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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Hand painted,” Mag countered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      What, she wondered, was the proper protocol for expressing condolences to the newly dead?
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      Smoothing down her prematurely white flyaway hair, Mag gave the ghost her due. “You always did know how to make an entrance.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Lost, eh?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Really, how terrifying
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