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VACATION FROM MURDER




A Mag & Clara Balefire Novella








CHAPTER ONE




Sand spewed as the old VW minibus lurched across the narrow curve of Pingree beach and shuddered to a halt inches from the damp remains of an ebbing tide. Behind the wheel, Clara Balefire breathed deeply of the salt-tanged air and took in the view from under the wide brim of a straw beach hat.

A black one, as befitted a witch of her age and stature.

“We’re here.” Her cheery lilt dropped into the rushing sound of waves coming through doors left open by her passengers in their haste to curl toes into warm sand. Closing down Balms and Bygones and bringing everyone here for a long weekend away had been the right choice. 

Three days of sand and sun and sea. Sheer bliss.

Or a total nightmare with two sister witches and their mostly-feline familiars crammed into the back of a tin can on wheels. Totally worth it, though, if the Balefires could spend a weekend not having to pretend to be something they weren’t. Like mother and daughter rather than sisters, for instance. 

Blood magic came with a few perks. Magic being the best of them, but the enhanced lifespan didn’t suck, either. Unless you were Mag Balefire, who’d almost been killed battling a raythe. She’d escaped with her life, but lost most of her youthful good looks and agility. 

“We need to unpack and set camp,” Clara shouted toward the retreating backs of her sister and their familiars. When all she got in response was a dismissive hand wave, she flicked a whisper of magic to close the doors and reversed the van into a shaded spot among the towering pines above the beach line. Her sister and the two cats might be able to relax without having their campsite shipshape and ready, but Clara needed order before chaos.

Only grumbling a little about the work, she began emptying the contents of the van’s cargo area. First order of business — set up the screened enclosure and the nifty picnic table that folded up into a plastic box. Gotta love modern technology, she thought.

She struggled through ten minutes of trying to decipher the instructions for setting up the screen house before discovering the problem. Some of the snap-together tubes carried the wrong stickers. She had eleven marked with the letter B and five Cs when there should have been eight of each. 

“Bother.” Looking both ways to be sure no one was watching, Clara held the image of the finished structure in her mind, called upon the power coiled inside her, and let magic take its course. Pieces and parts snapped into position to form the completed frame.   

“I saw that.” A dry voice came from the other side of the bus. “And I approve, little sister.”

“Oh shut up.” Clara snapped as she bent to unfold the plastic-coated canopy, then instantly regretted being churlish. This was supposed to be a fun vacation, not one riddled with more stress. “Grab the other end, or did you want me to ask Pyewacket because she’s taller?”

Pye could morph into an Amazon-sized woman with smoky eyes, a long fall of sable hair, and tawny skin that looked like it had been kissed by the desert sun even in the dead of winter. But she preferred her native form: that of a sleek Siamese cat. 

“I can manage.” Gruff even when she was in a good mood, Mag Balefire, Clara’s older sister, would not be outdone. Using more muscle than she appeared to possess, she tossed her half of the canopy over the frame and helped secure the ropes. 

Without magic. Just to prove a point.

“Where are the camp chairs? Those ones I packed—the wooden ones with the canvas seats.”

“You packed? I seem to remember you tossing stuff into the driveway and haranguing me to make sure I fit it all into the bus.” Softening the comment with a smile, Clara realized it had been a long time since she’d seen her sister this excited about anything. Then again, getting away from people was Mag’s idea of a good time, so it made sense that a deserted beach would be her happy place. 

Pingree certainly qualified as deserted. They’d had to scout the place first, to make sure it was as remote as Mag had remembered, then cast a spell to make the VW drive on water to get there. The only other access route involved a mile-long hike on a barely used trail over moderate terrain. 

Next time, Clara decided, it would be her turn to choose the vacation and they could take a cruise. 

“Half this stuff is archaic. What is this even for?” She picked up a contraption that looked like it was made of nothing but metal arms. 

In a tone that added the word ‘idiot’ to the end of the sentence, Mag replied, “It’s a stand.” Then she grinned at Clara’s annoyed glare.  

Fighting to pry apart the accordion folds, Clara pinched her finger, uttered a dirty word, and handed the thing over to her sister. With practiced hands, Mag gave the rack a flip and it fell into place like an obedient dog. 

“Holds the camp stove. You’ll be thanking me in the morning when I fire up the old Coleman and make percolator coffee better than anything that comes out of that monstrosity of a drip machine. The beeping alone is enough to drive me buggy, and it makes barely passable coffee besides.” 

Mag hated the coffeemaker, and she wasn’t fond of the toaster, either. It beeped three times when she pushed the handle to lower the bread into the machine. Why? Was it made to wake up people who made toast in their sleep? Or for people who weren’t aware of what their hands were doing? Then it beeped again when the toast was done. 

Modern technology, what a load of crap. Except for the washing machine and the television. Those she liked. 

The camp stove looked like a metal suitcase and was so old the hinges creaked when Mag nudged it open and placed it on the folding legs. Once she’d connected the propane by means of a flexible hose and flipped the knob, the burner lit with only a tiny spark of Balefire she conjured on the tip of her finger. 

“See that? Works like a charm. Just because something is old doesn’t mean it should be put on a shelf.” In a rare bout of philosophical thinking, Mag mused, “Kills the soul of a thing to go unused.”

Was she talking about herself? 

The moment passed while the sisters continued setting up their weekend getaway. Mag’s familiar, Jinx, shook off fluffy white fur in favor of his human shape to help blow up a pair of air mattresses for the rear cargo space of the minibus. 

“Remind me again why we’re doing this the hard way.” Jinx seemed more interested in stretching out on a sun-warmed rock and toasting his fur as a cat than treading away on the foot pump.

Witches of uncommon power and ability, the Balefires could conjure up a magazine-worthy camping experience without waving a wand. But what would be the fun in that?

“You’d be missing out on the—” Mag started and Clara chimed in, “—whole camping experience.” 

“I’ve got nothing against camping; I just didn’t realize we were going to be doing it fifties-style.” In a rare moment of unity, Pye sided with Jinx. As different as night and day in personality, the two rarely agreed on anything. 

“It’s not supposed to be a weekend at the Ritz,” Mag said. “Camping is all about the simple things, and getting back to nature. Roughing it in the woods. Us against the elements, living by our wits, and the bounty we can pull from the bosom of Mother Nature.”  

A pop and a luffing sound interrupted her preaching on the subject, and Jinx said, “Uh oh.”

The mattress whistled as it deflated. 

“Let’s leave Mother Nature’s boobs out of it, okay?” Getting back to nature was one thing; it being all up in her personal business, Clara thought, was quite another. “I think there’s a happy medium to be found somewhere between having a few of the creature comforts and spending the weekend eating bugs and using a rock for a pillow.” 

To that end, she retrieved her purse and dug around to find an item with no sharp edges and small enough to fit through the air inlet. 

A master at making charms, Clara preferred using found or recycled materials. The bottom of her handbag carried a more eclectic jumble of items than a young boy’s pockets. Among the lint, she found three or four plastic beads. How long they’d been rolling around in there, she couldn’t say, but, infused with magic and directed by her intent, they’d provide protection from further punctures.

That job done, she slipped a protective charm through the hole and applied the patch kit so thoughtfully supplied by the mattress people. Fortunately, they’d foreseen this precise circumstance.

Clara also let Jinx off the hook and took care of the second, twin-sized air mattress. Seeing the speed with which the first had deflated, and knowing how sharp Pyewacket’s claws were, she doubled up on the charms and whispered a spell to power up the pump. 

“Don’t know why you spent good money on those bits of plastic when I had a nice set of canvas cots we could have used.” 

“Nice?” Clara snorted. “One was missing two inches off one leg and moths flew out of the other one when I picked it up.”

 Mag sputtered and coughed something that sounded like sissy under her breath, but come morning when her bones didn’t ache, she’d be grateful for sleeping on air instead of the hard bus floor. 

Another flick of magic and the interior of the van adjusted to fit the beds with some space between them. Sisterly love did not involve sleeping in the same bed with Madame Snores-a-lot, and Clara had every intention of tossing a sound deadening charm at the first snort. 

“Fancy a walk on the beach?” With a final appraising look, Clara determined the site was shipshape enough to warrant a break. 

Pyewacket exchanged a wary look with her feline counterpart and shook her head vehemently, “I have no desire to feel the waves crashing against my ankles.”

“Vacation doesn’t mean ‘a chance to exercise.’ I’m with Pye on this one. We’ll find ourselves a nice place to nap along the way, and you two can act as shark bait.”

Mag rolled her eyes, “We’ll see how you feel when I’m putting together a clambake later. Wimps.”

Slightly mollified, and even more intrigued by the mention of clams, the two whirled into their cat forms and trotted on ahead, while Mag leaned on her cane and led Clara toward a gap in the tree line that opened onto a stretch of pristine white beach. 

Rocky crags flanked both ends of the expanse, creating a natural barrier from the rougher waters on either side. In the sheltered inlet, waves crashed lightly along the shore.

A light, salty wind whipped Clara’s mane of chestnut hair around her head as she lifted her face to bask in the sun’s warm glow. “This was an excellent choice.” She stated her earlier thought out loud, giving Mag credit for having sifted through a dozen options before settling on Pingree Beach. 

“I’ll show you another reason I chose this particular spot.” Mag’s voice held a glint of excitement as the pair approached a wooden sign planted in the sand. “Read the caption.”

Clara squinted in the glare for a moment before uttering an incantation and conjuring a pair of sunglasses to rest on the bridge of her nose. “Pingree Beach, the resting place of the dreaded pirate Barnaby, is steeped in mystery and intrigue. Legend says that somewhere on this beach lies a hidden treasure trove of gold and jewels, buried by Barnaby before he was betrayed and murdered by his own crew. Many have tried, but all have failed, to find the missing bounty, but every year Pingree Beach is visited by hopeful treasure hunters who still believe the tale.”

Mag grinned like a schoolgirl, her expression so innocently giddy Clara couldn’t help but smile.

“We’re going to hunt for that treasure, and we’re going to be the ones to finally discover it!” Mag vowed, continuing down the beach while holding her cane out in front of her and tapping it against the sand. It wouldn’t have surprised Clara one bit to learn Mag had put a metal-detecting charm on the thing. 

If there even was a real pirate Barnaby. Clara doubted he had ever set one foot on this beach. Finding his treasure seemed unlikely, but she knew better than to tempt fate and speak her mind on the subject. Mag could pull off a miracle and she’d never hear the end of it.








CHAPTER TWO







“Kaeden, give it back. Right now.” The voice of a child attempting to be quiet but not quite succeeding woke Clara from a dead sleep.

“No, I’m the one who found it. Finders keepers, losers weepers.” The boy named Kaeden hissed back, his lisp causing the words to run together as though he were trying to talk with a mouth full of bubble gum. “Mom said.”

The first boy huffed and lowered his voice another octave. “I don’t care what Mom says, and don’t you dare tattle on me or I’ll find a cave to leave that stupid stuffed elephant in, and you’ll never see Jerry again.”

Kaeden’s voice cracked and Clara could tell he was about to let loose the waterworks. “You’re a jerk, Xavier. Go find your own shell. There’s tons of them on the beach. And don’t you worry, Jerry,” he said lovingly. “I won’t let him leave you in a cave.”

“Give it!” Xavier was starting to get annoyed.

“You’ll have to catch me first!” Kaeden hollered and took off at a run.

At the exclamation, Mag shot straight up in bed, a flicker of Balefire ready at her fingertips.

“Relax, Maggie, it’s just a couple of kids,” Clara whispered. “They must be camping nearby.”

Mag groaned, “You mean we’ve been invaded. Wonderful.” Sarcasm colored her tone as she spat the last word. 

The commotion awakened the familiars, and Jinx, hidden behind the curtains lining the VW’s windows, transformed into his human form and took over the role of complainer. “We’ll be the ones to suffer, you know. Kids always pull on our tails and rub our fur in the wrong direction.”

“Quit your bellyaching.” Clara admonished, brushing off Jinx’s concern and leveling Pyewacket with a gaze before she had a chance to add anything. “There’s nothing to do now except introduce ourselves. We don’t want it to be awkward.”

 She swung the back door of the minibus open, stepped out into the warm morning breeze, and made a beeline for the next site over where a harried-looking couple attempted to pitch a tent. Clara couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow as she approached and caught a snippet of their conversation.

“It’s just a couple of days, Renee. Give the boys a chance to roam free for a change, and enjoy the peace and quiet. Dr. Hopper recommended more time bonding as a family, and there aren’t any distractions out here.” The man’s voice remained even and his tone neutral, though Clara could practically see the waves of tension rolling off him. 

Their body language—his hunched shoulders and the way she kept her body turned slightly away—told Clara plenty.   

Renee took a deep breath and sighed. “Okay, Tim, I’ll accept we had to come to the back of beyond with nothing more than we could carry on our backs. But I’m telling you right now, if I see one single wood spider, I’m out of here. Those things are pure evil.”

Clara gave fair warning by stomping on, and snapping, a few twigs as she made her way across the narrow piece of forest separating the two sites. 

“Hello, there. I just wanted to come introduce myself. I’m Clara, and I’m camping just over there with my mother, Margaret.” She pointed toward the VW, where Jinx peeked his whiskers out from behind one of the curtains and evaluated the new arrivals. 

“Nice to meet you, Clara,” the woman said. “I’m Renee Young, and this is my husband, Tim. Our boys, Xavier and Kaeden, are around here somewhere. They’re nine and eleven and can be quite a handful. Just let us know if they get on your nerves.” Renee extended a hand, and Clara shook it politely.

“Really, they’re no trouble at all,” Clara replied lightly. Mag probably wouldn’t throw an actual curse at her for not banning the children from their designated area. 

“Enjoy your weekend, and let us know if you need anything,” Clara offered before taking her leave and returning to where Mag was busy measuring grounds for a pot of her celebrated percolator coffee. She raised an eyebrow as Clara settled into a folding chair. 

“They’re perfectly nice, and I think they have enough to worry about. I got the distinct scent of a last-ditch effort to rejuvenate a relationship.”

Mag snorted, “Well, in that case, they should have brought a bigger tent.”

“Or a smaller sleeping bag.”




⁂




“Why did you bring your cats camping? Don’t cats hate the water? Are you afraid they’ll run off and drown? Do you think it’s going to rain tonight? The sky looks kind of dark and gloomy. Did I show you my elephant? His name is Jerry. His wife, Jasmine, is at home. They’re taking a break.” Kaeden talked a blue streak while following Mag around the side of the minibus, which, upon seeing the interior, he’d deemed ‘the awesomest camper ever.’ 

Xavier, who was considerably more gentle with the cats than Clara would have expected after hearing the way he spoke to his brother, had coaxed Pyewacket out of hiding with a piece of beef jerky pulled from the depths of a bulging cargo pocket. Now she was curled up on his lap, purring gently while he scratched the silky spot behind her ears.

Which one enjoyed the experience more, Clara couldn’t tell.  

“You can tell him to shut up if you want to. It won’t help, though. He never stops talking.” Xavier commented with an eye roll.

Clara grinned. “I have a sister who does the same thing.” She said, her eyes twinkling as they met Mag’s. “What grade are you in, Xavier?” 

“I’ll be in sixth this year. That’s middle school. So much cooler than elementary.” His voice held pride and a little bit of trepidation, not that he’d admit it, Clara was sure.

Kaeden continued his verbal assault on Mag until Jinx approached from the beach with a piece of white fabric in his mouth. “Hey, that’s my sock!” He hurried over to the cat and tried to tug it away, but Jinx held on and then took off in the other direction, whiskers twitching in feline challenge.

Giggling, his chubby cheeks dimpled, Kaeden handed the beloved elephant to Mag and ran after Jinx. 

The pair returned minutes later, with Kaeden carrying Jinx, and Jinx still carrying the sock. 

“You’ll never guess what I found. Not in a million, billion years.” Sock forgotten, Kaeden lowered Jinx onto one of the folding chairs and bounced from one foot to the other in front of his brother.

Showing all the scorn he could muster, Xavier raised an eyebrow at his younger brother but declined to guess.

“A pirate buried his treasure right here on the beach.”

“Did not.”

“Did, too. Says so on one of those poster things. It’s over there.”

Rare is the boy, even one jaded by his place as the eldest brother, who can resist the lure of pirate booty. Not even one who has reached the lofty age of eleven. 

“Here, take this, but don’t forget to return it when you’re done.” Mag handed over the folding camp shovel she’d brought along in case she wanted to do a little digging herself.

“Thanks! I call first dibs.” Xavier hastily dumped Pye off his lap, and, grabbing the shovel, followed his brother toward the beach. 

“Sorry, Pye.” Grinning at the annoyed arch of feline back, Mag qualified, “But I bought us some peace and quiet.”

And Mag took advantage of both by plunking down in her chair for a nap. 




⁂




“I’m worried about those kids. They must be miserable in that tent.” In the rain-lashed darkness, Clara couldn’t see any sign of light glowing through the canvas. She hoped the Young family had decided to hunker down and try to sleep through the storm. 

The sound of the wind came first. Like a cornered animal, the growl and roar of it announced worse to follow, until the wall of air bashed against the side of the bus, rocking it until the springs creaked. A spatter of hail mixed with the driving rain pinged off the metal roof. If this kept up, no one would be getting any sleep.

Half an hour crawled past before Mag pulled out the Parcheesi board and talked the familiars into playing. Clara joined in, but with half her attention focused elsewhere, only managed to move one of her pieces home by the end of the game. 

“Suck it, losers.” As usual, Mag gave no quarter when a win was on the line. 

“You don’t have to rub it in,” Jinx collapsed into his furry form and presented his backside to his witch companion. Mag retaliated with a snarky comment, and in return, a flick of his tail sent dice and markers scattering. 

“That was rude.” Still, Mag smirked at his retreating back.

“So was your victory dance.” With an impatient flick, Clara’s magic sent the game pieces sailing into the box. The constant whine of the wind grated on nerves already frayed. “Let Jinx pick the next game, but I reserve the right to veto.”

Twenty pounds of fluffy cat hit the floor with a thump as Jinx made his way to the stack of games. He hesitated long enough for Mag to make an annoyed hmphing sound before he laid a white paw on Monopoly. 

“Veto,” Clara shook her head, “Takes too long. We’ll be up all night. Pick again.” 

“Park and Shop,” Pyewacket suggested.

“Veto.” This time from Mag. “I’m on vacation from anything that has the word ‘shop’ in it.”

Jinx let out a sound that was somewhere between a squeak and a snarl, then the paw landed on Clue. When no one opposed, he shook off his fur and returned to human form, muttering something about being surrounded by females.  

The wind died down sometime before Clara outed Colonel Mustard for doing the dirty deed in the ballroom with a rope. 

“Now that’s more like it,” she said as she settled down with the patter of a gentle rain lulling her to sleep. 




⁂




The soft light of a morning sunbeam filtered through the window and played over Clara’s face. Her eyes felt drier than Saharan pebbles covered in grit when she finally pried them open. Judging by the pesky beam’s angle, she figured it couldn’t be later than seven. Too early to get up on a day when she had nowhere else to be. 

With a lazy finger twitch, she flicked the curtain closed and went back to sleep.

“You think they’re all dead?” When a nine-year-old boy attempts to whisper, it rarely comes out quietly. “I heard Mom and Dad talking about some houses around here being robbed. Maybe the bad guys came along and…” 

Clara assumed by the slurping sound he made, Kaeden had also run his finger across his throat to indicate brutal murder. 

“What would robbers come here to steal? A bunch of old camping supplies? Nah, they’re probably just sleeping. Old people need a lot of rest. We learned about it in health class.” Xavier’s sage reply poked a pretty big hole in Clara’s ego. 

At two hundred and fifty odd years, she supposed she did qualify as old people, but she thought she carried her age better than most and didn’t look a day over forty. Okay, maybe forty-two, but still. 

“Dad said they’re squashed because there’s no road,” Kaeden spoke with the absolute conviction he was repeating a solemn truth. 

“He did not. He said squatted. He said they must be squatting because they couldn’t have driven in here. Can’t you get anything right?” 

A gentle snort issued from Mag, and Clara glanced over to see her sister also awake and listening to the pile of disdain Xavier heaped on his brother. 

“Well, I think they’re nice and I don’t think they’re squashes or squishy squatters. You’re just being mean.”

“Whatever, Kaeden.” A rustle signaled at least one of the boys had gone. 

“Don’t listen to him, Jerry. I bet they’re my fairy godmothers and this is their magic bus.” So quietly, his voice barely carried through the thin walls, Kaeden added, “Maybe they can fix mom and dad before they have to take a break like you and Jasmine.” Then he, too, padded away from the Balefire campsite.

People like Clara, when confronted with a child in utter misery, respond with compassion and a need to protect. Feeling exactly the same, but wired a little differently, Mag exploded with quiet fury. 

“Coming here was stupid, and now we’re going to have to deal with that family.”

“Margaret Balefire, if you’re suggesting we do something to hurt those children, I’ll—” Rising from the air mattress like an avenging angel, Clara prepared for battle. 

Mouth hanging open, face creased from sleeping, hair looking like she’d snatched it off Einstein’s head and then run it through the dryer on the fluff cycle, Mag fired up. 

“Who said I wanted to hurt anyone? You really do think the worst of me sometimes, Clarie.” Hurt rode Mag, dug heavy spurs into her sides at being misunderstood. “But I’m not wearing purple and shooting sparkles out of my wand in front of that kid. I don’t care how sweet he is.” 

“Oh Maggie, I’m sorry. That was unforgivable. I don’t know what I was thinking.” Sincere, the apology came with a hug that Mag couldn’t avoid in the small space. “You’re the best one out of the two of us.”

“So you keep saying.” Mag mumbled as she exited the minibus and grabbed the shovel. “I’ll be out on the beach if you feel the need to accuse me of anything else.”

Clara sighed and watched Mag walk away, wondering if she’d ever get it right when it came to dealing with her sister.








CHAPTER THREE







“Mom! We need a cardboard box and some tape to make a chest. We found Barnaby’s treasure.” Amplified by the water, Kaeden’s voice echoed off the rocky bluffs and killed Mag’s plans for fishing in peace. “Mom! Where are you?”

“Hush up, now. I’m right here.” Sunbathing on a striped beach towel, Renee raised up on her elbows and regarded her youngest son. “You’ll have to use your backpacks and your imaginations.”

“But Mooom! A backpack isn’t a treasure chest. It has to be a box.”

“Well, I don’t have any boxes. We hiked in here, remember?” Renee’s tone said the camping trip hadn’t been her idea of fun. “With only what we could fit in our backpacks.”

“Oh, right. I forgot. Can I ask Miss Clara for a box? Do you think she’d mind? I bet they have one.” Not waiting for an answer, Kaeden’s feet left divots in the sand as he scampered toward the VW ahead of his mother’s warning not to bother the nice Balefire ladies. 

“Too late,” Mag muttered, but cheerfully. Still, she felt no remorse at leaving Clara to handle the situation while she shouldered her pole and headed toward the brook. 

The Balefire magic came down through blood and was rooted in fire, but that didn’t stop Mag from sensing the power that flowed through the water and beat in the heart of the earth. The pulse of it thrummed under her feet, and when the trout rose to take her hook, she felt the spark and flash of its life force. 

Mudwitch.

Not as fancy a title as Keeper of the Sacred Flame, but one she’d cultivated by making an effort to strengthen her connection to the magic present in the earth and all living things. Clara had made a better Keeper than Mag ever would. The job came with too much human contact and not enough solitude, particularly at Beltane when every witch in a two-hundred-mile radius showed up to renew her connection to the Balefire. 

Amid the pomp and circumstance of ritual came the one thing Mag dreaded the most in all the world. The bane of her existence: idle chitchat. 

She could wax poetic about the pregnant curve of a 19th-century brass spittoon or discuss the ideal handle length of a bed-warming pan. But she had no idea how to fake interest in some veritable stranger’s day-to-day life. Nor did she care to bore them with hers.

Still, those two boys. Something about them had pierced right through the layers of indifference she wore like battle-scarred armor. Never a mother—and she wasn’t sure anymore if that was by choice or circumstance—the immediate connection was something she’d never felt so strongly. Only a person made from ice or iron could withstand such bright and eager charm. 

Trout and salmon haunted sun-dappled shallows before vanishing into deeper pools, but they were biting, and she caught her limit faster than expected. In fifteen minutes, barely enough time for the quiet rush of wind and water to settle her nerves, she was on her way back to camp.

“Any luck?” From the shade of a beach umbrella, Clara watched Kaeden and Xavier excitedly collecting items amid storm-tossed seaweed.  

“Yeah, but it’s not as much fun when they practically jump on the hook. No sport in it. I like the thrill of the catch.” Mag’s shoes landed a few feet down the beach when she kicked them off to curl her toes into the heated sand. 

Across the way, Tim sat on a beach towel a few feet from his wife and watched his sons. Every so often, his eyes flicked toward Renee, who seemed more interested in her paperback book than her husband.

“He’s miserable.” When Clara caught Mag watching, she offered a quiet opinion. “He loves her. Anyone could see that by the way his attention stays focused on her.”

“Maybe he should spare some for his surroundings,” Mag replied.

She pointed to the silver dollar-sized crab making a beeline for the shadowed safety offered by the spot where Tim’s shorts gaped away from his legs. The furtive movement caught Tim’s eye and he let out a high-pitched yelp. What followed was proof a crab is better at crab-walking than a man. Scooting backward as fast as he could go on hands and feet, Tim dodged left and then right, but the crab was in its element and determined.

The commotion startled Renee, who lifted her head to watch and failed to hide an amused grin at her husband being terrorized by the tiny denizen of the sea. A genuine smile banished the pinched expression that had worn grooves around her mouth. The weight lifted, and her eyes sparkled. 

“Ngyah!” Tim rose to do the crab-in-my-pants dance across the sand, and Renee let out a peal of silvery laughter just as the little creature finally shook loose and dropped back onto the beach. It scuttled away, leaving Tim staring after it, his breath coming in short gasps, and Renee giggling helplessly.

“That wasn’t funny.” Now that the worst of it was over, Tim directed scowling attention back to his wife. It took only a moment for his expression to change from annoyed to something closer to wistful, and then, infected by her easy laughter, he grinned. “Okay, maybe it was a little funny.”

“They’re going to be okay.” Watching the couple share a moment unclouded by strife, Clara felt a little choked up. “If they can laugh together like that, they can work it out. Can’t you see how much they love each other?”

“Don’t get blinded by the stars in your eyes, Clarie. Love isn’t always enough.” It sounded like Mag was speaking from experience, but if she’d ever been in love, she hadn’t seen fit to tell her sister about it. Clara’s only inkling on the matter had come from seeing a carefully preserved flower her sister carried in her pack, and an occasional glimpse of the same wistful expression Tim had worn earlier. 

When he settled back on the sand after checking the area to rule out another brush with rampaging wildlife, the distance between man and wife was halved.

Heat and the lulling shush of waves kissing the sand sent Clara into a meditative state, which lasted until ten pounds of annoyed cat landed on her lap and almost knocked the breath out of her. 

“You’ve put on a little weight,” she told Pyewacket, and received a blue-eyed death glare in response. It seemed cats didn’t like that phrase any more than humans, especially cats who could be both. “Sorry. You’re a gorgeous specimen. Perfect in every way. Now, what’s up?”

Pyewacket put her paws on Clara’s shoulders and used her eyes to draw attention toward the access trail leading off through the woods. 

“What is it, girl? Did Timmy fall down a well?” The Lassie comparison earned Clara a warning scratch on the arm. “Sorry, I couldn’t help myself.” But when Pye jumped down and headed in the direction she’d indicated, Clara tapped Mag on the arm. 

“Saddle up,” she said when a bleary eye rolled her way. 

“Something wrong?” Mag went from half asleep to fully alert at roughly the speed of a hummingbird’s wing. Flickers of witchfire played miniature lightning across her fingertips. The excess energy crackled and hummed, and stood her hair on end. 

  “Pye seems to think there’s something of interest happening near the access trail. I trust her judgment, but if it’s another dead body, I’m going to pretend I didn’t see it and go home. This is supposed to be a vacation.”

Mag declined to comment, but her lips formed a straight line. If she had her way, she’d still be dreaming about running through a field of daisies without fear of her bum leg playing up. 

As dreams went, it wouldn’t make her top five—no man with oiled-up muscles wearing nothing but a pair of tiny shorts—but it hadn’t sucked. And given the choice, she’d go back to it rather than traipse off through the woods looking for who-knows-what. Clara wondered what had happened to her sister’s plan of treasure hunting; she’d spent the first two days on Pingree Beach doing little else but sleep and fish and eat.

“No rest for the wicked.” Mag arched her back to release a few kinks and picked up the stick of driftwood she’d been using as a substitute for her regular cane ever since she’d found it on the beach. “We need to gather some kindling anyway. Got fish to fry tonight.”

Pyewacket led them to the edge of the woods where Jinx waited and then pranced along beside him down the trail. Just a few yards in, the cats veered off the main path. 

Signs of recent passage were clear enough, Mag thought, if you knew where to look for them. A broken branch, a smear of black where someone had stubbed out a cigarette on bare rock, moss scraped away from the spot where a shoe dragged over a log. 

Her eagle eye picked out every detail, no matter how minor. More than a hundred years in pursuit of rogue magic hammered home the basics of tracking prey. 

“Looks like Pye was right. Someone has been through here, and not too long ago, either.” Mag’s hunter instincts hadn’t deserted her, they’d only gone dormant. 

“Not that there’s any reason for alarm,” Clara said. “This is public land and even if few people remember this place anymore, there must be some visitors every year. It’s probably nothing to worry about.” She hoped not, anyway. 

“Then why didn’t they come down to the beach and say hello?” Mag asked, her eyes scanning the trail.

“How should I know?” But Clara couldn’t think of a good reason. Her mind kept playing imagined footage of worst-case scenarios that all ended with bodies on the beach. Hers, Mag’s, or most horrible of all, two small figures, faces gray with death. “I think your paranoia is rubbing off on me.”

“It’s only paranoia if they’re not really out to get you.”

“Nice sentiment. Should I embroider it on a pillow? Or we could make an appointment to have it tattooed on your backside if that works better for you.” Pique and longer legs carried Clara right past her sister, so she was the one who reached the sheltered spot at the top of the bluff first. 

One look and she figured she’d be eating crow along with her trout that night. More cigarette butts littered the ground. Enough to prove someone had spent a considerable amount of time overlooking their campsite. 

Brushing past, Mag couldn’t resist. “See, I told you.”

“Go ahead and gloat,” Clara replied without heat. “It could still be a coincidence.” 

“You know how much I hate it when you use that word, Clarie.”








CHAPTER FOUR







As the sky darkened and rain clouds blew back in to leak a steady drizzle onto Pingree Beach, the Balefire witches found themselves in the screen tent, huddled around a folding card table, entertaining two children with enough energy to make Mag feel tired just looking at them.

“Boo-ya!” Kaeden exclaimed, a smug smile pressing dimples into his round face, “You’re under the trap, Miss Mag. Time to meet your doom!” He cocked his index finger against his thumb, and with an exaggerated gesture flicked the makeshift lever. When the Mouse Trap game turned out to be missing the crank handle that ran the whole business, Clara had saved the day with a bit of ingenuity and some of the detritus rolling around the bottom of her purse.

Mag watched, mock concern covering her face as she played it up for the boy whose genuine enthusiasm touched her heart in all its hidden places. The plastic arm pulled back to the tension point, then let go, propelling the tiny boot forward with enough momentum to knock the bucket over and release the first shiny silver ball. 

Back and forth down the zigzagged hill, the ball rolled until it fell onto the smooth, meandering track to tap the stick dangling below the diving board where another ball rested, ready to propel the little crouching man into the bucket. Except the stick only wiggled, and the little plastic man remained poised to jump. Kaeden exhaled his held breath in a huff, disappointment wrinkling his nose and wiping his face clear of mirth.

“Aww, I got gypped.” His face crumpled.

Xavier threw an exasperated look at his brother, “Mom says you can’t be a sore loser. It’s unbeknowing.”

“Unbecoming,” Mag corrected absently, “And she’s right. Failure is a stepping stone to success. Do you know how many times I’ve failed in my life? What makes you a winner is dusting yourself off, learning from the experience, and trying again.”

Kaeden listened with rapt attention that would have irritated his mother had she been there. Why is it that children can’t hear the words their parents repeat over and over, but when some stranger says the exact same thing they’re like little sponges, soaking up information?

“I guess you’re right,” Kaeden relented, “but winning is much more funner than losing.”

Mag winked at the little boy, “It sure is, kiddo.” 

The next turn at the crank fell to Xavier. 

“Eat my stinky cheese,” he taunted and gave the handle a spin. When the cage slid down to trap Clara’s mouse, he collapsed back onto the old camp chair and the sound of tearing canvas filled the air. Fear chased the surprise from his face as, chair and all, he pitched over backward. 

A vision, maybe even a premonition, of blond hair matted with blood rose behind Mag’s eyes and she acted without thinking twice. Magic sizzled across the small space and set the boy on his feet as the chair crashed to the ground. 

“What just happened?” Xavier looked to Clara for answers she wasn’t sure she wanted to give. “Because something did.” He would not be put off.

“It was magic.” The wonderment in Kaeden’s voice was only half of what pinged on Mag’s heartstrings. Mostly, it was the hope. Hope that she was, indeed, a fairy godmother sent to make his wishes come true. 

And now, she’d have to do her best to make it so. Dratted kids—this was why she preferred a solitary existence. 

Nothing Mag or Clara said convinced Xavier he’d performed a feat of agility under duress, which left them with two options. Provide no confirmation and let things stand, or cast a memory spell which might have repercussions. 

An hour later, the boys went back to their tent convinced they’d seen true magic.  

“It’s not like I intended to show them my magic, it just sort of happened.” Mag defended herself when Clara shot her a look. “And really, I’m not surprised they caught on. Kids are a lot more intuitive than adults. I mean, the boogie man is real, but most parents chalk it up to their children having bad dreams.”

“Funny, because the other day they were little invaders who were dead set on pulling kitten tails and ruining our vacation.” Clara had to work double time to keep the smile off her face. Mag had done the thing she did best: she’d saved someone from harm. She’d broken the rule of not showing magic to mortals, but it wasn’t a punishable offense. More like a guideline than a law.

And now, in true Maggie form, she’d deflect any praise that might be heaped on her shoulders. It was her pattern, and the least Clara could do was give her the opening.

Mag cocked a hip, realized given the condition of said hip, it was a bad idea, and settled instead for placing her hands on both of them before fixing her sister with a withering glare, “You really do know how to poop on my parade, don’t you, Clarie?” 

She raised her voice into a falsetto and proceeded to mock her sister, “Be less cranky, Maggie. Stop being such a sourpuss, Maggie. Stop wasting time looking for Barnaby’s treasure, it’s just nonsense! Play with the kids. Don’t show your magic to the kids. Maggie, why are you so difficult?” 

Pacing back and forth, Mag’s irritation spewed out in a deluge that covered how scared she’d been when she saw that boy’s head broken and bleeding. 

“I don’t know why Clarie. Maybe, just maybe, it’s because you’re an insufferable nag who can never just go with the flow. Be a cork on the waves every once in a while, for crying out loud, or you’re going to drive me completely bat-crap crazy!”

“You did an amazing thing, you know,” Clara shot back. “I’m proud of you, but why is it okay for you to be a cranky and cantankerous control freak, and when I call you on it I’m Satan in a Sunday hat?” 

Mag raised an eyebrow and grinned, “Because I know when to let it go, and you don’t.” A completely false statement and she knew it. 

Clara was probably the only companion Mag would ever have, and as much as she liked to goad her sister, she knew deep down that they only butted heads because they knew they could spew at one another all the livelong day and then drop the malice like it never happened to begin with. 

The outburst had settled Mag’s nerves, which was exactly what Clara intended.

“Come on, Clarie. There’s no harm done, really. They’re children with a story no one will believe.”

“To be perfectly honest, I find that more than a little bit sad.”




⁂




Dense fog obscured an early sky when Clara rolled over and banged her arm on the curved wall of the minibus. For the first morning since they’d parked here, no small voices whispered on the other side of the thin metal. 

How had Renee managed to keep the boys quiet when talking was Kaeden’s natural default? 

A glance showed Mag was already up and out. Probably manning the percolator on the camp stove. 

“They’re gone.” The bare statement greeted Clara as soon as her feet touched the mossy ground. “Lock, stock, and tent. Without so much as a goodbye. Maybe they told Renee about the magic and she dragged them out in the middle of the night.”

Clara accepted the porcelain-coated tin cup of dark brew, sipped, and waited for the jolt to wake up her brain. Sure enough, there was an empty space where the Young family had been. Well, empty except for one of Kaeden’s endless supply of balled-up socks abandoned near the cold campfire ring. 

Jinx shot out of the minibus in a blur of white fur, pounced on the sock, tossed it into the air and when it landed, pounced on it again. With his ears laid back, and his eyes wide from the thrill of the game, he tossed and pounced, and tossed again until something made him pause.

Changing between forms with a shudder and a whoosh, human Jinx picked up the sock and turned it over in his hand. At a glance, it looked like the simple white cotton had been balled up from being carelessly yanked off a boy’s foot. 

“There’s something tied into the toe.” Working out the knot, damp now from a combination of dew and cat spit, Jinx finally tipped a sparkling tennis bracelet out into his hand. 

“May I see that?” Sunlight glittered off the brilliant cut jewels as Clara weighed the bracelet in her hand. “Those are real diamonds, feels like three carats. Maybe four. Looks expensive,” was her initial conclusion, and she handed it over to Mag for a professional appraisal. 

“It’s vintage Cartier, and it’s not a fake. See the stamp? You can tell by the clarity of the engraving. It’s an older piece; there’s some wear on the clasp. At first glance, I’d say it’s worth somewhere between three and four grand.”

Clara contemplated Kaeden’s grimy sock while she tried to come up with a plausible reason for it to contain a diamond bracelet. “Frankly, I don’t think that looks like Renee’s style, and even if it is hers, this is a weird place for it to turn up.”

“Look! There’s—” Leaving the sentence unfinished, Jinx hunched and folded and sprouted fur, ran a few yards up the trail and shot into the air to land on another hunk of white cotton. Unable to help himself, he tossed the second sock around a few times, then set his teeth into the cloth to carry it back. 

The sock had no more hit the ground when he raced off to return with yet a third.  Sock number two yielded a pair of earrings, but the third was empty.

A stripe of fur stood up in stark relief down the line of Jinx’s spine. His alarm was enough to convince Pye, who took feline form and stalked the perimeter of the former campsite.

Near the spot where the tent had been, she dived under a bush, pulled out a fuzzy, gray ball, and shuddered back to human form to hand Jerry the elephant to Clara. 

“Kaeden wouldn’t have left this behind.”

Mag turned to Jinx. “Do your thing.” 

“Jinx has a thing?” He’d never shown Clara any indication of a thing, so this she had to see.

He turned his head to shoot her a look of utter disdain and she noticed his eyes, normally blue and wide, were now a glittering green and had refined in shape to a dangerous slant. A ripple passed over his fluffy exterior leaving behind a sleek, shining coat of fur draped on a muscled frame.

For a moment, he sat on his hunches as if considering an attack plan, and then he rose to prowl toward the beach. From the campsite, the sisters and Pye watched the flash of white as a series of long leaps took Jinx in a zigzag pattern across the sand. 

“You didn’t tell me he could go all Clark Kent like that.” Impressed, Clara finally got a sense of the true partnership between Mag and her companion, but couldn’t help thinking it was one more secret she hadn’t been privy to before.

“You never asked.” Worry kept Mag’s smirk to little more than a fleeting twist of the lips. Senses once honed by dancing on the knife edge of danger roared back to life and she opened to them fully. It felt like welcoming home the prodigal son and was only slightly awkward because Clara stood watching. 

Ill intent, and Mag could see it, lay over the campsite like a smear of dark smoke. The Young family had not left by choice. She’d bet her best wand on it. Not that she had her best wand in the pack she carried. Or any of her best hunting spells. Drat the safe and comfortable feeling of routine that had led to putting aside the tools of her former trade. 

Energy spent in conjuring her tools now would be energy lost when it came time to use them. Better to move forward with what she had and trust her sister to make up the difference. If one Balefire witch could take on the worst witchkind had to offer, two of them were an invincible force. 

Moving with panther-like speed and agility, Jinx returned from the beach and as he landed in front of her, flowed into human form, and handed over the fork he’d been carrying between his teeth. 

“Found this on the beach along with a lot of boy-sized footprints and a few holes where they’d been digging. Suppose they found Barnaby’s treasure and took off with it?”

“Unless Barnaby shopped at Tiffany, I’d say not. This is a rare set, though. Sterling silver, and worth a lot of money, but it’s not old enough to have been part of a pirate’s booty.”

Kaeden and Xavier had spent half the day picking up “treasure” from the beach, and no one bothered to look at what they’d found. 

Or maybe someone had. 

Sifting through the events of the weekend, Mag remembered a pile of cigarette butts and a hushed conversation between two boys huddled outside the van. Her brain examined the events, turning them this way and that until the puzzle clicked into place. “They found the loot from the rash of summer house thefts.”

The blood drained from Clara’s face. “Then they’re in danger, and we have to find them.”








CHAPTER FIVE







“Is that another one up ahead?” A flutter of white hardly showed against a carpet of pale moss. “There have been too many of them, which means those smart little cookies left us a trail to follow.” Mag took the sock from Jinx while Pye prowled on ahead. As eager as their witch companions to see the children safe, the familiars were playing bloodhound for the day. 

Jinx had even let Mag darken his fur with a handful of ash so he wouldn’t stand out as starkly against the browns and forest greens. Not that Mag or Clara blended, mind you, but a pair of silencing charms went a good way toward hiding their progress.

Voicing the concern uppermost in both their minds, Clara said, “The parking area is in the opposite direction, and if they keep to this trail, they’re headed toward the cliffs to the south. A perfect place to stage a tragic accident.”

“Then we have to hurry and hope we are not too late,” Mag said, pushing herself to move faster than her bum hip usually allowed. “If anything happens to those boys, I’ll never forgive myself.”

For once, Clara agreed with her sister’s melodramatic take on the situation. 

Pyewacket surged on, her nose twitching as she picked up the scent and led the foursome onward and upward, toward the craggy peaks of the bluffs overlooking the ocean. Clara shivered as her mind sifted through a list of possible outcomes, each more gut-wrenching than the last.

Finally, as the sun slid toward the top of the sky, the troupe cleared the last wisps of fog, approached the final summit, and stopped short at Pyewacket’s hissed warning. Her fur stood on end, and her tail puffed out to three times its normal size. Raised voices signaled the end of their hike, and Mag’s danger meter began to ding.

“Tell us where you hid the rest of the stuff and I won’t have to tell Bob to drop your parents off this cliff.” A menacing male voice cut through the air, eliciting a gasp and whimper from Kaeden, whose chubby ankle was visible around the corner of the boulder from where Mag and Clara crouched. Barefoot, his feet were caked with dirt and bits of dried blood from where they’d scraped against jagged rocks on his way up the hill.

Mag stuck her head a bit further out and took in the scene before her. Xavier huddled near Kaeden, a protective arm around his little brother, his face arranged in a brave expression while his eyes fixed on something out of Mag’s line of sight. 

Behind the children, a second figure paced, his hand firmly planted on a large bowie knife dangling from his belt. “I think they need a little incentive, George.” When Bob stepped forward and turned his attention to what was happening on the other side of the boulder, Mag caught Kaeden’s eye and sent up a silent prayer to the Goddess that he wouldn’t give away their presence to anyone other than his brother.

Wisely, the little boy maintained a straight face while poking Xavier lightly in the ribs and pointing toward the witches. Xavier’s eyes quickly flitted to something behind and above himself and Kaeden, and then flicked his fingers pointedly in the direction Mag and Clara couldn’t see.

“We need to be able to tell what’s going on,” Clara whispered, pulling a wad of items from her pocket as the two men continued to threaten bodily harm. She spread a crumpled Yahtzee score sheet against the side of the boulder and motioned to Mag, who recognized this trick from their childhood and searched her fanny pack for a jar of castor oil. When one didn’t turn up fast enough, she went with the next best option and yanked out a bottle of clear nail polish from the pack around her waist.  

Clara unscrewed the cap and dumped the liquid onto the paper, spreading it with the little brush as quickly as she could. Once covered, Clara lifted the wet score sheet back against the rock and uttered a spell for clarity. Immediately, the paper turned crystal clear, along with the rock and earth behind it, creating a peephole that illuminated what was happening on the other side.

Renee and Tim huddled in a mirror image of their children, their eyes darting back and forth between their children and the armed Bob and George. Renee’s eyes were wide with terror, but Tim’s lit with the fire of a man watching helplessly while another person threatens his family: blind hatred and intent to inflict some bodily harm of his own playing clearly across his features.

Suddenly, Xavier’s flicking finger made complete sense. It was the same gesture Kaeden used when he ticked the lever to initiate the sequence in Mouse Trap. 

Mag looked up. 

If she applied a little magic, the makings of a crude trap hovered just above where the boys were seated, and she spied a piece of flat wood resting on the point of a rock close to the edge of the cliff. If Mag had to guess, she’d have said it had been left there by a pair of young boys fascinated by all the things boys should enjoy: pirates, treasure, and board games.

And if she’d had time to think about it, Mag would have noted the irony of the situation. Instead, she formulated a plan. Under the cover of Clara’s silencing charm, she quickly laid it out to Jinx, Pye, and her sister.

“You know what to do.” Nodding, Pye scurried off on silent paws while Clara searched for the next item needed. 

“This one will do, Maggie. It’s definitely big enough and it’s loose. All it needs is a good shove. Once Pyewacket positions that board to your specifications, anyway.” Clara tried to remain positive, but all she could think about was what a shame it was to hold enough power to turn a pair of bumbling thieves into harmless bunnies, and not be able to use it when it counted. 

Revealing magic to two children had been one thing, but letting four adults in on the existence of witches was  unacceptable, even with lives on the line. Clara didn’t make the rules; they’d been in place for centuries, and for good reason. Helping this family was probably a step over the line, but Clara knew she wouldn’t be able to live with herself for the next hundred years if she sat around and did nothing.

Mag vowed to buy her sister a vat of butter pecan ice cream on the way home as thanks for the silencing charm that made it possible for her to send a lick of magic toward the rope attached to the limb of a maple tree. 

When this was all over, she had a few stern words to say to the foolish daredevils for using such a thin line to swing out over the cliffs. The spell took hold, and the rope lengthened and slithered into the desired shape while Pyewacket ghosted around behind their backs so Tim and Renee wouldn’t see her. 

Her path took her dangerously close to the attackers’ ankles where she waited for the right moment, then nudged the board to flip it like a seesaw. Dusky fur turning him into a moving shadow, Jinx oozed  into place, and Pye moved to her next battle station. 

With a whispered signal, the plan went into motion. Clara pushed with all her might on the two-foot-diameter boulder she’d selected, and watched it all unfold. The boulder slid down a natural slope in the surrounding rock, making a noise more distracting than nails on a chalkboard.

“What the—” Was all George had time to utter before the boulder crashed onto the upended side of Pye’s board, launching a crouching Jinx into his face, claws unsheathed. 

He staggered around, trying to pull a snarling, hissing ball of fur off his face, while Bob stared in dumbfounded horror and forgot how to use his knife.

“Over here, dummy! Eat my stinky cheese!” Xavier pushed Kaeden out of the way and taunted Bob, who fell for the ruse hook, line, and sinker. 

“I’m gonna—” Bob lunged toward Xavier, who dodged left at the most opportune moment. Hidden in the canopy of maple leaves, Pye flashed from cat to human, sliced at the knot with Clara’s pocketknife, and let the trap fall. As the cage of knotted rope dropped over Bob’s head and shoulders, Pye let out a triumphant yowl.

A slew of curse words followed Bob’s capture and went completely ignored as Mag and Clara rushed to rescue Jinx and secure George with the help of Tim, who had used the moment of chaos to grab the knife that had fallen from Bob’s hand. He tied George’s hands behind his back and secured him to the closest tree before drawing back and punching the man square in the nose. 




⁂




“See, Xavier, I told you they were fairy godmothers,” Kaeden whispered loudly enough for Mag to hear him. The sentiment drew a smile from her lips.

Xavier sighed. “I’m never going to hear the end of this, am I?” But his voice shook just a little, and he kept one hand on Kaeden’s shoulder protectively.

“Eat my stinky cheese?” Dimples winking, Kaeden announced, “That’s going to be my new favorite phrase.”

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Tim asked, checking his family over for the hundredth time since the police had arrived and dragged George and his accomplice away in handcuffs. 

“Could we have a moment?” Tim asked the uniformed officer who waited to escort the Young family back to where the boys had hidden the cache of stolen goods. 

Noting the protective arm Tim kept around his wife’s shoulders and the way she clung to him, Clara figured they’d patched things up.

It was too bad it had taken a tragedy to bring the pair back together, but the end result was what mattered. And now they’d have something to look back on during hard times, a touchstone that Clara had a feeling would always bring them back to the importance of family. Whatever they had gone through, it couldn’t be worse than almost being murdered by a pair of petty thieves.

Renee pulled away from Tim and approached the Balefire sisters. “I don’t know how to thank you.” She blubbered, before bursting into tears and enveloping both women in a grateful hug.

Clara spoke a few soothing phrases until Renee calmed down and finally let them free of her grasp. As soon as she had, they were in for another onslaught as Kaeden and Xavier decided to get in on the hug-fest. 

Kaeden whispered something into Mag’s ear that brought a genuine smile to her face, and she winked at him conspiratorially before pulling him into her chest and inhaling the scent of his hair. “You behave now. And you, young man, were very brave. You keep watch over your brother and don’t ever take him for granted again, you hear?”

Xavier treated her to one of his signature eye rolls but smiled and accepted more affection from both women before returning to his family.

Pyewacket brushed against Xavier’s legs, her little motor running at top speed, while Jinx leaped into Kaeden’s arms for a quick goodbye cuddle.

If Clara heard Mag sniff once or twice on the way back to the minibus, she wisely kept her mouth shut. What was she going to say, anyway? Her throat felt a little tight, too. 

“You ready to pack up?” she asked as they made it back to camp. “I could do with a shower and some food that didn’t start out the day swimming.”

“What’s your hurry?” Mag asked, a sparkle in her eye. “Barnaby’s treasure is still out there.”








HAUNTED BY MURDER
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CHAPTER ONE




“Two hundred.” Hawk-sharp eyes set in the face of a kindly grandmother gave Margaret Balefire an unfair advantage. People rarely saw her coming, and with her skills, she could haggle the halo off an angel. 

“One fifty.” Her opponent, a buttoned-up type with close-cropped hair and a condescending air countered, but she could tell he was good for a bit more. 

“One seventy-five and not a penny less,” Mag fired back.

After a moment of watching her for signs of weakness, the customer swallowed her deceptively dainty hand in his, and sealed the deal. 

“You won’t be sorry, and your wife will love adding this to her collection.” Turning, Mag winked at her sister, Clara, who returned the saucy gesture in kind despite the fact she was now on the hook for a lobster dinner. 

When the bell over the door jingled behind the happy customer, Mag let out a witch-worthy cackle, and did the old-lady version of a booty dance.

“Told you I’d sell that French boudoir doll before the end of the week,” she told Clara, smirking. “You should never bet against me; I’m a sure thing.” 

Driving a hard bargain rated one of the top spots on Mag’s list of fun things to do. Just above scoring one off her sister, but below kicking the butt of anyone or anything that deserved it. With magic, naturally.

“It’s not polite to gloat,” Clara replied, “though I’ll admit you earned the win. That was the creepiest doll I have ever seen in my life.” And that included a nasty little poppet gifted to her from none other than Marie Laveau during Clara’s one and only trip to New Orleans.

“Ernestine?” Mag scoffed. “She’s a beauty. That auburn hair, those painted eyes. Did you see the pin tucks in her dress, and the handmade lace? Sure, she had a few worn places, but who doesn’t when they’re coming up on ninety years old?” 

Clara paused in her end of the day cleaning to consider. “It was the eyes that gave me the heebies. They’re crooked.” She waved the feather duster at Mag. Anything that stared in two different directions at the same time was not to be trusted. 

“Hand painted,” Mag countered.

“They followed me around the shop, and I—” Whatever Clara had been about to say was lost in the aftermath of a violent shiver. “Did you feel that?” She craned her head around to see if the A/C unit had kicked on, but all the lights were out, and the plug dangled below the outlet. 

Mag huffed a breath out through her nose. “It was just a doll, Clarie. Not the spawn of Chucky.” 

“Don’t you even joke about a thing like that,” she said, glowering. A fan of horror movies, Clara was not. Just one more difference between the Balefire sisters. 

It gave her no sense of triumph, then, when Mag shivered, skittered to the side, and stared at the spot where an icy wind had just washed not only over her, but through her.

“Okay,” Mag said, rubbing her arms and glancing around the room. “That was weird.” 

A history spanning more than two human lifetimes spent pursuing rogue magic in beast form had provided Mag with a unique and deeply personal perspective on the term weird. 

The bell over the door jangled and the unsettling experience faded into the background then was forgotten as the business day wore on. 

Balms and Bygones, a store as unique as its owners, allowed the sisters to combine Mag’s love of all things old with Clara’s knack for creating personal care products. Polished to a shine, Mag’s carefully-chosen shelves and cabinets made the perfect showcase for the jewel-toned bottles and jars that held Clara’s wares. 

Located on the edges of Harmony, a coastal resort community, the shop enjoyed a spillover of tourism, which the Balefire sisters didn’t mind at all. Even if they had to hide their inherent witchiness from most of the locals as part of the bargain.

“I’m telling you, it’s like magic.” A vivacious redhead assured her shopping companion. “I’m wearing sandals in public without shame, and my heels are as soft as a baby’s behind. First time that’s happened in years.” 

She turned wide blue eyes on Clara. “You have a website I can order from? Because if you don’t, I’ll give you fair warning: I’m going to clean you out. We only come up this way once a year, and I’ll need to stock up.”

“We do.” Clara handed over a brochure, then watched with fascination as the woman whirled through the shop enthusiastically filling a basket anyway. Mag’s lobster winnings wouldn’t take much of a bite out of her half of the day’s profits. Cha-ching.

“I’m May, this is my cousin’s wife, Cindy. She’s local, but I’m the one who found this place first.” As she chattered, more things landed in the basket while Cindy merely nodded, and turned away to stare out the front window. 

Shy, or maybe not into shopping, Cindy hunched her shoulders in the way some willowy women do when they’re feeling taller than everyone else and want to fade into the woodwork. Her back to the room, she stood with thin arms folded over her chest and let the conversation swirl into the space without her.

“Do you market your line to salons at all?” May asked, tossing a couple more items into the basket. “My pedicurist is going to flip when she sees my feet, and I bet she’ll want to buy in bulk. Maybe you’d better give me some more of those brochures. Does this purifying mask come in a larger size?” 

“Yes—” Clara managed before May pelted her with another barrage of questions.

Maybe Cindy wasn’t shy—maybe she simply knew she wouldn’t get a word in edgewise with May around, and resigned herself to silence.

Fascinated, Mag slid onto one of the tall stools and rested her elbow on the counter and her chin in her hand to watch what happened next. Once, Cindy swiveled her head enough for Mag to catch a subtle eye-roll. 

“Oh, that lemongrass-and-sage bath salt smells divine.” May discovered the tester shelf and opened every container for either a sniff or to try a dab on her skin. The woman smelled like a bushel of herbs in a flower garden by the time she got through the lot. But, to Clara’s delight, she continued adding items to her basket.

“Doesn’t this smell amazing?” Hustling over toward the window, May shoved the un-stoppered container in Cindy’s face.

“It’s nice, I guess.” A delicate shudder shook Cindy’s shoulders, and Mag saw the wave of gooseflesh crawl across the woman’s skin. “I’ll be out front, you take your time, though.” Her smile carried a hint of warmth, but her eyes refused to meet Mag’s. It was obvious Cindy didn’t want to be there.

“I’m sorry. She’s a really nice person, but she’s not very outgoing. I had to drag her out of the house or she’d never have come here at all.” Apology over, May returned to her shopping. 

When she couldn’t squeeze another tube or bottle into her basket, she headed to the register and didn’t even flinch at the number Clara quoted when she rang in the final item. “I’m just going to grab another container of that lemongrass bath salt for Cindy, and then I think that will do it.”

“It’s on the house, and we’ll gift wrap it for you.” Clara said we, but she meant Mag since her sister was sitting in front of the gift-wrapping area. Despite her gruff demeanor, Mag found a certain Zen-like satisfaction in the precise nature of folding paper to create a pretty package.

She wrapped the jar in tissue paper the color of a tropical sea, creating soft pleats along the sides. Mag was tucking a few sprigs of lavender into the fan shape at the top, when cool air crept over her fingers, and this time, there was more. Her fingers fumbled when a sense of being watched sent a tingle up the nape of her neck, lifting all the tiny hairs to prickling attention. 

More than six months they’d been running this shop, and she’d never felt anything like that before. Surreptitiously, she called on the magical Balefire from which the sisters derived their last name, and dropped her hands below the countertop to let it hover unseen over her skin. The warmth pushed back the lingering chill. 

Working quickly, she threaded a length of cheery, yellow ribbon through the handle of a small wooden scoop, affixed the scoop to the top of the package, and handed the salts back to Clara. 

“If you’ll excuse me,” Mag said, “I need to check on something.” She felt Clara’s puzzled gaze on her back, but kept going. 

The building that housed Balms and Bygones rambled back from the storefront through a doorway and into a space magically enhanced to more than double its original size. 

The front section of the back room contained Clara’s workshop, where she brewed and tested her wares. Mag restored furniture in the rear portion. Boxes of product, crates of knick-knacks, and boxes of seasonal merchandise took up the rest of the space. 

When Clara walked in several minutes later expecting to see an empty room, Mag stood in the middle of her workshop, unmoving.

“What’s wrong, Maggie?” The question startled Mag and she jumped. “You’ve been gone so long, I thought you went home.”

“Don’t sneak up on me like that. I’m old; you’ll give me a heart attack. Is she gone?” Craning her neck around, Mag glanced back through the doorway to see the open sign now flipped to closed. “What happened? Did Mrs. Moneybags buy you out?”

“May?” Frowning, Clara said, “She left half an hour ago, and I closed up the shop. Is something wrong? Have you been standing here this whole time?” Heart thumping against her rib cage, she searched Mag’s face for signs of illness or pain. Seeing neither, Clara released a relieved sigh. 

“Seems like,” Mag replied, her attention elsewhere. “Got any white sage in your supplies?” 

Like any good alchemist, Clara kept her workstation neat. A ruthlessly organized set of shelves held paper bags full of dried herbs labeled in permanent marker. It took only seconds for her to locate the container of sage and set it on the table while Mag rifled through cabinets.

“Where are the smudge pots? I can’t find anything the way you keep changing things around.” The normally unflappable Mag seemed pretty flapped. “This place is overdue for a good cleansing. Get me the salt, too, while you’re at it.” 

Nudging past her sister, Clara picked up on the radiating tension. 

“Is this about Hagatha’s no-cursing charm again? We’ve searched the place from top to bottom. It has to be in the walls.”

Mag shook her head, some of her focus still on the aura of the room. “This isn’t Hagatha’s doing, I don’t think. It feels different, but I suppose she could be up to something. Honestly, I’m not sure why she decided to sell this place and move.” 

While she considered the devious mind and possible intentions of the store’s former owner—an old witch named Hagatha Crow—Mag piled sage leaves into the bowl of a smudge pot and plucked an ember from the Balefire.

Taking more than just her last name from the source of witch’s magic, Mag could have crawled into the fireplace and felt nothing more than a pleasant tingle on her skin: one of the perks of being born a Balefire, the family that guarded and fed the sacred flame, a responsibility handed down through the generations.

“I’m sure she had a reason.” Taking a second smudge pot and using a feather to direct the smoke, Clara followed her sister back into the shop and peeled off in the opposite direction to get the job done faster. The scent of burning sage tickled her nose as it spread through the space. “And I’m just as certain I don’t want to know what it was. We’re in too deep with her already, and she’s been suspiciously quiet since her trip to the Faelands. I don’t want to buy trouble, but we both know a quiet Hagatha is a—”

The rest of the sentence went right out of Clara’s head when an eerie keening split the air—the kind of sound that vibrated along her back teeth and set them on edge. A rumble echoed up from deep beneath the floorboards, and the old house quivered like the skin on a cow’s flank when she twitches to dislodge a biting fly. 

A slow, rolling wave of electricity crawled along Clara’s skin and crackled across her scalp, sending her hair floating around her head. Her ears popped under a sudden heavy pressure, and the air misted, turning the light in the room an eerie shade of green.

Mag’s smudge pot hit the floor with a resounding crash and spilled embers onto wooden floorboards unprotected by the Balefire affinity. The scent of hot wax and charring wood smeared the air as Clara shook off the shock and wrapping her fingers around the burning coals, added them to her own pot. 

“That’s going to leave a mark,” she said, shaking her fingers. While in no actual danger of the Balefire burning the place down as long as one of the sisters was there to exert control, fire was fire and if the hungry flames saw a chance to take a taste of polished oak, they would. “What just happened?”

Mag never answered, and when Clara looked up, she figured out why. 

A thin haze of smoke curled and clung to a hovering, vaguely human-shaped figure. A ghost. In Balms and Bygones. No wonder Hagatha had sold the place to them for a ridiculous sum.

“Hello, Roma.” Or not, since Mag recognized the spirit and greeted her warmly. “Uh. Sorry for your … 

What, she wondered, was the proper protocol for expressing condolences to the newly dead? 








CHAPTER TWO




Smoothing down her prematurely white flyaway hair, Mag gave the ghost her due. “You always did know how to make an entrance.” 

“It’s about time you clued in,” the ghost said, crossing her arms and staring until Mag squirmed. “I’ve been trying to get through to you for days. Didn’t you learn anything from our lessons, Maggie?” 

The use of the nickname tipped Clara off that there was history between the two women, and piqued her curiosity to the breaking point.

The sisters had followed vastly different paths in life. After two and a half centuries, Clara was painfully aware there was a lifetime’s worth of experiences separating them, and she knew little of her sister’s adventures. She didn’t need to know every missed detail, but when an opportunity to close the gap came knocking on her door—or, in this case, invaded without invitation—Clara had every intention of siphoning whatever bits of information she could glean.

Coming to her senses, Mag made a proper introduction. “Roma, this is my sister, Clara. Clara, meet Roma, an old friend of mine.” Clara lurched, preparing to shake the woman’s hand before a mental Captain Obvious smacked her in the face and pointed out that there would be nothing to hold onto. “Roma is—was—the best medium in New England.”

“It’s very nice to meet you, Roma, though I’d say the circumstances are less than ideal.” Clara’s tone held a tentative mix of warmth and uncertainty.

Roma’s booming laugh  shook the walls. The contents of one shelf nearly tumbled to the floor before Mag calmly loosed a flicker of magic and set everything back to rights.

“No, dear,” Roma said, pivoting toward Clara. “I’d say my circumstances are quite dire. I find myself in the unenviable position of needing my own services.” If ghosts could blush, Roma’s face might have tinted a delicate pink. 

“Mag has mentioned you many times. It’s nice to finally put a face to the name.” Roma appraised Clara with the unfair advantage of having more information about her than Clara had about Roma, a dynamic that made the younger Balefire sister more than a little uncomfortable. For Hecate’s sake, this whole experience made Clara more than a little uncomfortable, but she’d be damned if she’d let either Roma or her sister smell any hint of weakness.

“Let’s dispense with the pleasantries, Roma. What are you doing here? Why didn’t you cross over?” Mag demanded, crossing her arms and quickly cutting to the crux of the problem in true Margaret Balefire style. “You of all people ought to know the dangers of sticking around the land of the living for too long.”

Roma began to pace the floor, each step causing a swirl of dust-like mist to curl around her feet. “Well, obviously I have some unfinished business, and I’ve wasted too much time trying to talk to any of the frustratingly-inept mediums in the area. I think I gave Madame Roselda over in Tewksbury quite a fright, though.” The ghostly chuckle chilled the air.

“She thinks she’s just a scam artist. Been fooling people for years without realizing she actually did have the gift.” Roma shook her head and rolled her eyes. “How was I supposed to know she was the one moving the planchette across the board? I gave it a nudge, and you’d have thought I’d electrocuted her or something. She tried to leave a Roselda-shaped hole in the door.”

Another chuckle breezed in Clara’s direction and Mag let out a snort.  

“Then it hit me that I was focusing my efforts in the wrong direction, and that’s when I remembered seeing your photo in the paper. I have to say, I was surprised to see the mighty Raythe-hunting Margaret Balefire participating in a small-town flotilla race. But as I continued reading, it became clear you had an ulterior motive. Solved a murder, didn’t you?”

It hadn’t started out that way, but Mag wasn’t about to ruin her reputation and cop to joining the race just to get free advertising for Balms and Bygones. “Yes, we did.”

“Good. I’m glad to see you’re keeping your skills honed. And now I need to make use of your investigative abilities. There’s another crime that needs solving.”

Mag raised an eyebrow. “Does this have anything to do with your death?” She minced no words.

“My death?” Roma let loose another trilling laugh. “No, I wasn’t murdered. I just happened to wake up dead the other morning. Took me a moment to realize it, but I’ll tell you I’m not lamenting the loss of my aching hips.” 

Asking any woman her age is a no-no, but looking at her, Clara would have put Roma in the ninety-something range. 

“Being dead is positively pain-free, and once this whole business has been wrapped up I’ll happily follow the light and find out what comes next.”

“You know I’ll help if I’m able,” Max said. “Never been one to turn down a challenge, that’s for sure.” She cast a quick glance at her sister and was relieved to see Clara nodding her agreement, even if her motivation stemmed from the desire to rid the house of a talkative old ghost rather than help one of her sister’s old friends. 

The Balefire sisters settled into chairs around the table that held Mag’s favorite crystal ball and waited for Roma to jump into the story. Instead, the old ghost gave a pointed glance at the table, and then at Mag.

“Lost, eh?”

So rarely did Mag find herself on the receiving end of a well-deserved dressing down, her face flushed a dull red, and she mumbled an apology in hopes of staving off the tirade. “I meant to give it back.”

“What am I missing?” Clara looked from one to the other.

“This”—Roma reached to touch the crystal and then made a face when her hand went right through it—“was my great aunt Lavinia’s second favorite crystal ball, the one she used when she taught me to gaze. Many an hour I’ve spent peering into its depths. I loaned it to Margaret last year. She was supposed to use it until she bought a new one, but she never gave it back.”

A lesser woman might have quailed under Roma’s unflinching stare, but Mag only grinned. “I never bought a new one, so technically, the loan is still valid. If you needed it, you could have asked for it back. It’s a fine piece, though. Just the right size, nearly perfect clarity, and that pale golden hue doesn’t put strain on the eyes. I never found the like of it, and I’ve looked.”

Roma lifted a shoulder. “I suppose it can’t be helped now. It’s not like I can take it with me. Use it well, and with my blessing. Now, can we get on with why I’m here?”

Since she couldn’t take a seat herself, Roma continued her painless pacing while delving into the reason she’d made contact.

“I know you haven’t lived in Harmony for long, but you must have heard of the Huffington family by now, no?” Roma asked.

“Yes, of course.” Clara replied. “Huffington Manor is that big white place with the columns out front, just before you pitch down into the valley. I’ve seen the name listed as donor for about a dozen different charities. So far, though, I haven’t crossed paths with any of the family.”

“That’s partly because there aren’t many of them left. Just Stephanie, the only child of the last male heir. Kennedy Huffington and his wife Josephine were killed about fifteen years ago in a tragic car accident.”

Giving a sympathetic head shake, Roma told the sad tale. “Kennedy died instantly, but Jo wasn’t wearing her seat belt. She went through the windshield, but that wasn’t the worst of it.”

Her sympathies already engaged, Clara wasn’t sure she wanted to hear the rest.

“They had a daughter named Stephanie who was in the back seat and she saw the whole thing. When the authorities arrived, they found her cradling her mother’s body. She was bruised and shaken, but otherwise unharmed. Such a traumatic experience.”

“What happened to her? The girl, I mean.” 

“She went to live with Kennedy’s sister, Buffy.”

“Wait, you’re telling me there’s a Buffy Huffington out there?” Despite the gravity of the situation, Mag just couldn’t let that one go.

Roma shot her a quelling look, “Not anymore. Huffington was her maiden name, and she was married by then. Anyway, she passed away two years ago. Now it’s just Stephanie and Buffy’s husband, John Masters, and there’s a cousin from Jo’s side of the family, but I guess she doesn’t count as a Huffington, so technically, Stephanie is the last in line.”

The poor thing, Clara thought, so young to have seen so much tragedy. 

“Anyhow, Josephine was a client of mine. Lots of them had the sight in her line, gypsy people they were, but not a breath of the gift in her. So, every month like clockwork she’d show up for a reading.” 

Roma shook her head and her voice pitched lower, “Pity she didn’t always listen, or she might still be alive. Used to bring Stephanie with her, and the girl had a little something in the way of talent. Raw and unfocused, but a good base.”

Mag circled a hand at Roma to hurry the story along and then shivered when the dead psychic directed a chilling blast her way. 

“Once Jo died,” Roma continued, casting  glare at her old friend, “I figured I’d never see Stephanie again. Not if Buffy had any say. But then, it must have been six or seven years later, she showed up on my doorstep a grown woman, and I swear, for a solid thirty seconds I thought she was her mother’s ghost.” Roma stopped talking, her already misty eyes shimmering at the memory.

“So what’s the mystery?” Mag asked, impatient.

“Do you have somewhere else to be, Margaret? Something more important to do? Always one step ahead and raring to go. But this is probably the last story I’m going to get to tell, and I’ll take as long as I please.”

Very few people had the guts to stand up to her sister like that, and Clara wished she’d had a chance to meet the living version of Roma and pry a few Mag stories out of her in private. An admiring smile played around her lips.

“Stephanie picked up right where Josephine left off, dropping in on a regular basis to seek guidance from the spirit realm. Never could get her parents to come through, though I know that’s what she hoped for. I told her it’s better to know they’ve moved on and found peace, but I know she still fostered hope. People do sometimes.”

Clara caught the look that Roma flickered toward Mag and glanced over to see her sister flinch just a little. Who had her sister been unable to contact? One more question for the Secrets of  Mag file.

“About a year ago, Stephanie met a man named Brad and I saw the cobwebs lift for the first time since the accident. The happy just glowed out of her, and about six months later, she got engaged. My guides approved the match, and I thought her future was secure.”

Roma ignored the sigh Mag heaved and finally got to the crux of the matter.

“Then, about a week ago, Stephanie showed up looking like she’d been run over by a truck. Brad had packed up and left town with no warning, no goodbye, nothing but a lousy note that didn’t explain a thing. Stephanie couldn’t accept it. Too familiar, I think, the feeling of abandonment. She insisted he would never do something like that, and I could see the internal struggle raging inside her. I also sensed danger.”

Roma stopped talking, and looked expectantly toward Mag. “Aren’t you going to ask what the danger was?”

“I was keeping my lips zipped, like you told me to, Roma.” Came Mag’s passive-aggressive reply. “And I’m assuming you don’t know, or you wouldn’t be here.”

“Well, you’re right about that.” Roma allowed. “But I think Stephanie felt it too. She said she’d been having nightmares that didn’t feel like dreams, and was beginning to doubt her own sanity. I know it’s not much to go on, but I didn’t have a chance to delve any further and now I’m basically useless. That’s where you come in.”

Paws thundered on the stairs and two cats burst into the back room of the shop with their tails all puffed up and their backs arched. Neither one batted an eye at Roma’s indistinct form.

Seeing no one else around, Pyewacket shrugged off her Siamese cat form as if it were a coat she wore. And maybe it was. If there was an origin story for how familiars gained the ability to slip from cat to human and back again, they kept it a tightly-guarded secret. 

All tawny and golden and annoyed, Pye fixed her crystal-blue gaze on her bonded companion, Clara. “There’s a ghost dog upstairs, and it will not stop barking.” She jerked her head toward Jinx, still in cat form, and sitting on Mag’s feet. “You know how he gets around dogs.”

At the beginning of summer, Mrs. Green, the neighbor from two houses down, had added a few goldfish to the water feature in her backyard. Fascinated, Jinx had taken to sneaking over and watching them swim in lazy circles. Then Mrs. Green’s daughter dropped off little Harley, a miniature schnauzer with a huge personality. Harley had only been defending his territory from an intruder when his sudden barking startled Jinx so badly he fell into the pond. 

It might have been an easier sell if Harley hadn’t decided Jinx needed rescuing and jumped in after him. In the end, Clara had to yank the wet dog and the wet cat out of the pond and conjure two more fish to replace the ones that hadn’t survived the kerfuffle. 

Since then, Jinx developed a twitch every time he heard a dog bark.

“I assume he’s with you.” Both a statement and a question directed toward Roma in Mag’s driest tone. 

Roma looked anywhere but at Mag. “His name is Whizzer, and it’s a delicate situation.” 

The sound of his name must have carried up the stairs, because Whizzer came running. He skidded around the corner straight toward Roma, who instinctively took a step back even though she was in no danger of being knocked over by the spectral beast. 

Losing her balance, Roma crumpled like a piece of paper and landed on her butt, smack dab in the middle of the Balefire. For a split second, a panicked look crossed her face, but when she realized there was no harm done besides her essence turning a lovely shade of purple, Roma let out a laugh and hopped to her feet.

Jinx, however, climbed Mag’s leg and earned himself a reprimand nearly as sharp as his claws before he took the hint and changed to human form. 

“Stop,” he commanded as soon as he’d changed. His voice rang with authority, and Whizzer obeyed. Dropping to ghostly haunches, the Labrador retriever sat and stared up at Jinx with adoring eyes, his tongue lolling out the side of his mouth. 

“I think he likes you.” The man’s voice coming from right behind her—a little too close if anyone had asked her, though no one did—made Clara’s heart lurch and she took a hasty step forward. And then she felt like a jerk. What if the ghost thought he’d scared her? Well, he did scare her, but not in the there’s-a-ghost-and-now-I’m-creeped-out way.

Really, how terrifying could he be? She turned to look at him, and it was just as she’d suspected: he looked like a slightly transparent, middle-aged accountant. 

Silence fell over the strange tableau while the four living contemplated the three dead, and continued until Whizzer lived up to his name by casually strolling over to Clara’s workbench and lifting his leg to loose a stream of doggy ectoplasm all over the upright support. 

Pyewacket wrinkled her nose and still managed to come off looking regal. It was one of her gifts—probably something to do with her feline pedigree. 

“Is there something you want to tell me, Roma?” Having more history with the medium and her methods, Mag had picked up on some nuance of the situation that had gone right past her sister. 

Roma’s feet, clad in a pair of terry-cloth mules, hovered a few inches off the floor as if the dimension between this world and the next occupied a slightly different plane. “I wasn’t sure, you see. It’s not like I’ve had any personal experience from this side of the veil, and I thought … well, it doesn’t matter what I thought because I was wrong.”

Mag’s patience lasted long enough for Roma to mutter a few more incoherent, half-finished thoughts, and then she turned to the second ghost. “You. What is your name and why are you here?”

He blinked twice and bought some time to think by taking off his glasses and polishing them on his shirt tail. 

“Name’s Harold and she”—he indicated Roma with a bob of his head in her direction—“was helping me figure out why I’m still hanging around when I should be lounging on a cloud. I thought she knew what she was doing, but now she’s stuck here the same as me. Ironic, isn’t it?”



