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      It wouldn’t be Christmas in Harmony without three things: Gertrude Granger’s over-the-top holiday display, Hagatha Crow creating some form of magical mayhem, and a group of carol singers from the next town over going door-to-door during the four nights before Christmas Eve. This year was no exception.

      Still riding the high of actually meeting Santa the year before, Gertrude had outdone herself, and that was saying something. The magically powered glow from her lighting display turned night to day for half a block and triggered a power company investigation into why her bill didn’t rise. She had to charm a dozen cookies with a forget spell to get the meter reader off her back and keep from disappointing hundreds of people who found a reason to wander past her house sometime between Halloween and Valentine’s Day—Gertrude ran her celebration longer than most.

      For the first time, Francine Shaw wouldn’t be among them. In fact, as she sat in her dimly lit living room with an unread book in her hand, Frannie wished the holidays would pass her quickly by. And that was why, when she heard the bright sound of carolers singing next door, she quietly reached out and turned off the one small lamp burning next to her chair. At least they’d shown up on the first night, so she wouldn’t have to worry about them again.

      “There,” she spoke into the gloom, “That should do it.”

      Frannie might have been right if not for the addition of a hunched-over woman leaning on a tennis ball-footed walker bringing up the rear of the group. If anyone had asked the other carolers, none of them would admit to inviting Hagatha Crow to join in the singing. What’s more, at the end of the night, none would even remember her being there. Hagatha had that effect on non-magical people—by choice. She found it far easier to work her magical mischief without worrying about anyone pointing the finger in her direction.

      Hagatha didn’t understand how regular mortals could get themselves into such a state of giddiness over Christmas. Probably some form of mass hysteria brought on by the inherent magic of the season.

      “Give them even the barest taste of power,” she said to no one in particular, “and they go overboard.”

      If you told Hagatha her opinions on the ways of non-magical mortals smacked of bias and ignorance, she’d have laughed in your face—right before she hexed you six ways to Sunday. Hagatha considered herself an equal opportunity pain in the butt and didn’t hesitate to bedevil those of her magical community should the occasion arise.

      Almost older than dirt, and the last of her family, Hagatha took less pleasure at Yuletide with every passing decade. She still enjoyed reciting the traditional spells and reading the omens for the coming year. Hanging holly and mistletoe over each threshold and above the fireplace for protection made her feel safe. But after too many years to count, even stirring the pudding clockwise in the direction of the sun had lost its appeal.

      And so, as always happened when Hagatha found herself bored, she took to the streets of Harmony looking for new and different ways to make mischief. Running across the carolers had seemed like an unparalleled opportunity, so Hagatha attached herself to the group, walked up the ramp to Frannie’s barren porch, and waited for just the right moment to unleash havoc on the unsuspecting group.

      How about a nice rash? A really itchy one that came on mid-song. That would be fun, she thought. Or better yet, she could spell them to all misremember the lyrics.

      Holy Hecate, Hagatha decided, why limit myself to only one spell? No reason I can’t do both. She began to build the curse in her head.

      “It’s sad. This house is so dark and dreary,” one caroler said to another. “Not so much as a shred of tinsel in sight. The rest of the street looks so festive, too. Just being here is enough to sap some of the joy right out of the season.”

      “Pick a short song, then, so we can move on to the next house. That one looks cheery enough to make up for whatever Grinch lives in this one.”

      Meanwhile, inside the house, Frannie sat in darkness, ears closed to the song, heart closed to any joy the world had to offer. Grief choked her by the throat, making each breath a chore.

      Though it had been more than two months, it still felt like only minutes ago she’d held her father’s hand and watched him pass beyond this world. With his final breath, she’d come to know what it truly meant to be alone. He’d been her rock, her champion, and the last blood tie she’d had to another living soul.

      Almost every moment since he’d gone, she envied her father for finding peace. If only, she thought, she could choose to simply spread her arms, close her eyes, and fall softly into that same gentle oblivion.

      But such was not to be. Frannie gave in to the darkest thoughts, decided she would not try to put the pieces of her broken heart back together. Why should she bother when no one was left in the world to know or care? Not even at Christmas, a time she’d once loved.

      What use did she have, after all, for singing and mirth, or decorations and packages wrapped in gaily colored paper? With no family left, who was there to share in the joy of the holiday?

      This year, Frannie hated everything to do with Christmas.

      Get off my porch, she thought toward the carolers. I wish you would go away and never come back. I wish Christmas would pass me by.

      Wishes have power, any witch worth her salt will tell you the same. Wishes latch on to whatever magic they find handy, which makes them unreliable at best and downright dangerous when the source of power happens to be a witch with wicked tendencies. Had Frannie known just such a witch stood on her front porch, she might have chosen a better time to make her wishes.

      “John can play the trumpet.” With a singing voice that sounded like a creaking gate, Hagatha butchered the second line of Oh Come All Ye Faithful. When the wishes tapped into the rising magic of the spell she planned for the carolers, they picked up a bit of her intention.

      If you’re going to wish for things, try not to do it if the magic to grant them comes from a witch who prefers mischief to mercy, and magic above all else. But that is not the moral of our story.

      “Oblivius recuro!” Without thinking too much about it, Hagatha whispered a different spell from the itchy one she’d planned. In fact, she couldn’t have said why she changed her mind because she didn’t remember doing so.

      There, she thought, that ought to mess up the caroler’s plans quite nicely. She hung back when the group shuffled off to the next house and stood looking at the undecorated porch. To anyone with more than a withered raisin of compassion and a bit of fancy in their hearts, the porch might have looked sad stretched across the front of the house with nothing but an old rocking chair occupying the weathered floor.

      Hagatha felt the wave of Frannie’s hatred for Christmas as the fog of it settled over her, but not the underlying pain at its root. Whether her blind spot came from a refusal to examine her own loneliness or from Frannie’s backfiring wishes was anyone’s guess.

      Hate Christmas, do you? She sent the thought toward the woman hiding behind the closed door. You haven’t seen anything yet. In the far too many years she’d spent roaming around the mortal coil, Hagatha had learned one thing—well, she’d learned many things, but this one spoke to her wicked soul—people only hate the things they secretly want the most.

      The woman lived in a house that looked like Scrooge’s vacation home, and she hated Christmas. What better way to get under her skin than to give her an overload of holiday cheer? Hagatha knew just how to make it happen.
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      No one was more surprised—or dismayed—than Gertrude Granger when she noticed Hagatha skulking around the Santa’s workshop section of her Christmas display the next morning.

      “Well, hello, Hagatha. What can I do for you?” Gertrude stepped outside, looked both ways down the street to check for anything odd in her surroundings. Hagatha had a reputation for outlandish behavior, and it was always best to be prepared when she was around. Stories of the old witch bordered on legend, like the time she’d led a turkey parade through town—skyclad.

      “Nothing. I was just inspecting the tinsel for…uh…quality control. You can’t be too careful with this stuff.” Reaching out, Hagatha tweaked a shred of glittery silver from the thick rope wound around the workshop’s porch railing. Butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth as she palmed the sparkling tuft, then slipped it into her pocket. “Real silver, I’d say. The genuine article. Am I right? What do you use on it to keep it polished to such a nice shine?”

      It was no secret that Gertrude’s favorite topic was anything to do with Christmas. Once convinced Hagatha meant no harm, she launched into a long-winded and detailed lecture on the history of tinsel made from precious metals that included a whole treatise on the proper care of same.

      “I could give you my recipe for the anti-tarnish spell if you want.” Once Gertrude warmed up to a subject, she could go all day without taking a breath.

      Rarely did anyone get the better of Hagatha, but the sheer magnitude of Gertrude’s verbal assault shocked the old witch into beating a hasty retreat. Well, as hasty a retreat as one can manage using a walker for support.

      “That woman could talk the ears off a field of corn and still have breath left to blow out the candles on a cake.” Hagatha stopped to catch her own breath and patted the pocket holding the scrap of tinsel she’d stolen. “She’s not going to be happy with me later.”

      Talking to herself didn’t seem at all an odd thing to do. Hagatha spent most of her time alone by choice, and who better to talk to than herself, anyway? Most of the other town witches bored her to tears with how they kowtowed to the non-magical community. What was the use of having powers if you never used them?

      And, she thought, it was about time to shake things up a little, and she appreciated the chance to force Christmas on a grouch and rile Gertrude up at the same time. A most efficient use of her powers, if Hagatha did say so herself. Nothing like a good twofer.

      To that end, she beefed up the warming spell that kept her toes toasty in winter months, and as she walked back to Frannie’s, laid her own magic over the top of Gertrude’s on the piece of tinsel.
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