocking behind her as she headed for the bedroom to rifle through her dresser drawers. Her hands faltered once as a wave of dizziness washed over her, and the world began to tunnel down to black. Bearing down, Mag kept herself upright until the sensation passed. Lately, these spells had come more frequently than ever. A sign, Mag thought, that each passing day brought her time closer. She had another year, maybe two at the most, before she would shuffle off this mortal coil. The Raythe had taken a sizable chunk of her life force along with her youthful looks on that fateful day, the extent of which was something Clara didn’t need to know. At least, not yet.

Shoving morbid thoughts away, Mag decided to live while she could and let out a hoot when she found the last swimsuit she’d worn before her aging accident and a vintage rubber bathing cap studded with colored flowers. Still muttering and with sharp motions, Mag snatched her favorite bespelled fanny pack from where it hung on her bedpost and stuffed the suit inside. Next, she detoured into the bathroom, came out with a striped beach towel so long she could wrap it around herself twice, and shoved that into the pack as well. The rubber cap she yanked on over wisps of white hair. She jammed her feet into a pair of fuzzy slides and topped off the look with her favorite jacket—well-worn suede with a waterfall of fringe. 

Clara would hate every little thing about her sister’s clothing choices, which, as far as Mag was concerned, was the entire point of them. Little else in life was more fun than watching Clara’s lips go tight. For that reason, Mag waited until her sister had driven off toward the country club before fixing the image of where she wanted to go in her mind. A flicker of magic coupled with her intention carried Mag to the darkest corner of the storage closet at the back of the club’s changing rooms. 

To keep the shock value high, Mag decided to slip into her suit and then spring the ensemble on her unsuspecting sister right in the middle of the dip and dunk class. Hidden among the brooms and mops probably wasn’t the best place to change, but Mag made it work with a strong will and another hint or two of magic. She only nearly fell over once. 

Bright voices echoed from the pool area. Mag grinned, wrapped the towel tightly, tying the ends in a knot just above her chest, and headed out to make her grand entrance.








CHAPTER TWO




“Maggie. What are you doing here?” Clara paddled to the edge of the pool as her sister approached. “You said you didn’t want to come, or I would have waited for you.” The implication was that Clara knew Mag had taken the easy route.

“Changed my mind,” Mag said, shrugging her shoulders innocently. “But only about the hot tub, not the old fogey water ballet.” She raised her voice just enough to draw attention. “You can do your synchronized splashing. I’ll just be over there soaking my bones.”

Mag dropped the towel. 

Clara forgot to tread water, went under, and came up sputtering. “Goddess help me,” she gasped. 

“Chlorine in your eyes?” Mag tsked and shook her head in mock empathy.

Wet hair tangled over Clara’s face. She brushed it back, got another look at her sister, and winced. “No. What are you wearing?” 

“This old thing?” One hip cocked, her hand on the other, Mag looked down at the bands of material bound together with narrow straps that made up her swim attire. Tiny patches of shiny fabric struggled to contain breasts that had lost both the skirmish and the battle with gravity. Then, she hooked her thumb in one of the straps that angled down from her shoulders. “I can’t believe it still fits.”

As if possessed, Clara’s eyes traced the V shape to its natural conclusion—a scrap of cloth barely covering what it should have. Before Clara could form words, Mag spun to show off the back.

“Does anyone have a fork? I need to poke out my own eyeballs,” Clara muttered when she saw that the rear of what could only loosely be called a swimsuit mimicked the front in shape and size, not to mention scarcity of material. “Mag, half of your ass is showing.”

“In more ways than one,” Penelope Starr had gone pale. “There are things you see that are so horrible they stick with you forever. I think I’m scarred for life.”

Half of the women in the pool stared in horror. One or two snickered. The rest found other things to look at. They were the smart ones. Mag glared at Penelope, then lazily flicked a finger in her direction. 

Penelope’s expression went from disdain to panic as she got busy picking at the back of her own suit. After a moment, she couldn’t take it anymore and climbed out of the pool. Mag earned another glare as the younger witch crossed to the bench where she’d left her towel. 

As Penelope passed, Clara noted something of a wardrobe malfunction and couldn’t hold back a tiny smile. Mag’s atomic wedgie charm wouldn’t last long, but it wouldn’t be pleasant while it ran its course. Clara should know since she’d experienced it more than once in her youth.

“If you’re done with the shock and awe portion of your day, why don’t you join us? Unless you don’t think you can handle the workout.” Clara goaded her sister. “On second thought, maybe you should just lounge around in the hot tub. We wouldn’t want to get your heart rate up too high. It might prove you actually have one.”

If the zinger hit the mark, Mag’s face didn’t show it, which left Clara even more annoyed as she paddled back and took her place next to Mabel Youngblood. “Sorry,” Clara nodded to the instructor. “Go ahead.”

The drama over, at least for the moment, Mag activated the jets, sidled around the various seats until she found one with a perfect stream of pulsating water that hit the spot, and congratulated herself on the suit’s impact. She’d done everything she came to do, and now she planned to enjoy the heat, the jets, and the bubbles. Sinking low, she closed her eyes and basked for maybe a minute before the sensation of being watched brought her senses to full attention. 

Casually, Mag let her lids open. Just a crack so it wouldn’t look like she’d noticed anything, but enough to get a feel for whose gaze might be trained in her direction. Seeing nothing out of the ordinary, she let her intuition out to play. With one notable exception, Mag’s intuition had never done her wrong. 

On full alert now, Mag schooled her face to maintain its lazy, almost bored expression while she sent her awareness out in every direction. She’d narrowed down the general area where her watcher must be when the sensation shut off like a light switch.

Odd. Mag thought. Probably the suit. She had come there intending to be looked at, had she not? So why did she feel all bajiggity when it happened? A question for the ages.

Settling back, she replayed the bathing suit moment in her head, laughing again at the shocked responses until an excited buzzing pulled her focus. Like almost every other woman in the pool area, Mag watched as fine an example of manhood as she’d ever seen stroll toward the pool wearing a pair of board shorts and a polo shirt with the club’s name emblazoned across the front.

Ignoring the women’s stares, the young man flicked a loose curl of hair off his forehead and hunkered down to look at the space below the lip where the pool water drained into the filter. Still oblivious to having stopped the aerobics class, he stood and stripped off his shirt. A sigh rose as the tan fabric revealed golden skin, washboard abs, and shoulders for days.

As Mag contemplated what she might have done with him had she still been in her heyday, the lad jumped into the pool. To a rapt audience, he surfaced and slicked his hair back while he angled for a closer look into the orifice. Whatever he saw there wasn’t good because he shook his head, then placed his hands on the pool’s edge and boosted himself out. 

Another sigh whispered across the room as water sluiced off the pool boy’s muscles. Pool boy. What a ridiculous term, Mag thought. This was no boy. This was a man. Probably dumber than a bag of eaflock hair, but at least he was pretty. She watched along with the rest as he opened a panel in the far wall, pulled out a length of hose, and shot a stream of water at whatever had lodged where it shouldn’t. Finally satisfied, he returned the hose and strode off in the direction he’d entered from, pulling his shirt over his damp body. It took a full thirty seconds for activity to resume in his wake. 

The second time Mag felt eyes on her, she turned her head to find the water aerobics instructor straddling the wall that separated the hot tub from the pool. 

“You know, I could help you get more range of motion in that hip. Probably get rid of the cane entirely if you follow my regimen. It’s a few simple exercises every day, and show up for class three times a week.”

To the woman’s credit, Mag’s glare barely made a dent in her resolve. 

“The hip’s fine,” Mag lied.

“I’d say pull the other leg, but we both know I don’t need to. I’d add a weekly deep-tissue massage if that’s enough to sweeten the deal. And I won’t even charge you for the one-on-one consultation fees. Just the classes you already paid for and the massage.”

“How noble,” Mag drawled. “I don’t trust noble. What’s in it for you?” She finally pulled the instructor’s name up from the dregs of her memory. “Fiona.”

“Satisfaction of a job well done,” came the answer, but Mag thought there was more to it than that and waited until Fiona offered up the reason. “Fine. If you must know, I’m an empath, and I know you’re in more pain than you let on because I can feel it. You’ve found ways to overcome it when you have to, but that hip is getting worse, and those moments where you can forget the pain are decreasing all the time. If I can help you regain at least some of your mobility, most of it, if you work hard, I won’t have to feel your pain anymore. But you’ll have to put some trust in me.”

Since the number of people Mag trusted could be counted on the fingers of one hand, she shrugged. “Tall order.” 

Fiona rose from her seat on the tile and swung her leg over the divider, her motion smooth and easy enough to send a spark of jealousy through Mag. “Your choice. I’m not gifted with magic, but I’m aware of it in my community, and I know you by reputation. You’re one tough witch, but that doesn’t mean you have to be in constant pain. If you want my help, haul your skinny self into my pool, and for the love of the sainted mother, don’t wear that suit the next time you come, or the deal’s off.”

Mag slid sideways until she could reach the controls, turned off the jets, then sunk down until only her eyes and nose were above the water. Was she a damn fool? No. Did she want to parade her infirmity in front of the entire class? Again, no. Was it worth it if she could move around easier? 

Since the answer to that one landed well across the line on the side of probably, Mag gave in and hauled her half-naked backside over the barrier. Fiona nodded approval but didn’t single Mag out for special instructions and kept moving through the class. 

“Let’s continue with lunges. Three sets of twelve, each side, beginning with your left. And one…two.”

“This is stupid,” Mag muttered when her legs moved easier than she thought they should. 

“The water takes some of your weight, but you’re still getting a solid workout. Just be careful not to push too hard at first, or you’ll be sore later.”

“I’m always sore.” But Mag moved with the others to shallower water and followed along with a short series of squats. Once committed, she gave it her all. Next came bicep curls, which she didn’t mind so much, and then, the dreaded high kicks. She was certain she heard her hip yelp after the first one, but it turned out to be Clara’s voice breaking across the water.

“What’s your problem? This should be easy for you.”

“It’s not the leg lifts,” Clara closed her eyes dramatically. “It’s you and the bathing suit from hell.”

Mag snorted, but the delight carried her through the rest of the kicks and the cool-down. When the class ended, she headed back to the hot tub, noticed that she had less difficulty getting in, and cranked the jets up as high as they would go. Maybe there was something to this lark after all. 

“It’s something in the water, don’t you think?”

All Mag wanted was the heat, the jets, and some peace. With the queen of gossip taking a seat beside her, peace was the last thing on the menu. But then again, Mag loved a good bit of gossip, even if the source of it was Gertrude Granger, who tended to smell like gingerbread all year round.

“What do you mean?” 

“It’s just that I feel so much better after these classes. It seems like magic, you know?”

Sliding back up to a proper seated position, Mag’s chest cleared the water. Bits of her bathing suit did not.

Bless Gertrude, she took the flashing in stride, reached back to the ledge behind her, and produced a candy-cane striped towel, which she tossed at Mag. “Better cover those up. I think the club has a rule about nudity.”

Mag looked down and blushed for probably the first time in her life. She’d meant to shock, not to stupefy. 

“Thanks.” But Mag waved the towel away, sank back down, and adjusted the suit to cover what it hadn’t. 

If Gertrude had more to say about the magical pool water, raised voices stopped the conversation.

“But I am a member,” Lydia Wayland fisted her hands on her hips and glared at the man standing at the pool’s edge. “Ned Sullivan, how could you? You know me. You were at my wedding, for Pete’s sake. We had the reception here. My father was on the hiring committee when you applied for this job. What is wrong with you? You can’t kick me out.”

His expression pained, Ned rubbed at his temple and glanced behind him toward the man who stepped out from around a corner, then said something Mag couldn’t hear. 

“I should have known.” Her face red and infused with fury, Lydia stomped her way to the steps, mounted them, and didn’t bother with a towel as she closed the distance. “What did he do, Ned? No, Wait. Let me guess. He threatened to sue the club, and rather than stand up to a bully, you’re kicking me out.” Lydia stood so close she dripped water on Ned’s shoes.

“That guy over there is Sam Wayland. Sam is Lydia’s ex-husband.” The pool water amplified Gertrude’s stage whisper. “He’s an attorney who, according to his recently posted dating profile, likes long walks on the beach and quiet nights at home, but his main hobby is filing lawsuits and injunctions for no good reason whatsoever.”

Mag had figured that much out on her own. What surprised her was the level of condemnation in Gertrude’s tone. Whether she lived in fear of getting coal in her Christmas stocking or was just that cheerful, the woman rarely had a bad word for anyone. Sam Wayland must have done something heinous to make Gertie’s naughty list, but Mag didn’t have a chance to probe for more information. She was too busy watching things play out between Lydia, Ned, and her ex.

“Sam’s not the only one capable of filing a lawsuit. Did you ever think of that?” Lydia shook a finger less than an inch from Ned’s nose.

“Nevertheless,” Ned stood his ground. “Mr. Wayland has chosen to withdraw his sponsorship, which means your membership has been rescinded.”

It’s not easy to look imposing in a racer-backed one-piece, but Lydia gave it her best shot. “As a member in good standing, I sponsored him when we married, not the other way around. Did you even bother to check your records before you decided to kick me out? It’s Sam who needs to leave, not me.”

Ned’s face reddened, and he tugged at the collar of his shirt as if it had become too tight. “As you know, Mr. Wayland purchased an equity membership last year, which altered the terms for both of you. As the equity member of your marriage, the burden of sponsorship moved from you to him. Now that you are no longer married, his sponsorship has come to an end. You are welcome to purchase an equity membership or to find someone else to sponsor your entry into the club.”

“That’s a loophole, and you know it.”

Ned shrugged. “Nevertheless, your membership has ended, and for that reason, I must ask you to leave.”

“She’s not going anywhere,” Miriam May, Lydia’s closest friend, headed for the steps to leave the pool. “I’ll sign her in as my guest, and there’s not a thing you can do about it, Ned. Don’t forget, I’m also an equity member. Unless you’d like to sue me, Sam.” Her tone turned the comment into a dare.

“No. Don’t. It’s fine, Miri. I’m going,” Lydia glared daggers at her ex-husband. “Let the child have his toy. I’m done here.”

“Now that you mention it,” Miriam wrapped a towel around her waist. “The atmosphere in this place isn’t what it used to be.” If her eyes flickered toward the hot tub, Mag didn’t take it personally. “I think there are better places to spend my membership dues.” She turned to Ned. “I’ll be in tomorrow afternoon to file my resignation paperwork. You’ll need to have the refund checks ready.”

“Refund checks?” Ned swallowed hard.

“According to the charter, an equity member is entitled to a prorated refund of their yearly dues should they discontinue their membership. I intend to do just that, as will my husband. So that’s two refund checks. Sizable ones, I might add.”

Poor Ned’s day had just gone from bad to worse. “There’s no need to be hasty, Mrs. May. I’m sure we can work something out.”

Hands on her hips, Miriam cocked a brow and stared him down. “Is Lydia still a member here?”

Flushing, Ned looked at Sam, whose expression hadn’t changed.

“I’m sorry.”

“Not yet, but you will be,” Miriam promised. “Come along, Lydia. I have some phone calls to make.” Giving Ned a vicious dose of side-eye, Miriam warned, “I think you’d better leave the entire afternoon open tomorrow. And keep your checkbook handy.” She took Lydia’s arm and pulled her toward the changing rooms while Ned shrugged and followed Sam in the opposite direction.

Furious whispers punctuated the dual exits, and within three minutes, someone had set up a betting pool for how many charter members Miriam would take with her when she went.

“You ready to go?” Clara loomed over Mag. “If you hurry up and change, I’ll let you drive. Just put on a towel first. You’ve offended enough people’s sensibilities today. Let’s not have another scene.”

Under other circumstances, Mag might have passed on the offer, but she figured Gertrude would return to her favorite topic: Christmas, as soon as the Lydia gossip died down. Mag wasn’t quite as big a fan of the big guy and his flying poop-droppers as Gertrude.

“If I’m driving, we’re stopping for ice cream.”

“Sure. Sounds good.” Whatever it took, Clara thought, to end the embarrassment and preserve her family name. “Let’s go.”

“Sorry, Gertrude,” Mag double-checked her girls before stepping out of the hot tub and wrapping up in her own towel. “Looks like there’s someplace I need to be. Can we talk about this later?” Or never.

So full of Christmas spirit she was affable even at the worst of times, Gertrude waved Mag off with a smile. “Go. Eat ice cream. Maybe try the peppermint stripe.”

“I’ll think about it.” Mag escaped without a backward glance. Catching up with Clara, she said, “I left my jacket and fanny pack in the storage room. Your legs are younger than mine. Why don’t you go grab it for me?”

“Nope. Getting dressed was part of the deal. You’re not going out in public in that get-up. You’d freeze to death in any case.”

Mag’s left brow shot up. “Pretty sure I’m in public right now, so you’re a little late with your prudish rules.”

“I’m not a prude. I’m merely attempting to protect the retinas of those who don’t deserve to have them burned to a crisp by the mental image of this,” Clara gestured to include Mag’s entire body, “travesty of fashion.”

“What you call a travesty, I call a triumph. How many people my age can still get into a forty-year-old swimsuit?”

“Just because you can, doesn’t mean you should. Not knowing the difference, Margaret Balefire, is your biggest failing. I’ll wait here while you make yourself presentable.” Clara held up a hand. “In clothing that doesn’t look like you’re auditioning for the lead in Grannie Does Dallas: The Bondage Years.”

For once, Mag had nothing to say. 








CHAPTER THREE




“Gertrude looked like she was in gossip mode earlier. Anything interesting to share?” Clara clutched the door handle when Mag turned onto the main road too quickly for her liking. A thin curtain of snow filtered down from the darkened sky.

“Nah,” Mag shrugged. “Gushing praise for the splash and stretch routine. That fracas with Lydia and her ex probably saved me from a discussion about proper care and feeding of Christmas elves or something. She had that light in her eyes. But I do think the peppermint stripe ice cream was a solid suggestion.”

If they survived the drive. “Slow down. We have a half hour before the ice cream shop closes, and that snow’s turning the road a bit slick.”

Taking her hand off the wheel, Mag pulled a curious item from her pocket and handed it to her sister. Clara looked down at the toy soldier, then back up at Mag. “What’s this?”

“Tire charm. And a damn fine one, I reckon. Matches the tires to the road conditions, so you always have traction. It’s like driving on bare pavement.” Reaching over, Mag took the toy soldier, slapped it on the dash, and added a spell to make it stick. “You’re not the only one who knows how to make useful charms.”

“I never said I was.” 

“I thought I could make more of them and see if Athena wants to sell them in her shop. She’s got a petrified Phoenix heart I’d like to trade for. This might give me an edge since it’s a complicated charm, and witches these days are lazy. They’d rather buy certain things than do the work to make them. I put it all down to sliced bread. That’s when the world began to change.”

It was Mag’s driving rather than the increasingly worsening road conditions that had Clara clutching the door handle again. “Some people think sliced bread was a good thing.”

Keeping one hand on the wheel, Mag used the other to wave Clara’s comment away. “All these modern conveniences have made witches soft. They saw the non-magical types enjoying progress and decided to do the same. Well, that’s fine and dandy, but I maintain you get a stronger spell if you prepare the ingredients yourself instead of always relying on store-bought.”

“Says the woman who wants to sell driving charms to buy petrified bird parts.” Clara earned a burning look. “But I do think you have a point, sister mine. The magic has a more personal element if you’ve harvested the herbs and whatever else yourself. More focused intention makes for more potent spells. Still, if given the choice, I’ll let someone else chase down and prepare powdered dragon eggshell. That’s a young witch’s game.”

Mag shrugged. “Okay, you’ve got me there, but I think my point still stands.” She parked in front of the ice cream shop, slid from the seat of the old VW bus, and took three steps before realizing she hadn’t grabbed her cane. She took two more before concluding she could get by without it, but habit had her turning back to grab it just in case.

Inside, Mag went for the peppermint stripe soft-serve on a cone, as did Clara, who had asked for hers to be upended in a dish and paired with a swirl of chocolate. 

“I hope it tastes better than it looks because it looks like toothpaste.”

Given the red stripe artistically spun through crisp white, Mag wasn’t wrong.

“Doesn’t taste like it.” Clara spooned up a bit of both and grinned her pleasure. “Goes great with chocolate, too. I think this might be my new favorite. Except for the pumpkin and eggnog custard swirl.”

“You’re just as bad as I am, you know.” Mag waved her cone and risked a quick flick of magic to right the frozen treat when it threatened to slide off. “You just hide it better.”

Mag licked at the dripping minty goodness and headed toward the van. They were just about to pull out when the shop owner came to the door to wave at them to stop.

“You forgot this.” He brought the cane out and shivered under the worsening storm. “Nasty night for it.” He smiled and went back inside while Clara frowned at her sister.

“Hip not bothering you so much?”

“I guess not. Must have been the combination of your cream and the hot tub jets, but I’m feeling no pain at the moment. Maybe we should buy a hot tub for the house. There’s a perfect spot for it right at the end of the garden.”

“Right outside your back door, in other words.” Clara’s amused tone didn’t phase Mag one bit. 

“We could have Evian and the godmothers put in a permanent installation. I could definitely go for that. Just imagine soaking in all that lovely heat while the snow flies all around.”

“The aerobics class probably helped, too,” Clara pointed out.

“Not a factor,” Mag dismissed. “I only did the last few minutes of the class, and don’t even get me started on Gertrude’s foolish idea that there’s magic in the pool water.”

Clara laid her spoon in her dish, then banished both to the kitchen trash in her apartment above the shop. “Gertrude thinks there’s something in the water?” The notion intrigued. “Is that really so foolish? When was the last time you went without your cane?”

Mag shrugged again. “A few months, but even so, I’d have sensed magic in the water. We both would.” A concession to the fact that while her strengths lay in different areas, Clara was just as powerful a witch as her sister—one Mag didn’t make all that often, and then, only under extreme duress. Mag’s ego was nearly as big as her talent but way more fragile sometimes.

Giving in, Clara nodded to indicate agreement, but the nod was a lie. Something was up if Mag could walk without pain. Something that bore scrutiny because, according to legend and lore, no one had ever successfully reversed the damage caused by a Raythe attack. Then again, no one else had ever survived one for more than a day. If Mag could manage one miracle, Clara figured she should try for the second.

Maybe her sister’s hip pain had nothing to do with the Raythe, which would make this reprieve a nice episode, but nothing more. Or, perhaps, there was something to be done for Mag after all. If there was even a slim chance of reversing the damage and putting her sister back to her rightful age, Clara needed to know and explore the possibility. To that end, she decided to visit Gertrude as soon as she had a couple of hours of free time.

“Let it go, Clarie.” Had Mag read her mind? “We’ve better things to do than chase our tails over something that’s just a momentary fluke.”

“But you’ll go to the next class? And use the cream more often? And maybe we could figure out some sort of hot tub situation, or else you could just pop over to the club every day.”

Heaving a sigh, Mag agreed. “I’ll use the cream, and hanging out in the hot tub is no hardship.”

“And take the classes.”

Another sigh. “And the classes. Fiona offered some extra attention. I’ll take her up on it.” If she could get a massage out of the deal, so much the better. Nothing good came without some small sacrifice, at least in Mag’s experience, and some of the best things came with larger losses. “Anything that would help me get around better, I would be a fool not to try.”

“You’ve softened up some, you know.” Clara meant to compliment, but Mag took offense and purposefully whipped the wheel as she pulled the bus into their driveway. 

“Ouch.” Clara’s arm jammed against the door, but she sucked harsh words back in. Scolding Mag only made her harder to handle.








CHAPTER FOUR




Lydia Wayland’s country club ousting still occupied a prime spot in Clara’s thoughts the next morning as she and Mag readied Balms and Bygones for the day. 

“I knew she and Sam divorced. I didn’t realize the split was so contentious. Getting her kicked out of the club was an act of pure spite, and I can’t understand how the membership board allowed it.”

Shrugging, Mag used a breath of magic to clear the dust off a delicate lampshade. “Amicable splits are like unicorns. You hear people talking about them but hardly ever see one. I can’t tell if you’re outraged about this loophole in the membership business on Lydia’s behalf or because it means you have to keep sucking up to Mayor McCreepy if you don’t want to suffer the same fate.” 

Letting out a long-suffering sigh, Clara kept her tone even. “Mayor McCreery sponsored our membership because we were new in town. Why do you have to read more into it than there is?”

Far less diplomatic than her sister, Mag rolled her eyes so hard it hurt. “Getting me in just added extra butter to the sauce. He sponsored your membership because he’s warm for your form.”

Clara’s lips snapped into a straight line. “That’s a hideous thing to say, and no one uses that term anymore.”

“What are you now? The language police?” Seeing a good chance to needle her sister, Mag arched a brow. “He has a hankering for you. Does that work better?” 

“No. It’s worse.”

Mag giggled inwardly and rattled off a list. “Is puppy love better or worse? How about he has the hots for you?”

Literal smoke wafted out Clara’s ears, but Mag couldn’t stop. Or wouldn’t.

“He’s head over heels, a smitten kitten, in over his head. He’s crushing on you big time.”

The more idioms Mag tossed out, the darker Clara’s face became. 

“You’re a child, Mag.”

“His idea of a perfect date with you is Netflix and chill. He wants to be friends with benefits. He’s—”

“That’s it.” Tiny lightning sparks had joined the smoke, and Clara had had enough. “Not another word.”

But Mag had one more word and wasn’t about to waste it. “Thirsty.”

“Keep that up, and I really will put something nasty in your liniment,” Clara muttered as she turned the closed sign to open. Mag knew she’d gone too far when Clara treated her to icy silence until they closed for lunch.

“There’s leftover fried chicken if you’re hungry.” 

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather offer me a helping of fried crow?” Mag’s response came with a smile that softened Clara’s resolve, but only slightly.

“You wouldn’t eat it if I did.”

When Mag opened her mouth, Clara held up a hand. “The topic of my love life is off-limits for the rest of the day. Otherwise, go somewhere else and eat lunch.”

“At least you have a love life,” Mag pointed out. 

“And don’t try to drum up sympathy from me right now because you don’t deserve it.”



