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MURDER ABOVE THE FOLD




ReGina Welling and Erin Lynn




Book 1








CHAPTER ONE










“I like them. They add a little class to the joint.” Margaret Balefire stretched herself into as menacing a posture as she could manage, narrowed her eyes and glared at her sister, Clara. She waggled a finger, and a set of tatted lace doilies magically appeared on the shelf. 

Not intimidated in the least, Clara retaliated with a haughty lifting of her chin. “They’re old-fashioned and not in a good, antique-y way.” 

She swiped her hand through the air, clearing the offending bits of material for the third time, then continued lining the oak bookcase with sparkling bottles and jars. Each sported the store’s distinctive label—the store name, Balms and Bygones emblazoned in silver and green across a complicated Celtic symbol stood out nicely against a creamy background. 

“You can arrange the antiques any way you like them, but the personal care products are my domain,” Clara said, placing each jar just so. “Besides, I chose the jewel tones of these glass bottles because I knew they’d look great on the antique shelving. I’m not displaying my products on the next best thing to a pair of granny panties.”

If Margaret—Mag to her friends—had her way, everything in the shop would be covered in Victorian lace or dripping with tassels and frills. Her decorating tastes ran completely counter to the staunch exterior she presented to the world and hinted at gentler emotions lurking beneath the prickly shell. 

“Some people have no sense of style.” Mag wrinkled her nose, waggled her hips, and flashed a rude hand gesture behind Clara’s back. Hair aged to a dandelion-fuzz-like texture floated in the breeze created by the motion. 

“I saw that,” Clara said. “Mature, Margaret, real mature.” Resisting the temptation to return the gesture took every ounce of her self-control. Instead, she swiveled a jar of face cream so the label faced front, and the ruby-colored glass picked up a shine from a strategically placed spotlight. After a moment’s thought, she added a bar of soap in the same scent. 

Heart, soul, and a dollop of true magic went into every drop of her ever-growing product line. 

“You want to flaunt your wares on naked shelves, that's your business. Now, If you’re done communing with the display, we should get moving before we miss our appointment at the newspaper office. You have the photos, right?” Despite the tart delivery and emphasis on the words communing with the display, there was no real heat behind Mag’s comment. 

“I’ve got everything right here.” Clara brandished her cell phone.

“Should have known. That thing is practically melded to your hand these days. What self-respecting witch takes selfies, I ask you?” 

“It’s a handy organizational tool. You should get one.” Like that would ever happen. “And it takes fantastic photos.” To illustrate, Clara snapped one of the look on Mag’s face, and flipped the phone around so Mag could see the sneer of disdain. “My new screensaver.” 

Opening a shop together hadn’t been the main reason the sister witches moved to the hamlet of Harmony, but the joint venture was turning out to be more interesting than either of them expected, and not only because it gave them a chance to spend time together after too many years apart.

The soft opening, about a month before, had drawn in curious customers from miles away. Artful window displays piqued interest and once inside, Clara’s open smile and friendly ways combined with Mag’s fabulous stash of antiques put people in the buying mood. 

“Stop being grouchy,” Clara breezed past her sister, “and I’ll get you an ice cream cone on the way back. Dairyland opened today.” 

Mag scowled. “I’m not a ten-year-old, you know,” she said, then sniffed and added, “You think they have butter pecan?”

Smiling and shaking her head, Clara flipped the sign to closed and locked the door behind them.

Postcard-pretty, the town of Harmony hugged the southern bank of Big Spurwink River and, Mag insisted, possessed a seedy underbelly. But then, she harbored a bone-deep suspicion of almost everyone and everything, so her opinion was best taken with a grain of salt. Or a shaker full. 

Summer leaves would soon hide all except for the barest glimpse of the river, but that day, a stand of white birch trees perfectly framed Clara’s view of the rock-strewn banks. 

Balms and Bygones was situated on Mystic Street, which meandered along Big Spurwink’s banks before ending abruptly in a parking lot at the edge of the town square. Positioned in a place of honor at the far end of a grassy quad, Harmony’s municipal office was the oldest standing structure in town. 

C-shaped, the town-hall courtyard backed the second oldest structure in Harmony. The clock tower speared skyward and, especially during the summer months, tempted tourists off the main road for a prime photo opportunity.

On either side of the square, a bank of buildings housed shops, eateries, and offices. Today, Mag and Clara approached a brick structure with picture pane windows on the town’s westerly edge—the one separated by the river by only a small, rear parking area and a steep embankment.

“Sorry, we’re a couple of minutes late,” Clara said to the harried-looking brunette who stepped up behind the tall counter spanning the front of the narrow space. “We had an appointment to discuss putting an ad in the paper.” 

“No worries,” the woman said. “I'm Marsha Hutchins. You probably spoke to Leanne on the phone.” The way her voice lifted made the statement sound like a question. “She usually handles setting up new ad accounts.” 

“We did. Is Leanne here? It looks like you have your hands full.” Clara nodded toward a long table strewn with photographs, a few of which were arranged in a grid pattern. 

“Leanne left to run an errand.” Marsha frowned at her watch and tucked a stray strand of hair behind one ear. “She should have been back by now. Anyway, what can I do for you?” 

“I’m Clara Balefire, and this is my mother, Margaret.” The lie tripped easily off her tongue, having repeated it in practice about a hundred times. Clara expected she’d slip up eventually, but given the assumed difference in age based on Mag’s outward appearance, no sane person would buy the story of the two being sisters. 

The blood-born power of magic slows the aging process and adds centuries to the lifespan of a natural witch unless she’s the victim of a curse or magical disaster. Mag knew all about the kind of accident that could add years to a witch’s face, but she didn’t like to talk about her past much. 

“We’ve recently opened a shop over on Mystic Street. You might have heard about us.” 

Gossip travels fast in small towns and any newspaper woman worth her salt would already know when a new business opened up. Marsha didn’t disappoint. 

“Oh, yes. Balms and Bygones. Antiques and personal care products. Whatever made you decide on that combination?” A smile made the question seem less like prying and more like friendly interest.

“Playing to our strengths and interests, you could say.” While Clara chatted pleasantly, Mag listened without seeming overly interested. She liked to get a feel for people through shrewd observation rather than taking anyone at face value.

Marsha's eyes glinted with more than casual interest when she said, "I never thought I'd see the day when Hagatha Crow would sell her place. She’s a character. The kind people talk about but no one seems to know her.”

Most of the reason the Balefire sisters ended up in Harmony had to do with Hagatha and her inability or unwillingness to keep the existence of magic to herself. 

The line, as far as Mag was concerned, between fishing for info and exchanging gossip was as fine as a strand of spider-web and nearly as sticky. Clara barely had to dodge a single question because Marsha stayed clear of both while still showing genuine interest. Her indulgent smile when she mentioned Hagatha's name went a long way toward earning Mag's respect. 

Her dress got the elder witch’s stamp of approval, too, since there was a tiny hint of lace peeking out around the neckline of the muted paisley print, and if there was one thing Mag loved, it was lace. On shelves, on tables, on other people—just not on herself.

Had they been shopping together, Clara would have been drawn to the garment based on style. She appreciated the way the cut of it hugged Marsha’s curves while remaining work-appropriate.

As soon as talk turned back to business, Mag tuned out. 

“Leanne mentioned we could do a half-page spread as an introductory piece, and then she wanted to talk about an ongoing placement where we could feature new items each week. In color.” Clara whipped out her cell phone, pulled up the email with the quote, and once she'd shown it to Marsha, started leafing through images.

“This is perfect timing since I’m working on the layout for a commemorative…” Before Marsha could finish, the sound of a slamming door and male voices issued from the rear of the building and interrupted her. 

“Go left. No, your other left,” said a gruff voice Clara recognized as Perry Weatherall’s. Perry, though no witch himself, had ties to the organization that camouflaged the local coven. 

“Dude, it’s heavy. Where does she want it? Marsha, come here!” 

Marsha huffed out a breath. “Excuse me, ladies, won’t you? I’m sorry about this, I feel like a duck paddling backward today.” Leaving that odd mental image, and tossing a second sorry over her shoulder, Marsha hurried toward the commotion in the back room. “In that corner. Watch out for…” Banging noises and grunts preceded a conversation about whether an industrial-sized printer would fit through the door. 

Several minutes later, which Mag and Clara spent eavesdropping shamelessly, the back door slammed shut behind Perry, and Marsha popped back into view just ahead of a younger man who was wiping sweat on the sleeve of his Oxford shirt. Everything about him could best be described as average—height, weight, even the color of his hair landed in a nondescript shade between blond and brown. If not for the fact he was wearing neon-yellow cross trainers below the khaki pants, Mag might have thought him completely devoid of personality.

When he noticed the newcomers, he stepped up to the counter, aimed a gleaming smile toward the sisters, and whipped a card out of his pocket.

 “I don’t believe we’ve met. The name’s Bryer Mack, and you’d be the ladies who bought Hagatha Crow’s place. Good bones, that one. They don’t build them like that anymore, you know. Foundation needed work, but I’m sure your agent gave you the proper disclosures.” 

He might as well have made air-quotes around the word agent, and when his business card landed on the counter, Clara understood why. Mack owned a real estate office, a rival to the witch-owned agency they’d used. 

His smile, though artificially whitened a shade too bright, seemed genuine. “Anyway, welcome to Harmony.” His gaze roved over Clara’s curves with interest. 

She needed no magic to draw a man’s attention; the curvy body, emerald eyes over rose-petal lips, and a lush cascade of chestnut hair were enough. The spitting image of their mother, Clara took after the Balefire side of the family while Mag carried the long and lean look of her father. A rangy man without an ounce of spare flesh over a runner's frame, ginger hair, and pale skin that freckled in the sun. 

 “Now, what was I doing?” Marsha shook her head to clear away the cobwebs. “Sorry. What I started to explain before the guys showed up is that I’m putting together the layout for a special edition of the paper. You’re aware we’re commemorating our town bicentennial this week, I assume.” She waited for Clara’s nod before continuing. “Your timing couldn’t be better. Since I’m already late getting this to the printer, there’s time to add your business as a sponsor if you’re interested.”

“Aren't there computer programs for that type of thing.” Clara indicated the table covered with images. “Digital seems to have taken over the world.” Mag’s snort went ignored. 

“Call me old-fashioned, but I like to do the front page layouts of all our special editions by hand.” This from a woman who looked barely old enough to remember the days when papers were printed on presses. “The way my grandfather taught me.”

“To hear her tell it, ink runs in her family’s veins instead of blood.” Bryer skirted the table without looking at its contents and made his way to the far corner where a mini-fridge and coffeemaker sat on a 1950s-era sideboard with an aqua- and- black laminated top and frosted glass doors. Mag eyed the piece with disdain. Too modern for her tastes even if there was money to be made from vintage furniture. 

As though he’d performed the task a hundred times before, Bryer poured himself a cup of coffee, toasted Marsha with it, and delivered his parting shot, “There are half a dozen celebrations in this town every year, and they all get the special-edition treatment. Seems like you’d have a template ready, I mean, how different can it be? Besides, no one is even going to bother looking at the same old pictures of the same old clock tower. Might be time to think up a new angle.” 

 Marsha ignored the mild criticism, but not the insistent series of bing-bong sounds coming from the sleek laptop sitting in the corner of her layout table. 

She shot a half-smile at the sisters. “If you’ll excuse me for one moment.” She muttered something impatient and mildly unflattering about Leanne’s lack of punctuality as she hit a key to bring up her email. 

“Tell her I’ll be back with the proper cables in a few minutes, won’t you?” Bryer flashed a smile toward Clara and Mag, then turned to leave the way he’d come in—through the back of the office. He cast an idle glance at the contents of the table as he passed by, paused to look back at Marsha, then strode out of the room.

“Can’t anyone hit a deadline this week?” Marsha’s fingers danced across the keyboard in rapid-fire movements for a minute, and then she flipped the screen down and returned her gaze to the sisters. “I really am sorry for being so distracted.” 

Marsha pulled out a form and laid it on the counter with a pen. “Here’s what I can do. We’ll bump you up to a sponsor level, give you a quarter-page ad. I know that’s smaller than what Leanne quoted, but we’ll move you up to page three, so it’s big and bold, and right there when people open up the paper. We’re expecting an exceptional turnout—at least triple our normal readership, so you’ll receive plenty of exposure.”

Ever the pragmatist, Mag cut right to the chase, “How much?” 

Marsha named a price and went into a spiel about the forms of accepted payment.

Reasonable, Clara thought. She reached into her Hermione’s purse of a pocket, fished around between the potion bottles and a spare scarf for windy days until her fingers closed on a wad of crumpled-up cash. The sight of Clara smoothing the bills against the edge of the counter to get the wrinkles out brought a hint of a twitch to the corner of Marsha’s mouth. 

“Thank you for your business,” she said, taking the money. “And if you’re willing, I’d love to send one of my feature writers around for an interview that would run the next week as a follow-up piece. A mother and daughter moving to a new town and opening a business together would make a great human-interest piece. I don’t suppose either of you has a checkered past to spice things up?”

Just for fun, Clara told part of the truth. “My mother,” she cocked a thumb at Mag, “used to kill rogue hellbeasts and I spent the last twenty-five years in a stone prison for a crime I didn’t commit.” The utter dryness of her tone pulled a trill of laughter out of Marsha and even tweaked a grudging smile from Mag. 

“Now, Clara,” Mag scolded, “you know that’s not completely accurate. Hellbeasts are an entirely different species.”

“What wonderful senses of humor. You’ll want to hang onto them when tourist season gets into full swing.” Turning back toward her layout, Marsha missed Mag’s suppressed snort and Clara’s waggling eyebrows. 

“Anyway,” Marsha continued, motioning for them to follow her. “I'm really excited about the special edition this year because we’re celebrating two important anniversaries. Why don’t you come take a look?” She flipped one hinged end of the counter up to let Mag and Clara pass through to the area behind the scenes. 

Despite appearing a jumbled mess, there was a sense of order to the table holding Marsha’s proposed layout. Two photos of the clock tower lay side by side in the spot Clara assumed would make up the main body of the front page and looked like one of those puzzles where players are invited to find the differences. Not that it would be difficult in that case. 

Marsha tapped first one picture, then the other. “These were taken ten years ago. Before and after the restoration was completed.”

In the first photo, the clock had lost its minute hand and several of the numbers. Peeling paint and sections of battered trim marred the wooden structure, and the peaked roof badly needed new shingles.

In contrast, the second image featured gaily colored banners festooned across pristine white paint below the fully restored clock Clara had admired earlier in the day. More banners decorated the town square, which was filled with people in the midst of a celebration.

Underlining the before-and-after shots, another series of images tracked the progress of the renovation.

“But, anyway,” Marsha said, “part of the reason I’m so excited is that these photos were taken with an old pocket-sized camera that was past its prime long before the digital age, and the negatives were so small, every effort to blow them up turned out incredibly grainy. I found a company that specializes in digitally re-mastering old film and had a new set made. As you can see, they did a spectacular job.” The pair of prints looked like day and night.

“Nice work on the clock. Must have taken months to repair.” Appreciative of older things, Mag found the restoration process heartening. She might have asked a question or two, but Marsha never gave her a chance. She pointed to the man with the tools, deepened her voice to a reverent tone, and said, Aldo Von Gunten, a name that meant absolutely nothing to the Balefire sisters. 

“You’ve never heard of him?” She asked when neither oohs nor ahs were forthcoming. 

“Can’t say it rings a bell,” Clara replied.

“He’s a local man who’s quite famous all over the world for his work with historical timepieces. I was sure he’d move away after what happened to his daughter. Absolutely tragic, the way she…” she pressed her lips tightly closed and allowed her words to trail off when Bryer Mack opened the front door, then stepped aside to hold it for a slip of a woman who zipped under his arm like an apologetic whirlwind.

“I’m sorry,” she said before she was even all the way inside. “So sorry. I’m a complete idiot, and you should fire me on the spot. I set up an appointment with those two women who—” Bright blue eyes magnified by an enormous pair of glasses turned toward Mag and Clara. “Are already here,” she finished, sighing. 

The new arrival scurried through the office, depositing a large purse and two reams of paper on the single, clutter-free island in the whole space—a desk across from the layout table. 

Marsha blew out a breath. “Please tell me you at least got a check from Mrs. Mathers for your efforts. Wasn’t that meeting set for 11:30? It’s nearly two in the afternoon now.” 

If she had any qualms about discussing Leanne’s lackadaisical attitude toward work in front of complete strangers, they were buried deep beneath a mound of irritation.

“Yes, of course, I got the check, and then I stopped by the office supply place.” Leanne’s cheeks pinked, and her voice faltered when she added, “and misplaced my glasses. It took forever to find them.”

Mag raised an eyebrow. Anyone sporting lenses that thick ought to figure they’d need to be wearing glasses if they planned on finding anything. A circular problem if ever there was one. 

“You really should consider wearing your contacts more often.” Marsha looked like she wanted to say more, but didn’t get the chance when the desk phone shrieked to life. Waving Leanne off when she reached for it, she said, “I’ll get it. Take a look at the layout, I think it’s ready to go.”

“And that’s my cue to fire up the printer,” Bryer and Leanne moved in the same direction at the same time and nearly collided. When he placed a steadying hand on her shoulder, one of the restored photos caught his eye, and he picked it up so quickly it created a breeze that blew two others out of place. 

On a sigh, Marsha picked up the phone. “Harmony Holler.”

A loud, angry chatter streamed from the handset. Someone wasn’t happy about something; that was for sure. Shrill tones rendered the words unintelligible, but the sentiment came through in spades.

 The final words were clear, though. “You’re gonna pay for this, you just wait and see!” Before Marsha had a chance to say another word, the line disconnected and she gently placed the handset back in its cradle.

The smile she turned toward the Balefire sisters gave no hint of her response to whatever threats and accusations she’d just heard. Gently, she ushered them back through the folding counter and toward the door.

“You ladies are all set. It was very nice to meet you, and I’ll be in touch about that human interest piece.” Her tone was filled with sincerity even though it was obvious she wanted to get on with whatever was next on her agenda. 

As they exited, she heard Marsha say to Leanne, “Better call Dylan and tell him you’re going to be working late.” 

“Speaking of—we should probably head back to the shop.” Out of the corner of her eye, Clara watched Mag bristle. “After we stop for ice cream.” She threaded an arm through her sister’s and turned toward Dairyland and the promise of buttery-sweet, pecan-filled goodness. 

Armed with new knowledge, Clara appraised the clock tower. Ten years on, the paint could use a touch-up here and there, but the permanence of the symbol meant something to this town. She could see that, and felt good about making a life here among good people who would put so much care into making Harmony a better place to live. 

Concentrating on that thought, Clara stepped off the curb and if Mag hadn’t yanked her back at the last second, would have become another statistic. The breeze stirred by the passing motorcycle tossed her hair in her eyes, but not before she got a good look at the license plate. BRYGUY.

“Watch where you’re going you jerk.” Waving a gnarled fist in the air, Mag yelled at the retreating figure she recognized partly because it made sense given the vanity plate, but mostly when the neon flash of his footwear gave him away.

“That was close. Next time I see that Bryer Mack, he’s getting a piece of my mind for speeding in town. Kid’s bike, though. ‘77 Kawasaki KZ1000. Kind of machine a teenager might spend his summer income to buy. Still, any bike is better than none. I miss the feel of the wind in my hair.” Mag’s voice turned wistful even as she shocked her sister with the revelation and sparked a mental image Clara knew she might never unsee.








CHAPTER TWO










“You’re late.” Wearing a Santa Claus apron over a red, fur-trimmed dress and green-and-white-striped tights, Gertrude Granger bustled up as though she’d been hiding and watching for her impending guests to make their entrance. “Come with me.” Smelling of cinnamon and vanilla, the wannabe elf dragged the Balefire sisters into the kitchen, where she whipped a batch of snowflake-shaped cookies out of the oven.

“We’re late? Doesn’t she know Christmas was months ago?” Mag hissed in Clara’s ear.

“Shh. You’ll hurt her feelings.” 

Whether she heard the whispered conversation or not, Gertrude never let on. Instead, she plied the sisters with peppermint cocoa, then hustled off to retrieve the table-top-sized antique sleigh she’d asked Mag to assess for value and sell on consignment at Balms and Bygones.

The thing was so ancient, Mag wouldn’t have been surprised if it carried the maker’s mark of old St. Nick himself. Since he’d given over to mass-produced goods, it was getting harder and harder to find an original Kringle. 

“Figured you’d want to know Hagatha showed up here half an hour ago. I think she’s up to something.” Gertrude sat the piece down so the sisters could examine it closer.  

I think she’s up to something—a phrase the Balefire sisters had come to dread and the one most often uttered when Hagatha Crow’s name came up in conversation. 

“What is it this time?” No answer could shock Clara since Hagatha was capable of just about anything. “Levitating fire trucks? Enchanted candy? Flying, tutu-wearing pigs? Not that I don’t enjoy crafting a good pig poop-banishing spell, but once was enough to last me a lifetime.” And those were just the highlights.

“Funny how we were the only witches in a three-town radius with nothing better to do that day. Quite the coincidence,” Mag pointed out. She suspected the witches of the coven were a little too happy to turn the Hagatha problem over to its two newest members and leave them on their own to deal with the fallout. Not what she’d signed on for when certain members had come begging the Balefire sisters to join their coven. Mag had been under the impression the group was looking for new leadership, not glorified babysitters for an old witch with too much power and no filter.

Gertrude feigned innocence. “Well, she’s got a bee in her bonnet, and she’s acting squirrely. More than usual.” And that was saying something.

“Shocking. The woman wears a beehive for a hat on all the days that end with a Y and doesn’t bother to hide her nuts for the winter. What is it this time? Is she planning on hexing the channel five meteorologists for predicting rain again?” Mag asked.

“No,” Gertrude tapped her fingertips on the table as if talking about Hagatha made her nervous, “I don’t think she’d try again after what happened the last time. She wanted me to go on the Internet and scour all the auction sites for as much ulexite as I could find. Ulexite, of all things!”

“Television stone,” Mag told Clara. She had a catalog of useful information in her head. “When sliced crosswise and polished, it has fiber optic properties. In magic, it’s used for displaying images. Not a stone often called for in general casting, but useful for projecting during divination. Wonder what she plans to do with large quantities of it.”

“No idea.” Gertrude lowered her voice, a sure sign she was about to impart some juicy gossip. “But that’s not the only thing I’ve heard. Penelope told me Perry Weatherall came to the center this morning, and he and Hagatha had a huge fight over who gets to use the folding tables. Perry says the Badgers need them for the auction and, of course, Hagatha insisted we had dibs on them for the tag sale. Things turned heated, she threw out a few threats, and he laughed at her.” She raised her brows and took a sip of her cocoa. “As you can imagine, it did not go well. If he comes down with some strange illness, you’ll know who was behind it.”

Under the magnifying lens of small-town living, seemingly trivial events sometimes held more significance than an outsider might guess. That was a lesson Clara remembered from the days before the city of Port Harbor swelled and invaded the little hamlet where she was raised. It was funny, she thought, how living among more people allowed for an increased sense of privacy when it seemed just the opposite should hold true. 

In an effort to hide a bevy of witches in plain sight, Hagatha rallied them up and formed the Moonstone Circle, an organization that served a combination of civic and social functions while providing a safe space for the coven to meet on the sly. 

Scandalized by the idea of a ladies-only club, Pastor Evaniah Johnson prevailed upon some of the members of his flock and once the Brotherhood of Badgers was born, relegated the Moonstones to the status of a ladies’ auxiliary group. 

Alas, shortly after his tireless efforts to push through the inception of the Badgers and usurp the Moonstones, Evaniah suffered a horrifying affliction. Much to his astonishment, his dangly bits petrified and fell off.

The damage was done, the rivalry cemented, but all the coven would agree it had been a genius plan that allowed them to fly under the radar—literally—until their fearless leader decided she was tired of living in secrecy and wanted to let her witchlight shine for all the world to see. 

“If Hagatha ever figures out the coven brought you here to keep her under wraps, she’s going to wreak havoc on us all. I swear it’s enough to make me want to take up day drinking.”

 Pfft, Mag thought to herself, as if there aren’t already two fingers of Bailey’s in that cup of cocoa. 

“What’s wrong with that niece of hers?” Mag said out loud. “Isn’t she supposed to keep tabs on old Haggie?”

“Between you and me, that girl is about half a string short of a set of Christmas lights.” Even in metaphoric speech, Gertrude’s mind ran on a single track. 

Mag quoted Gertrude an estimate for the sleigh and dragged Clara out of there, leaving the overgrown elf to decide if she could part with the beloved trinket. They made it just past Gertrude’s candy-cane-lined front walkway before she burst into a diatribe. 

“As if a thousand-year-old high priestess like Hagatha thinks the Balefire witches moved to town for the sole purpose of peddling antiques and lotions.” Mag hmphed. “And goddess love her, but doesn’t Gertrude know the holiday season ended months ago? I didn’t realize her obsession with Christmas lasted the whole bloody year.”

“I’m guessing her recent encounter with Wizard Claus himself has burgeoned her holiday spirit. When summer rolls around, and it’s hotter than the blazes, you’ll be singing a different tune while you’re enjoying snow cones and ice skating at her Christmas-in-July party.”

Mag gave her a questioning look. 

“Oh, yes, she told me all about it when you disappeared into the bathroom.” Clara made air quotes, knowing full well her sister had merely used the calling of nature as an excuse to snoop around Gertrude’s second floor. “Penelope Starr agreed to conjure a miniature snow squall in Gertrude’s backyard for the occasion.”

“Penelope Starr,” Mag growled. As much as she hated to admit it, Penelope’s conjuration abilities were a tad more developed than her own. Even more galling since there was little doubt the ladder-climbing witch had manipulated her way into taking over the duties of High Priestess while Hagatha was technically still on the job. Worse, she expected the Balefire sisters to do her dirty work and keep the old witch in line. 

“Tell me,” Clara said, leaning toward her a little, “because I’m dying to know—what’s her bedroom like?”

Mag declined to gossip, but she did whistle a popular holiday tune all the way home.

“Say you love me.” Clara’s familiar, Pyewacket, sing-songed the minute her witch companion stepped over the threshold. Able to shift from cat to human form at will, familiars carried their own brand of magic. Normally, Pye and Jinx served more functions than the ones to which they were being put since moving to a town where hiding one’s witchlight was expected. A rule that affected both witches and their lifelong companions.

“I sold that hideously overwrought silver tea service for a tidy profit right after you left, which means you can’t even get mad at me for letting Hagatha pinch a few fennel fronds out of the greenhouse.”

“Says who?” Mag sputtered. “You know the drill when it comes to Hagatha. Contain and confine. How hard is that to understand?”

“Pfft. Do I look like I’m made out of miracles? When I told her you didn’t like people messing around with your plants, she called me a cute little kitten and threatened to turn my tail into a ball of yarn so I would have a new hobby to keep me busy.”

Pyewacket arched her back in much the same way she would if in cat form. “If you want Hagatha Crow contained and confined, you’d better invest in a goblin-made cage and troll to stand guard.” Ire infused Pye’s golden skin with a dull red flush. “And all I did was open the door, Jinx practically carried her into the backyard.” Pyewacket threw Mag’s familiar so far under the bus he could smell the exhaust.

Jinx let out a nervous giggle that sounded both girlish and desperate to Clara’s ears. As different from his witch companion as night is to day, he preferred a sunny corner to the thick of battle. Clara couldn’t help thinking his personality, or lack thereof, balanced out against Mag’s fiery spirit and willingness to take on the world. 

Still, there must be something more to him than suggested by his appearance and demeanor, since Mag’s successes as a warrior required the support of a strong companion. Maybe the pale skin and wispy white hair hid a lion-hearted interior, but if they did, Clara had yet to see that side of him. 

Clara petted Pyewacket’s arm, using the same strokes as she would to soothe a cat. Despite their ability to appear human, familiars were pure feline at heart. 

“Powerful things often come in small packages,” she said. “You are right to be wary of someone with so much magic and so little impulse control. Don’t fret. Mag knows it was our choice to move here, and that the job dangled in front of us came with a cargo-plane-sized load of baggage.” 

Clara’s rebuke, though mildly delivered, hit its target dead center and if Mag didn’t exactly apologize, she did let the scowl drop off her face and gave Pye a commiserating smile. “Did you see which way she went when she left?”

Jinx nodded toward the back room, pale face flushing a pink so delicate it wouldn’t have looked out of place on a baby bootie knitted by a grandmotherly type. 

The shuffle and thump of a tennis-ball-footed walker preceded the creaking comment, “Who said I left?” Entering the room, Hagatha burned Mag with a look. 

“He did,” Pyewacket jerked a thumb toward Jinx, and then held up both hands in surrender. “You’re back, my shift is over. I’m out.” Long and lithe, she stalked across to the stairs leading up to Clara’s living space, her footsteps turning to the soft shush of paw treads about halfway up the flight. 

“I’m…I’ll just be…” Stammering, Jinx followed as if his tail was on fire. Or in danger of turning into twisted wool.

 In her day—which, according to Mag, must have been somewhere around the same year dirt was invented—Hagatha Crow had been a stunning specimen of a witch. Now, well into the last stages of her crone period, her face looked like the windward side of an old barge—storm-tossed and weathered by time. Amid deeply-etched wrinkles, dark eyes twinkled with intelligence and the fire of mischief. Reports of Hagatha’s senility were very much overrated.  

Hagatha had long ago used up the last of her give-a-damn and made it her goal not to die until she’d revealed the presence of magic to the world. Or at least to the town of Harmony. 

“What were you doing back there, Haggie?” That she had been up to no good was a given, and Clara always had something on the brew in one of the big cauldrons suspended over the hearth where the magical Balefire crackled. Having been born into the family entrusted to tend the flames that fed the source of witch magic, Mag and Clara were Balefire witches in more than surname only.

“Ought to crown you the queen of twisted knickers,” Hagatha chortled. A gnarled fist lifted to display one of Clara’s sample packets clutched between knob-knuckled fingers. “Thought I’d test the wares, see if this stuff can take ten years off my age.”

“Like anyone could tell.” Mag didn’t even bother to hide the snark.

“Quite a mouth you’ve got.” Admiration edged out the censure in Hagatha’s tone as she stuffed the sample packet in with the fennel fronds peeking out of her coat pocket. “You ladies try to be on time tomorrow; we’ve got a celebration to plan. One this town won’t soon forget.” 

The Moonstones hosted all sorts of functions over the course of every year. Potluck dinners to benefit families in need, a summer program for kids, bake sales, dances, and town-wide celebrations. Despite the Brotherhood of Badger’s attempt to take credit for anything that benefited the town, the women of the coven were responsible for revitalizing Harmony and taking advantage of its location to attract tourism. It didn’t hurt that Harmony’s Founder’s Day landed near Memorial Day weekend, the official kickoff of tourist season. 

Mag waited until the ancient witch was out of sight and hearing range before she stomped into the back room. Mere seconds passed before she returned. “Whole place reeks of some kind of spell, but since she’s so smooth with her magic, I can’t tell exactly what she did. Crazy old bat.”

Enchanted to double the size of what had once been a cramped storage space, the area behind the curtain, as it were, of Balms and Bygones included a generous workstation where Clara whipped up and packaged her product line. Bottles and jars, after being purified by the flames of the Balefire crackling merrily in the hearth, filled boxes piled under a long, low table. Half a dozen mortar and pestles in various sizes lined one end and a handsome set of antique scales that Mag was dying to put up for sale in the main shop rested nearby. 

The packing station boasted funnels, measuring beakers, and rolls of peel-and-stick labels mounted to a shelf above a tall countertop where rested the box of samples Hagatha had raided. Only two of the five cauldrons contained product in some stage of readiness, and Clara focused on those first. 

“I’m not taking any chances,” she sighed and with a flick of her wrist, winked the cauldrons empty. “Two day’s worth of brewing down the tubes. I’ll have to start from scratch.” Another flick sent a flood of containers flying off the shelves and deposited new ingredients into the sparkling clean, cast-iron pots. “You don’t think she got into anything that was sealed, do you? There’s at least two months’ worth of inventory in here, and I’d hate to lose it all.”

“I don’t know, Clarie. I’m not sensing hurtful intentions, even if Haggie’s mischief knows no bounds. Still, you seal the jars using magic, so that’s one bit of protection right there. And you put the best of intentions into everything you brew, so that’s another. Probably cast a divining charm to see if she could ferret out your secret recipes.”

“Well, she’s barking up the wrong tree there, though why she would even care is beyond me.” Clara retorted.

“Something tells me she’s already marked every tree in the forest. Looks like we’ll be needing a little extra protection—Hagatha-specific. I’ll see what I can come up with.” Mag followed Clara back into the shop.

“Thanks, Maggie. And get rid of those doilies while you’re at it. Don’t think I didn’t notice you sneaking them back into my displays.”

Mag stuck out her tongue in an infantile gesture, but she flicked the lacy circles away, at least for the time being. Irritating her sister had become an integral part of Mag’s day, and she’d no intention of stopping anytime soon.








CHAPTER THREE










“Get your lazy butt out of bed, Clara Balefire. It was your idea to pick a peck of mugwort at the crack of dawn. Why I’m forced to act as your alarm clock when I’ve already brewed your coffee is beyond me.” Mag’s voice trailed off as she stomped back downstairs to the kitchen while Clara rolled her eyes, sighed, and attempted to yank the covers back over her head. Before she could drift back into dreamland, Pyewacket and Jinx pounced on top of her and let out a pair of yowls loud enough to wake the dead.

“I’ll ban tuna from the house if you do that again.” The familiars knew full well the threat was an empty one, and so they stepped up their game. Flashing into human form, they treated Clara to a duet in perfect harmony of “The Song That Doesn’t End.”

“All right, all right, I’m up.” Clara’s fuzzy-sock-clad feet hit the floor with a resounding thump, and with a snap of her fingers, she was dressed to start the day. “Shoo, you two.” 

When Clara finally descended the stairs, her sister was anxiously tapping her foot against scrubbed-to-gleaming oak floorboards, wearing an irritated expression on her deeply-lined face. Mag ignored Clara’s blown raspberry, shoved a thermal mug of hazelnut-scented, caffeine-laden perfection and an empty basket into her hands, and the pair padded out onto the back porch.

“We’ll have plenty of time; the sun hasn’t even started to crest yet. You’ll thank me next time one of your spells calls for mugwort dew, Miss Snarky Pants.” Clara teased her sister.

Mag snorted. “There’s a first time for everything.”

Heaving an exaggerated sigh, Mag leaned more heavily on her cane than necessary, and followed Clara down a cobbled path leading toward the riverbank. When they’d scouted the property the previous winter, a recent thaw followed by a sudden re-freeze had pushed large chunks of broken ice far enough onto the shore that when spring arrived, and the water level returned to normal, it felt like the backyard had doubled in size. 

The phenomenon had also disturbed the soil enough to create the perfect conditions for an abundant mugwort harvest, and Clara was determined to take advantage of the blessing. Being able to use the term “locally grown” in the ingredients list for her homemade products was an added bonus. 

For all of Mag’s griping, she enjoyed walking the trail between her new home and the town square. Not as much as she would enjoy a solo trip across the Andes lost in the wild thrill of the hunt, but that life was over. Time might heal most wounds, but never the ones of its own making, and if she had to be put out to pasture, Harmony’s grass was as good as any. 

“This is certainly a change, wouldn’t you say?” Clara asked as they picked their way along the shore, every now and then finding a patch of feathery, dew-laden greens. With a snip of her shears, Clara clipped off some of the tender plants, shaking the beads of moisture into a wide-mouthed jar before adding the cuttings to the basket. 

“I watched the suburbs swallow our home,” she said as she sorted through to find the best shoots, “and I thought if I ever got back to myself again, I’d seen enough that it would be easy to acclimate. Twenty-five years frozen in time went by so slowly, but the world moved on, and I still feel like a walnut in an almond shell sometimes. Harmony seems like a nice enough place, and it’s good to feel needed and vital after all those idle years.”

“You know how I feel about crowds, Clarie,” Mag replied. The use of her special pet name for her sister indicated she’d finally softened. “Still, maybe this little adventure of ours won’t be so bad after all. I’ll get to spend time with you, and watching Hagatha at work is anything but boring. I can see why the coven got tired of dealing with her.” Mag accepted another handful of clippings from Clara and placed them in the basket.

“Can’t say I blame them for that, but it’s a shame nonetheless. I hope when we start to turn senile, we don’t get tossed off like an old pair of shoes. Speaking of which…” Distracted by something she saw on the ground, Clara tripped, let out a grunt, and wound up on her backside covered in mugwort clippings, chestnut hair floating around her head in a disheveled halo.

Mag barked out a laugh, only sobering when she noted the expression of shocked consternation on her sister’s face as she stared at a pair of shoes protruding from under a leafy bush. 

For a fraction of a second, Mag wondered if either the glare from the rising sun or perhaps her old, tired eyes were playing tricks on her before resigning herself to the fact that there were, indeed, feet and legs attached to the shoes.

“I’m afraid we’re not in Kansas anymore,” Clara said, pushing herself up and taking a closer look at the feet that had tripped her. “Is that what I think it is?”

Clara nodded, “If you think it’s a dead body, you’d be correct. What should we do?” 

“Well, obviously you need to get out that blasted little contraption of yours and for once put it to good use. Call the cops. And don’t touch anything. Forensics will want to sweep the area for trace evidence.” Mag said knowingly. “It’s procedure for unattended deaths.”

Given the gravity of the situation, Clara resisted the urge to point out that Mag’s closest dealings with a human forensics team came from her nightly obsession with police and crime shows. Instead, she pulled out her cell phone to do as her sister instructed.

“It’s a woman, for sure, but I can’t see her face from this angle.” Mag crouched into a squat position worthy of the Yoga Journal, her injury forgotten and her cane left lying in the grass at her side. “It looks like she must have fallen and then rolled under there. See how none of the branches of this bush are bent or broken?” Mag pointed to the bridge towering overhead. “I didn’t realize we’d come this far already. Tell them to take the footpath from the clock tower; we’re not more than a stone’s throw from the town square.”

Clara relayed the necessary information, and to Mag’s surprise, snapped a few photos of the grisly scene. 

“What? If you weren’t so tech-phobic, you’d be doing the same thing. Besides, you know you’ll thank me later because if my intuition is screaming, yours must be whistling Dixie.”

Using her cane for extra balance, Mag navigated the rocky hill to get to a position that revealed more of the body. 

“Come here and look. I think I know who it is.” Her voice held a note of sadness, and Clara scrambled up the bank to stand next to her sister. Leaves concealed the dead woman’s face, and the terrain was too steep for them to bend over for a closer look without losing balance, so Clara snapped another series of photos before pocketing the phone. 

Paisley cloth in colors now muted by mud and moss stains wrapped around thighs scraped by rough passage over sticks and stones. The bodice, barely visible below where the rest of the body disappeared into the glossy green foliage, was badly torn. 

“You recognize that dress, don’t you?” Mag asked gravely.

“I do,” Clara replied. “Let’s say the blessing for the dead, then leave her for the proper authorities, and we’d better make it the short version.”

Together they chanted:

Gentle air carry her spirit home.

Mighty fire purify her soul.

Abiding water cleanse her pain.

Mother earth receive her heart.

Blessed be until the wheel returns thee. 


Less than five minutes—which felt like at least fifty—later, a rustling noise signaled the approach of two men as they marched down the embankment to where the poor, dead woman lay. The younger of the two, a salt-and-pepper-haired man of about forty-five, clad in a police uniform, looked from Mag to Clara with a suspicious glint in his eyes.

“What were the two of you doing out here at this time of day? I don’t know how they do things in the big city, but…” His beer belly jiggled over a large belt buckle in the shape of a ram’s head. Neither Mag nor Clara got to hear exactly how things were done in a small town because the second man interrupted the interrogation with a wave of his hand.

“Chief Cobb, I think you can relax. See that basket? I believe these ladies are out here picking…some kind of weed.” He reached out and pulled a piece of mugwort out of Clara’s hair, his pleasant face turning bright red as his eyes met hers. 

“I’m Mayor Norm McCreery, and I don’t believe we’ve been properly introduced. You two recently purchased the old crow’s house—I mean, Hagatha Crow’s old house. Margaret and Clara Balefire, am I right?” As if Mag didn’t exist, he directed his comments to Clara. 

“Balefire,” he said, tapping his chin and appraising the two women. “Interesting name. I apologize for Chief Cobb’s lack of sensitivity. His people skills could use a little work. Ah, here’s the EMT crew. Too bad it looks like it’s too late for them to do anything.”

As is the way of it in many small northeastern towns, people often wear several hats, and one of the emergency technicians conveniently served as the county coroner. 

 Treating Clara to a crooked smile, the mayor rejoined a scowling Chief Cobb who had finished his preliminary examination and stepped aside to allow the coroner to move the body. 

“If you ladies wouldn’t mind taking a few steps back,” the mayor said, “we’ll need to ask you some questions as soon as we’re done here.”

“The chief is a bit brusque, but Mayor McCreery seems nice,” Clara said in a tone low enough that only her sister could hear her.

“Mayor McCreepy if you ask me,” Mag muttered under her breath.

“I don’t know. He’s handsome in that backwoods kind of way. Strikes me as the type of guy who owns a pair of red plaid flannel pajamas.” 

Mag rolled her eyes, “There’s absolutely no reason for you to be imagining that man in his pajamas.” 

Clara jabbed her with an elbow. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it. Get your mind out of the gutter and look—they’re pulling her out.” Clara jumped to her feet and stepped a few paces closer to the victim, Mag on her heels. 

“We were right. It’s Marsha from the newspaper office.” Clara confirmed unnecessarily since Mag could see that clearly for herself. 

The coroner squatted next to the body, looking back over his shoulder to speak to Chief Cobb. “This head wound looks like the cause of death. I’d say she bounced off a rock somewhere before landing here. The preliminary estimate is she’s been dead maybe twelve hours, a little less. Between ten and twelve. I’ll know more when I get her on the table.” 

Ten or twelve hours would put the time of death between six and eight o’clock the night before. Just a few hours after the sisters had met Marsha for the first time.   

“Seemed like such a nice woman,” Clara whispered to Mag. “What a shame. I wonder if she fell, or if she…you know…jumped on purpose.” 

Mag drew her brows down and huffed. “Don’t be stupid. Anyone who’s serious about jumping off a bridge doesn’t do it so close to the end. You want to die, you go right out into the middle where there’s less chance of anything breaking your fall. Maximum velocity.”

Clara looked at her like she’d lost her mind. “That’s the most morbid thing you’ve ever said to me. Shh, he’s coming back.”

Mayor McCreery ambled back over to Mag and Clara. “I’m sorry you had to find her like this. Did you know Marsha Hutchins?” 

“No.” Clara replied, “I mean, we met her just yesterday at the newspaper office. She seemed nice. Do you know if she—”

“The guardrail on that bridge has been in need of repair since the Lester boys rammed it with their Jeep Wrangler last fall. It looks like Marsha must have been on her way home, stumbled and fell. She was known to take the footpath. Wouldn’t be the first time someone has fallen—”

“Well, don’t you think, Mr. Mayor, that you ought to do something about it?” Mag interrupted without mincing words. It didn’t seem to matter to her that perhaps another time and place would have been more appropriate for a conversation about civic duties. Then again, Mag had never been fast friends with Miss Manners.

Mayor McCreery’s face flushed a darker red than before. “Well, yes, you’re probably right.” He turned his attention back to Clara, obviously considering her the more reasonable of the pair. “I assure you, this was nothing more than a tragic accident, but the crime scene team from our county office will follow up. I do apologize. You and your mother have only been in town a few weeks, and I can’t imagine how we compare to the way things are run in the city.”

“Not at all, Mr. Mayor. Port Harbor isn’t the thriving metropolis some people imagine it to be. I’m sure you’ll do your due diligence.”

“Clarie, I seem to be having another of my episodes,” Mag’s voice had gone from commanding to breathy in a matter of seconds, and she once again leaned heavily on her cane. Clara quirked an eyebrow but followed through with the necessary niceties before leading her sister slowly up the hill and into town.

Once they were out of sight of the mayor and police chief, Mag’s strength returned full-force. “I’d bet my wand hand and a wad of Ben Franklins this was no accident. Couldn’t you feel it?”

Clara nodded, glancing over her shoulder. “Something was definitely off, but we shouldn’t jump to conclusions.”

“I have no intention of jumping in any way, shape, or form. I intend to investigate, and you’re going to help me.” Mag marched ahead of Clara, who remained pensive as they ascended the hill and wove their way through a maze of gardens adjacent to the town office. Her absentminded admiration of a rainbow of budding tulips was rudely interrupted as the clock tower looming overhead rang out the seven o’clock hour.

“I’m glad we don’t live right next door to that thing. We’d both need hearing aids inside of a week. It’s loud enough at the house as it is.” Clara griped, sticking a finger in her ear and wiggling it around.

“What’s that now?” Mag cupped her ear with one hand and grinned.

“You goof. Look, there’s Leanne in the newspaper office.” Clara pointed and dragged Mag across the grass and onto Main Street. Spurred by the desire to get as far away from the clock bells as possible, she set a brisk pace. “Should we go talk to her?”

Mag squared her shoulders as much as she could, anyway—they remained slightly hunched even when she stood upright—and led the way inside. “Hello, Leanne,” she said to the young lady inside. “Do you remember us? I’m Mag, and this is my daughter, Clara.”

“Sure, sure, come on in. Marsha should be here any minute. Maybe she slept in because we worked late finalizing the layout last night. Still, It’s not like her to be tardy when there’s a special edition in the works.”

Clara and Mag exchanged a glance that included a silent conversation:

She doesn’t know.

We’re going to have to tell her.

You do it.

No, you do it.

Clara sighed; it was probably best for her to break the news. Gently, as the gravity of the situation warranted. “Leanne, I hate to have to tell you this, but Marsha won’t be coming in today. She passed away last night.”








CHAPTER FOUR










Leanne blinked and looked back and forth between Clara and Mag with the disbelief that follows devastating news. Every ounce of color drained from her face, she mouthed the word no, and then promptly burst into tears. “What are you talking about? That can’t be true. How?”

“It seems she fell from Spurwink Bridge.”

“Are you sure? Maybe it was someone else. A mistake.”

“I’m sorry,” Clara said, her face kind, “but we were the ones who found her. There’s no mistake.”

Shaking, Leanne stumbled toward her desk chair, sinking into it as though she could no longer trust her legs to hold her up.

“From the bridge? Oh, no. I’ve tried telling her not to go that way at night, but she never listens. Listened, I mean. If only…” Leanne’s voice shook as she revised her statement to the past tense. Fresh tears ran in tracks down cheeks heavily coated with rouge and full-coverage concealer just a shade too dark for her porcelain complexion. “Was it quick, or did she…you know…suffer?”

Mag shot Clara a pointed look. Basic human interaction was Clara’s strong suit, so Mag allowed her to take the reins, and began glancing around the office with narrowed eyes.

“No, I don’t believe she did. The police seem to think it happened quickly.” Clara had no idea whether the statement was truthful or not, but she knew with complete conviction it was what Leanne needed to hear. 

“I’m so sorry,” she said as the girl continued to cry. “I didn’t realize you two were so close.” She fished for information under the guise of concern, the heavy disadvantage of being new in town weighing on her mind. 

Once Mag was on the scent of wrong-doing there would be no stopping her. Doggedly, she would insert herself—and Clara by extension—into the investigation until the solution presented itself. Hopping on board was Clara’s only option, and the fact that she’d genuinely liked Marsha during their brief meeting provided additional motivation.

“Marsha was the best friend I’ve had in years. I mean, we had our disagreements, but that’s normal. You’re family; you must know what I’m talking about.”

You couldn’t possibly imagine, Clara thought while Mag snorted her agreement from across the room.

“When did you see her last?”

“Yesterday evening, about seven o’clock. When I left, Marsha was trying to install the drivers for that new printer, ranting about not being able to find the model number and cussing out Perry for not answering his phone. But he was coming in just as I was heading out. I yelled at him about the blown bulb in the back room. He’s got a key; he could have fixed it anytime.” If the initial estimate was correct, Leanne had just narrowed the time of death down by an hour.

“I was in a rush to get home and help put the kids to bed. Dylan is great with them, but he sometimes forgets to make them brush their teeth,” she said with a fond but watery smile.

Clara made a mental note to strike up a mock casual conversation with Perry Weatherall the next time opportunity arose, and while she was pondering the implications, an awkward silence fell. 

“If you’ll excuse me, I need to close up here and go…” Leanne trailed off on a sob and a hard swallow before she pulled herself back together. “I’m sorry. I’m afraid there may be a delay in placing your ad. I’m sure you understand there might not even be a paper after what’s happened.”

Clara nodded in understanding, “Of course, that’s the least of our concern right now.” 

“Thank you for stopping by and telling me about Marsha. I’ll give you a call when things have been properly sorted.” Leanne’s voice cracked with emotion and it became clear she needed a moment of privacy to process everything she’d just learned.

“Do you mind if I use your restroom first?” Mag pasted on her best old lady with a weak bladder face and squeezed her legs together for dramatic effect. 

“Sure, it’s just through there.” Leanne pointed to a door near the rear of the room, the same one that housed the back exit where Perry and Bryer had delivered the printer the day before. “Lock the back door when you let yourselves out, please.” Leanne bustled out through the front and, before turning and heading toward the town square. locked that door from the outside. 

“Not too bright, is she? Just walking out the door and leaving strangers to mind the store like that.”

“Grief makes people do strange things sometimes.” Eyes soft with empathy, Clara stood for a moment wondering what would happen to the paper with Marsha no longer at the helm.

“Clarie! Quick, come here.” Mag’s muffled voice wafted in from the back hallway, interrupting Clara’s reverie. 

Part storage and part museum of printing history, the back room was jam-packed with bits of leftover things. A hulk of an old printing press squatted in one corner and looked as if all it needed was a bit of oil and a thorough dusting before it would be ready to spark back to life. The sharp scent of ink lingered around the rollers. 

Boxes piled high in the corner opposite the press, and the new laser printer stood in the space along the wall in between. More boxes lay under a long table that took up half of the fourth wall, the one to the left of the back door. 

“I was right! Look what I found stuck in the door jamb.” Mag held up a piece of paisley printed cloth, a perfect match to the dress Marsha had been wearing when she died. Clara brandished her cell phone, flicked at the screen a couple times to pull up the morbid photographs she’d taken of the body, and verified—unnecessarily, as far as Mag was concerned—that the scrap of fabric had been torn from Marsha’s bodice. 

“You know what this means, don’t you? We’re standing right in the middle of the scene of the crime!”

“A crime of fashion?” Clara replied dryly. 

“And it was most definitely murder.” Excited, Mag ignored the comment. 

“Technically, we know nothing of the sort. Marsha might have snagged her dress on the door on her way out.” Clara replied with caution, always the more level-headed of the two, at least to her mind. Mag tended to see murder and mayhem and conspiracies around every corner. 

“If you still don’t trust my instincts after two and a half centuries, Clarie, we’ve got some serious trust issues to work through.” Mag sighed, wishing for once her sister didn’t think she’d gone off half-cocked. Her body might look an advanced age, but her mind was still sharp as a tack. 

Clara mimicked Mag’s uneasy inhalation of breath, “I believe there’s something wonky going on here, but we have to account for all possibilities. That’s all I’m saying.”

“Weren’t you paying attention to the body? The shape of this scrap matches the torn piece from the bodice of Marsha’s dress. Who snags their boobs on a door jamb while exiting a building? She’d have had to bend all the way over, which makes no sense.”

“Neither does it being torn during a scuffle. It’s an odd position to be in regardless.”

“Not if someone carried her,” Mag held her arms in front of her, as if cradling a body, “and stepped sideways through the door. She may only have been unconscious at that point. I caught no trace of blood when I scanned the office.”

It disturbed Clara to know Mag could sniff out the scent as easily as a bloodhound. Perhaps she’d once again underestimated her sister. 

Patting her pockets, Mag pulled out a vial of potion that shimmered all the colors of a sunset and laid it on the table. Fascinated, Clara watched as two more vials and several packets joined the first, along with a twist of knotted string, a stubby black candle, a miniature crystal ball, an amulet, and a chicken foot. 

“Gotta hand it to you, you certainly are prepared.”

“I’m traveling light these days, but you never know when you might need a few things and if the killer used bleach to clean up after…you know…I could have missed it.” The barb of Clara’s sarcasm missed its mark as several more items landed on the slick surface. Elbow deep in a pocket that looked to be big enough to hold two nose tissues and a paperclip, and it still didn’t seem as though Mag had found the particular item she wanted.

Patiently, if with a smirk, Clara waited and watched. 

“I know I have…oh, found it.” Mag pulled a packet of folded and sealed waxed paper from the depths and handed it to her sister before methodically returning everything else to her pockets. 

“What is it?” Curious, Clara sniffed at the seal. 

“Careful with that. It’s a mix of pixie dust and powdered bloodstone.” Mag took the parcel and whispered an incantation over it where it lay in the flat of her hand. Like a living thing, the paper unfolded.

“Stand back, now.” Stepping in front of her sister, Mag applied a light breath to the glinting powder to send sparkling motes streaming into the room. The swirling cloud expanded, spun in place for a few seconds, then arrowed toward the corner of the printing press. 

“Bingo.” It wasn’t quite a cackle, but a delighted laugh all the same. “There’s fresh blood trace on the press. Look.” Pixie dust particles that looked like multicolored firefly lights blinked in a display that would have seemed merry if not for the fact that they indicated someone had bled there. 

After a second, more thorough search turned up no new evidence, Clara pulled Mag out the back exit, diligently locking the door as they went and discussing their theory of the murder.

“This means anyone who had contact with Marsha last night is a suspect. Except for Leanne, I think. Marsha was taller than her by at least a foot. I can’t see her having the strength to carry all that dead weight. And we hardly know anyone in town, so getting the information ought to be a piece of cake.” Clara rolled her eyes with sorrowful sarcasm.

“You forget, Clarie, that this isn’t Port Harbor. Around here, you’ll be considered a weirdo if you aren’t a Miss Marple-level busybody. I’m sure we’ll find out more about Marsha than we ever wanted to know over the next few days—probably even weeks—with the vast majority comprised of conjecture and outright lies.”

With a conspiratorial wink, Mag grabbed Clara’s coffee cup out of the basket she still carried, dumped the dregs down a nearby sewer grate, and headed for the door of Evelyn’s Bakery, “Well, let’s see what we can find out, shall we?”

It had taken less than an hour for the news of Marsha’s death to reach the insatiable ears of the Harmony public. When anything happens in a small town, all it takes is one fly on the wall to set the rumor mill churning. That one fly whispers softly to her cricket friend, who repeats the information—not, of course, in its entirety—to a little birdie, and on down the grapevine it travels until all the buzzing and chirping is nothing more than background noise. 

Unfortunately, the unlucky SOB occupying the bottom branch of the phone tree is like the last person at the end of a long game of Telephone, and what she hears usually bears little resemblance to the original statement.

“Looks like we came to the right place. Half the town is crammed in here,” Mag’s eyes lit up as she surveyed the establishment, which could hardly be described as just a bakery. 

The original Evelyn had focused her immeasurable talents on creating the fluffiest, most delicious glazed donuts known to mankind, but her daughter, the current reigning Evelyn, had jumped on board the coffee and cafe train right around the time Harmony had vetoed the addition of a Starbucks. She went from serving just donuts to providing a variety of breakfast items, plus soup and sandwiches at lunchtime.

“Go find us a seat, if you can. You want your usual?” Clara asked.

“No, make it Mint Delight today; wintergreen helps me think more clearly,” Mag replied. 

Clara snorted, considered her sister’s request, and ordered one for herself as well. 

“What a shame, she was such a lovely woman.” A customer Clara only vaguely recognized shook her head sadly while waiting for her order.

Mrs. Green, an elderly neighbor of Mag and Clara’s, clucked in agreement while she poured copious amounts of sugar into her coffee cup, throwing caution and concern for dietary restrictions out along with the paper wrappers, “Maybe it was a blessing, after all, that she never had any children. These young’uns and their need for a career these days, I tell you…”

Clara exchanged a small smile with Evelyn, who she judged to be about the same age as Marsha—no more than thirty-five if Clara’s instincts were on point—while Mrs. Green launched into a diatribe on her views regarding modern-day women. 

Fortunately, Evelyn understood that the phrase “the customer is always right” often requires a solid metric- ton of patience, and a willingness to part ways with your own opinions once the sign on the door flips to the “open” side.

By the time she made it to the table where Mag huddled, Clara had heard the name Marsha whispered in reverent tones at least three times.

“They barely moved the body yet, and already everyone in town knows what happened.” Clara’s statement held no measure of surprise; it was to be expected.

Mag examined the faces in the shop, thinking. “Yes, and the display of false sympathy is positively shameful. Nobody is universally loved, especially not someone like Marsha.”

“What do you mean?” Clara aimed a quizzically raised eyebrow at her sister.

“She wasn’t a pushover, that’s what I mean.”

“You got that out of watching her in action for half an hour?” 

“Sure did. The woman had a spine. Didn’t you see that? Strong women are never popular—powerful, yes, but they’re not always well liked. Could be what got her killed.”

“Shh, Mag, or you’ll whip the whole town into a frenzy.” Clara admonished as her sister’s voice steadily increased in volume. “Let’s go, we’re not going to find out anything useful right now. Not until the shock dissipates and people stop eulogizing her.”

On their way out the door, Clara tripped over the threshold and nearly did Hagatha’s job for her as instinct and self-preservation had her conjuring a spell to keep herself from nosediving into the sidewalk. Thankfully, steady arms caught her mid-fall, and when she had been put to rights, Clara found herself looking into the speculative eyes of Bryer Mack. 

“Whoa there,” He smiled, his voice taking on a husky quality that made Clara’s cheeks redden for the second time that day. “Are you okay?”

Bryer’s hands were still around her waist, and the scent of his cologne surrounded her like a cloud. Clara disentangled herself with an awkward shake that did more to intrigue than repel him. 

“I’m fine. Thank you,” she said, running a hand down her front to straighten her clothing.

“I hear you had quite the shock this morning.” Bryer’s voice held concern and something else—curiosity if Clara wasn’t mistaken. Even the men in this town are insatiable gossipmongers. She thought uncharitably.

“Yes, we certainly did. Such a tragedy.” She mimicked the sentiments circling Evelyn’s Bakery. “You were her friend, weren’t you? I’m sorry for your loss.”

Bryer’s face clouded. “It’s a tragedy, yes. But I wouldn’t call us friends, exactly. We had a professional relationship, but Marsha wasn’t close to many people in town, except for Leanne. Not that you’d be able to tell, the way they bickered. Then again, Marsha bickered with just about everyone.”

“I’m surprised to hear that. I thought Marsha seemed quite pleasant, and everyone we’ve talked to this morning has had nothing but nice things to say about her.”

“Well, of course, they do. Now.” Bryer seemed to agree with Mag’s earlier sentiment about glorifying the dead. She inclined her head to indicate Clara should keep him talking.

Clara batted her eyelashes just enough to draw Bryer’s attention and murmured a breathy, “How interesting,” before lowering her lashes shamefully. “Oh, you must think I’m just the Nosiest Nelly in town.”

Bryer seemed to buy her false remorse, hook, line, and sinker. “Not at all. It’s only natural. Just ask Perry Weatherall how much of a thorn in the side Marsha could be. Not that I think he’ll be happy to learn of her…um…accident. But those two went round and round over the lease agreement for the newspaper office, and he made no bones about his feelings toward Marsha. Personally, I thought she did a bang-up job at the paper, and for that, she’ll most definitely be missed.”

“Why would Perry Weatherall have a say in Marsha’s lease agreement?”

“Oh, Mr. Moneybags bought the entire building, so now he owns roughly a quarter of the town’s real estate. I can’t complain; he cares about local business, and his dealings have netted me a tidy profit.”

Clara, realizing the conversation was coming to a close, gave Bryer an easy out. “Yes, well, so it seems. It was nice to see you. Thanks again for saving me.”

“It was my pleasure. You and your mother have a lovely day.” 

It was all Clara could do to keep a straight face at Mag’s barely-contained scowl. “Yes, you too.”

“Are you wearing beer-scented perfume today or something?” Mag asked once Bryer had ambled back down Main Street.

“What are you talking about?” 

“You know good and well what I’m referring to. That’s the second man you’ve had at your disposal in as many hours.” Mag’s tone was light and teasing, but deep down the little green monster stirred. She put on a brave face but underneath the tired old facade lurked a woman who, in witch years, should have been in her prime, and it rankled. 

“He’s too young for me anyway.” Clara rolled her eyes.

“Clarie, you have two centuries on every man in town whose hormones are still active, so what difference does a couple decades in appearance make?”

Clara sighed, “I can’t explain it. And besides, I have no interest in dating. Period. I’ve got you and Pyewacket, and that’s all the companionship I’m looking for at the moment.” Her brusque tone brooked no argument and, considering there were more important things to focus on, Mag let the subject drop.

“At least we found out one tiny tidbit of useful information. Perry Weatherall had full access, and a key to the crime scene.”








CHAPTER FIVE










“I don’t know how I let you talk me into spending my twilight years in this backwater place.” Swinging her cane and moving along at a fast clip, Mag spoke over her shoulder and ignored the fact she’d been expounding on the virtues of small-town living, not a day before. 

“Excuse me?” Clara said, brows raised and hands on her hips. “I talked you into moving here? Puh-lease. Let’s move to the country, you said. This coven needs us, you said. We can start over somewhere we can make a difference, you said. How is it my fault the job comes with social obligations? No one’s asking you to actually attend the festivities. In fact, all you really have to do is sit there and try not to look like there’s a burr under your butt. And don’t get me started on the twilight years thing.”

All teasing aside, Clara considered the perfectly valid reasons her sister preferred avoiding most forms of social interaction. Still, she hoped the decision to move wasn’t going to become an ongoing argument.

“I’m sorry. Maggie, please.” Catching up, Clara gently pulled Mag to a stop, led her to one of the benches in front of the veterans’ memorial and, checking to make certain no one was around, used a hint of power to drop a sound barrier that would keep their conversation private. “Are you having second thoughts about all of this? About moving here, becoming a shopkeeper, taking part in an active coven after so many solitary years? Or is it that everyone in town thinks you’re my mother?” 

“Don’t be daft. I’m used to my outside not looking like my inside, and I don’t give a damn if people think I use this”—Mag waved the cane she habitually carried—“because I'm old and decrepit. Lulls them into a false sense of security.” The statement was true at least ninety-nine percent of the time.

Clara stared at her for a few long seconds, trying to determine the truth of the statement. “How’s the leg? You’re doing your exercises and using the cream I made for you, right? Sorry, I didn’t mean to turn into a mother hen.” 

She fell quiet for a few seconds, waiting for Mag to answer. When she didn’t, Clara blurted, “then what is it? Every witch in that coven knows the story of Margaret Balefire, mighty Raythe hunter. They practically hang on your every word.” To her credit, sincerity rang through Clara’s tone; she was proud of her sister. Always had been.  

“I don’t care about me, Clarie. I see how some of them look at you when they think you won’t notice. Like you got away with something.”

“That? Can you blame them? I was turned to stone, for Hecate’s sake. Harm none, that’s our way. There’s only one immediately punishable offense—witch murdering witch—and one sentence: being turned to stone. I didn’t do the former, but I certainly managed the latter. Never mind that it wasn’t a true stoning, it looked that way from the outside.” She shrugged. “What else would they think when they see me here and in the flesh, so to speak? I was stoned, and now I'm not.”

“Which you’ve explained, and still they look.” Mag’s vehemence warmed Clara’s heart.

“People will believe whatever they want to believe, and there’s nothing I can do to change the situation, but I refuse to let anyone’s opinion define me.” She paused for a few heartbeats to watch a couple stroll by, happily engrossed in each other. 

“Let them look,” she continued. “We’re Balefire witches; some of the strongest in our line, and that alone is enough to draw attention. My daughter hooked up with Cupid and gave birth to a powerful Fate Weaver. It just adds to the mystique. Our exploits are legendary. I’ll own that if you will. I choose not to care what they think of me. Or not much anyway. Besides, we’re businesswomen now, and you need to present your best face to the community.”

Margaret rounded and presented her annoyed face to her sister.

“Not that one! We don’t want to scare away customers. Word of mouth travels fast in places like this. You don’t want to be known as the new Hagatha, do you? How hard can it be to plan decorations for a dance? I doubt we’ll even be called on to offer an opinion since we’re new in town. Plus, Hagatha is expecting us, and I’d rather not be cursed by the whackadoodle witch of the east for being excessively tardy. We’re already late.”

“Can’t be any worse than that toilet paper float we’re going to be riding on, and thank you for volunteering me for that duty, by the way.” Arms linked, the sisters strolled toward the meeting room, Mag complaining with every step. 

“It’s not toilet paper, it’s tissue paper. There’s a difference.” 

“Not much of one.” 

Clara was spared any more discussion on the matter when they reached their destination. She paused just inside the door as Hagatha’s rusty voice soared above the din.

Leaning toward Mag’s ear, Clara announced, “Not it,” then made a beeline for the end of the hall farthest away from where Hagatha held court, leaving her glowering sister to handle the elderly witch alone.

Did she feel the tiniest bit remorseful about deserting Mag that way? No, Clara decided she did not. 

Minding just about the oldest witch on the planet was hard enough, but when said witch had decided the world was ready to know about magic and had recently mounted a one-woman crusade to drag her kind out of the closet, the job turned into a nightmare. 

“Did you hear the news?” Gertrude, bedecked in red and green stripes from head to toe, sidled up and whispered in Clara’s direction. “That nice woman from the newspaper was found dead yesterday. Marsha Something-or-other. What a shame.” Some members of the witch community maintained a healthy distance from the rest of the town. “Word is they’ve closed up the office, and there won’t be a paper at all for the foreseeable future.”

“How well did you know her?” Might as well take advantage of the opportunity to learn more about Marsha, Clara thought. Funny how no one seemed to know the Balefire women had found the body. News like that should have gone around town faster than a racehorse could run. 

“Oh, I only met her once or twice. Safer to stay away from people who ask questions, you know, when you have secrets to protect. It takes a prying mind to run a newspaper. She came around to do interviews with the group a time or two. Once when we were running a function. Quite nosy with all her questions, she was. But nice. I don’t want you to think I’m speaking ill of the dead.”

“Did she have family in the area? Was she married?” 

“No. No family—or none that I know of since her granddaddy passed away. The family wasn’t from around here, to begin with. Can’t say I know what happened to her folks, but she was just a babe when the old man moved to town. She grew up, moved away like most of the younger generation does. Why I think she only came back to run the paper about ten years ago. They were newcomers, you see. So I don’t know much about the family.”

Typical New England mindset. Anyone who didn’t come over on a ship named for a Spanish woman or a spring bloom earned the newcomer designation, and as such, landed on a watch list. Of course, Gertrude was a five-hundred-year-old witch. To her, anything under a century would seem like a short time indeed. 

“The police ruled it an accident, but people are saying she might have jumped.” Gertrude’s voice dropped to a whisper. “On purpose.”

“Why? Is there a reason she might want to kill herself?”

Gertrude shrugged. “All I know is there’s talk. And, in this town, where there’s talk, it’s because someone has a story they don’t want to tell, so they let it out in rumors. Some say it was financial trouble, some say she was sick or something.”

“She looked perfectly healthy to me, but you never know nowadays.” Clara quickly rejected the idea, her intuition screaming that if Marsha had intentionally ended her life, she’d have made preparations or at least left a suicide note. 

“I heard Perry Weatherall tossed her off the bridge so he could break the lease on her office space, but that’s just ridiculous,” Gertrude continued. “I’d bet it was an affair gone wrong. She was a looker, so that’s the most likely reason. Tragic, really. I wonder who it was. There aren’t too many eligible men of an age around here.”

Clara couldn’t swear to it, but she thought Gertrude seemed a little disappointed by that particular sentiment. 

“There’s Harold Fishman what owns the grocery store, but last I heard, he was stepping out with Sheila Matson. Besides, he’s kind of a damp squib between the sheets. I can’t see anyone getting riled up enough to commit suicide over him. Never saw her look twice at Norm McCreery, and I know for sure it wasn’t Perry Weatherall. The whole town knows those two hated each other. Maybe she was catting around with a married man. That makes more sense.” 

It was all Clara could do to stop her mouth from dropping open in shock while she listened to Gertrude go from speculation to certainty that Marsha brought about her own demise after being overcome with grief at the ending of a clandestine relationship. 

Character assassination, pure and simple, Clara thought to herself. And not a word of it factual given what she and Mag had learned of the crime. Even without confirmation, her sister had recognized it for murder and Clara would put Mag’s gut feelings up against Sherlock Holmes’s powers of deduction any day of the week. 

Poor Marsha. Posthumously condemned to knowing winks and the product of sly, wagging tongues, and all the while, no one would know she was the victim of a brutal murder. The injustice of it burned a hole nearly through Clara. No one should have to die and then be painted with the brush of scandal. As suddenly as it began, the burn in her gut turned to cold determination. 

For twenty-five long years, Clara had stood frozen in stone while members of her coven came to confess their sins at the feet of the one witch they knew had done something much worse. All that time, the Balefire name was dragged through the mud over a crime she didn’t commit. Marsha being condemned through gossip brought back many of the emotions Clara recognized from her own ordeal.  

Hot blood rose up to prickle across her skin, pushing her to act because Marsha’s death must be avenged. The poor woman’s name must be cleared, and the culprit must not escape punishment. Was this how Mag had felt during her hunting days? No wonder she’d continued and not counted the cost of her thirst for justice.  

On the other side of the room, Mag needed no urging to come to a similar conclusion. Murderers or rogue magical beings—it all amounted to the same. Harm an innocent, and you’d have Margaret Balefire to deal with. 

The decision was cemented when she listened to one coven member say to another, “You heard about the scandal in New York, right? Cost her that fancy job, and it’s the only reason she ended up back here in the first place. Now, this? You just never know about people, do you?” 



