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​The Ballad Of Fred The Buzzard
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(To the tune of the Beverly Hillbillies theme song)

Come and listen to a story 'bout a bird named Fred,

A poor turkey buzzard with no feathers on his head,

He was out one day doing goddess only knows 

When he met himself some really, really, really bad mojo.

Santeria, that is - voodoo.

Well the next thing they knew Fred was dead and on the porch. 

This was quite a worser curse than e'er they saw before. 

The high priestess said the river is the place he oughta be.

So they loaded up the car and they drove to Menifee. 

County, that is - Red River Gorge.

They grabbed a jar of honey that they added to the rest,

Fred and two pineapples tied up in a yellow dress.

At a crossroads over water they all uttered, “Blessed be.”

Then they tossed the bundle over and it floated out to sea.

Curse broken, my friends - your move, witches.
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​Chapter 1
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Unlikely Alliances

The sun dipped below the horizon, casting a caramel creme brulee glow over the bustling city of Lexington. Ivy Evergreen watched as the last of its rays disappeared, feeling the presence of the night wrap around her like a comforting blanket. She stood rooted in place like one of her beloved trees, her feet firmly planted in the earth, her senses filled with the song of life that pulsed through every living thing around her.

Ivy was a witch, and not just any witch – she was a member of the renowned Evergreen family of witches who had been prominent among the supernatural community in the central Kentucky area for more than a century. But, unlike most of her relatives, Ivy had chosen – out of a sense of rebellion – not to practice magic with her family, but instead to join another coven. The Rising Flame Coven was a group of talented individuals who shared her love for nature and the power it contained. She had been initiated a few years earlier, and it had been a life-changing experience. The knowledge and power she had gained in that time was immense, and it had given her the strength and courage to pursue her dreams and create the life she desired.

Ivy's long, wavy auburn hair danced around her shoulders as a gentle breeze played with the tendrils. Her turquoise green eyes seemed to reflect the very essence of the energy emanating from the earth, giving her an ethereal beauty that could make even the most cynical heart believe in magic. It was said that those green Evergreen eyes could see beyond the veil of the world, allowing her to commune with the spirits of the land and draw from their ancient wisdom.

There was an early spring festival going on at the wooded park, with twinkling lights strung from booth to booth, delicious smelling food in the hands of passers by, and the sound of laughter and chatter all around. All was bright colors, lively music, and cheerful voices.. As Ivy continued to take in the beauty around her, an unexpected peace filled her soul. She felt at one with the land and its life force – something that was both humbling and empowering at the same time. For a moment, she felt like a goddess standing on top of a mountain peak looking down at all that lay before her. In that moment she knew that anything was possible if one only looked within oneself for strength and guidance.

"Hey, Ivy, you've got to check out this new herb I found," said Jada, a fellow coven member, breaking Ivy's concentration as they waved a sprig of something green and fragrant under her nose.

"Later," she replied, pulling away, her gaze distant. "I sense...something coming."

Ivy strode purposefully through the crowded festival, the atmosphere vibrant with laughter and magic. Everywhere she looked there were tents filled with enchanting objects, spell ingredients, and mystical creatures- it was like walking through a living dream. She weaved in-and-out of the bustling street vendors, her senses alive with the sights and sounds of the night.

As she made her way to a nearby clearing, her feet instinctively guided her toward an old willow tree that seemed to be radiating energy from its very core. She paused beneath its branches and closed her eyes, letting its energy fill her body until she could feel her heart pounding in perfect rhythm with its pulse. A deep sense of peace descended upon her as she opened herself up to whatever lay ahead.

Her conscientious nature surfaced as she passed a young boy who had lost his mother in the crowd. But also, Ivy was the sort of person who couldn't easily mind her own business. She was  forever getting involved in other people's lives, stepping in to sort out whatever their problem might be. With a gentle smile, she knelt down to the child's level.

"Hey there, friend," Ivy began, her voice soothing. "Why don't we find your mom together?"

As they navigated the throngs of people, Ivy's curiosity was piqued by the various magical goods on display. She marveled at the intricate handiwork of a beautiful amulet, her fingers tracing its delicate etchings. But her determination to reunite the child with his mother kept her focused, and soon they were successful in their mission.

"Thank you, Ivy," the grateful mother whispered, hugging her son tightly. Ivy just smiled, her need to feel needed satisfied with a job well done.

"Always happy to help," she replied, her eyes already scanning the busy festival for any other souls in need of her attention.

Ivy knew that there was something special about this evening, and she felt a wave of energy course through her body. She looked around the vibrant festival in search of the source, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Just then, a raven cawed from directly behind her. It swooped at her head, plucking at her hair as it flew past.

“Crazy bird!” she muttered under her breath as she watched the black feathered creature strike at the hair of another festival attendee, a woman with short dark brown hair this time. 

That's when Ivy saw her – Delilah Jenkins. A skilled witch from the rival Lunar Light Coven, Delilah was known for her mastery of moon magic. Ivy knew of her by reputation, but they had never crossed paths until now. As their eyes met, Ivy felt a shimmer in the local magic - it was like an invisible thread connecting them across the fair-ground.

Not one to back down from a challenge, Ivy moved toward Delilah with a confident stride. She could feel the intense energy radiating off of the other witch and wondered what would happen if they were to face off against one another. This could be her chance to prove herself and gain some respect amongst her peers.

"Delilah Jenkins," Ivy drawled, raising an eyebrow. "The moon mistress herself. What brings you to this little gathering?"

"Your enchanting company, of course," Delilah replied with a coy grin, her eyes sparkling with amusement. "I simply couldn't resist."

"Right," Ivy said dryly, clearly unimpressed. "Well, as much fun as it is to chat with the competition, I have places to be, people to help."

"Of course," Delilah conceded, stepping aside with a graceful flourish. "Wouldn't want to keep you from your noble pursuits."

"Much appreciated," Ivy retorted, her voice dripping with sarcasm as she brushed past Delilah, her determination driving her forward.

"Until next time, Evergreen," Delilah called after her, the words hanging in the air like a defiant promise.

Ivy wondered what their future encounters might hold. But for now, she pushed the thought aside and focused on the task at hand, her strong will would not be deterred by distractions – even ones as potentially menacing as Delilah Jenkins.

The celebrations had been going on all day and would continue well into the night. But for now, Delilah was content to observe from afar. It wasn't long before she spotted Ivy Evergreen once more. The tenacious young witch seemed determined to help as many people as she could and was quickly becoming one of the most popular figures at the gathering.

"Ivy Evergreen," she murmured to herself as she spotted her counterpart weaving through the crowded meadow. "The compassionate soul with a fire in her heart and the manners of a middle-aged meddling aunt."

"Talking to yourself, Delilah?" Meg, a fellow witch from the Lunar Light Coven teased, sidling up beside her.

"Observing," she corrected, her gaze never leaving Ivy. "Seems our dear friend from Rising Flame could use a lesson in subtlety."

"Or perhaps she could teach you a thing or two about empathy," the other witch countered with a smirk.

"Touché," Delilah conceded, rolling her eyes. But deep down, she admired Ivy's unwavering determination and strong-willed personality, even if they stood on opposite sides of a brewing conflict.

As the festival carried on, Delilah continued to watch Ivy from a distance, noting her interactions with others. Her keen intuition allowed her to read people like an open book, and she quickly deduced that Ivy had a magnetic pull on those around her. She commanded attention with her vibrant energy, something Delilah found both fascinating and disconcerting. It was no wonder the Rising Flame Coven flourished with her as a member.

"Would you care for a dance, Delilah?" a young druid asked, interrupting her thoughts.

"Perhaps later," she replied dismissively, her focus unwavering. "I have more pressing matters to attend to."

"Like spying on the enemy?" he inquired, his tone dripping with sarcasm.

"Hardly spying," Delilah shot back, her voice laced with irritation. "I'm merely observing their techniques. You never know what you might learn."

"Right," the druid drawled, clearly unconvinced. "Well, I'll leave you to your...observations."

"Much appreciated," Delilah replied curtly as she turned her attention back to Ivy.

As the shadows deepened across the enchanted meadow, Delilah knew it was only a matter of time before their paths crossed again. With each step Ivy took toward her, she mentally prepared herself for the next inevitable encounter.

"Delilah Jenkins," Ivy called out, her voice dripping with sarcasm as they finally stood face-to-face. "Moon magic witch extraordinaire and expert eavesdropper."

"Guilty as charged," Delilah admitted with a shrug, her eyes twinkling with amusement. "But I prefer the term 'intuitive observer.'"

"Ah, yes," Ivy retorted, playfully rolling her eyes. "How could I forget?"

"Easy to overlook when you're busy saving kittens from trees and healing broken hearts," Delilah quipped, her grin widening.

"Someone has to," Ivy countered, her tone equally teasing. "Not all of us can spend our days lurking in the shadows."

"True," Delilah conceded. "But some secrets are worth uncovering."

Delilah's enigmatic statement lingered in the air as she stepped away from the oak tree, disappearing into the passing crowd of festival-goers. Ivy stood still, her analytical mind turning over each word to decipher its meaning. She knew Delilah was up to something - but what?

Thoughts raced through Ivy's mind as she weighed her options. Despite their differences, she couldn't deny that Delilah had a spark of something special that set her apart from the other witches; something that made Ivy feel she had to keep an eye out for possible trouble. Should she pursue this mysterious young woman or ignore her altogether?

With a sigh, Ivy decided to take a chance and follow Delilah into the throng of people. She pushed past the revelers, careful not to lose sight of her quarry as she weaved her way forward. Eventually, after what felt like an eternity, Ivy spotted Delilah standing by a small fire near the edge of the clearing. Taking in a deep breath, she approached cautiously, steeling herself for whatever might come next.

"You followed me," Delilah remarked casually when Ivy was within earshot.

"I did," Ivy replied evenly. "I wanted to know what you meant by your statement."

"Ah," Delilah said knowingly with a hint of amusement in her voice. "Then you must understand that some secrets are worth uncovering."

She paused for a moment before continuing in a softer tone, "Just remember that with knowledge comes responsibility – and sometimes great risk."

Ivy nodded slowly as she took in Delilah's words. It was clear there were layers beneath this woman's exterior – layers hidden beneath secrets and guarded by carefully crafted walls – and it was up to Ivy to decide if delving deeper was worth the risk.

The seasons turned, as they always do. Spring turned to summer as the moon waxed and waned, time and again. Yet rumors of an impending witch war persisted, the tension growing until it was palpable in the ethers.

Ivy felt the heavy weight of uncertainty in the air as she walked through the streets of Lexington, Kentucky. It was the summer of 2001 and the city seemed to be holding its breath, an uneasy quiet replacing the usual bustling atmosphere. Everywhere she looked, shadows seemed to be stretching out from old Victorian houses and historic brick buildings in the older parts of downtown.

The summer heat was oppressive and Ivy's thoughts started to wander as she made her way toward  home. What did Delilah mean by her statement? What secrets were worth uncovering? The question had been nagging at Ivy ever since their brief exchange at the festival weeks before.

Ivy shuddered as she felt the weight of the city's possibilities pressing down on her. Every street and corner seemed to be saturated with energy, with potential – fortunes that were about to be irrevocably altered by the witch war brewing between the Rising Flame and Lunar Light Covens.

"Damn it all," Ivy muttered under her breath, her blue-green eyes narrowing as she thought about the impending conflict. It was as if the very foundations of the magical community were beginning to tremble, cracks forming beneath the surface as the two covens prepared to clash. "Why can't we all just agree to disagree?"

"Where would be the fun in that?" A voice chimed in from behind her, causing Ivy to spin around. There, leaning against a lamppost, was Delilah Jenkins, her brown eyes sparkling with amusement. Her short brown hair framed her face, giving her the appearance of a mischievous sprite.

"Delilah, what are you doing here?" Ivy asked, trying to hide her surprise. She had expected many things when she left the safety of her coven's sanctuary that evening, but running into Delilah, of all people, hadn't been one of them.

"Taking an evening stroll, much like yourself," Delilah replied, pushing off the lamppost and sauntering toward Ivy. "Can't a girl enjoy the sights of this charming little city without being interrogated?"

"Under normal circumstances, sure," Ivy responded, crossing her arms over her chest. "But considering the current state of affairs, I'd say it's a bit more than just coincidental. We're not exactly on friendly terms, Delilah."

"Oh, yes," Delilah sighed, feigning disappointment. "The great witch war between our covens. Such a shame, really. Imagine all the magical wonders we could accomplish if we put aside our differences and worked together."

"Exactly!" Ivy exclaimed before she could stop herself. She quickly regained her composure, realizing that she had let Delilah's sarcasm get the better of her. "But until then, we remain adversaries."

"Adversaries with an understanding, perhaps?" Delilah suggested cheekily, raising an eyebrow. "We both know there's more to this war than meets the eye. Maybe we can help each other out."

"Help each other how?" Ivy scoffed, shaking her head. "You're from the Lunar Light Coven, Delilah. You know as well as I do that trust doesn't come easily during tense times like this."

"True," Delilah conceded, her expression softening slightly. "But desperate times call for desperate measures, don't you think?"

"Maybe," Ivy murmured, her thoughts racing. Could she really trust Delilah, or was this just another ploy in their ongoing game of cat and mouse? Only time would tell. But for now, she decided to keep her guard up as they continued walking their separate directions through Lexington’s eerily quiet streets, both witches acutely aware of the distant storm brewing.

Weeks later at the Beltane festival, as the sun dipped low on the horizon, casting a golden glow over the meadow nestled within the hills outside Lexington, the festivities were in full swing. Beltane was the annual celebration meant to welcome the arrival of summer and pay homage to the magical forces at work in nature. Ivy stood on the outskirts of the gathering, observing the revelry with a mix of fascination and wariness.

Witches from various covens mingled effortlessly among one another, laughing and trading stories as they moved between the colorful stalls that dotted the landscape. The air hummed with energy, tangible yet elusive, like a melody just out of reach. It was impossible not to be swept up in the excitement, despite the undercurrent of tension that lurked beneath the surface.

Ivy watched as young witches darted through the crowd, their laughter like bells tinkling in the wind. Their faces painted with vibrant hues, they weaved intricate patterns in the air with their wands, leaving trails of shimmering light like ribbons  in their wake. A troupe of fire dancers spun balls of flame with hypnotic precision, drawing gasps of awe and admiration from onlookers.

As Ivy allowed herself to be carried along by the infectious atmosphere, she noticed the absence of the Lunar Light Coven. She knew it was only a matter of time before their paths crossed – an inevitability, given the simmering conflict between their two covens. And sure enough, as she turned the corner onto a row of food vendors offering tantalizing treats infused with positive vibes, she saw her.

Delilah Jenkins, her short dark hair a stark contrast to the flowing locks of the other witches around her, stood near a booth selling enchanted trinkets. She caught Ivy's eye and gave a knowing smile, her brown eyes glittering with mischief.

"Evergreen," Delilah said coolly as Ivy approached, "enjoying a little well-mannered frivolity?"

"Jenkins," Ivy replied, maintaining her composure. "It seems like you're having a delightful time perusing the wares."

"Indeed," Delilah drawled, picking up a small charm in the shape of a crescent moon. "I'm always on the lookout for interesting artifacts."

"Your coven has always had a penchant for collecting trinkets," Ivy commented, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

"Better than hoarding secrets, don't you think?" Delilah shot back, a sly grin playing at the corner of her mouth.

Ivy clenched her fists, resisting the urge to retort. She knew that engaging in a verbal sparring match with Delilah would only lead to more tension between their covens. Instead, she forced a smile and nodded toward the ongoing festivities.

"Enjoy the rest of the festival, Delilah."

"You too, darling," Delilah replied, her eyes never leaving Ivy's as she handed over money to the vendor and pocketed the crescent moon charm.

As the two witches parted ways, each returned to their respective activities, acutely aware of the other's presence and what it meant for the delicate balance of power in Lexington. And as the Beltane festival continued to unfold beneath the light of the auspicious moon, both Ivy and Delilah knew that the witch war was brewing like a cauldron about to bubble over – and there could be no guarantees when it came to alliances or allegiances.

The sky was a tapestry of stars and the air was thick with magic. Ivy watched as people danced around the bonfire in the warm darkness, their laughter and joy creating a symphony that filled the air. She smiled, despite the uneasy encounter with Delilah earlier in the evening.

"Are you dancing around the bonfire tonight?" Delilah's voice came from behind her, startling Ivy out of her reverie.

Ivy turned to face her, arching an eyebrow in surprise. "You've never struck me as the dancing type."

"There's a lot you don't know about me," Delilah replied playfully, extending her hand toward the huge fire at the bottom of the hill. "Shall we?"

"Sure, why not."

Ivy followed Delilah's lead as they joined the swirling throng of dancers around the huge roaring fire. Their movements were fluid yet chaotic, betraying no hint of the tension simmering beneath the surface.

The music was hypnotic and Ivy felt her muscles beginning to relax as she let herself get lost in the moment. She had almost forgotten about their uneasy interaction when Delilah's voice cut through the sound of drums and flutes.

The music changed tempo and a fiddler joined in the tune. Ivy felt herself being pulled into an ever faster circle dance as they moved around the bonfire in tandem. Suddenly, it felt like all of their differences had melted away in the heat and light of Beltane Eve – and for one brief moment there was nothing but peace between all of them.

When the song ended and the dancers stepped apart, Ivy and Delilah continued to look at each other in tense, suspicious silence for what seemed like an eternity before Delilah finally broke her stare.

"Your coven has quite the knack for throwing a good party," Delilah remarked, her eyes darting over the crowd, sparkling with mischief.

"Thank you," Ivy responded dryly. "We do our best."

"Of course, it's always easier when everything's handed to you on a silver platter," Delilah said with a smirk.

"Like your coven's mastery of moon magic?" Ivy shot back, her turquoise eyes flashing with annoyance.

"Exactly," Delilah replied, unfazed by Ivy's retort.

Just then, a loud crack echoed through the field, followed by a high-pitched scream. The revelers froze mid-step, turning their gazes toward the source of the commotion. A young witch from the Rising Flame Coven had accidentally set fire to a nearby tablecloth, and the flames rapidly spreading to engulf the table and its contents.

"Idiot!" A member of the Lunar Light Coven spat, her expression a mix of disdain and worry.

"Watch your tongue," an older witch from the Rising Flame Coven warned, her voice icy and stern. "Accidents happen."

"Perhaps if you taught your coven members better control, they wouldn't," the Lunar Light witch sneered.

"Enough!" Ivy shouted, stepping forward and raising her hands. The flames licked at her fingers, responding to her command as she extinguished them with ease. She turned to face the rival witches, fixing them with a steely glare. "We're all here to celebrate Beltane, not to bicker like nanny goats."

"Well said," Delilah chimed in, placing a hand on Ivy's shoulder. "Let's put this petty squabble behind us and enjoy the festivities."

Ivy felt a flicker of gratitude toward Delilah for her support. As the tension dissipated and the partiers returned to their dancing, she found herself wondering if there might be more to Delilah than she had initially thought.

"Thank you," she whispered, meeting Delilah's gaze for a moment before looking away.

"Of course," Delilah replied, her brown eyes softening ever so slightly. "After all, we're all witches here."

Despite the earlier tension, the Beltane festivities continued well into the night. Ivy and Delilah found themselves in each other's company more often than not, their conversations a careful duel of sarcasm and wit as they navigated the unspoken rivalry between them.

As the night went on, their banter softened, and Ivy found herself sharing more with Delilah than she had intended. They spoke of their covens, the weight of responsibility they both carried, and the fear that lingered at the edges of their thoughts.

"Sometimes I wonder," Ivy confessed, staring into the bonfire, "if a witch war is ever worth it. All this fighting over power, control... It feels like we're losing sight of what truly matters."

"An astute observation, Evergreen," Delilah replied softly, her gaze distant. "And one I've considered myself."

"Really?" Ivy asked, surprised by Delilah's candor.

"Really," Delilah confirmed, her voice barely audible over the crackling of the fire. "But it's not a sentiment I could ever admit to my coven."

"Nor I to mine," Ivy agreed, her heart heavy with the burden of their shared secret.

Ivy and Delilah stood in awkward silence for a moment, neither willing to be the first to break away. The air between them was thick with unsaid words, until finally Ivy stepped forward and cleared her throat.

"We should go," she said softly, glancing at the sky. It was nearly dawn, and both their covens would be expecting them.

"Yes," Delilah replied, her voice barely audible over the crackling of the dying bonfire. "Perhaps this isn't the end... Until we meet again, Evergreen," Delilah said, her voice tinged with genuine warmth. 

"Indeed," Ivy replied. "May your path be illuminated by the moon's light, Jenkins."

"And may yours be warmed by the sun's rays," Delilah responded, giving Ivy a brief smile before slipping away into the shadows.

Ivy nodded in agreement, a small smile on her face as she turned away from Delilah and began walking back toward her coven's camp. As she made her way through the fading Beltane festivities, she felt like something had shifted between them during their conversation – something that had been simmering beneath the surface all night. If circumstances had been different, could they have become friends?

As Delilah watched her go, she wondered what the future held for them. Would they be allies, or enemies? And could their newfound connection be enough to change the course of the witch war?

Only time would tell.

When Ivy reached her tent, she paused for a moment to catch her breath before slipping inside and changing out of her fire dancing skirt. As Ivy drifted off to sleep, she thought back to what Delilah had said before they parted ways: "Perhaps this isn't the end..."

The next morning, as Ivy walked through the bustling crowd, the smell of frying bacon and sweet pastries tantalized her nose. Laughter and conversation filled the air, punctuated by the occasional explosion of magic – a small firework here, a burst of color there. It was hard not to get caught up in the excitement and joy of the festival, despite the tension that lurked beneath the surface.

"Evergreen!" someone called out, and Ivy turned to see Jada, her red hair a fiery beacon in the crowd. "Finally, I found you! You've got to come try this cider – it's bewitched to taste like whatever fruit you're thinking of!"

"Really?" Ivy raised an eyebrow, amused. "Alright, lead the way."

As they sipped their magically enhanced cider – blueberry, traditional for Beltane – they watched a group of witches engaged in what looked like a tai chi classon energy manipulation, their movements leaving trails of sparkling light in their wake. Ivy smiled, even as her thoughts wandered to the rivalry between the Rising Flame and Lunar Light Covens.

"Is it always like this?" she asked Jada, nodding toward the morning meditators.

"Only when we let ourselves forget the war," Jada replied, a hint of sadness in her voice. "Sometimes, it's nice to pretend for a little while."

Ivy nodded silently, understanding the sentiment all too well. It was easy to get lost in the enchantment of the festival, to believe that the world outside didn't exist – and that the witch war wasn't tearing their community apart.

"Speaking of the war," Jada said, lowering her voice, "have you heard anything new?"

"Nothing concrete," Ivy admitted, her verdant turquoise eyes scanning the crowd for any signs of trouble. "But I've got a feeling that something big is coming. We need to be prepared."

"I concur," Jada nodded, her amber eyes hardening with suspicion. "We'll stand strong, no matter what comes our way."

As the afternoon languidly crept into evening, the festival's energy only seemed to grow stronger, the air thick with magic and possibility. Yet even amidst the joy and celebration, Ivy couldn't shake the sense of foreboding that clung to her like a shadow, whispering of the challenges and heartache that lay ahead.

Time would reveal the true cost of the witch war, and whether the fragile bonds forged at this Beltane festival could withstand the storm to come. For now, though, Ivy allowed herself to get lost in the moment, embracing the warmth and camaraderie as a balm for her troubled soul.
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Ambition

The air was thick with the heady scent of wildflowers and wood smoke as Ivy Evergreen strolled through the field, her footsteps swathed in lush grass that seemed to shimmer in the twilight. The Beltane festival had always been her favorite time of year, a celebration of life and rebirth where magic flowed freely like honey from a comb—sticky and sweet, impossible not to indulge in.

A cacophony of laughter and music filled the air, carried on the wings of fireflies that flitted about, their tiny lights winking in the fading light. Witches and pagans danced around the bonfire, their hair adorned with flowers and faces painted with the vibrant colors of nature, reflecting the essence of the season. Ivy's eyes sparkled as she took in the festivities, her heart swelling with joy and the hope for a prosperous summer to come.

"Ah, Ivy Evergreen! Just the witch I was hoping to find," purred a silky voice, cutting through the merriment like a blade. Ivy turned, her gaze locking onto the figure that approached her with the grace of a prowling cat. Lady Astra, leader of the Rising Flame Coven, was an imposing sight, her long silver hair cascading down her back like a waterfall of moonlight, her steely gray eyes piercing the gathering shadows. Astra insisted on using the title Lady which she told everyone came from traditional Wicca, showing respect to a high priestess. 

Ivy felt a shiver run down her spine at the sight of her, a mixture of awe and unease. Astra was a force to be reckoned with, and Ivy knew better than to underestimate the power she wielded, even in the most casual of social settings.

"Good evening, Lady Astra," Ivy replied, her words laced with an underlying current of caution. "To what do I owe the pleasure of your company?"

"Always so suspicious, dear Ivy," Astra tsked, her lips curling into a sly smile. "Can't a fellow witch simply engage in conversation without ulterior motives?"

"Forgive me," Ivy said with a mock curtsey, "but I've found that when it comes to you, Lady Astra, there's always more than meets the eye."

"Very perceptive," Astra conceded, her gaze narrowing as she observed the far away bonfire's flames dancing like wild spirits in the night. "I've come to discuss something of great importance—the impending race to become the Witch Queen of Central Kentucky."
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