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      “There’s a dead elf in the snowbank out front.” Hagatha Crow announced to no one in particular. It was the third time in a week she’d slipped away and pointed her tennis ball-footed walker toward her former residence.

      Deep in a discussion, let’s just call it what it was—a feud—over the name and makeup of their new business, sisters Clara and Mag Balefire ignored both Hagatha and her outrageous statement.

      “Soaps and lotions. That’s what we agreed on.” Clara tapped the sturdy toe of one pointed shoe on the floor with impatience.

      A large sign leaned up against the front counter of their new storefront. Even with opening day weeks away, the finer details, like what wares to sell and what to call their new venture, might doom their fledgling business before it ever had a chance.

      “I like antiques. Old stuff sells.”

      “So do toiletries.” Clara flicked her wand toward the ecru-colored surface of the blank sign, and the words Lotions and Potions appeared there by magic.

      “When, in our hundreds of years of history, have I ever declared a love for soap?” Mag pulled out her own wand with a flair and the sign shifted to read: Knicks and Knacks. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded and you know it,” she clarified when her sister snorted.

      “Probably at about the same time I developed a fondness for dusty old notions.“ Another flick and the sign changed again. This went on for some time until old Hagatha decided she’d had enough.

      “Stubborn fools.”

      A witch of advanced years—so many of them it was speculated they could be counted in millenniums rather than centuries—Hagatha required no tools to work her magic. She merely looked at the sign, and the letters arranged themselves to read: Lotions and Notions.

      “You,” Hagatha pointed a bony finger at Mag, “can stock the place with antiques, use some of the furniture as a showcase, for her,” the gnarled digit turned toward Clara, “soaps and unguents. Best of both worlds, everybody wins. Now stop acting like children and do something about that dead elf before it rots and stinks up the town.”

      Shown the possibilities of combining their two passions, the sister witches dropped the competition and began brainstorming. They ignored any mention of the elf; old Haggie must be imagining things.

      “She’s right. We could take out all this sterile shelving, bring in some elegance. I’m seeing amber and blue glass bottles with our logo on them, all lined up on polished wood with strategic lighting to make them shine.”

      “Well, I hate that name, though.” Mag balanced Clara’s enthusiasm with a touch of her typical grumpiness. “Lotions and Notions. Might as well call it Gunk and Junk.” A twitch of the eyebrow showed the grouchy only went surface deep. “It could work, though. With the right pieces.”

      “Snowbank. Elf. Dead.” Booming with enhanced magical strength, Hagatha finally got the attention of both sisters and stomped off toward the door as quickly as the walker, and her spindly legs would allow.

      “We’d better go see what the old bat is going on about before she freaks out the entire neighborhood again.” Clara couldn’t decide if Hagatha was in the process of losing her mind—which was the coven’s prevailing theory and the whole reason she and Mag had taken over the place. Or, if being older than dirt, Hagatha no longer gave a tin whistle about censoring anything she said or did.

      Neither situation would be good for the local witch population, and both meant more headaches for her and for Mag given they’d unofficially taken charge of the coven while letting Hagatha think she still held the reins. Witches had no trouble hiding in plain sight in a city the size of Port Harbor, but here in the boonies, as Mag liked to call the area, magic was harder to conceal.

      Harder still when the coven leader had a wild hair up her butt about the need for keeping things under wraps. As far as Hagatha was concerned, witches should be free to lead their lives out in the open, and the rest of humanity could just suck it up. Once determined to follow this course of logic, the old witch made it her mission to use magic as often and as openly as possible.

      Toward the middle of November, Hagatha embarked on a one-woman rampage that nearly got the whole town plastered all over the news and triggered a series of increasingly frantic phone calls to the Balefire sisters. Skyclad, grinning maniacally, and holding her broom aloft like a baton, Hagatha had led her version of a Thanksgiving day parade straight through the center of town. A crazy, naked woman could be explained away fairly easily. Twenty enchanted turkeys singing “I Put A Spell on You” could not.

      It took a joint effort from six covens worth of witches to craft an effective enough memory charm to wash away the spectacle. Clara and Mag had been offered control of the coven on the spot, and while they would rather not have had to deal with Hagatha, the idea of starting over someplace new appealed to both.

      And so, that is how it came to be that Mag and Clara now found themselves staring down at the very dead, red and green clad elf lying in the snowbank in front of their new home.

      “See. Dead elf. What’d I tell you? Toss it in the trash before someone sees it. I thought you two cared about appearances, and if anyone else discovers a rotting elf carcass on your lawn, you’ll have a bigger mess to clean up than a dead body.” Heart of gold, that Hagatha.

      The poor creature lay sprawled over the back side of the freshly plowed snow which was the only reason passersby had not yet noticed the tragic figure.

      “Yes, well.” Clara searched for the appropriate response, while Mag, who had more experience with magical creatures, hunkered down to check for a pulse. Looking up at her sister, Mag frowned and shook her head.

      “It’s not dead,” came the solemn pronouncement. “Close, but not entirely.”

      “We’d better take it inside before it freezes to death out here.” Raised in a traditional witch household, and one of the most powerful witches in a handful of centuries, Clara Balefire had not the first clue how to tend to a sick Christmas elf. Still, her tender heart would only be satisfied once she had made an effort to save the poor thing.

      “Cold won’t hurt it. Snow is one of the main ingredients when it comes to making Christmas elves.”

      “Making?” Clara slid gentle hands under fragile shoulders while Mag laid hold of the ankles above the curled tips of bell-laden shoes. A cheery jingle sounded when the sisters heaved the elf’s body off the ground.

      “It’s gonna die and stink up the place. Dead elves smell like candy canes.” Hagatha predicted darkly and then cackled out a laugh as she shuffled back inside and let the door slam behind her.

      “Thanks for all your help, Haggie,” Mag muttered.

      “Do you think her parents knew what she’d turn into when they named her?” Clara used a touch of power to turn the knob, and nudged the door open with her butt. “Can you make it up the stairs? Or should we just put him on the floor behind the counter? Away from prying eyes.”

      Only eight years separated Clara and Mag by the calendar, but to look at them, you’d swear it was ten times that number.

      “I can carry it up there by myself and don’t you think I can’t.” Mag blew a fluff of white hair out of snapping dark eyes. “Just because I look like I could have dated Methuselah, doesn’t mean I’m decrepit or incapable of doing things.” A couple of centuries spent tracking rogue magic had taken its toll on Margaret Balefire’s appearance. A choice she’d made knowing the consequences, and for that, Clara respected her sister even if she liked to tease from time to time.

      “Pyewacket, Jinx!” Clara called, and two cats immediately jetted into the room with a flurry of fur, took a good look at the elf cradled between their masters, and raced back out of the room with their tails puffed out to three times their normal girth.

      Every witch has a feline familiar—a companion with a plethora of knowledge whose life is inextricably linked to his or her charge. Each familiar is blessed with nine lives and nine corresponding witches. Pyewacket belonged to Clara, and Jinx to Mag.

      “What’s that about? I guess they’re not going to be any help to us in this situation. I’ll make sure to hide all the smoked salmon before breakfast tomorrow.”

      “Kitty kibble it is. Can’t wait for that argument. If they ever decide to switch back to human form, of course. We don’t need them anyway; we got this. Grab its feet.”

      “Can you tell if it’s a boy or a girl?” Calling the elf an it all this time seemed like a form of disrespect to Clara.

      “Not by its feet, if that’s what you’re asking. And I’m not exactly in a position to see anything else at the moment. Besides, I wasn’t planning to check and see if it had any jingle bells if you know what I mean.”

      Clara suppressed a smile as she made an effort to take more of the elf’s weight. Despite her sister’s assurances that the aged look went only skin-deep, Clara had seen Mag leaning heavily on her cane at times and knew there was more physical damage than her sister wanted to admit. “I wasn’t asking you to, and you know it. Let’s hurry; one of us needs to go back down and see to Hagatha. I don’t like leaving her in the shop by herself.”

      “She’s a keg of dynamite waiting on a fuse,” Mag agreed. “Someone ought to tie a bell around her neck, so they know when she’s escaping.”

      “Oh, I’m pretty sure that niece of hers is the one holding the door open. Wouldn’t you do the same if you had to deal with her all day?”

      “You do have a point.”

      Hagatha’s voice tinkled from below, “You know I can hear you, right? And the elf is a boy, obviously.” Clara and Mag shared an eye roll and a wry grin as they made their way up the stairs.

      “Saw that too,” Hagatha’s assurance rose up behind them.
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