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      Any other day, it might be disturbing to open my front door and face a band of hungry monsters, ghosts, and vampires. If they weren’t joined by Pikachu and the Mario Brothers, that is.

      I might even be inclined to pelt them with flaming arrows or shoot sparks out of my fingertips, but today the acceptable response was to ply the little beasties with Snickers and Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups.

      Except it was only 4:30 and all of the Reese’s were already gone. I’d like to say I handed them out to the children, but the chocolate stain on my orange and black striped tights proved otherwise.

      Yes, I know it’s not very original for a real witch to don a pointy hat and shoes for Halloween. I also believe my sister witches might strap me to a stake as punishment for the green face paint and hooked latex nose, but my sense of humor tends toward sarcasm and puns. Besides, I was totally alone in the house—save for my familiar, Salem, and his new crush, Pyewacket—so there were no faerie godmothers or grandmothers or great aunts around to weigh in on my choices.

      As if the mere act of thinking about him had called Salem forth, he streaked down the stairs on four legs and transformed into his human form in a flurry of jet-black fur.

      “The Grinch and Cindy Lou Who? Interesting choice.”

      “What? Too cutesy?”

      “No. Just right.” And if they made it out the door in the next ten seconds, I might be able to hold back the laugh threatening to burst free.

      Salem knows me too well, one blue and one green eye narrowed as he detected the twinkle in mine.

      “Hah!” Pyewacket, all lush curves, and mysterious eyes missed the wide-eyed innocent look by a mile. “I told you. Now we go with my choice.” Her entire body shivered, and when she was done, She Ra stood before me in all her superhero glory. The winged headdress held back a fall of blond hair that set off her bronzed skin perfectly. Under the white tunic, her legs went on for miles before disappearing into a pair of gold boots.

      “Come on,” she poked a reluctant Salem in the ribs. “We’re not going as The Grinch and She Ra. That would be creepy.”

      “This is the worst. Why can’t we go as Mickey and Minnie? At least that would be funny for a reason.” A miniature tornado of dark fur resolved into He-Man. Salem tossed a lock of blond hair behind one ear and looked down at himself in disgust. “I’m wearing a brown diaper with knee-length boots and what is this thing supposed to be?” He tugged at the sword sheath that fell in an X shape across his chest.

      “Well, I think you look hot.” Pyewacket winked at me, and I knew poor Salem was sunk. “Let’s go save the universe.”

      “You’re leaving me here to hand out candy all by myself?” I teased, secretly thrilled for an evening that didn’t necessitate a sound-dampening spell to drown out the strangely intimate purring noises coming from Salem’s temporary room in the attic. So many icks.

      “I’m sure you’ll be fine on your own. If I miss another one of Pepper’s fabulous parties, I won’t get invited back—besides, Cobweb Bones is playing a private set for us, and I’m dying to see them.” He responded, refusing to meet my gaze full on.

      “You just want to show off your hot new girlfriend to all your familiar buddies, don’t lie,” I whispered out of the corner of my mouth. “Have fun.” I’d thought Salem a confirmed bachelor, but it seemed Pye’s—ahem—charms were enough to coax him out of early retirement.

      The doorbell pealed again as the next group of sugar-shocked children clamored for more free candy, and I hurried to the foyer with a skip in my step.

      I’ll tell you a little secret, though I doubt it will come as much of a surprise: I love Halloween. Not Samhain, the festival of the dead we witches consider akin to New Year’s Eve, though I do enjoy ushering the sun God to sleep and welcoming the onset of the winter season.

      I swear if you tell any of the members of my coven that I can be found walking like an Egyptian to The Monster Mash every October 31, I’ll hex you with a case of witch pox so quickly it will make your head spin.

      Truthfully, I’d rather stay at home handing out candy than brave the streets of Port Harbor on the night when the veil between the living and the dead is thinnest. I might be a witch, and I’m even part God—my Dad’s Cupid, the antithesis of The Great Pumpkin, no less—but ghosts and dead people still freak me out.

      From upstairs, I heard a banging noise, similar to someone clinking a wrench against a pipe, or the noise a radiator makes when it fires up. Except we don’t have radiators in the Balefire house; we have a magical fire that not only feeds the magic of all witchkind but renders any other source of heat unnecessary and redundant.

      “Salem?” I called. “Did you forget something?” Maybe he climbed up the drain pipe and crawled into the attic window to avoid yet another cluster of kids congregating on the front porch.

      “Hello, little children,” I cackled, playing my part to a T while keeping one ear open in case Salem decided to sneak up behind me and pull a little Halloween prank of his own and dropped candy into the bags of an entire family of Minions. So cute.

      More banging and clinking erupted from the area behind the parlor.

      “Salem?” I yelled again.

      He wouldn’t be foolish enough to go into the workshop when there were so many straights around. All we needed was for some curious kid to see him reach into the raging Balefire flames and pull the handle that opened the access door behind the fireplace.

      If he wasn’t in the workshop, that only left one other place.

      No way he’d ventured into the faerie godmothers’ wing without permission, whether they were home or not. Heck, I hardly ever went in there, and I wasn’t the one who’d been perma-banned for dripping tuna salad on their sitting room sofa. Knowing the faeries, they could slap him with a mouthful of rotten fish as punishment, even from halfway across the country. My faerie godmothers tended to toss magic around first and ask questions never.

      “If you’re trying to scare me, it’s not working.” I lied through my teeth and received no response. If it wasn’t Salem, could someone else have gotten into the house?

      I set the bowl of candy on the front porch, slapped a quick charm on it to ensure none of the greedy little goblins would get away with more than one piece each, and locked the door behind me. A flick of the finger made every curtain in the house snap shut, and a dusk-like darkness fell around me.

      I crept down the hall, one pointed shoe in front of the other and realized I hadn’t taken into account tracking down—or running away from—a predator when considering my choice of footwear.

      What sort of predator, I didn’t know, but we’d had an eaflock, a demon, and a rabid Raythe in the house within the last six months or so, and it was anyone’s guess what the next guest’s bestial classification might be.

      Don’t ask why, but I grabbed for an umbrella from the coat rack in the hall and wound up with a handful of fake spider web before I realized if anyone charged me, I could just shoot them with the Bow of Destiny strapped to my proverbial back. Or, duh, use my magic. Just my luck I’d fire off an arrow and end up the new love interest of some wayward hellbeast. Not a great plan.

      With squared shoulders and a smidgen more confidence, I swept the kitchen and entryway, then circled back through the parlor where the Balefire burned a festive orange, fading to black and finally purple in the center of the flame.

      Lacking the Balefire blessing no one with half a brain would have dared reach into the flames for the handle that would open the fireplace into my secret sanctum, which meant the noise couldn’t have come from in there. Unless…

      There was one Balefire who definitely shouldn’t be allowed into the room full of family secrets: my own mother, Sylvana. It would be just my luck, too, if she showed up while I was home alone. The woman had caused me no end of trouble in payment for a single favor. Granted, for a simple favor, it had been a major deal—passing on the Stone of Blood amulet I needed to complete my transition from neophyte to full-fledged witch.

      With no idea what I would do if I found her there, I thrust my hand into the fire and waited for the door of the sanctum to creak open, took a deep breath, and stepped through.

      Nothing was there. Baseless paranoia had me caught up in the spirit of the holiday, and all the strange creaks and groans I’d heard all night were just the house settling—whatever that means.

      What I did not expect to see was the ghost of a recently murdered witch sitting on my favorite chaise lounge and staring at me with an irritated expression on her face.

      “It’s about time you showed up, Lexi Balefire. What on earth are you wearing?” Tansy Blankenship demanded.

      I hadn’t known Tansy in life, mind you—but I’d kissed her cold dead forehead a couple of weeks back, and that sort of forces the classification of intimately acquainted. I’d also been the one to light her funeral shroud on fire as our coven pushed her corpse out to sea. Just one of the perks of being the reigning Keeper of the Flame. Whoop-de-do.

      “It’s Halloween.”

      “It’s Samhain, and you look ridiculous. Now, what exactly did you do with the other half of my soul?”

      “What in Persephone’s purse are you talking about?” I gaped at Tansy, still aghast that I was actually speaking to someone who should, by all rights, have moved on to the Summerlands to await her reincarnation as all other witches have done since the first of us rose to power.

      Witch ghosts aren’t particularly common, though I’d read about a few instances in one of the books lining the very walls surrounding us now.

      “You can’t be serious. You do remember that day in the mortuary, don’t you?”

      Oh, I remembered all right. The way Tansy’s forehead had felt beneath my lips was burned into my memory. The smoky quartz pendant I’d worn around my neck had turned cold, and I’d stuffed it in a box in my bedroom and pushed the experience into the dark recesses of my mind. That’s what you do when you’re creeped out, right?

      “Your soul is in my necklace?”

      “Yes, as a matter of fact, it is. And I’d like it back please unless you’d like one more person living in your house.”

      The head count had gone up to a solid nine—ten when my boyfriend slept over, and I cannot emphasize enough how much I didn’t want to tag on number eleven.

      “Well, obviously you can have your soul back.” What an odd thing to say.

      Easy enough. I’d give back Tansy
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