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			This first one is for everyone I have loved.

			Who have each, in your way, taught me

			What it means to love,

			What it takes to love,

			And to learn to love myself.

		

	
		
			
				Watch out for each other. Love everyone and forgive everyone, including yourself. Forgive your anger. Forgive your guilt. Your shame. Your sadness. Embrace and open up your love, your joy, your truth, and, most especially, your heart.

				—Jim Henson
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			December 20

			The Day Before Yule

			It had been eight years since she cast her last spell, and though Rowan Midwinter considered herself done with magic, that didn’t mean magic was done with Rowan Midwinter. After all, magic was not something you could walk away from. It ran in currents through all things, binding space and time and charging those places where particles entangled. Ever there, thrumming at the edge of awareness, tempting her when things got hard.

			And there was no harder time of year than Yule.

			The makings of holiday magic were everywhere at Yuletide, harvested from tradition and turned into decor. Rowan plucked a piece of mistletoe off her fundraising booth and spun it in her fingers.

			Wrap the sprig in a red cloth, bind it with cords of gold and silver, say the words, and so long as she kept it in her pocket, people would feel extra generous in her presence.

			“Could use some of that right now,” said Rowan, flipping her gaze to the empty donation jar at her side with a sigh.

			The thrumming she had been doing her best to ignore intensified, like waves receding over a pebbled strand. Familiar words formed in her mind’s eye.

			A Spell to Open a Heart

			White-hot anxiety shot down her spine, and her stomach bucked.

			“No,” she said, pitching the mistletoe back to the table where it belonged. The thrumming abated in a huff that left Rowan with the distinct feeling someone was disappointed in her.

			“What’s new?” she muttered, turning her attention back to “Christmas Cheer for the Climate!” and the crowd of potential donors she so desperately needed to woo.

			Clad in sequins and silk and one hundred percent Italian wool, the fundraiser’s wealthy attendees strolled through drifts of fake snow as they traveled from booth to booth, judging the worthiness of participating nonprofits. A jazzy remix of “Carol of the Bells” filled the hall, and drinks flowed from bars hidden inside the trunks of faux evergreen trees wound with tinsel. The synthetic winter wonderland was in stark contrast with the world outside, where the Santa Ana winds blew hot mischief through the concrete shell of city over desert.

			Every detail had been designed to get donors in the holiday mood, but either it wasn’t working, or all those year-end donations were ending up in other jars, supporting other causes.

			What was she doing wrong? How could she fix this? It had seemed gauche to bring swag to an environmental fundraiser, since it would all end up in the trash, but everyone else had swag.

			“Rowan!”

			A statuesque woman glowing in yellow taffeta slid into her field of view, pulling her from her thoughts. It took her a moment to match the woman’s face with the one she’d gotten to know on a screen, as she’d spent her year with the SunlightCorps, a community solar nonprofit, working almost entirely from the corner of her studio apartment. When it registered that she was looking at Lorena Perez, chief of staff, Rowan straightened and adjusted her glasses, as if their slight tilt betrayed her inattention.

			“You’ve got the main stage in twenty,” said her boss. “Which means you need to be backstage in fifteen.”

			The reminder sent sparks through Rowan’s nervous system. She was on the hook to give a presentation about the SunlightCorps’ next big endeavor, a project she’d personally championed. She’d been pushing to expand beyond solar retrofits of apartment buildings to helping fund and install full community-owned solar grids.

			It was a big swing. An expensive swing. While they’d secured federal grants, they still needed a boatload of private donations if they were going to succeed.

			And they weren’t even at a cupful.

			Lorena’s eyes slid to her back. “You know your zipper isn’t all the way up, right?”

			Heat flushed Rowan’s cheeks. Her peaches-and-cream complexion could always be counted on to give her away.

			“I couldn’t reach the whole way.”

			Lorena studied her for a moment, eyes flicking to the other staff members milling around the booth. With a tip of the chin, she asked, “You want me to…?”

			“Please,” said Rowan, pulling aside her mass of auburn curls to give Lorena access.

			The forest green velveteen gown she’d rented for the fundraiser strained across her chest as her boss tugged the gaping seam closed before jerking up the zipper. Lorena’s rich alto vibrated in her ear. “You live alone, right?”

			“Mmm. No one’ll know when I die till the smell sets in.”

			Her boss released her with a pat. “Oh, I’m sure the rats’ll figure it out sooner.”

			“Well, at least I won’t go to waste.” The banter slowed the ripples of anxiety beneath Rowan’s skin but did not still them entirely. She smoothed her hands down her front, enjoying the delicate silvery ribs of embroidered ivy beneath her palms, then fished out her notecards from a discreet pocket in the gown’s folds. “Thank you, by the way.”

			“Of course,” said Lorena. “Can’t have any wardrobe malfunctions. We need you to smash this.” Lorena eyed her. “You’re going to smash this, right?”

			“Just call me ‘the hammer’!” said Rowan, with a weak swing of her arm.

			The joke went down as poorly as it deserved. Lorena’s smile was too bright as she said, “Why don’t you go ahead and get yourself ready? Grab a drink, if you drink. Grab some air, if you don’t.” And then, with a squeeze of her shoulder, “We’re all counting on you.”

			It was not what Rowan needed to hear.
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			Members of the SunlightCorps staffed the nearest bar. Rowan wrapped her knuckle against the plaster-and-wire backing of the faux tree and pulled out her phone as she waited for someone to have a free moment.

			A reminder to leave for the airport blared front and center. She’d have to dash as soon as her speech was over, but there’d been no avoiding it. This was the last flight that would deliver her on time to spend the twelve days of Yule with her family in Elk Ridge, Washington.

			It would be her first time home for the winter holidays in years. Normally she begged it off, but her mother hadn’t let her get away with it this time. She’d been there on Mabon—the autumnal equinox, the day the Oak King surrendered dominion to the Holly King for the darkening half of the year. Also the day when, three months ago, the Midwinters had gathered to scatter the ashes of Rowan’s maternal grandmother, Madeleine.

			Bonfires burned a haze in the sky, and everything smelled of overripe apples crushed underfoot, the atmosphere thick with grief and mead. Though Rowan had been in town for less than a day, her mother had cornered her and made her promise to come back for a proper visit at Yule, and to arrive by Solstice. And even though the thought had made a hardened knot of anxiety pulse in her chest, she’d agreed.

			How much would she hate me if I just…missed my flight?

			She didn’t have time to give the thought serious consideration, because the door flew open and out popped the last person she’d hoped to see.

			Dade stared at her from beneath a short blond Mohawk, tongue spinning his lip ring in a familiar fidget. He’d thrown a leather jacket over the emerald elf uniform required of all the bar staff.

			The smile he’d been wearing vanished as his eyes hardened. “What’s up?”

			She averted her gaze, taking a sudden interest in the patterning of white and black tile below. “I, um, came for a drink. My big speech is coming up.”

			“Oh. Right.” He snorted. “Guess that’s even more important now, huh?”

			She winced. “I guess you guys heard how it’s going over at the booth…”

			Dade arched an eyebrow. “No, actually.” He chuckled and nodded toward her phone. “You haven’t looked at the news tonight, have you?”

			The way he said it sent her heart straight to her stomach. “No, I’ve been a bit busy.” She flipped open her news app.

			There it was. Landmark Legislation “Green New Deal”: Dead.

			“No,” she said, sliding down the tree as despair coiled like lead in her belly.

			The legislation’s passing had been a rare spot of hope in a vortex of increasingly terrible world news. It was also the source of the federal grants the SunlightCorps relied on to fund their builds.

			“Unfortunately, yes.” He dropped to the ground to settle beside her, his scuffed Doc Martens kicking out from below his elf pants. “Those miserable, shortsighted chucklefucks.”

			He passed a flask her way, and despite knowing the dangers presented by a Dade flask, she accepted. The harsh liquid burned its way down her esophagus as the pressure that had already been building in her chest intensified. There was so much riding on her speech now. If the booth had been bringing in more donations, or if a gigantic pool of federal money were waiting, Scrooge McDuck style, on the horizon, it wouldn’t have been so direly important that she nail it. But neither of those hopes was coming to pass, and now it truly was all on her.

			“Why did I think I could do this?” she said, passing his flask back.

			“You didn’t. Lor did. Which, you know, maybe not her best call…” Rowan shot him a look, and he raised his hands. “Kidding. Didn’t you like win speaking competitions?”

			“In high school, Dade.”

			“Okay, so maybe you’re out of practice, but you know how to make people listen. ‘A light in every window, but carbon in the ground,’ that shit was you.”

			Her mood briefly lifted at his encouragement, but then, as she remembered the enormity of the task, it tumbled straight back down. She shook her head. “Pitched over Zoom while huddled under a coffee-stained blanket—entirely different circumstances.”

			“But exact same Rowan,” said Dade, booping her on the nose with his flask.

			She took a deep breath and released it in a slow exhale before clambering to her feet and offering a hand down to him. While she’d only intended the gesture to be friendly, it was clear from the look that passed over his face that it wasn’t that simple.

			They’d dated for six months, and though it had been nice to have someone to cuddle up with, for Rowan it had never amounted to anything more than that. None of her past attempts at a relationship ever had.

			When love was the conversation, Rowan had a way of changing the subject.

			“I need to go,” she said.

			“What’s new?” he said with a shrug. Ouch. “You still want me to get you a drink?”

			“No, I’m out of time. I’d better head backstage and try to get a last run in. So, you know, I only mostly fail, instead of bombing completely…”

			“Don’t do that,” he said with a roll of the eyes.

			“Do what?”

			“Snark your way into a self-fulfilling prophecy.”

			Tensing, she said, “I don’t do that.”

			He snorted and shook his head. “Can’t believe I used to think that shit was cute.”

			Rowan beat her retreat. “I’m going now, Dade.”

			“Good luck!” he called after. “Stay out of your head!”

			Nervous jitters rose to jangles with every step Rowan took toward the stage. It was true she’d once been a confident public speaker, but she’d had magic to rely on at the time—spells to steady and project her voice, spells to open minds to new information, spells to make her words sticky and linger.

			But she no longer dared to use spells, and all she could rely on was herself.

			Images of robots scooping up plastic from rolling blue waves played overhead as she reached the main stage. A representative from a group using drones for ocean cleanup was finishing his presentation. Partygoers ate and drank at open tables arrayed in front of the stage, paying far more attention to their phones than the speaker.

			She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Were they not capable of disconnecting for a few minutes to discuss the future of the world? Did they actually care about any of this, or did they just want to tag themselves on social media so they could look like they did?

			The voice of the exuberant MC, an influencer with a hundred-watt smile, cut through her thoughts. “And next up, Rowan Midwinter of the SunlightCorps is gonna tell us what her group’s all about! Get on up here, Rowan!”

			Already? She should have had a few more minutes!

			Her legs shook as she climbed the stairs and came to stand at the microphone, repeating to herself what she needed to do.

			Just read the cards and stay focused on what you’re here to do.

			She squinted into the hot stage lights as she leaned toward the mic. “So, I know we’re a solar company, but I am not a solar panel. Can we take those lights down a wee bit?”

			There was a ripple of chuckles as the stage lights dimmed. Members of the SunlightCorps watched from a line in the back, and Lorena shot her a double thumbs-up. Even Dade had shown, leaning against a wall, arms crossed and expression neutral.

			The screen behind her shifted to an image of a low, tan apartment building sporting a set of shining silver-and-blue solar panels that kept the building running on clean energy, completely free to its tenants. Members of the SunlightCorps stood arm-in-arm with a group of community volunteers.

			Rowan cleared her throat. “Behind me is just one example of the many achievements of the SunlightCorps. Our mission? ‘A light in every window, but carbon in the ground.’ We hope this presentation will convince you to help us take this to the next level, and that you’ll join us in making our communities, and the planet, healthier…”

			She hardly recognized her voice as it flowed out. Though she couldn’t help but hear every hitch and stumble, they were few and far between, and a warm sense settled in her chest.

			Maybe this wouldn’t be such a disaster after all.

			Midway through the second card, she stole a look at the audience, expecting to see rapt faces nodding along.

			That wasn’t what she saw.

			The audience was entirely disengaged—focused on phones, on food, on beautiful faces across tables. No one was listening. No one cared.

			Her mind spun. She was failing to reach them. She had failed, and there was no way they were going to raise enough to expand. They’d be lucky to get enough to keep up basic operations.

			It was all her fault.

			Her mind spun again. With the Green New Deal dead, what was the point anyway? Even if they fundraised their asses off, it wouldn’t make a difference. None of it would. The world was hurtling toward three degrees warming, and she was powerless to stop it.

			Her body flushed and her stomach churned. Her hands shook, and as she went to flip to the next card, the entire stack slipped from her grip. They scattered, and she dropped to her knees to scoop them all back up. Everyone was finally looking at the stage now, but for the entirely wrong reasons.

			Anger flared in her chest. Oh, so it wasn’t worth their time to save the planet, but watching her crash and burn? That warranted attention, apparently.

			Without giving herself a chance to think the better of it, she stood back up and returned to the mic. “If I’d realized making a fool of myself would get your attention, I’d have started a lot sooner. Guess the future of the planet isn’t as exciting as the latest viral trend, though, huh?”

			She froze. Had that really come out of her mouth? Her hands shuffled cards in a desperate attempt to figure out where she’d left off, but they were entirely out of order, and her mind raced right by the words, leaving them blurry and indistinct.

			As the pressure mounted, she could no longer ignore the thrumming in her environment. It urged her to consider that there were other ways to handle this. Old ways. Powerful ways. A network of bright threads flashed in her vision.

			There are spells to make them listen. Spells to make them act.

			The trembling of her body intensified, and her breathing became uneven. The churning bile in her stomach threatened to spill all the way out. She clamped her teeth onto her bottom lip and shook her head.

			I won’t do it. I refuse.

			The thrumming cut out. The world dimmed. Her awareness returned to the room, and to the terrible, awkward hush that had fallen over the crowd. How long had she been standing there waging silent war with her instincts?

			Her voice was small as she leaned back into the microphone.

			“I’m sorry.”

			As she descended the stairs two at a time, she took in Lorena’s expression of stunned disappointment and Dade’s knowing shake of the head, and shame crashed over her in a wave.

			I did it again. I let everyone down.
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			A lingering sense of nauseating failure haunted Rowan as she dashed through SeaTac airport’s holiday crowds to make her connecting flight. It had been a rush through John Wayne as well, and she was still wearing her rented evening gown. She’d bunched up her skirt and held it high as she’d sprinted for the gate, like a Gothic heroine fleeing through the moors.

			Her first flight had been spent repeatedly composing and deleting a resignation letter, then finally removing her work email app altogether. She’d tried to distract herself with her current read—A Mistletoe Murder, a cozy mystery set in the Green Mountains—but her thoughts kept going back to the scene of the failure.

			Lorena had reassured her that most donations would come in at the end of the night, with more in the coming days via their website, but the rest of the crew had avoided making eye contact as she’d gathered her things.

			It would be easier to quit than to face them all in the New Year.

			Her path through SeaTac took her down familiar halls dressed in tinsel and colorful balls, past shops selling everything Washington State—smoked salmon and Sub Pop apparel and Aplets & Cotlets. She swerved to dodge a one-man-Santa band and the line of children dancing along to his clamor. Her pace didn’t slow until she’d boarded the train for her distant terminal.

			There were only two other people in her car—a young couple wearing matching festive sweaters, all but merged into a single entity as they smooched at regular intervals. Rowan looked away and rolled her eyes, but then she crumpled, glancing at the empty seat beside her with a sigh.

			When she’d told Dade she was going home for the holidays, he’d given her an expectant look, as if the next thing she was going to do was ask him to join her.

			And that had been it. The moment she’d known it was over. He was the kind of guy who asked for little but gave even less, and that had seemed easy, until one day it wasn’t.

			Bringing him with her would have meant exposing him to the fact that when the Midwinters talked about “witchcraft,” they were being neither twee nor metaphorical. They meant it. And at that point, one of two things would likely happen.

			He simply would not believe it. Even when confronted with spellwork, he’d twist himself in knots to explain it away.

			And if he did believe it? He’d freak out. This was true of all magic, but especially Rowan’s talent—magic of the mind.

			And why shouldn’t it? How couldn’t you fear a person capable of altering your thoughts? Overpowering your will? Erasing your memories? How could you ever trust her?

			And if you couldn’t trust her, how could you love her?

			The train came to a stop, and the doors slid open. The couple disembarked, hand-in-hand. In their place, a massive man trundled abroad, settling down across from Rowan. He wore a sweeping coat of evergreen crushed velvet and a crown of holly. From his snow-white beard and matching hair, she assumed he was another Santa hired to keep exhausted children from breaking down during flight delays.

			But then she caught his scent, and it forced a closer look. He smelled of the forest in the heart of winter—like chilled cedar and frosted loam, all blanketed in snow. Scents marked by the absence of smell, signifying recession and urging rest. A proud rack of branching stag’s horns adorned his holly-wrapped crown, and there was a look to him that was far more wild than jolly.

			Was this a Holly King impersonator? Though he was one of the many influences on Father Christmas, their purposes were far from the same. The Holly King oversaw all of fall and winter, and in his interactions with humans kept them accountable toward the lessons of those seasons—to harvest, and then to let fall fallow, to retreat, rest, regroup, and be ready for the new year when it comes.

			The old man slid his gaze her way. “Are you ready for Yuletide, daughter?”

			Rowan started, caught off-guard by the challenge in his question. Clearing her throat, she said, “You’re really committed to your character.”

			“And you are avoiding my question.” The look he gave her said he wasn’t letting her off the hook.

			She flushed. “Sure. I mean, I’m here, aren’t I?”

			He leaned forward, gazing at her with lightless eyes. “But have you done all you need to do before the New Year?”

			She opened her mouth to snark again, but nothing came out.

			Finally, she said, “I don’t know. I haven’t known in a long time.”

			The Holly King nodded. The train came to a slow rolling stop at her terminal, doors sliding open. She shot to her feet and wiped a palm across her eyes to compose herself before tugging her roller bag forward to disembark.

			“Well,” said the Holly King, “you have eleven days left to figure it out. I see a busy season ahead for you, so…” He pulled a twig from his crown and snapped it as she passed to exit the train car. “You had better get to it, Rowan.”

			“Wait, how did you know my…?”

			She turned to look back. The car she had been riding in stood empty. An unruly shivering passed through her body, but she had no time to linger and wonder. She pressed on to the gate.
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			“Canceled?”

			They had canceled her connecting flight. The only plane that would get her to Elk Ridge before the Solstice. It had still been active on the departures board all of fifteen minutes ago when she disembarked her plane from Orange County.

			A surge of people had already queued behind the customer service desk, forming an impossibly long line, and everyone else was on their devices, trying to mitigate the damage to their night. Rowan pulled out her own phone and collapsed back against the wall, letting out an audible groan.

			“My thoughts exactly,” muttered a baritone voice.

			The distinctive-looking man beside her lounged against a wall display covered in boughs of holly. Though he was roughly her age, there were streaks of silver in his tidily coifed jet black hair. And even though it had been years since last she’d set eyes on him, recognition hit with a surprising jitter in her stomach.

			“Gavin McCreery?”

			At the sound of his name, the man looked up from his phone, deeply set brown eyes catching her own. Something flicked over his face and his lips parted, and for a moment, she felt exposed. Her breath caught in her chest.

			Then it passed. His face was neutral again as he said, “Rowan Midwinter?”

			So it was Gavin. She shifted her gaze from his eyes back up to his hair, forcing herself to face the reminder of what happened when she magicked mad.

			Gavin had beaten her at a debate championship after preparing extensively with a private tutor his father had hired to coach him. She’d gone home in a fury at the unfairness of it, and then channeled that toward the first thing that came to mind when she thought of Gavin: the head of thick, silky hair she imagined he spent a lot of time preening over.

			“May hairs of black be hairs of gray before the sun sets on this day.”

			She’d chanted the words while burning a few of those dark hairs into the flame of a plump white candle.

			Rowan hadn’t expected it to work, but the next day Gavin had come to school with silver blooming at his temples. She’d never figured out how to reverse it, and she was too ashamed of what she’d done to ask the coven for help.

			The joke was on her, though—it suited him. Very well.

			On top of that, the day after his hair changed, Rowan had woken up with a head of snow-white curls. The rule of three made manifest.

			Whatever energy you put into the world returns to you threefold.

			Not always literal, but in this case, very much so. And so once a month, for every month since, she’d had to dye it to cover the evidence of her shame. A bottle of her trusty “For Auburn Waves of Mane” rolled around in her backpack at that very moment. She’d reached the end of her current cycle and had a fresh dye planned for later that night. That was, if this flight cancellation didn’t strand her somewhere without a shower.

			“It’s me,” she said, clearing her throat. “Good old Rowan Midwinter.”

			“It is, but something’s different,” Gavin returned, narrowing his eyes.

			Unexpected heat flushed up the back of Rowan’s neck as he scanned her toe to crown. She cleared her throat again. “Um, the years of aging I haven’t somehow avoided?”

			“No, something more specific…” He looked a moment more, and her cheeks went pink under his scrutiny. Then he nodded, as if having solved a perplexing problem. “Your hair.”

			Her breath caught in her throat. Had the change started early? She glanced at the clock. It was ten o’clock. She should have had a few more hours.

			“My hair…?”

			“It’s darker. I remember it being more of a, mmm…” He swirled his fingers around, looking for the word. “Dark blond? Light brown?”

			Rowan released her breath. While at first she’d done her best to replicate her natural hair color, eventually she’d started dyeing it the dark auburn she’d always wished she’d gotten from her mother.

			“Oh, yeah. Felt like adding a little extra…” She waved her hands in a flourish and struck a pose. “Drama in my life.”

			His lips twitched in a suppressed smile. “I see. On your way to Elk Ridge for the holidays?”

			She sighed. “Trying…You?”

			“Same.”

			“I should probably start figuring out how I’m going to do that.” She glanced at the line at the counter, despairing at its length.

			Gavin arched a still-dark eyebrow—the gray hadn’t reached him there. “You haven’t started yet?”

			“You know me, always cramming at the last minute…”

			“Yes, how did you beat me for valedictorian?” he asked archly.

			“Ah, dumb luck probably,” she said, knitting her fingers and remembering nights spent casting spells to bring clarity and focus to her otherwise tangled thoughts.

			“It’s hard to remember why we cared so much. It’s not as if it mattered in the real world.”

			Rowan raised an eyebrow, examining him as a familiar sense of irritation flared in her chest. His jeans were clearly tailored, and the charcoal sweater stretching over his broad shoulders was an expensive wool. Yes, for Gavin McCreery, one A minus had not changed his future’s trajectory, but his father had paid for his entire education, and so his future hadn’t required scholarships where every fraction of grade point average made a difference.

			“Well, maybe it mattered a little,” she said, crossing her arms. “But I understand why the person who lost might not think so.”

			He met her gaze with a quirk of the brow. “Touché.” At that moment, his phone chimed in his hands. “My rental’s ready.” He tilted his chin up. “There’s room in the car. As long as you travel light—it’s a two-seater.”

			Her heart sprang right up into her throat. “Really? You’re not here with anyone?” She’d been expecting a leggy, fur-clad model type to strut up and claim ownership.

			“No, flying solo. Literally, I suppose.” His head tilted down, and his eyes swept the room. “I guess I didn’t ask if it was just you.”

			“Just me,” she said, but hesitated to accept the offer.

			It would have been foolish to turn it down, but saying yes would mean hours alone in a car with Gavin as they wound their way up the Cascade Mountains in the depths of winter. Were there any snow- or ice-related delays, it might take even longer. Not only did she risk her hair changing color right before his eyes, but it also meant extended small talk with a member of the McCreery family.

			An unwelcome thought, seeing as Gavin hadn’t simply been the primary roadblock in every academic accomplishment of her youth, his family had been the thorn in the side of her own for multiple generations.

			His brows knit at her silence. “So…did you want a ride, then?”

			“Um, thank you for the offer,” she said, scrambling. “But I can probably get the next flight…”

			He was already shaking his head. “Everything’s booked for the holidays. My father called in a favor with the car service he uses.”

			His father called in a favor. Of course. There was no problem that excess money couldn’t solve. This new piece of information crisped her tone right up.

			“I’m sure I can figure something out.”

			“Oh? How, exactly?” He challenged her with a familiar studying frown. It was a look she remembered from when they had been paired up at school; brought out whenever he judged her actions as impractical, illogical, or, most likely, both.

			She opened her mouth to offer a retort, but the words died on her tongue, and with them, her resistance. Her chances of getting home that night without his help were slim to none. It would be worth a few awkward hours in a car if she could make it home and avoid letting yet another person down today.

			“What would my part of the rental be?” she asked.

			“No need,” he said, waving it off.

			“Then I guess we’re going to Elk Ridge together,” she said, feeling vaguely defeated. Gavin replied with a half smile and a brisk nod. As he pulled away from the wall, a sprig of holly came with him.

			“Hold on a sec,” said Rowan, getting in close to rise on her tiptoes to reach the holly. The spines of the dark, waxy leaves clung to his salt-and-pepper locks, and she had to tug to get it free. Her other hand came to rest against his arm to steady herself, and she was keenly aware of the taut slopes of biceps beneath her palm and the scent of him—oakmoss and amber.

			He looked down at her hand with a raised eyebrow, and then his eyes darted down her body, leaving her conscious of the evening gown she was still wearing and all the places it clung tight to her full figure.

			“Did you flee a ball before this?” he murmured—playfully? Gavin McCreery knew how to be playful?

			“Something like that.” She flushed and took a step back, holding the holly out by way of explanation. “You had a hijacker.”

			“Thanks,” he said with a clipped nod before heading toward the exit. The view from behind gave her a chance to appreciate the fit of his tailored jeans, but she shook away the thoughts.

			I know it’s been a while, but this is Gavin McCreery you’re checking out. Keep it frosty.

			She glanced at the holly leaf in her hand and, without another thought, popped it into her pocket and jogged to catch up.

			“So, what kind of car is it?” she asked. “Something with snow tires, I hope?”

			He paused, knitting his brow. “Haven’t you heard?”

			Something in his tone caused her to stop, a sense of dread creeping its way up her spine. “Heard what?”

			“There’s no snow in Elk Ridge yet.”

			Her mouth flapped in surprise. “None?”

			The tension in his voice was clear as he confirmed, “Not a flake.”

			Her heart constricted. No snow in Elk Ridge in late December? That was bad. Very bad.

		

	
		
			[image: ] 3 [image: ]

			As the rented car sped east down the freeway, the lights of Seattle gave way to thickly forested foothills. High enough to be called mountains anywhere east of the Rockies, but only the craggy toes of the mountains ranging ahead. Rowan watched their approach with mounting dread, scanning for where the snowline should be and most certainly was not.

			She pulled out a crochet project—an amigurumi otter—hoping it might distract her. But she dropped into an unconscious rhythm, and one glance at the driver’s seat, at Gavin commanding the wheel, was all it took to move her thoughts back to the strangeness of the situation.

			The years had brought his features into definition, filling out his once boyishly handsome face with a strong jaw, prominent brow, and definition in the cheekbones. His dark brown eyes, fringed by enviably long lashes, were familiar, as was his quietly guarded look. Whenever they had paired up for group work in school, she’d relished the challenge to change his expression—a laugh, a smile, a scandalized widening of the eyes.

			He had been an inordinately serious child and teenager. Though maybe not always. Rowan briefly recalled a twinkling-eyed boy. But his mother had died when he was eleven, and the melancholy of grief settled into a permanent feature.

			Were he endowed with fewer of life’s advantages, that sullen demeanor might have left him as much of a social outcast as Rowan had been, but between money and looks, he’d never had that problem, even if his own “friends” ribbed him for his standoffishness.

			He’d never lacked for dates either, but then Rowan supposed girls lined up for quiet boys with soulful eyes because they could imagine their minds exempt from the kinds of thoughts the loud ones advertised.

			Not her, of course, but others.

			He’d rolled up his sleeves, revealing forearms with thick, dark hair. Ridges of muscle cut channels from elbow to wrist where his hands wrapped firmly around the wheel. His eyes might have been the same, but those were certainly new. His thumbs idly stroked circles along the nibs of raised stitching in the steering wheel cover, and she forced herself to look away, cheeks flushing at less innocent thoughts of thumbs stroking.

			Her gaze landed on his hair, and the heat in her cheeks shifted from embarrassment to shame. She double-checked the position of the stocking cap on her head, hoping it would hide any early signs that her hair was changing back to white.

			Gavin’s eyes darted over, catching her staring. Desperate to explain herself, she said, “You started going gray in high school, right?”

			“I’m surprised you remember.”

			“Well, it was pretty weird…Um, not that you should be self-conscious about it. It looks good. You look good.”

			If there were any moment to dissolve into a puddle and ooze into the cracks between the seats, this was it. “I mean—you pull it off,” she added.

			“Thanks,” he said with an amused twitch of the lips.

			She dropped her crocheting and made a great show of focusing on retrieving a cup of hot chocolate from the central console to avoid speaking again. The luxury car service had provided the good stuff—drinking chocolate, rich and bitter, but it had long since gone cold. She idly ran a finger along the paper rim of the cup as she looked out the window and considered the dark hills ahead.

			Did the lack of snow have anything to do with the pressure of this visit? Her mother had insisted she return by the Solstice, which was a potent night to attempt big magic. The coven had been down a member since her grandmother had died, and the spell would be much less likely to succeed with only seven witches. If she were still practicing, Rowan would make eight.

			They weren’t going to try to convince her to take part in some kind of spell, were they? A spell to bring back the snow?

			Under normal circumstances, Elk Ridge was a popular spot during the winter holidays. Tourists from all over the Pacific Northwest flocked into town to attend their multi-tradition festival, Elk Ridge Winter Fest, and the town’s snowy locale was a significant factor in its success. She blamed Charles Dickens, whose vision of a white Christmas had become a fixture of cultural imagination. Without piles of fluffy white transforming the world, the attraction of Elk Ridge just wouldn’t be the same.

			Not to mention the impact on the ecosystem if they didn’t have sufficient snowpack for the spring runoff. The amount of snowfall in a given winter naturally varied, but they’d never had none at this time of year.

			It was just cause for big magic, but that didn’t mean it was a good idea for Rowan to take part. Quite the opposite, in fact. She’d just mess this up too.

			There was a tingling in her palm, and then the cup in her hand was steaming.

			Wait. The cup in her hand was steaming?

			With a jerk of surprise, she scrambled to put it back into the cupholder. Snatching her hand away, she stared at the cup before stretching out an uncertain finger to dimple its side.

			Yes, it was hot all right.

			There was only one explanation—she’d magicked it.

			Spells became instinctual with practice, and when she’d sworn off spellcasting, it had been a monumental effort to unlearn a lifetime’s worth of magical habits. But Rowan had put in the work, because dealing in any sort of magic had felt like walking along the edge of a precipitous slope.

			One that threatened to send her straight back to the worst night of her life, and to the person she never wanted to be.

			“Everything all right over there?”

			Gavin met her eyes briefly with a concerned knit of dark brows before returning his gaze back to the road where it belonged. Her mouth flapped, and she struggled to form an explanation.

			“Oh, just stressing about the snow.”

			He accepted the half-truth with a nod. “Ski season only opened last week. Slopes are high enough to have some accumulation, but conditions are not great.” Among the many pieces of real estate the McCreerys owned around Elk Ridge was a ski area half an hour up the highway.

			“That’s not good,” said Rowan.

			“That’s putting it mildly.” He cleared his throat, shifting in his seat and seeming to search for a way to change the subject. His lips twitched as he noted her book on the dash. “A Mistletoe Murder, huh? Let me guess—poisoning? A literal mistletoe murder?”

			Rowan furrowed her brow. “Predictability is the point!”

			“Of a mystery?”

			“There’s still plenty else to figure out,” she muttered, crossing her arms over her chest and scrunching her nose in his direction. “I suppose you spent your flight reading something ‘enriching.’ Business Insider, maybe?”

			He chuckled. “I watched a movie.”

			“Mmm—something with Matt Damon?”

			“Close. Muppets.”

			That gave her pause. “Huh. The Muppet Christmas Carol?”

			He shook his head. “Emmet Otter’s Jug-Band Christmas.”

			She couldn’t decide if he was pulling her leg, but if there was any word she associated with Gavin, it was honest. Sometimes painfully so. In her less generous moments, she would say he lacked the imagination to lie.

			“The choice of a true Jim Henson die-hard,” she said. “Respect.”

			He shrugged. “There’s something about its simplicity, and the way it comes down to…being willing to take chances for the people you love. At least, that’s how my mother always…”

			His voice faded out as his face clouded over, lost in a memory. Finally, he muttered, “Maybe it’s just that I saw it first. Christmas Carol’s good too…”

			When it was clear that was all he was going to say on the subject, she came away curiously disappointed. Pushing away feelings, she reminded herself again that this was Gavin McCreery, and that she had no reason to concern herself with his feelings about family, the holidays, and what one did for people you loved.

			No reason at all.

			Desperate to fill the silence, she said, “So, where did you come in from?”

			“The Bay Area.”

			“You moved there for school, right?” She vaguely recalled he had gone to Stanford to study business, like his father had planned for him.

			He nodded. “And got a job in the area after graduation.”

			“Doing what?”

			“I’m a financial consultant for nonprofits.”

			That gave her pause. “What? Really?”

			He chuckled. “Yes, really. We help them with financial resilience.”

			“So, is that for real, or is it a tagline?”

			His reply was serious, even though Rowan had intended to tease. “Very real. Most people who get into that line of work aren’t exactly business savvy. We help them make a plan. So that they can keep doing what they do for years to come.”

			“Before capitalism catches up.”

			She’d half expected him to roll his eyes, but he chuckled instead. “Exactly.”

			Well, then—he might have gotten the degree his father had pushed him toward, but she doubted it was how the old man planned for him to use it. Maybe there was hope for him yet.

			“How about you?” he asked. “Engineering, right? Build a better solar panel yet?”

			The question threw her right back into a low period of her past, where she had cracked under the weight of upper-level engineering courses. They would have been a challenge even if she’d been able to use the spells for focus she’d had in high school, but without them, it had been a complete disaster.

			“Started that way,” she said. “Failed…pretty hard. Switched to a general degree in sustainability. I’ve been working for environmental groups since then. Still trying to do something to get the world off fossil fuels.”

			“Always trying to save the world,” he murmured in a surprising tone—affection?

			“Yeah, well, turns out I’m not so good at that either. I completely messed up this huge fundraiser speech tonight.” She stuffed her face into her crochet project.

			“I’m sure it wasn’t that bad.”

			“Trust me,” she said, voice muffled by the yarn, “it was worse.”

			“Well, if it was anything like your graduation speech, I’m sure it was memorable.”

			Her face shot up. “You remember that?”

			His lips quirked into a half smile. “You quoted the Sex Pistols. I’m pretty sure a few grandmothers fainted.”

			She laughed at the memory and bit her lip. He kept catching her off guard with all the little things he remembered.

			Gavin looked her way, and she could swear his eyes briefly darted lower than her face. “How is this the first time we’ve run into each other since high school?”

			She tensed. The truth was, “needing to work” had only ever been her excuse for avoiding home. For the witches of Elk Ridge, the holidays were full of magic. Every day brought its own set of spells to close out the old, spread cheer, and bring on the new. The idea of standing to the side or, worse yet, being pressured to take part had been too much to face, and so she had spent her last many holidays alone, absorbing herself in work to forget what she’d lost.

			“I don’t usually come home for Yule,” she said finally, her voice low and tense. “Or if I do, it’s short.”

			His voice was light with amusement as he replied, “So, you guys actually celebrate Yule, huh?”

			Rowan tensed harder. “What do you mean?”

			“Well, I was never sure if it was just a part of your mom’s…New Age persona.”

			Her tension bubbled over at the all-too-familiar McCreery condescension. Gavin’s dad, Dennis, owned several commercial buildings downtown. One of them was located where a stately old Victorian had once stood. That house had been both the home and workplace of the Midwinters for many generations. Its upper floors contained apartments, with the magic store on the first. They’d opened a new store elsewhere after a flood of community support helped get them back on their feet, but it had never been the same.

			And that wasn’t even the worst thing a McCreery had ever done to a Midwinter.

			She inhaled, and when her words arrived, many generations’ worth of resentment came with them. “It’s not a ‘persona,’ and, yes, we do. How’s your dad doing, by the way? Tear down anyone’s ancestral home to build a strip mall lately?”

			Gavin’s face was carefully neutral. “My father’s revitalization project saved Elk Ridge.”

			“ ‘Revitalization,’ ” she said with air quotes. “More like commodification.”

			He snorted. “I know you guys took what happened personally, but it was business. If he hadn’t bought it, someone else would’ve.”

			“My grandmother was barely late.”

			“Six months is ‘barely’?”

			Six months? That wasn’t the number she’d heard. “It wasn’t six months.”

			He waved a hand. “You can look it up. I’ve seen the records.”

			She shook her head. “Whatever the exact number, they’d always given her leeway when times were thin—always. They only took it to foreclosure because your father pressured them to.”

			Unbidden memories swelled up. A coven, minus one member, thrusting their arms into the sky, asking for a miracle. While Rowan stood, terribly alone, in a field miles away. The McCreery mansion lit up bright and unbothered on the hillside in front of her. There had been evidence of spellwork at her feet, but she couldn’t remember what she’d been trying to do. Only that her spell had failed, the coven’s spell had failed, and Dennis McCreery had torn her grandmother’s house to the ground.

			Gavin hadn’t replied, and it was easier to direct her anger his way than to continue to sit with the unpleasant memories. “Well?” she said. “Nothing to say to that?”

			He shrugged. “What’s the point? You’ve clearly made up your mind about what happened. And about him.”

			“Still Daddy’s little boy, I guess.”

			“And you are as self-righteous as ever.”

			Rowan planted her eyes out the window and focused on her crocheting as a bitter silence filled the space between them. She made no attempt at conversation for the rest of the drive, and neither did he.

			It was just as well. Silence was the proper way of things between a Midwinter and a McCreery.
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			Gravel crunched beneath the tires of the car as it bumped off the lip of the highway and onto the road winding through the trees toward a small wooden house with a peaked roof that glowed softly in the night. When it rolled to a stop in front of the Midwinter home, Rowan all but leaped out. She bolted for the trunk, but Gavin beat her there, pulling the roller bag out and setting it on the ground before her.

			“Thanks,” she mumbled, hoisting it up by the handle before backing away. “For my bag, but also for the rescue. It was, uh…nice to catch up.”

			“Yeah,” said Gavin, hands in his pockets. His brow knit, as if he were looking for something else to say, and she dawdled, waiting to see if he might find the words. After a moment, he cleared his throat and said, “Happy Yule, Rowan.”

			“Merry Christmas, Gavin.” Her path to the front door took her beneath the willow tree that stood silent vigil over the house, and as she passed its branches, her stocking cap snagged, tugging clear off her head.

			“Your hat—” began Gavin, and then he cut himself off, narrowing his eyes.

			Shit! It was past midnight, and though she couldn’t see to confirm, there was no doubt white had bloomed at her temples. She yanked the hat back down over her head.

			“Do you—?” said Gavin.

			“Ah, good night!” Rowan cut him off and whirled, making a break for the door. “See you around.” She left him standing, confused, in the driveway, as she slammed the front door shut in a jangle of bronze Yule bells.

			Had he seen her hair? It’d been dark, and the white had only just started sprouting, easily explained away as a trick of the moonlight. Yes, that would do—should he ever ask, which he probably wouldn’t, because they were unlikely to be forced into each other’s company again.

			The thought was less reassuring than she’d meant it to be.

			With the long night finally behind her, she leaned against the door and simply took in the Midwinter house. Garlands of holly and evergreen and popcorn had been wound around exposed wooden beams, and dried orange sun wheels dangled from twine like a chandelier. A pine Yule log stuck with green and red candles sat as the centerpiece of the scarred dining table. Candles glowed in jars, bathing the room in diffused light, and it smelled of scalded sugar and milky cardamom bread cooling on the rack.

			Rowan let herself pause and breathe it all in. She’d missed this. Terribly. Tears pricked her eyes as she finally pushed off the door and made for the bathroom before anyone else caught sight of her changing hair.

			When she’d towel-dried her fresh dye job and slipped into her woofiest pajamas, she made a beeline to the rack of cooling buns and grabbed two. The first disappeared in a few bites as she admired this year’s orange pomander centerpiece—a dish with a ring of pinecones around a pile full of plump oranges, cloves decorating their rinds in intricate whorls.

			“Rowan?”

			Her father, Joe Midwinter, as he had taken her mother’s last name, appeared at the top of the stairs. He was dressed in the same red-and-black buffalo plaid robe he’d had for years. She rushed across the room, throwing her arms around him to breathe in his familiar odor of book dust and wood oil.

			“Careful,” he said with a full-bellied chuckle. “Squeeze any harder, and I might pop. How’d your big night go?”

			She shook her head against his chest, not wanting to go back over it. Not again. Not yet.

			“That good, huh?” He hugged her tighter but left it there. Though he might not have known the details, he didn’t need to understand to offer comfort; he only held her in silence until she was ready to let go.

			Rowan pulled back, taking a deep breath as her father gestured her over to the fireplace, where flames filled the room with the presence of roasting wood. The familiar, well-worn surface of a burgundy futon was ready for her, warmed by the fire. She tucked her feet into the cushions and snuggled beneath a macramé blanket her grandmother had made. It still held faint traces of Madeleine Midwinter’s sandalwood scent.

			The memory was bitter with the knowledge that she hadn’t been home in her grandmother’s final months. Though the old woman’s decline had been slow, her death had happened cruelly fast, and Rowan hadn’t gotten to say good-bye.

			“I hope I didn’t wake you,” she said.

			“Nah,” said her dad. “I’d already planned to stay up and drive you. Imagine my surprise when you called and said you were in a sports car with Dennis McCreery’s son.”

			Rowan chuckled. “Hard to believe it myself. It was pleasant for a little while…until he went full McCreery.”

			“How much’d you bite off?”

			Rowan winced. “Pretty much his entire head.”

			The more time passed since the car ride, the less righteous she felt in her anger. Was it possible that what he’d said about her grandmother had been true?

			“Dad,” she said, “do you happen to remember how late Grandma ended up being on the mortgage for the old house?”

			“Oh gosh,” he said, scratching his cheek as he thought about it. “Mmm, very. Five months? Six?”

			Her jaw dropped. Gavin had been telling the truth, and that meant her grandmother had lied. She felt even worse about how she’d behaved in the car and made a promise to herself that if she ran into him, she’d apologize. His face lingered in her mind’s eye until she consciously dismissed it, caught off guard by its persistence.

			Together, they listened to the crackle of the fire as it licked and popped its way through the stack of wood. Hypnotized, Rowan simply watched it for a time, until the anxieties lodged like splinters in her fingernails would no longer stay down.

			“Dad, do you know why Mom was so desperate for me to come home this year?”

			Her father’s gaze remained fixed on the fire. “Well, she misses you. We all have.”

			“Really? That’s it? It has nothing to do with the complete lack of snow?”

			Telltale guilt lines creased his face. “Look, you’re going to have to talk to her in the morning.”

			“Or, you could remind her I don’t do magic—save us the fight.”

			Joe stood, smoothing down his robe, and passed her by on his way to bed, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Your mom’s had a hard year. Just hear her out, okay?”

			“I can’t see how it’ll make a difference.” Her chest tightened. “You’d think she’d be happy I wasn’t casting anymore.”

			“She never wanted that.”

			“Funny way of showing it,” said Rowan, yawning.

			“Just think about it. Please?” He gave her shoulder a squeeze and, noticing the drooping of her eyes, pulled her glasses off her face and set them on the end table for safekeeping.

			By the time he’d hit the stairs and glanced back, she was snoring softly. As he closed the door to his bedroom, every candle in the room extinguished, as if snuffed out by a single puff of breath, leaving the room lit only by the warm, winking flames of the fireplace.
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			December 21

			The First Day of Yule

			Rowan awoke to the sound of glass clinking against wood. Her back protested, stiff, as she sat up from the futon, disentangling herself from the afghan and an additional bedspread someone had laid over her in the night.

			The fire had long since extinguished, the morning air was cool and crisp, and she fell into the disorienting sensation of being lost in time—as though waking here were the norm, and everything else had only been a fit of fantasy. But with every blink of sleep cleared away, the feeling receded. She groped about for her glasses and when she slid them onto her face, reality came back into focus.

			Across the room, a jar full of dried black and lavender tea leaves floated into its place on the shelves that lined the kitchen walls from floor to ceiling. An array of colorful glass caught the morning light—a kaleidoscope containing everything from cumin to brown rice to chunks of crystals and charcoal. Bundles of drying herbs wound with twine dangled like curtains from ceiling racks up among the exposed beams of the ceiling.

			Despite the clutter, there was a sense of organization to it all. Everything had a place. Unlike Rowan’s studio apartment, which contained considerably less stuff and yet somehow was always a disaster.

			She rolled off the couch to unzip her roller bag, excavating a chunky cream-colored sweater. Her mother was warm-blooded and hadn’t bothered to light a fire yet, though the effort would have taken only a few familiar words and a wave of the hand.

			Rubbing hard against her arms, Rowan called out, “Couldn’t do me a solid and get the fire going?”

			“Didn’t know when you’d be up,” came an amused reply from the kitchen. “Or if you might sleep all day.”

			With a sound like a sharp inhale of air, the fireplace burst into activity. Flames licked their way over the half-burned logs while two more fresh-split pieces floated from a heavy metal basket to join the others.

			“Good morning,” said her mother, “or should I say afternoon?”

			“It’s not even ten!”

			“I’ve been up for four hours. Your dad’s been up for three.” Lili Midwinter straightened and smiled through a graying mass of red-brown curls. She and Rowan were the exact, decidedly average height, but her mother’s habit of remaining in perpetual motion had rendered Liliana the thin version of their shared frame. The similarities continued into their eyes—hazel with a constellation of gold flecks.

			“And yet,” said Rowan, crossing her arms, “none of that changes the fact that the literal definition of afternoon is ‘after’ noon.”

			“Mmm.” Lili poured a steady stream of water from the kettle into a matted nest of tea leaves in an owl-shaped strainer on a pine green earthen mug. From the many cooling pans, the mess on the counter, and the wafting of butter in heat, it was clear she was already hard at work preparing for the Solstice dinner.

			Rowan hooked an ankle around the base of a barstool and slid it across the hardwood floor with a loud scrape before flopping down in front of a basket of many-colored eggs. Light blue, creamy olive, everything but the bleached white Rowan had to settle on at the grocery store.

			“Is Stephan coming over for breakfast?” asked Rowan, looking at the spot her older brother had once claimed at the bar.

			“Nope, but he’ll be here tonight. If you want to see him sooner, head over to the festival. He’s working the Guardians’ booth.”

			“Still slinging a chain saw?” Her brother had apprenticed to a local chain saw artist and now carved statues at a roadside stand—or apparently at Winter Fest during the holidays.

			“Still at it, surprisingly,” said her mother with a snort. Given his prior employment record, no one had expected it to stick, but he’d been at it for at least three years now. Which was two years longer than Rowan had ever stayed at a job.

			I’d almost beaten my record. The thought was sharp.

			Her mother sawed off a pat of butter with a spatula before letting it plop into a hot skillet with a sizzle. Moments later, eggs joined it with a series of delightful pops and finally a sprinkle of chives.

			“Your dad said you got in late?”

			“Yep, flight was canceled, so we drove.”

			“We?” Liliana’s voice was innocent—too innocent. She dumped a white cascade of flour and leavening into her yeast mixture and turned it with her hand, testing the consistency before gradually adding more flour when it clung, sticky, to her skin.

			Rowan rolled her eyes. “Don’t make me say it. I know Dad already told you.”

			“Gavin was always a good-looking kid. That said…” She paused, staring Rowan in the eye. “He is a McCreery.” Liliana pulled the dough from the bowl and tossed it hand to hand, slapping it in satisfaction as her hands finally stayed clean.

			Rowan’s stomach fluttered. “Don’t worry. He’s still as infuriating as ever. No risk of an Elk Ridge Romeo and Juliet.”

			“Good. Because there’s plenty else to worry about right now.”

			Her mother’s words hung heavy in the air as she moved back to the skillet. The dough continued roiling through the motions of kneading, as though hands were still punching and pressing, even though no such hands were present. Rowan relaxed her gaze. Tiny filaments of bright white light now surrounded the bread.

			They hung as taut threads connecting to her mother, and the longer Rowan looked, the more she would find woven throughout the house, joined to a solid rope of white light that blazed down her mother’s center before plunging into the earth.

			Noticing her attention, the filaments of light pulsed and wiggled in her direction. With a huff and a frown, she shut her awareness back down, the world going mundane once again.

			Her mother pulled a golden loaf of bread from a linen bag with a puff of flour and sliced through the thick crust in a heavy sawing. “My sourdough starter turned thirty years old. Thought about throwing it a party, but wasn’t sure anyone would come.”

			She winked and plated the slice before picking up her skillet to tip the eggs on top. With Rowan’s breakfast settled, she returned to kneading.

			Rowan watched. “Why do you bother when you can do that with magic?”

			“If I didn’t hit bread, I’d probably hit someone else.”

			“Mmm. Maybe I should hit more bread.”

			“I recommend it.”

			Rowan dug into her breakfast, sucking bright orange yolk off her fingertips as she filled her mouth with sour, spongy bread. The warm food and the rhythm of her mother’s movements lulled her senses, and she almost surrendered to it, but then her gaze happened to travel out the kitchen window, where the sight of the dry earth snapped her back to reality.

			“Why didn’t you tell me about the snow?” she asked.

			Her mother took a sharp breath. “You don’t want to wait until after breakfast to have this conversation?”

			Rowan shoved the plate away, knowing it would be laced with her mother’s power. The Midwinter home was so woven with Liliana’s spells that when looked at all together, they became like a net—a net designed to nurture, but one that trapped, nonetheless.

			“So that you can lull me with hearth magic first?” said Rowan with a shake of the head. “No, thanks.”

			“Rowan…”

			“You want me to take part in some kind of spell, don’t you?”

			Liliana pressed into the counter and rocked back and forth. “We need you to take Grandma’s place in the circle. Stand in the east for us—please. Help us bring the snow back.”

			“Why not ask me before I got here?”

			“Would you have come?”

			“I deserved the choice.”

			“You still have it to make.”

			Rowan’s eyes fell. “But you knew it would be harder if I were here. If I were around…all of this.” She gestured toward the blighted wilderness and the town beyond.

			Her mother reached out and put a hand over hers. “We need you, Rowan. Trust me, I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t an emergency. All our spells have…fizzled. The magic’s too big for seven. Someone new should’ve come by now and taken her place, but no one’s come. Just you.”

			Just you. The coven never stayed incomplete for very long. There were always eight. Four to stand in the cardinals, and four in the ordinals. When they lost a member, someone always seemed to be waiting in the wings, ready to assume the mantle, or if not already there, soon after. But it had been months now, and no one had come.

			It wasn’t normal. None of this was normal.

			Her heart picked up speed and her breathing went ragged at the edges as her nervous system readied for a storm.

			“I can’t,” said Rowan.

			“Try,” said Liliana, her voice strained. “Please.”

			Rowan searched for the words to explain but fell short, shaking her head. “I can’t.”

			Her mother’s eyes pried. “Can we finally talk about what happened that night, Rowan?” Her expression was one Rowan remembered her often directing toward Grandmother Madeleine. It was a look that said, You deal in magic I don’t approve of. “Did you…compel someone to do something?”

			“No! How could you think that?”

			“What am I supposed to think? You refuse to explain!”

			Shame, cold and undeniable, dragged Rowan back to that night. She should have joined the coven for their spell, but it was nothing but a vague request for good fortune. No one in the Elk Ridge coven had any spells to manifest money—had they, their lives would have looked quite different. But money had a power of its own, and that power was the antithesis of what they dealt in.

			Rowan had thought their spell would make no difference, and she’d told her mother as much. They’d fought, and she’d decided it was time for direct action, with or without her mother’s approval. She’d gone for her grimoire, her spell chest, and then—

			The memories cut out. Whatever spell she’d attempted to save her grandmother’s house, it had failed.

			Rowan looked away and shook her head. Her mother’s eyes bored into her, trying to extract the story Rowan wouldn’t tell.

			When Liliana finally spoke again, it was to say, “We’re doing maybe half of normal business. The festival’s failing. Dennis is pushing us to sell. He even has a potential buyer.”

			Rowan’s head snapped up. Dennis McCreery wanted to sell the festival? Did Gavin know? It seemed impossible that he didn’t, and that meant he’d spent that entire car ride hiding this from her.

			All of her earlier guilt at her behavior in the car vanished, replaced with righteous anger.

			Sarah McCreery, née Larsson, mother to Gavin and late wife of Dennis, had been one of two starry-eyed twenty-somethings who’d founded the Elk Ridge Winter Fest during the late 1980s. The second was Liliana Midwinter. The idea of Sarah and her mother as bosom buddies had never seemed real, but the evidence was clear in the photo hanging over her mother’s desk. The pair of them stood at the gate of the inaugural festival, arms wound around each other.

			When Sarah had died, her half of the festival’s ownership had passed to Dennis, and he’d been making Liliana Midwinter miserable ever since.

			She sighed. “You think bringing back the snow will stop the sale?”

			“Snow will bring back the tourists,” said her mother, her voice ringing with conviction.

			Rowan chewed her lip. “Seems like a lot to expect. There’s, what, eleven more days until the New Year? And then—”

			Liliana slapped the ball of dough onto the counter hard, cutting Rowan off.

			“Do you always have to assume I’m wrong, Rowan?”

			“I’m not ‘assuming you’re wrong,’ I’m only saying maybe we should think about—”

			“I have thought about it. All of it. Many times, while you were off…” Her mother waved her hand, dismissing all of Rowan’s work with a gesture. Seeing technology as the primary source of the world’s problems, Liliana Midwinter would never concede that more technology was the solution. “I understand what we’re up against. I know Elk Ridge. You don’t—not anymore.”

			The accusation hit like a smack, and the air was heavy between them.

			Finally, Rowan spoke, careful to control her tone and word choice. “You’re right. I don’t, and no matter what, the mountains need the snowpack. It’s a solid plan.”

			“Thank you,” said her mother with a heavy release of breath. Liliana returned to her kneading, her movements restored to a consistent rhythm.

			Pushing back from the counter with a scrape, Rowan said, “I need a coffee. Taking a walk into town.”

			“We’ve got coffee here.”

			“You have instant Folger’s. I’m going for coffee.” In truth, she needed to get out of the house—away from her mother’s magic, to a place where she could examine everything with a clear head.

			“If you’re going into town, can you drop these off?” Liliana gestured toward a basket full of iced breads wrapped in beeswax paper and wound with twine. Their tags were labeled with familiar names, all of whom would be found behind counters on Elk Ridge’s main street. They oozed hearth magic, blessings of health to her friends and neighbors.

			The top loaf was labeled Zaide.

			“Where’s Zaide working these days?” asked Rowan.

			Her mother glanced up with a blink of surprise. “The magic shop. You didn’t know?”

			The revelation stopped Rowan in her tracks. Zaide Hak, her childhood best friend, was working at the Magick Cabinet? She’d been managing a bar—at least, at last update, and that had been…how long ago?

			Too long. More than a year. And that had been on Rowan. She had a tendency to lose track of things, to come up for air and find that hours, days, weeks, months, even years had gone by since she’d last touched grass. Folk stories of people wandering into faerie hills and losing years were much easier to accept when your own executive function didn’t assign much importance to time.

			All of that was only an excuse, though, an excuse to avoid the lingering sadness after their calls. Zaide was a tie to Elk Ridge, and while she couldn’t quite cut it, she had let it fray.

			“She started working for us when the Goose closed a couple of months ago. Took over as manager. It’s gotten hard to keep up with the shop during festival season…Having Zaide on staff’s been night and day.” Liliana gazed out the window. “I wish I didn’t have to wonder how long we can afford her.”

			Zaide was managing the Magick Cabinet? It was possible Liliana would have hired any responsible person to run the register and restock the shelves, but she’d only hire a manager who knew their stuff. Their magic stuff. Did that mean Zaide had taken up the craft?

			Her best friend had seen enough over the years to believe that the Midwinters’ witchery was the real deal, but she’d never expressed an inclination toward practicing it herself. At least not to Rowan.

			“Are you saying that Zaide joined the coven…?” said Rowan.

			“She joined the coven about ten months ago. Now she stands for us in the south.”
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			Despite the lack of snow, taking the forest trail into town did Rowan’s heart and nervous system good. With every breath of tangy pine air, every treble of bird and crack of twig, her pulse lowered and her breathing evened. She relied on recordings of nature sounds to get her through her workdays, but they were nothing like the real thing.

			Back in Southern California, she had to take multiple buses to get to any kind of hiking, and the trails were dense with people power walking simply to reach the top. Though the desert landscapes were striking, the rugged beauty of the Cascades soothed her in a way nothing else had managed.

			She strolled past evergreens wearing shaggy coats of moss, which hung from their branches like hanks of hair. Trails of tiny bright green ferns tripped their way up mossy trunks, and nurse logs offered homes to hopeful saplings. The tip of her favorite Western hemlock drooped, as if caught in a perpetual bad day. A copse of dense, skinny trees, stripped clean of their branches and almost completely encased in moss, marked the end of the trail.

			The tree line broke to reveal the familiar shape of downtown Elk Ridge, a collection of wood and brick buildings arrayed alongside a churning river and separated from the highway by a rusting New Deal–era bridge. The festival grounds were at the end of downtown, near to where Rowan’s trail deposited her onto the road.

			Her heart fell as she made it to the main street.

			The townsfolk had done their best with what they had. Plump wreaths dangled from lampposts, and garlands had been hung on every available surface. They’d even sprayed their windows with diffused white paint to give them the appearance of frosting over, but the parched sidewalks, the gutters uncrowned with dramatic lines of icicles, the naked roofs—it was all so shabby without the most important ingredient of a winter wonderland.

			Rowan lingered at the boarded-up front of what had once been the Book Chalet, running her fingers over the chipping paint of the sign. The sight of it stirred up memories of hours spent rummaging through overflowing shelves. The shop cat, Dimmesdale, staring down in judgment from the peaks of the stacks if Rowan spent too long sampling the wares.

			Would this be the last time those memories were called up from her mental archives? Without familiar anchors, the past had a way of becoming unmoored, drifting out beyond the horizon of recollection.

			You don’t always need spells to forget.

			The thought caused a tremor in her hand.

			Next to the empty bookstore was Coffee Time, her first stop. A pale wood menorah with two standing candles and six stubs was in the window alongside a kinara with fresh candles waiting to be lit. Heading for the door, she nearly ran straight into none other than Gavin McCreery.

			The cup of coffee he was balancing atop a box of pastries wobbled and nearly tumbled off the side, but Rowan reached up lightning quick to steady it. Her fingertips brushed against the side of his hand, and a sweeping tingle ran down her side.

			Gavin arched an eyebrow. “Nice reflexes.”

			“Thanks. Comes with being a klutz—you get a lot of practice.”

			Rowan realized she still had her hand on his coffee cup and snatched it away before giving him a once-over. He wore navy slacks, a pale blue button-up, and a blazer, tailored to the exact lines of his V-shaped torso. Not the uniform of a man planning to vacation—even a McCreery.

			“Are you going to work?” she said.

			Something flashed across his face—guilt?—before it returned to his studied neutral.

			“No, I mean, yes. I’m helping my father with something while I’m in town.”

			It occurred to her what that “thing” probably was, and anger once again roiled up to chase away melancholy like the sun burning fog off the mountains.

			She crossed one arm over the other and stared him straight in the eye. “Helping him negotiate the best price for the festival?”

			The flash of guilt—yes, it was definitely guilt—returned. “So, you heard about that…”

			“Yeah, my mom didn’t pretend it wasn’t happening.”

			If the frost in the air between them could have spread, it would’ve brought on the white holiday the town so desperately needed.

			“It isn’t an easy subject to bring up, and our conversation came to a bit of a halt,” he said.

			“It didn’t occur to you that maybe playing buddy-buddy with someone whose family you’re plotting against is a bit gauche?”

			His tone was stiff. “I was being polite.”

			Being polite. Of course. He was infallibly mannered, and it was the only reason he’d suffered her presence. The realization was sharp.

			She tipped up her chin to look him straight in the eye. “That winter festival is the heart of Elk Ridge. This place would’ve died out decades ago without it.”

			“Which is exactly why it needs something to give it a new life.” He gestured at the shuttered Book Chalet. “Everyone trying to keep the festival alive is bleeding money—including your parents.”

			That gave Rowan pause—bleeding money? Her mother hadn’t brought that up. The festival had not been designed to profit, but it still had operating costs. If it wasn’t even making that much, then the situation was even worse than Liliana had let on.

			Gavin continued, “Your mother won’t consider raising prices on anything—concessions, booth costs—”

			She balled a fist. “Because that would price out the local vendors who’ve been with us for years!”

			His forehead creased in frustration. “No one is suggesting that we double them, but good intentions can’t undo thirty-plus years of inflation.”

			Rowan ran a hand back through her hair, fingers tangling. “A lot of the vendors do more business in barter than cash.”

			“Unfortunately, the bank still deals in hard currency.” He studied her. “Look, I do not want to sell, but it needs to be on the table.”

			“Who’s the potential buyer?” she asked.

			His expression grew unreadable. He was quiet for a moment before admitting, “The Goshen Group.”

			“The megacorporation that owns all those Bible-themed resorts and amusement parks? The one that got busted for outsourcing all their merchandise to sweatshops a few years ago?” Rowan hissed. “There’s no way they’ll keep the Pagan elements! Or anything but Christmas, probably. And you know they’d pay minimum wage—or less if they can get away with it!”

			The coffee she had helped him steady suddenly pitched itself right off the side of the pastry box, tumbling to the ground in a splatter. They both gaped down, and Rowan scrambled to retrieve the empty cup, uneasy at the distinct tingle of magic in her hands.

			Like with the hot chocolate, she hadn’t meant to cast anything, but it seemed she’d done it all the same.

			She looked at the cup and then up at him, doing her best to disguise her uneasiness and her guilt. “Too late to save any of it.”

			He gave a small shrug. “I should cut back anyway.”

			“Cut back? On coffee?” She shook her head. “Doesn’t compute.”

			He chuckled before regarding her with a soft but firm expression. “We’re looking for other options.”

			“But are you finding any?” she said with a small sound of exasperation. “And do you really expect me to believe your dad isn’t inclined to sell to people like them?” Gavin frowned and shook his head. She reached out, setting her fingers on his forearm, trying to get him to look her in the eye. “Your mom wouldn’t have wanted this. You need to convince him not to do it—for her.”

			He took a step closer, close enough to absorb the heat radiating from his skin, to smell the mint of his clean shave, and he looked down at her with eyes that were a dark slit.

			Of pain, she realized, snatching away her fingers from his arm.

			“I know,” he said in a low, sharp voice. Then he gave her a nod and pushed past at a brusque clip, hunched against the dry cold.

			She watched him go, recovering from the shock of the moment too late for him to hear the “I’m sorry” she said in his direction. Her heart thudded in her chest, synchronized to the rhythm of his flight, and she chastised herself for leaping to the attack—again.

			And for losing control. For letting her emotions run wild.

			Because when emotions took the lead, magic had a way of following.
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			The Midwinter magic shop was near the center of the main street, sandwiched between a fancy cheese shop and an antiques store, its face painted with silver moons and the words The Magick Cabinet. They’d pragmatically decorated the front windows with an assortment of Yule decorations that could easily double as Christmas, given the shared DNA.

			“Four to the right, two up,” she murmured before loosening a brick in the building’s face. The shop’s spare key was in the same hiding place it had always occupied.

			Maybe time to talk about a new hiding spot, and probably a new Wi-Fi password too.

			Slotting the key, she opened the door, revealing the interior of the shop. It was like the most cluttered parts of the Midwinter home but with even fewer concessions to livability. Shelves full of books ran high up the walls, a sliding cherrywood library ladder required to access their topmost heights. Wicker baskets of stones and crystals, small statuettes of every sympathetic deity (and some not so sympathetic), incense, and witchy paraphernalia covered tables arranged throughout the middle of the wide-open room.

			A curling wrought iron staircase led to a loft overhead, where one could find the more serious ritual items. Keeping the bottom floor light on the authenticity allowed tourists to wander in and leave with something “funky” without being confronted with evidence of witchcraft. Only the innately curious or truly interested would venture up the stairs.

			As she studied the room, a few of the items in the window display righted themselves, borne upward by unseen hands, and there was a general shuffling of books in the shelves as they returned themselves to the alphabetical order that yesterday’s customers had browsed them out of. Cleanup had been so much easier with magic. Not that anyone would ever have accused Rowan of being tidy, even when she had magic at her disposal, but it had certainly helped.

			The witch controlling the shop’s cleaning spells, Zaide, stood at an altar full of goddess statues with her eyes closed, whispering under her breath. A pale ceramic bowl filled with a thick red-brown porridge sat at the front of the altar—patjuk, laid out to ward off evil spirits as part of Zaide’s celebration of Dongji, the Korean winter Solstice celebration.

			At the sound of the front door slamming back into its frame, Zaide’s eyes flew open, and she shouted, “Who the hell?” But her alarm gave way to a grin. “Rowan!”

			“Z!” They ran across the room in a chorus of shrieking noises and collided in a tangled hug that nearly sent Rowan’s Coffee Time cup spinning to the ground, but she juggled it to the nearby countertop just in time.

			Zaide had matured into herself in the last eight years. Her short black hair was cut in a side shave and tipped purple. She wore a sleeveless black tunic, revealing a tattoo sleeve featuring complex Sagittarius imagery and a triple goddess symbol that wrapped its way around her muscular shoulders and biceps.

			Her nose sported a piercing tipped in a piece of garnet, and heat radiated off her skin. When Liliana had said Zaide stood in the south, the cardinal of fire, Rowan hadn’t been the least bit surprised. Creativity, passion, daring—Zaide Hak possessed all the traits of fire, and Rowan had no doubt she wielded it well.

			“So you’re managing this place now?” asked Rowan.

			Zaide nodded. “For the season, till your mom’s free to swoop back in. After that, who knows?” She closed her eyes. “I just don’t want to end up at the inn.”

			Her extended family owned and managed a long-standing inn and spa in Elk Ridge, and it had been Zaide’s primary goal in life to never become one of its full-time employees.

			Rowan nudged her gently. “Might be a good time to see what the rest of the world has to offer?”

			It had been their plan to move away together—bound for separate schools in the same city—but then Zaide’s mom had gotten sick, and she’d stayed home to help take care of her siblings. But Zaide’s youngest brother was now a full year out of Elk Ridge Senior High, leaving her a free woman.

			“Mmm…” said Zaide, her tone unconvinced. She picked up a utility knife and slit open a delivery box with a satisfying ripping noise.

			“Not even a little tempted?” asked Rowan.

			Zaide sifted through the contents of the box below without looking up. “Not all of us pick up and go as easy as you do, Rowan.”

			Ouch.

			Zaide continued, “It’s just…Moving for school is ‘leave-home-by-numbers.’ You already have somewhere to live, something to do…Miss that window, it gets a hell of a lot more complicated. People have zero reason to hire bar managers from anywhere other than the pool of art school burnouts already day-drinking in their front yards.”

			The words came out quick and tense. Zaide had clearly thought about this plenty on her own, without estranged friends trying to nose their way in.

			“Okay,” said Rowan, “but if there’s ever anything I can do to help, like if you want a couch to crash on, let me know, okay?”

			“Will do.” Zaide started pulling out shirts with pithy sayings like Keep the Yule in Yuletide and Witches Are the Reason for the Season, sorting them by size. Rowan slid up beside her to help.

			“So you’re a part of the coven now?” asked Rowan, her voice coming out small.

			Zaide joining them had been something she’d always wished would happen, but the Zaide of her time hadn’t been ready. That her friend had finally come to it now, when Rowan was no longer practicing, left an aching sense of missed possibility.

			“Yep. Started dabbling last year, then a spot opened up, and it was like…” Zaide seemed to consider how to describe it. “Like the big old cosmic plan winked at me from across the bar.”

			“Wow,” said Rowan, overcome with a feeling that was equal parts awe and jealousy at the certainty in her old friend’s voice.

			I wish I’d ever felt that.

			Zaide moved on to the register, fingers flying across the keys, and Rowan put away the last of the shirts. Her eyes came to rest on a stack of heavy stock paper covered in inky drawings. The topmost image was a reimagining of the occult shop’s logo, with a bolder, more modern flair.

			“Are these yours?” asked Rowan.

			Zaide glanced over and nodded with a smile. “I’ve done some design for a couple of other places, trying to update their branding. Been prepping those pitches for your mom, though she doesn’t know it yet.”

			“Smart. Sneak-attack her with something mind-blowing before she can tell you not to bother.”

			“Exactly,” said Zaide with finger guns. There was little that Liliana Midwinter enjoyed less than change, but Zaide’s designs were good, and the store’s logo could use modernization.

			“So,” said Rowan, shuffling the papers, “I ended up driving from Seattle with Gavin McCreery, of all people.”

			Zaide’s eyebrows jumped to the top of her head. “How did that go?”

			“Fine, for a while, then very, very awkward.”

			“You made it weird,” said Zaide with a nod.

			“No! He made it weird.” Zaide stared at her with undisguised skepticism that forced Rowan to retreat. “Okay, so it might have been more on me. He said something…pretty harmless, and I overreacted. And I kind of overreacted again when I ran into him like fifteen minutes ago.”

			Zaide nodded. “Uh-huh. You’ve always reserved a unique way under your skin only for him.”

			“That’s not true!” said Rowan with a sputter.

			“Um, yeah it is.”

			Her brows bunched together. What was Zaide on about? Gavin McCreery had gotten under her skin because he had poked his way there, by acting like a McCreery.

			At least, that was the first defense that leaped to mind. But as for examples of such behavior, she came up short. Gavin might have been her academic rival, but he’d never been a bully. In fact, the more she thought about it, it was hard to even find much evidence of rivalry. More often, they collaborated, complementing each other’s strengths and weaknesses so they could both excel.

			“Okay,” said Rowan. “So, that might have been a thing.”

			“It was definitely a thing. I mean, you cast a revenge spell on him! You didn’t even do that to Lane Smith when she tripped you on the bus, and you ended up with the nosebleed from hell that ruined your vintage Charmed hoodie we found in that thrift shop in Winthrop.”

			Zaide was the only person who Rowan had told about the hair spell, confessing one night after they had gotten into her mother’s ritual wine. Unfortunately, the Zaide of the time was still many years away from her own magical awakening. The Zaide of today would have been useful in helping her undo it, but too much time had passed. Gavin waking up with his hair back to black would do more harm than good at this point.

			Besides, it really did suit him.

			We’re mad at him, remember?

			Whether or not she’d been rude, he was still helping the enemy. He didn’t deserve total absolution.

			At that moment, a gaggle of four older women in colorful pashminas wandered in, flipping Zaide into seller mode. Her tattoo sleeve shifted, a dramatically altered design featuring a tumbling trio of cats taking its place. One customer spied it and squealed in delight.

			“Well, I better…” began Zaide, nodding to the customers.

			“Of course,” said Rowan

			“I’ll see you tonight,” said Zaide.

			Rowan froze. Was Zaide assuming she’d take part in the spell? Had her mother assumed she’d just say yes? Was the entire coven expecting it?

			Something must have shown on her face, because Zaide clarified, “For dinner.”

			“Right,” said Rowan, exhaling. The coven would gather for Solstice eve dinner at the Midwinter house, the way they always had, and only afterward would they go into the wood to perform the magical rites.

			Her father would enjoy the feast with them, marking the occasion in a completely secular way, and stay back when the night took a turn for the mystical. That was an option for Rowan as well. If she took it, leaving the coven’s circle broken.

			Was that something she could live with?

			“Rowan.” Zaide’s voice interrupted her thoughts. Her old friend inclined her head toward Rowan’s half-drunk cup of coffee with a wry smile. “Don’t forget.”

			She flushed as she grabbed it, because she had absolutely been about to forget. “Thanks.”

			“ ’Course,” said Zaide with a wink. “I’m not cleaning up after you.”

			For the first time since she’d walked into the shop, it felt like old times.
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			The day had been crisp, but when the sun set, the temperature plummeted. Every bit of heat escaped into the clear sky as exhaled breaths clouded and tinkled with ice. Rowan had long since lost her resilience to the cold, and though she’d layered a jacket over a sweater and put on a hat, gloves, and scarf, it was proving woefully inadequate.

			Elk Ridge Winter Fest stood at the north end of town, surrounded by a low fence on which hung the names of local sponsors. The grounds hosted permanent structures that provided space for food, drink, and entertainment, all styled to the winter wonderland theme with dramatic filigree swoops and rough jutting icy spears that would have made Rankin-Bass proud. A chorus of cheers erupted from the Ferris wheel that stood high above the rest, its seats meticulously hand-carved to resemble snowflakes.

			Rowan lingered at the base of the massive Yule tree planted at the entrance. It had been strung with lights and colorful balls and topped with a brilliant orange metal sun. As a liminal space of giving and receiving, all Yule trees were magically potent sites, and the coven had bound this one in a spell of joy that affected every visitor to the festival.

			“How do they get the decorations all the way up there?” asked a bespectacled little boy, who peered at the top of the tree through Coke-bottle lenses.

			“A very, very tall ladder,” answered his mother.

			Rowan smiled secretly, knowing that wasn’t the answer.

			Just inside the gates, children spilled out of the craft area, hoisting tissue-paper Solstice lanterns. Lights were everywhere for the Solstice. While most of them clearly dangled from something, some appeared to hang entirely in midair. Most visitors presumed there was a complex system of tiny wires holding them in place, but those who saw the world with eyes attuned to unreasonable possibilities recognized it for what it truly was—magic.

			A massive straw Yule goat held court just beyond. He was sporting a blue-and-white scarf today, matching the menorahs that could be found around the festival grounds to mark the seventh day of Hanukkah. While the goat was fated to burn in the final days of Yule, for now, children swarmed up and down his back, and people wrote out their regrets on pieces of paper to slip into his mouth.

			She paused, picking up a small piece of paper from a basket at the goat’s feet.

			“What’s that for?” asked the same curious little boy from before.

			“You write down what you want to leave behind,” answered Rowan, not giving time for his mom to guess again. “Regrets, bad behaviors…So you can start fresh next year.”

			“I’d need a whole lot more paper than that,” murmured his mom.

			“Honestly, same,” said Rowan.

			The paper hummed with the promise of a spell, and Rowan’s fingers leaped apart, letting the slip flutter back to the basket.

			She pressed on to Merchant Alley, where German-style holiday stalls had been arranged in narrow alleys. While there were some unfamiliar faces, she recognized most of the stalls. There was the Lonely Goatherd with its delicious farm cheeses and foraged berry jams, and Queeriosity, an outpost of an Elk Ridge boutique that specialized in gender-affirming clothing.

			She passed the vibrant red and brass of Turkish Delights, where the Adivar family sold the so-named candy under a sign proclaiming The real Aplets & Cotlets. They had put out a platter of watermelon and pomegranates and nuts to mark Yaldā, the Persian celebration of the Solstice, as well as papers with poems by the poet Hafiz.

			Rowan picked one up, scanning the familiar poem before finding her favorite line. “ ‘Let’s plot to make the moon jealous,’ ” she murmured, and tucked the paper into her pocket with a smile.

			Her brother’s booth, Guardians of the Wood, came into view at the far end of the marketplace. It was bigger and more open than the other stalls, which allowed it to hold a workspace where its chain saw artists showed off their craft for curious onlookers. Assorted wooden statues—the so-called guardians—had been arranged around its exterior.

			She found Stephan Midwinter kneeling in a pile of wood shavings behind a fat wooden bear, carving a symbol into its rump with a fine metal tool.

			“There,” he said. “As long as this one’s standing watch, dogs’ll think twice about crapping on your lawn.” Her brother was exceptionally tall and broad, with blond hair and a thick, well-kept beard. Handsome the same way the Cascades were, craggy and rough, but solid as hell. The odor of gasoline and fresh-cut cedar clung to his plaid and Carhartt ensemble as he projected the appearance of full “mountain man” for the tourists.

			“I see,” said the customer with a bemused smile. “Thank you.”

			It was clear the woman didn’t believe it, but Stephan was skilled with protective magic. The stall radiated his power, and a sense of safety overcame Rowan when she stepped inside.

			As the woman moved on, Stephan called out, “She’ll ship out Monday.” Then his eyes caught Rowan, and he ambled over with a grin.

			“Hey, dork! Welcome home!”

			The russet flash of a baying hound beat him to the punch. Ozzy, Ozzy Dogbourne, slammed his face into Rowan’s hands, licking and demanding pets. She scratched and rubbed at the many folds of his face, dodging his swaying elephant ears. The dog wore a tartan coat with a fluffy sheepskin liner, and the hair around his droopy eyes was graying.

			“Chill, Ozzy,” said Stephan.

			The hound obeyed, heading into the booth to claim his spot on a well-worn checkered blanket. He landed flat, head between his front paws, gaze fixed on them. While his body was calm and obedient, his tail had zero chill, continuing to wag his rump back and forth.

			“Did you really develop a charm to keep dogs from pooping on lawns?” asked Rowan.

			Stephan grinned. “I cut her a general protection charm. Anyone who looks at that bear with mischief on the brain’s gonna think twice about it. Won’t affect the dogs. They’re just doing their business, but their owners’ll feel guilty as hell.”

			Leaning against the side of the booth, Rowan traced the grooves on an eagle in flight with a finger.

			“So,” she said, “you work here full time now?”

			He shrugged. “Only full time during the holidays, otherwise part time.”

			“Do you do anything full time?”

			“What would be the point of that?” he asked with a wink. He was her big brother, but his life almost made the hot mess of her own look settled. Almost.

			“So,” he said, “you here to appease your Anglophilia?”

			Rowan rolled her eyes at her brother’s gentle teasing of her love for the Dickens carolers that would be performing soon. “Yes, yes, I know you think the Wassailers are corny.”

			“Eh, they’re not so bad.” At Rowan’s surprised look, he added, “I’m getting way less cool in my old age.”

			“Dude, you wield a chain saw for your job.”

			“Even so…I’ve come around to ‘embrace the cringe and be free’ philosophy of living.”

			Rowan leaned in. “Does that mean you’re finally owning up to liking My Chemical Romance?”

			His face went blank. “Don’t know what you mean.”

			“I found their CDs under your bed.”

			“Must’ve been someone else’s bed.”

			“Hmm. Maybe not so free.”

			“We’re all works in progress.” He studied her for a moment. “So where’s your head at about tonight?”

			She let out a low groan. “Did Mom pay you to ask me that?”

			“You know Mom doesn’t have money.” Rowan winced. “Besides, I’m your big brother. No one’s gotta coerce me to hold your feet to the fire.”

			Twisting and untwisting a curl around her finger, she looked at the ground and said, “I’m surprised you guys even want me there. After what happened?”

			Stephan snorted. “You really dragging yourself around for that still?”

			“Um. Yes…?”

			He sighed. “Come on, Rowan. Did you let people down? Sure. But was Grandma’s house your fault? Hell no. No one’s got that much control over fate.” He nudged her with his elbow. “You’ve so done your time for that one. Besides, if there’s one way not to make up for leaving the coven high and dry—”

			“It’s doing it again,” finished Rowan. “Literally, in this case.”

			“Bingo. All we’re asking is you be our eighth.”

			A swell of anxiety rose in her throat. “But I haven’t cast in years.” Intentionally. “And this is important. If I mess it up—”

			He held up a hand. “We’ll never know it was you, because we were all involved, equally capable of fucking it up. Besides, once we put the spell out.” He waved a hand. “What happens, happens.”

			She stared at him, both impressed and annoyed. “How did you end up so chill about everything? We were raised in the same house!”

			A flicker of sympathy passed over her brother’s face. “But with different expectations.”

			Her heart swelled with gratitude at his acknowledgment.

			“So…?” he asked.

			“So,” she said with a sigh, “it’s a lot harder to storm away when someone’s nice and understanding, instead of harsh and judgy.”

			“Mom’s under a lot of pressure.”

			“I’ll think about it.”

			Stephan raised his arms. “She’s thinking about it! We’re on!”

			“I just said I’d think about it!”

			“Yeah, and you overthink things, which means when you lay out the facts, you’ll realize you’ll never know what would’ve happened if you tried. And you don’t like not knowing things, so…” Her mouth dropped at the infallible logic, and her brother grinned in triumph. “Now, go enjoy your Victorian cheese.”

			Stephan waved her away, discarding his flannel overshirt and starting up the chain saw with a yank and a whir. As he resumed excavating a raven from a stump of Western red cedar, a gaggle of college girls came to a stop, not so subtly recording him on their phones. He hoisted the chain saw in a dramatic and unnecessary effort, flashing his muscles to his admirers.

			“Oh, Stephan,” Rowan said with an affectionate eye roll.

			Some things never changed.
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			The path to the main stage went past Santa’s carousel, and Rowan slowed to watch it complete a full turn. It was small, but the workmanship was as impressive as any, carved and painted to brilliant detail, festooned with gilt and lit up with bulbous lights. Like most things at the festival, it’d been made by the people of Elk Ridge.

			Her grandfather had felled the wood they’d carved the animals from, and he’d carved Rudolph, who flew at the front of Santa’s team with a giddy teenage girl on his back.

			There was only room for eleven riders, one on each reindeer and two with Santa in the sleigh, but it still enchanted Rowan’s adult eyes. Held aloft by candy cane pillars, the reindeer descended and ascended in a rippling formation against a black velvet backdrop fixed with tinkling spots, which created the illusion of a journey through a starry night.

			Instead of the usual old man with a beard, a furry Sasquatch dressed in Santa’s reds sat in the driver’s seat. Santa-squatch had been delighting visitors young and old for as long as she could remember, and in all those years, she’d never figured out who was in the costume.

			Or whether it even was a costume. She squinted his way, allowing herself to spend a moment wondering, before moving on.

			The carolers had assembled on the stage in an assortment of tartan period costumes. The feminine singers had their hands stuffed in heavy white fur muffs, while the masculine all wore tall stovepipe hats.

			As Rowan claimed a spot toward the center of the audience, a woman’s high-pitched laugh caught her attention. That was when she noticed a familiar face in the crowd.

			Standing only a few feet away was Gavin with the laughing woman at his side, the two of them standing so close that their bodies brushed with the sway of her amusement. The woman was tall and slender, wearing a solid white parka with a silver faux-fur collar and matching hat that slouched to frame her pale blond hair, which split to fall in strands over her high, defined cheekbones. Her makeup was impeccable, her hair was smooth as butter, and her pants were pressed free of wrinkles.

			This woman was, in short, everything Rowan had been searching for at the airport, and her stomach soured as she was left aware of the small mat forming in the underside of her curls, the worn cuffs of her sweater, the pooch in her stomach.

			Gavin’s companion reached out and adjusted his coat, sliding her hand down his chest when she was done. The intimacy of the gesture only intensified Rowan’s unwelcome feelings. She made to slip away to another part of the crowd, but before she could, Gavin caught sight of her.

			“Rowan. Hello.” He sidestepped from his companion, leaving the woman’s hand hanging in midair.

			“Ah…hi, Gavin,” said Rowan, coming to a halt. “And, um…”

			The other woman looked Rowan’s way, eyes sliding up and down in appraisal as she lowered her hand to cross it over her front.

			“Hayleigh,” she said, flashing white teeth. “Nice to meet you, Ronan.”

			“Rowan,” corrected Gavin. “Rowan Midwinter.”

			“Midwinter? As in the Midwinters?” Hayleigh’s voice took on a note of amusement, her smile sliding back to land on Gavin with a hint of mischief.

			Had they been talking about her family? Had they been laughing at her family?

			“Rowan’s mother runs the festival,” said Gavin.

			“Are you two here for the show?” asked Rowan, doing her best to keep her tone neutral.

			“I was dropping this guy off,” said Hayleigh, settling her hand on Gavin’s forearm. “We had a couple of drinks and unwound together after some meetings.” Rowan’s brain latched onto the idea that they had “unwound together,” offering unhelpful suggestions about what that might mean.

			“Do you work for Mr. McCreery?”

			“For him?” Hayleigh laughed, exposing those perfectly straight and eerily white teeth again. “No, I’m with the Goshen Group. You might have heard our company has taken an interest in the future of Elk Ridge, this festival in particular.”

			Every inch of Rowan’s body ran cold. “Yeah, I heard.”

			“I was showing Hayleigh how invested the community is in all the festival’s traditions,” said Gavin. “I’ve been trying to convince her to stay for the Solstice parade.”

			“Isn’t he just the sweetest?” said Hayleigh, touching the chest of his jacket again. “Always looking out for the little guy. Why, he has spent the whole day trying to convince me of every little special interest being catered to here.” She locked eyes with Rowan. “Even when it’s clear they’re not only costing much more than they bring in but leading to the exclusion of a much larger audience.”

			Rowan blinked. “Are you trying to argue that by being more inclusive, the festival is somehow excluding people?”

			Hayleigh’s laugh was high and airy. “I don’t think it’s a stretch to say that most people are tired of getting treated like they committed a crime if they say ‘Merry Christmas.’ ”

			“I promise you,” said Gavin with a patient smile, “no one who says ‘Merry Christmas’ is going to get anything but well-wishes in return.”

			“Those special interests you mentioned,” said Rowan, “represent the sincerely held beliefs and cultural traditions of people who live here. Are you saying we should just ignore that?”

			“I’m saying that most Americans are interested in a good, old-fashioned American Christmas. And they don’t want to be vilified for remembering the reason for the season.” Hayleigh leaned toward Rowan. “You can pretend it isn’t true, but look around you. It seems like this festival’s woke is, well, making it go a wee bit broke, and taking this beautiful town with it. Many, most, people in this community agree with me on this. Shouldn’t they have a say too? If something’s best for most people, isn’t it a bit selfish to ignore that for your own sake?”

			Rowan opened her mouth to reply, but her heart seized. Was there a chance Hayleigh was right? Was this what most people wanted?

			The Wassailers hummed their first notes. “Well, that’s my cue,” said Hayleigh. She turned back to Gavin, smoothing his coat one more time. “See you bright and early tomorrow.”

			Gavin nodded with a small smile. “Good night.”

			Hayleigh glanced Rowan’s way one more time. “Nice to meet you, Ronan—”

			“Rowan,” she said, unable to hold back her irritation.

			Hayleigh didn’t correct herself, only finished with a bright “Merry Christmas!”

			And then she was gone, leaving them to await the start of the music in silence. Gavin stood with his hands in his pockets and his eyes fixed on the stage, while Rowan rocked back and forth on her heels.

			A chill wound its way into her bones, and her teeth chattered as her body gave a shudder. Gavin glanced to the side with an arch of one dark eyebrow and seemed to prepare to say something, but at that exact moment, the leader of the singers stepped forward.

			In a jolly faux-British accent, he called, “Welcome, welcome! We are so pleased you have joined us for this evening of merriment!”

			After a brief introduction, the Wassailers launched into their first song, a rousing rendition of “Here We Come a-Wassailing.”

			Unable to help herself, Rowan sang under her breath along with them. After a few stanzas, a confident baritone joined in. She looked up and found Gavin singing, all chesty vibrato and sincerity. He noticed her gaze and smiled briefly.

			As they finished up, the lead singer announced, “I noticed a few of you shyly joining in our last song.”

			He looked straight at Gavin and Rowan, and they exchanged a conspiratorial glance. It reminded her of times they’d been caught goofing off during group work at school—or rather the times she had been, usually because he’d shown up to class with a particularly deep frown, and she’d taken the challenge to flip it to a smile.

			“There’s no need to hold back, my friends!” said the Wassailers’ leader with a wink. “So put an arm around that beautiful lady and sing as loud as you please!”

			Rowan seized up with a sudden anxiousness, coalescing around the thought of—what? That he might actually put his arm around her? The thought was beyond ridiculous.

			Her breath hitched and her pulse picked up as her nerves hummed into motion. She peeked at Gavin’s face, checking to see if he shared her distress, but his expression remained frustratingly unreadable. He shifted from one foot to the other and then his arm shifted, and it almost seemed as if he might reach out.

			But he didn’t. Only rolled his shoulders in a stretch.

			The tension broke as the choir launched straight into “Deck the Halls” and the voices of the crowd surged around them to follow along.

			It took several songs for her heart to slow all the way back down.
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			Gavin and Rowan shuffled forward with the crowd to drop some money into the black velvet top hat of the Wassailers’ lead singer, a man Rowan didn’t recognize. Last time she’d seen them, they’d been led by Mr. Arnolds, the high school choir teacher, a pink-cheeked man for whom the word jolly didn’t cut it.

			“What happened to Arnolds?” Rowan wondered aloud once they had wandered far enough away that his replacement wouldn’t overhear.

			“Cancer,” said Gavin, voice heavy.

			“Oh.” They shuffled in silence for a few seconds. “Fuck cancer,” she added.

			Gavin only nodded. They continued to wander through the market in silence, neither making a move to break off, until they all but simultaneously blurted, “I’m sorry.” At least, that was what she’d said. He’d said, in his much more formal way, “I apologize.”

			Rowan slid in a “Jinx,” and they both laughed. After a moment’s pause, she said, “I owe the bigger apology. I overreacted…twice. I was stressed about other things, and it was a lot easier to be angry than deal.”

			He shook his head. “You were protecting your family, and you were right to call me out. I didn’t want to upset you, but you deserved the truth.”

			The apology was sincere. That he’d been trying to protect her was, she had to admit, charming, if frustrating.

			She stopped and stuck her hand in his direction, catching him off guard.

			“Fresh start?” she said.

			He knit his brows and looked down at her hand. For a second, she thought he might not take it, and her stomach wavered.

			But then a smile chased away his stress, and he said, “Deal.”

			He enveloped her hand with his much larger one. His grip was every bit as firm but gentle as his steering had suggested, and every hair on her arm prickled to attention.

			Hands meant for holding.

			She cleared her throat, hoping he didn’t notice the way her cheeks flushed as her brain threatened to catalog other places that were good for hands to hold.

			“Well, now that you’ve heard me sing,” she said, “what do you think, should I try out for the Wassailers? You think I’ve got a shot?” She nudged him with her elbow.

			Gavin’s face froze as he chose his words carefully. “Well…you’re…”

			Rowan nodded. “Terrible. An affront to the powers who gifted us music, if we’re being totally honest.”

			He laughed. “I’ve heard worse.”

			“Mmm.” She shoved her hands in her pockets. “It’s a wonder the Ghost of Christmas Present didn’t show up to say I was driving his miser back toward crippling self-interest.”

			“At least you’re enthusiastic?”

			“Ah, enthusiastic: both bad and loud.”

			He rolled his eyes with a smile. “I’m trying to say your lack of self-consciousness is refreshing.”

			She shrugged, but smiled at the compliment. “I think singing’s one of those things, like dancing, that we’re meant to do—whether or not we’re any ‘good’ at it. Anyone who says otherwise probably has something invested in keeping us miserable.”

			He studied her with a tilted smile. “That makes a lot of sense.”

			They reached Merchant Alley and lingered, realizing it was well past time to part ways.

			“Well, I need to browse for a few last-minute gifts for my cousins,” said Gavin with a clear of the throat. “How about you?”

			Rowan shrugged. “Killing time until the parade…Probably also by browsing.”

			He lowered his face briefly to the ground before looking up again. “Would you like to browse together, then? I still need to shop for my cousins, and your advice might help me avoid committing a major Christmas faux pas.”

			“Oh, sure.” She couldn’t disguise her surprise at the suggestion. “Always better to have company than to, uh, not…And it avoids that awkward moment where we say good-bye but walk to the same places and have to pretend we don’t see each other.” Her words came out in a nervous rush full of random gestures, but if he noticed, he said nothing, only nodded as they pressed on.

			They passed a booth selling roasted nuts in cone-shaped paper cups. The scent of honey and nutty flesh frying sent Rowan’s mouth watering, and her stomach let out an unsubtle growl.

			“Are you going to get some?” asked Gavin. Apparently, her longing had been that obvious.

			She shook her head and bit her lip. “There’s so much food back at the house.”

			“Sounds like a good excuse to share.” He stepped up and bought a bag of honey chestnuts, holding the bag her way.

			She palmed a handful, appreciating how they popped between her teeth in a rush of crunchy sugar and creamy fat. Letting out an indelicate moan, she clamped a hand over her mouth and laughed.

			“That good?” asked Gavin with a twitch of the lips.

			“Mmm-hmm. You should try one,” she said as they neared the public house, an open-air tavern where people could grab an adult beverage to enjoy over one of the many glowing firepits inside its walls.

			But as Gavin’s hand stretched out, there was an audible gasp from a nearby crowd. One of the public house’s wooden name plates swung through the air in a wide arc, scattering revelers who’d lined up to get their IDs checked.

			A familiar face worked to calm down the crowd—Calvin “Cal” Arthur, a longtime festival employee.

			“Cal,” said Rowan, jogging over.

			“Rowan!” he said, sparing her a pleased glance. “Good to see ya, kid. And is that Gavin?”

			“Cal,” said Gavin with a warm nod.

			“This thing still giving you trouble?” asked Rowan.

			“Oh, y’know it,” said Cal, and then he went back to apologizing to a woman who had nearly been beaned in the head.

			Rowan inspected the back of the sign. Nothing had broken, but the fasteners were weak, and it had a way of slipping out of place. She pushed it up, trying to get the eyes back onto the hooks that should have held it aloft, but they were well out of her reach. When it became clear that wasn’t working, she scanned the area for some kind of pole to push it up with.

			“Can I help?” Gavin was suddenly there, standing close.

			Right—he was probably tall enough to reach. She’d gone into problem-solving mode, forgetting other people existed and were sometimes useful.

			“You need to snag the catches on those metal hooks,” she explained. “Which you won’t be able to see, so I’ll do my best to navigate.”

			He hoisted it upward, and she tracked his progress, ready to provide corrections. As he lifted, his sweater drifted upward with his arms, exposing a strip of smooth, muscled abdomen.

			“Rowan? Is it where it needs to be?”

			His voice startled her, and she realized she’d been staring. She adjusted her glasses and cleared her throat.

			“I, um, yes, almost. A little closer to me.”

			He took half a step toward her, his hips landing flush with hers.

			“Sorry,” he gasped, trying to back up and nearly slamming the sign into his own face in the process.

			“No, stay there,” Rowan breathed, willing her voice to be casual and controlled. She rose to her tiptoes and positioned the final hook.

			He inhaled sharply, and the sign slid back into place with a satisfying click. He took a few hasty steps back before nodding stiffly. “Thanks for the assist.”

			“No problem,” said Rowan, willing the fire in her cheeks to die back down.

			Cal Arthur was staring at them with a wide smile on his face. “Ain’t seen the two of you runnin’ around this place together since you were little.”

			She stole a glance Gavin’s way, flooded with memories of playing together on the festival grounds while their moms were working: playing hide-and-seek among the booths, begging treats from vendors, feeding the sleigh horses forbidden fruit. Where had those memories gone?

			More moments unmoored by time, she supposed.

			The rest of their evening was much less eventful. They were catching up with one of their high school English teachers, Ms. Dorothy, who sold fiber arts at the market under the name the Knotty Lady, when cheering erupted in the direction of the street.

			“Is the Solstice parade starting already?” asked Rowan.

			They had completely lost track of time. Rowan pulled out her phone to half a dozen missed messages from her family, giving her updates on their progress and location.

			“You two better run,” said Ms. Dorothy. “But not before you pay for those.” She nodded to the felted gloves Gavin had settled on for his cousins.

			He chuckled as he opened his wallet. “Still a taskmaster, I see.”

			“Can’t let business slip away from me,” she said, and though the old woman’s eyes tried to stay smiling, they had the same telltale stress lines Rowan had noticed in the faces of all her old friends since she’d arrived.

			Anxiety flared in her chest as she remembered the decision looming overhead.
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			The sidewalks were jammed up by the time they arrived. The Solstice parade, at least, had drawn a crowd. Trying to push her way through the throng toward her family was appearing nigh impossible, and so when Rowan caught Gavin gazing into the distance with an intense look of wistfulness, she simply settled where he’d found a gap.

			He acknowledged her presence with a nod. “Weren’t you meeting up with people?”

			“Oh, the parade’ll start any second,” she said. “It okay if I watch from here?” Her nerves wavered as she waited out the second between question and answer.

			But he only half smiled as he said, “Of course.”

			Every light in the market, as well as in the nearby streets and businesses, winked out all at once. Everyone who had known what was coming had already put away their phones, and the crowd hissed at the few remaining spectators who weren’t getting the memo until theirs disappeared as well.

			The town settled into comfortable darkness. Chattering settled to a rumble and then into silence. The world went still.

			All that was left to do was listen to the soft murmurs of the heart, which the rest of the world so often drowned out.

			Rowan stared into the velvety blackness and faced what she spent so much energy to ignore. The leaden coil of despair returned to her belly.

			Every day she opened her phone to a fresh horror—the world’s ecosystems cracking, elections of autocrats, an exponentially widening gap between rich and poor—and instead of growing closer, unifying to overcome the challenge, it only seemed to drive people into tighter groups, each intent on being the one to survive.

			She was overwhelmed. And afraid. She desperately wanted to make a difference, but she hadn’t. Not yet. What if she never did?

			It all seemed so impossible.

			Just as her thoughts got the better of her, the children arrived, floating in white robes, adorned in holly crowns and wrapped in ivy sashes at their waists. Their high, clear voices pierced the night, and the colorful Solstice lanterns they carried bobbed and dipped in the dark.

			At their front was Rowan’s mother, wearing a robe of crimson and a crown of antlers, each with a burning candle at its tip.

			Liliana Midwinter looked brilliant and beautiful, and every step she took carried the message of the Solstice. That every day forward from this one was a little longer, the night a little shorter. The world still turned.

			Candles lit in every direction. From the sills of nearby windows to the awnings of festival booths, they blazed. The audience gasped in wonder.

			Rowan’s eyes fixed on those bobbing lights and remembered the promise of the flame that unified so many winter holidays. The months ahead would be hard, but no matter how long the night, no matter how bitter the cold, the sun would come again, and death would give way to new life. It was an excuse—nay, a calling—to manifest joy at a time of year when joy was scarce.

			There was no wishing away the winter, only preparing as best you could to endure it.

			She didn’t realize how much she needed the reminder until she was forced to sit and watch the candles burn.

			A hand settled around her shoulders, fingers loose enough that it would be easy to shrug them off if the touch was unwanted but firm enough to soothe. A few tears had slipped from her eyes, and Gavin, it seemed, had noticed.

			She lifted an arm to wipe away the evidence, but his eyes were shining too, and she stopped and allowed herself to accept his comfort. They watched in silence until Liliana and the children had traveled far enough away to be swallowed by darkness.

			The rest of the parade erupted onto the streets in a bombastic celebration as the solemn moment passed. The high school marching band led them all in a jubilant carol. A group of Korean dancers, many of them members of Zaide’s extended family, danced by in robes and colorful scarves, beating drums. Members of the local synagogue rolled by with a car-sized menorah, candles erupting in multi-foot flames.

			Queeriosity sponsored a float carrying a massive Solstice lantern banded in the colors of the Progress Pride flag. Members of the Presbyterian congregation came at their heels, dressed as figures from the nativity story. One after another, the diverse spectrum of the local community celebrated together in the season.

			This is worth taking every chance on.

			Pressure eased from Rowan’s shoulder, and she registered that Gavin had finally removed his hand. He wandered away from the curb, his gaze fixed on a hand-painted sign at the entrance to the festival grounds.

			“Are you okay?” she asked.

			He considered his answer before responding. “Being here…I can’t help but think about her.”

			“Your mom?”

			He nodded, eyes dark and solemn. “She loved the holidays. She loved this place.” He pressed his palm to the worn wood of the sign. It featured a snowy queen standing at an ice castle, haloed in dull, burned-out bulbs. Sarah McCreery had painted it, as well as many of the festival’s other signs.

			“The lights haven’t worked in years,” he said, “but they keep it up anyway.”

			“Mom’ll never let them take it down,” said Rowan. She reached out to place her hand on his forearm. “I need to apologize again. I’m sorry I ever doubted that you cared.”

			His face tilted in a smile. “I get it. I am a McCreery, after all.”

			With a flush, she said, “Yes, well, by my count, there’s only one McCreery I actually have issues with, and two who are pretty great.”

			Gavin looked down, bringing attention to the fact that her hand was still resting on his arm. Rigid muscles flexed and blood pulsed, and she found herself thinking about the moment back at the choir where she thought he might put his arm around her and pull them together. Her lower lip tingled with a shivering sweetness that swept its way down her body.

			At that moment, every bulb in Sarah McCreery’s sign came alight in a flash of hot white.

			The full effect was dazzling. A cascade of bulbs down the woman’s back formed hair of pure light, and her eyes twinkled.

			Gavin’s eyes widened, and he murmured, “What?” He peered around the sign as Rowan stood frozen in place. “Is this even plugged in?”

			Rowan snatched back her hand from his arm, blurting, “I need to go.”

			Her blood pounded in her ears as she took a step away from him, gazing in apprehension at the sign. It was her doing. She was sure of it. Which made this the third time that magic had come unbidden in Gavin’s presence. He stared at her quizzically.

			“I…I need to find my family now,” she said. “We’ve got people coming over for Solstice dinner.”

			“No need to explain,” he said, accepting her rambled excuses at face value. “The holidays are busy.” Then, after a pause, he added, “Thanks for the shopping advice and the company.”

			“Of course,” she said, hands extending the pockets of her jacket as she took a few more hurried steps back. “I can’t promise we got your cousins something they’ll like, but they would definitely have hated those hats I talked you out of.”

			His brows knit. “Ms. Dorothy promised that all the kids in her classes wear them.”

			“Uh-huh, and who was going to be making money on that sale?” He didn’t reply. “That’s what I thought.”

			They both laughed, and his face relaxed. “Good night, Rowan.”

			“Good night, Gavin.”

			And then his eyes were back on the sign, bathed in its pale luminescence. She left him that way, trying to shake off the uneasiness that followed.

			But whether it was the unintended magic or his imagined touch that brought it out, she did not give herself time to wonder, only fled the unwelcome questions that either might force her to ask.

		

	
		
			[image: ] 12 [image: ]

			Lively conversation spilled out of the Midwinter house and into the night as the coven filled the great room. The odor of wassail—apple and fermented grapes and cinnamon and anise—permeated everything. Rowan stood at the stove, stirring the contents of a heavy stockpot. Tomatoes burst, spraying their juices to mix with hot oil, orange juice, and spices—Sun King soup in the making.

			Her mother brushed past, singing in an upbeat way to herself. Liliana had been all smiles since Rowan announced her intention to join them for the spell circle. It had been all Rowan could do not to retract her statement at the smug sense of triumph radiating off her mother.

			This is too important to let that get in the way.

			“Go on,” said Liliana, ushering her from the kitchen. “Catch up with everyone. I can finish up here.”

			Cooking had been a convenient excuse to avoid that exact thing. Joe Midwinter sat on a couch with his nose buried in a book, and she stopped to squeeze his shoulder. While he didn’t dislike the coven, their energy was not his energy, and it was only the promise of food that kept him from retreating to his wood shop to introvert completely. He glanced up from his reading and patted her hand.

			“An entire book about the Battle of Hastings, huh?” she said, scanning the title. “Where do you find these things?”

			“Every major bookstore,” said her father. “The Battle of Hastings was the end of Anglo-Saxon England. It’s a significant element of the British national myth.” Then he noticed her bemused expression. “But you knew that.”

			“In this house, it would be impossible not to,” she said, giving him a final pat before moving on.

			She had to resist the impulse to pick up her crocheting or a book and join him on the couch instead of figuring out how to work her way into the circles of conversation. There was a time when she’d been a part of this group’s rhythms, but she was on the outside now.

			An arm wrapped around her, pulling her in close and sparing her the continued stress. “Look at the big-city girl, come to join us,” said her uncle Drew. “Didn’t bring any of the crime along, did ya?”

			“City girl? Suburb girl more like it,” said Rowan. “I only wish I was able to afford the city.”

			Her uncle was a short, narrow man with wildly curly graying brown hair and an unfiltered way of being. His particular use of magic came out mainly in potions and herbalism—which didn’t only mean he grew pot, but pot he grew indeed. He sold all manner of herbs and tinctures, which were considerably more effective than anyone without the craft could have brewed.

			His sixteen-year-old Kel, on the other hand, practiced magic with a fervor. Rowan’s cousin lived in the witchy hashtags on various social media sites and was skilled at creating short-form video content. Set to moody electronica and full of occult imagery, their videos often explored liminal spaces and frequently featured the antics of the local corvids.

			Kel hovered, waifish in a long black sweater and black skinny jeans, their eyeliner so thick it could be spotted from twenty paces. Their wavy brown hair was midlength and shaggy, and they wore clear-framed hexagonal glasses.

			“How’s it going, Kel?” asked Rowan.

			“All right,” said Kel with a shrug, shoving their hands deeper into their pockets. That was apparently as much of a response as Rowan was going to get.

			She tried again at conversation. “That video you made of the crow moot in the old willow showed up on my feed like a dozen times. Seems to have gone pretty viral. Congrats.”

			They perked up at that. “Thanks.”

			“You hear they got a pretty big check for that one?” asked Drew, eyes shining. “Who knew you could make money off being online too much?”

			“Literally everyone, Dad,” muttered Kel. They nodded and drifted to the window, where there came a rapping. A crow peered through the panes, and Kel lifted the sill, allowing the bird to come inside and settle in the rafters.

			Across the room, the LeGrands were chatting with Stephan. Like the Midwinters, the LeGrands boasted many generations of Elk Ridge witches. Birdie had been a childhood friend of Rowan’s grandmother, and she’d changed little in the last eight years. Her gray hair was wild and unkempt, and she wore a long coat of many-colored velvet patches and an extravagant purple hat that seemed to be festooned with an actual bird’s nest.

			Birdie’s granddaughter, Naomie, had gone to high school with Rowan, but she’d seen little of her in the intervening years. Time had only made Naomie’s pretty face even lovelier—as if an artist had done their last pass to bring a painting to full flush.

			Her light brown skin was smooth, her body plump, and she had the thickest hair Rowan had ever seen; it was dark and glossy and hung from beneath a black-rimmed hat. She looked like she was born a few decades too late in a bright green rustic sheath dress that was covered in a heavy chunky macramé wrap.

			Naomie’s father and mother also practiced magic, but her parents had moved to back to her mother’s hometown of Santa Fe, opening up the spots in the coven that Zaide and Naomie now occupied.

			Naomie had inherited her grandmother’s psychic tendencies and ran a string of successful social media channels where she posted tarot pulls of the day and astrological predictions. While Kel’s videos were more niche, Naomie’s attracted a wide audience. Her feeds were all glowing selfies and crystals on perfectly arranged altars set against clean white backdrops.

			The two groups merged as Birdie migrated over to greet Rowan.

			“Knew you’d come around on joining us,” said the old woman. “Well, I should say she knew you would.” Birdie gestured her thumb toward Naomie, who trailed, cupping a mug of wassail in both hands at her center. “And I trust her instincts. Me? I wasn’t so sure. You’ve got that Midwinter stubborn streak. Did I ever tell you how when we were girls, your grandma once walked two miles with bleeding feet because she didn’t want to admit the shoes she borrowed from me were too small?”

			“Sounds like her,” said Rowan, politely ignoring that Birdie had, in fact, told that story before. Many times.

			Birdie chuckled fondly. “Never stopped insisting we were the same size, even if she was a full size bigger.”

			“It is so good to have you with us, Rowan.” She set aside her wassail before reaching out to clasp Rowan’s hand between her own. “The circle’s complete.”

			When Naomie touched her, Rowan was hit with an image—a small nook under her bed back in Orange County, where things often fell. Her ring of missing keys was down there. She’d probably set them on the bedpost without thinking, and they’d jostled off in the night.

			Lost things had a way of revealing themselves in Naomie’s presence.

			“So, what did I spy when I looked across the parade earlier?” asked Stephan, looping his arm around her shoulders. “Why, it was you and Gavin McCreery—looking cozy.” Across the room, their mother’s face shot up from the stove.

			Oh no. If there was one thing you did not mention in a room full of witches, it was the potential for juicy sexual intrigue. It was their catnip.

			“We were just watching the parade,” she said. “I helped him find some things for his cousins.”

			“Seemed a little friendlier than that,” needled her brother.

			“Well, I say: Good for you, dear,” said Birdie, glancing Rowan up and down. “I can tell from your aura it’s been a while.” She paused. “And even longer since it was good.”

			“Grandma!” said Naomie, putting a hand over her mouth.

			Rowan’s cheeks seared. Is this really happening? Did I go off the road on the way here and die? Is this my eternal punishment?

			“Didn’t you have a boyfriend until not that long ago?” asked Stephan.

			“Would explain why she doesn’t have one anymore,” chimed in Uncle Drew, his words half mumbled through a mouthful of bread.

			Her cheeks burned hotter. “I was dating someone, but…Look, I’m busy…My work is important. It needs to come first.”

			Birdie clucked her tongue. “It’s one thing for your job to come first, dear, but from the looks of it, you haven’t been coming at all.”

			“Grandma!” repeated Naomie, shaking her head. Across the room, Kel shrank into the couch with wide, horrified eyes. The crow peered right at Rowan with its dark gaze, letting out a cackle of caws.

			Great. Even the bird thinks I’m pathetic.

			Birdie shrugged. “I have too little time left for artifice. It’s good to let yourself have a little fun, dear.”

			“I’m not…We weren’t…” Rowan muttered, cheeks burning.

			At that moment, Liliana stepped in. “You are all incorrigible. Leave her alone. It’s time to eat.”

			Right as they settled at the table, Zaide burst through the door, saying, “Sorry I was late! Round one was Dongji with the family.”

			She swooped in to settle a plate of red bean rice cakes on the table and grabbed a seat that Naomie had been keeping open. They exchanged a kiss, and Naomie pulled Zaide’s hand into her lap to massage it affectionately.

			Wait, they were dating? The revelation caught Rowan off guard. There had been a time when Zaide’s every romantic update had prompted an immediate call or conference behind the bleachers—even when the revelation turned out to be “She offered me a piece of gum, what could it mean???”

			As the coven launched into dinner, Rowan tumbled straight back into that place where she’d been at the start of the party—on the outside, looking in.
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			Rowan drummed her fingers against the bedpost, staring at the dusty bronze-banded cedar chest under the bed.

			It had been a gift for her tenth birthday. Her father had made the chest while her mother had inscribed it with spells of protection, and Rowan had stowed all the artifacts of her spellcasting inside.

			A small iron key slid out of its hiding place in a loose board in the bedframe, and she pulled the chest out from under the bed. Her palms prickled with an unnatural coldness as her fingertips touched either side of the lid, but then it warmed as the magic recognized its proper owner. The padlock opened with a satisfying click.

			Sitting on top was an embossed metal plate holding a few items—a chunk of pure crystal, coiled golden string, the remains of a black candle, an ash twig, and an Elk Ridge High class ring. The items tugged at something in the back of her brain, but it was as though she were trying to catch the wind when she reached for the memories.

			Were these from the forgetting spell itself, or the spell I was trying to forget?

			Beneath the plate was her personal grimoire, a spiral-bound notebook covered with clipped images from teenage Rowan’s favorite occult magazines. Longing and worry competed for top billing as she tentatively swept the components aside and picked up the book of spells.

			Her personal history spilled across pages stiff with ink and dried watercolor. She pored over each spell, remembering pranks pulled and problems handled, anxieties quelled, and wonders brought to being. The spells were more than instructions; they were stories—her stories.

			A Spell to Leave Me Be.

			While she’d learned most of her spells from the coven, this had been the first one she’d figured out on her own: a series of experiments leading to a moment of alarming success. Instead of remembering the times she’d cast it, though, her thoughts traveled back to the moment when she’d conceived of it.

			She had been sitting with her grandmother, high in the turret in the old Midwinter house, looking down on Elk Ridge’s main street.

			“Why doesn’t Mom want you teaching me your spells?” she’d asked.

			Grandmother Madeleine had looked at her with a studying expression. “Your mother believes the best offense is a good defense, and she believes the best defense is to be loved. But she conveniently ignores that their love”—Madeleine swept her hand out the window, indicating the people walking by below—“is contingent on her keeping herself small, and if they ever learned the truth?” Her grandmother snapped her fingers as she finished with “All that goodwill would vanish in an instant.”

			Then the old woman had placed a chunk of clear crystal in Rowan’s palm and closed her fingers over it, giving them a pat.

			“The best offense is a good offense, my dear. And the very best offense is one they never even realize was you.”

			Back in the present, Rowan picked up the piece of quartz from the plate and stared at it before placing it in her pocket and returning to her book of spells. The last entry was loose and not sized to the rest of the pages.

			A Spell to Forget.

			“Chunk of crystal,” she murmured. “Golden cord, a maple stave, a black candle.”

			So the components had been a part of the forgetting spell. Any hope that the spell components might give her a hint as to the other spell she’d tried quickly vanished. Whatever she’d done, she’d been thorough in erasing it.

			Rowan picked up the class ring and turned it around. It wasn’t hers. She’d never bought one. It was much too large for any of her fingers, and there was no name engraved inside.

			“Rowan! You almost ready?”

			At the sound of her mother’s voice, she tossed the ring back into the chest, as if she was about to be caught doing something wrong. It reminded her to get down to business. Everyone was waiting for her to don her robe and gather her things so that they could make for the ritual site.

			She took a deep, steadying breath to control the racing in her veins.

			Here we go.
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			The walk to the ritual site was blessedly short. Bare feet crunched on hard coils of frigid earth. Going shoeless would deepen their connection to the earth, but it was a chilly ask in the middle of winter.

			A waxing moon hung in a crescent overhead. The forest was quiet, most of the life tucked away in burrows and tunnels and bulbs until spring. Their footsteps, and the lone hooting of an owl, were all they heard until they reached the clearing, at which point the low babbling of a creek joined the soundscape.

			At the clearing’s center was a perfect circle of mossy stones, a natural formation that had been the reason the coven claimed this patch of land. Generations of witches had covered the boulders with runes, and a variety of half-burned candles sat amid puddles of pooled and hardened wax. At their center was an altar covered in evergreen boughs, holly, rosemary, and poinsettia.

			A silver bowl of water sat in the middle, surrounded by a few statues—Freyr, Perkunas, and more, all weather gods, from the look of it. Incense burned the entwining smells of frankincense and pine.

			The coven moved into position. Liliana stood to the north, Birdie to the west, and Zaide to the south, and the others filled in the ordinals. Rowan floundered, and Uncle Drew paused at her side.

			“You want a hit of something?” he said. “Got an indica that’ll quiet that head down.”

			“I’m cool,” said Rowan, waving it off, while wincing at the knowledge that everyone must have been thinking about whether she was going to go through with this. Stephan reached his hand her way with a nod as if to say I’ve got you.

			She stepped into the eastern spot, removing her ritual dagger from her satchel. Standing in the east meant it was her job to hold the athame. She placed it on the altar and then took her position, linking hands with Stephan and Drew.

			“Ground,” said her mother. Her voice always took on a distinct quality during a ritual—high and clear—and it was impossible to ignore. Like the one who had blazed at the head of the Solstice parade, this Liliana, the one who had stood at the head of their circle since her own grandmother had passed, was impossible to deny.

			Rowan closed her eyes. This first part would be the easiest. In her mind’s eye, her spine appeared as a glowing root, and she urged the energy to travel down into the ground, where it sprouted tendrils to link with the many networks beneath her feet—twining roots, fragile hibernating insects, subterranean lichen colonies, strings of fungus binding it all together.

			There was a sensation almost like a snap, and she connected. Connected to every centuries-old tree, every bush, every blade of grass holding strong against the winter chill, and the members of her coven were there as well, their own tendrils already below, waiting to entangle with hers. The more witches involved, the easier it became to raise power, as everyone pooled their vital energies for a common purpose.

			And they would need it. A spell to affect the weather was big magic. Magic didn’t make things out of nothing. It shifted the world’s weave in the direction the caster asked. This spell would mean changing entire weather systems, shifting barometric pressures, drawing precipitation bound somewhere else to their mountains instead.

			She wove into the spell a specific intention: that the water would come to them from somewhere that didn’t need it. Better yet, wasn’t even prepared for it, instead of coming from a landscape as thirsty as Elk Ridge.

			“With that done,” said Liliana, “let’s form a protective circle.”

			This was where things would get sketchier, and anxiety clawed at the back of her mind. As they got closer to actual spellwork, the intrusive thoughts poured in.

			You’re going to mess this up. You’re going to let everyone down and become something terrible.

			She drove off the thoughts with deep breaths, pushing down with them the rising sense of nausea, the shake of panic. When her head cleared, she visualized a ball of light in her center, nestled in the same spot from where the roots had emerged. With each inhale, she pulled energy up from beneath her feet, and with each exhale, she formed that energy into the ball. It slowly grew in size, expanding to fill her hands.

			When it was large enough, she pushed it out into a ring shape. It expanded to join the glowing circle the others had already been forming.

			Rowan was almost ready to let it merge when she hit that too-familiar wall, and the physical symptoms of her panic reaction intensified. Her chest closed, and it became difficult to be sure she was still breathing.

			Her protective circle dissipated in an instant. More than that, her roots disappeared too. Everyone else would have felt it as well. It took all she had not to tear her hands from Drew and Stephan and retreat into the forest.

			A flush of hot, comforting energy passed through her body. She peeked at Zaide, whose eyes were closed, lips upturned in a knowing way. The energy was chased by another, which came on like a cleansing spring rain sprinkling on her skin, and then it was as if the ground rose around her feet protectively. All the coven’s magic came to her aid, reminding her they were there beside her.

			We’re doing this together. It’s not me—it’s us.

			She settled back into place, focusing on the touch of hands, the smell of burning incense, the lingering taste of cardamom, and the sight of the clearing full of witches. Birdie hummed in a rumbling contralto, and the rest of the coven joined in. Rowan lent them her voice, and in doing so remembered her place here.

			Her family had been using this spot for more than a century to practice magic. Dozens of them had walked this ground, had let their energy bleed into it, had left parts of themselves as threads in a tapestry to which her spirit was inextricably woven. Countless plants and animals had lived and died there, exchanging energy with every meal, every death, every exhale.

			The coven believes I’m capable of this. If I can’t trust myself, I can at least trust them.

			Something in her body gave way in a great snap of release, painful at first but then clear. Her head emptied, her shaking subsided, and her stomach settled.

			Roots of golden light shot down through her back, plunging deep into the ground. A new ball of protective magic formed so fast that it outpaced her breathing, and it flowed out to join the others. In channeling air, her magic was bright and intellectual, providing clarity to the passion of fire, the resolve of the earth, the insights of water. With Drew and Stephan on the assist, her magic gave the ritual shape, a shape in which the others could soar.

			She retrieved her athame from the altar and raised it to the sky as her mother’s voice began the chant of the ritual.

			“Goddess, hear our voices. Please, the land is parched, and the people need you.”

			Her voice traveled into the night, the spell carrying all of their energy with it, and Rowan focused on the image of water condensing overhead, cold and heavy, leaving the clearing blanketed in feet of heavy snow. Then she imagined the whole of Elk Ridge covered with a layer of glittering white.

			As they finished the spell, Rowan was left breathless and charged. Her eyes scanned the inky night.

			Nothing had changed.

			Worry must have shown on her face, because Stephan squeezed her hand and said, “Won’t know anything until at least tomorrow.”

			“But we did what we needed to, right? Everything was all right on our end?”

			While she might have said we, it must have been obvious she meant I, because Zaide looked her in the eye with a gentle smirk and said, “You did the thing, Rowan.”

			She exhaled. “I did, didn’t I?”

			And then the anxiety was back but not quite the same, and she remembered something she’d once read—that the chronically anxious have a hard time distinguishing anxiety from excitement.

			So she let herself feel the tender excitement that this just might make the difference for Elk Ridge.

			Goddess, please let this work.

			A gentle presence in the back of her mind whispered.

			It will.
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			December 22

			The Second Day of Yule

			The sky was blue and cloudless, no trace of coming storms. Rowan shivered, her hands plunged into the pockets of her borrowed parka.

			It’s cold enough to snow. Now, where’s the water?

			It was Friday, the second day of Yule, three days before Christmas, and there had been a slight uptick in the crowds that filtered down the sidewalk hunting for breakfast. But they were still nothing compared to the usual press of bodies as the town filled with last-minute gift shoppers and merrymakers.

			She manned a wassail table in front of the Magick Cabinet, passing out free treats to tourists and members of the community as they passed by. Wooden platters offered an array of Solstice shortbread, cardamom orange sugar cookies, rosemary goat cheese quick bread, and more. All infused with hearth magic.

			Magic.

			Memories of how it had felt coursing through her the night before warmed her, and she opened her awareness, conscious of the many vibrations all around. Rowan grounded, pulling energy up from the earth beneath her feet and sending her own back in a rhythm of give and take.

			The exchange was good. Natural. More than that—it was righting something that had been wrong for a very long time.

			Rowan settled her elbows against the table and picked up a piece of goat cheese bread, tearing a big piece free with her teeth.

			“Hearth magic,” she said with a pleased moan.

			An unexpected face chose that exact moment to appear in her field of view.

			“Hearth magic?” asked Gavin, his voice amused.

			“Gavin!” she blurted, spitting out bread in a spray. She held up a finger and took a long drink of cider to wash the rest down, noticing then that her snack had splattered his jacket.

			“Oh, goddess,” she gasped when her mouth cleared. “Let me clean that up.”

			Scrambling to the other side of the table to wipe it off, she realized too late that she’d used the same towel to clean up a spill of coffee earlier. Rowan stared at the cloth pressed against his chest, uselessly.

			“I think I just made that worse.”

			A cool smile pulled back his mouth and eyes ever so slightly. As his chest rose and fell beneath her palm, she was tempted to slip her hands through the opened zipper flap of his jacket and warm them up inside.

			Stop it. Don’t you remember what happened last time you did that? As she took a hurried step back away, her eyes scanned for any signs of unintended magic.

			“No harm done,” said Gavin. “It was already dirty.”

			“Dirty by Gavin standards, and Gavin standards alone. Consider this my apology.” She dispensed a cup of wassail and handed it his way.

			He narrowed his eyes in mock suspicion. “Wait, aren’t you giving this to everyone?”

			“You got me.”

			He huffed the cider, eyes half-lidded in pleasure. “Is this mulled cider?”

			“No, it’s wassail, which is mulled cider plus Paganism.”

			“Does that make it witchcraft of some kind?”

			She tapped a finger on the side of her lips with a faux look of concentration. “I mean, if by ‘witchcraft’ you mean ‘a series of actions taken to please the gods and ensure a good harvest’…”

			“That kind of sounds like witchcraft, yeah.” He took a sip, and his gaze swept across the front of the shop. A few tourists were visible through the windows, all of them holding cups of cider and napkins full of treats. “Though it seems more like a spell to bring in customers.”

			“Well, if you think of magic as sending energy out into the world that returns to you, bringing back what you hoped to receive in kind…then yes, giving away something in the hopes that gratitude drives someone to look at what you have for sale sounds like the foundation of an effective spell.”

			“When you put it that way, it sounds like any sufficiently strong intention could be called magic.” His dark eyes were delightfully challenging.

			“Not anything, but sometimes the line is blurry.” She settled back onto the table and plucked up one of the sugar cookies, toying with it for a moment before looking his way.

			Rowan ran a finger over the rough edge of the cookie as she spoke. “Say, for example, I had my eye on someone, and say I decided to learn how to make his favorite cookie and, once I’d mastered the recipe, use them as the foundation of a love spell.” She rolled the cookie around in her hands, feeling his eyes follow her every movement. “Say it worked. Was it witchcraft? Or was it just that I took the time to learn what made him happy and put in the work?”

			She finished talking and looked down to where his hand rested on the cookie still in her possession. Hot skin warmed her much colder hands, and fingertips brushed the sensitive interior of her palm, sending a ripple of pleasure up her arm.

			He snatched up the cookie with a clearing of his throat, conspicuously studying it. Then he looked her in the eye, and there was the sense of something hovering on the edge of perception, but it blew away before she could catch it.

			“These are my favorite,” he said in a quiet voice.

			“I know,” she said, her voice soft.

			“Rowan! Look!” Rowan snapped out of her haze and spun. Zaide stood in the doorway of the magic shop, finger jabbing at the sky in excitement. Something cold landed on her nose, and she blinked. Clouds had gathered, thick overhead, and despite a clear weather report, big fat snowflakes fell to the ground.

			“No way,” Rowan murmured.

			“Fucking way,” said Zaide.

			“It’s snowing?” Gavin stared skyward and unlocked his phone with a furious swipe. He tilted the screen Rowan’s way, showing that his weather app still showed a zero percent chance of precipitation for the rest of the week.

			As if in response, the snow came down in earnest, swiftly accumulating in a thin layer across every surface. People emerged from doors up and down the road, each one reacting with the same awe and excitement.

			Zaide danced to the sidewalk and spun as flakes of snow snagged in her dark hair. “It’s really snowing!” She threw her arms around Rowan and swept her into a circle. “It worked!”

			“It worked,” gasped Rowan, returning the hug and laughing herself into the spin.

			I didn’t screw it up.

			“Wait, what worked?” The two women paused, remembering that Gavin was standing right there. “Did you two…do a snow dance or something?”

			“Or something,” said Zaide. She swiped a thin handful of loose snow and tossed it at Rowan, who, laughing, scrambled to retaliate. At the last moment, she pivoted to throw it at Gavin instead, catching him square in the chest.

			He looked down at the diffused splash of white flakes clinging to the wool of his coat and then back up with a half grin. “Oh, it’s on, Midwinter.” He scooped some up and pounced her way, dropping it right on her head. The cold flakes tumbled down her face and through the opening of her parka, all the way into her oversized red sweater. She laughed in delight at the shock of it.

			Tracing the path the snow had taken down her body, Gavin’s eyes widened, and he started to say, “Sorry!” but she scooped up more snow and moved to shove it right in his face.

			He caught her by both arms, his firm grip holding her fast, and they both stilled, inches away from one another, tangled in a near embrace. At this distance, she could appreciate the fine details of his face—like the tiny white slit of a scar below his chin, and the dimple beneath his full lower lip. She had to resist the urge to reach out and touch it.

			“Gavin! So that’s where you ran off to!”

			A group dressed in business attire rounded the corner of the low brick commercial building in which the Magick Cabinet occupied a suite. Among the group’s members was Hayleigh, but she wasn’t the one who had shouted, though she was eyeing Gavin and Rowan—hard.

			No, that voice had belonged to Patriarch McCreery.

			Dennis looked much the same as the last time Rowan had seen him, though his full head of hair had finally gone grayer than his son’s. Otherwise, age had mostly left him be. He still had the same stalwart mountaineer frame and outdoorsy glow. She’d heard rumors he cross-country skied to the office every day when there was snow and hiked when there wasn’t.

			Three other men rounded out the group. Two of them wore sweater vests emblazoned with the symbol of the Goshen Group, while the final one carried himself more casually, equipped with a clipboard and a belt from which various tools dangled. He was inspecting the Magick Cabinet’s building and scribbling down notes—what was that about?

			Gavin and Rowan disentangled in a flush, and she scrambled back to her spot behind the wassail table. The group came to stand in a semicircle around the table, leaving her distinctly surrounded. Zaide had already vanished, slipping back inside to attend to a customer.

			“Rowan!” said Dennis. “Gavin mentioned you were home for a visit.”

			“Yep, here I am,” she said, glancing at Gavin. He’d talked about her with his dad?

			Of course he did. You drove all the way from SeaTac together. It would have been weird not to mention it.

			“Can you believe this snow?” asked Mr. McCreery. “Came out of nowhere!” Rowan worked to suppress a creeping smile of pride. “Inspector’s almost finished—thank God! Because no one dressed for this. Some even less than others.” He directed a significant look Hayleigh’s way.

			She did her best not to enjoy how miserable Hayleigh looked in the cold. For once, Rowan was not the most underdressed.

			“What’s all this, then?” asked one of the Goshen Group reps, leaning in close to examine the food.

			“I recommend the cookies,” said Gavin, taking a bite. “Rowan made them.”

			The suits eyed the table. Hayleigh waved away the offer, but everyone else grabbed something. The inspector and the other two reps walked away with their treats, moving to the front of the building to speak in hushed tones.

			“Can’t level it,” said one, “but a retrofit’s not out of the question.”

			“Well, now, that is delicious,” said Dennis, talking loudly enough that Rowan could no longer eavesdrop on the others. “Apparently, you’re as good a cook as your mother.”

			“False,” said Rowan, shaking her head. “It’s pretty much these cookies and fried eggs from me.”

			“Funny how so many women today take pride in not being able to cook,” said Hayleigh. She fixed her eyes on Gavin. “That is not a problem I have.”

			There was a pause in the conversation, as if the group expected Gavin to reply, but he only nodded in polite acknowledgment.

			“I’m sure you’re a marvelous cook, my dear,” said Dennis, filling the silence. “I’m with Rowan, though. Good thing Gavin’s home—I’m finally eating well again.” He clapped a hand on Gavin’s back. “I sure miss Friday pizza night when this guy’s gone.”

			“You cook?” asked Rowan, raising an eyebrow Gavin’s way.

			He half smiled and shrugged. “I can do more than fry an egg. I can’t make sugar cookies like this, though.”

			“Boy’s selling himself short,” said Dennis. For all that she didn’t like many things about Dennis, the way he oozed pride around his son was something she could find no fault in. Gavin basked in it, like he always had. They were a devoted son and father, that much was clear.

			“Of course,” continued Dennis, eyeing his son. “When he takes over, his work hours might make it harder to get dinner on the table, but I doubt he’ll have a hard time finding a lady eager to take over kitchen duties for him.”

			Rowan’s goodwill wilted straight back into nothing. Gavin was quiet, but his head turned away from his father, and she thought she detected a brief eye roll.

			Dennis turned her way. “I’ll take a cup of cider.”

			“Wassail,” corrected Gavin.

			“What’s the difference?” asked Hayleigh, who watched as Rowan poured a steaming stream into a cup. The amber liquid overtook the crystalline snowflakes, coating the white paper interior and melting them instantly. Hayleigh couldn’t suppress the look of appreciation that passed over her face as wafting steam delivered the spicy scents her way.

			“Magic,” said Gavin, exchanging a conspiratorial smile with Rowan.

			Hayleigh studied him, seeming to consider whether he was joking.

			“Come here a minute, Gavin,” said Dennis, gesturing him over to where the group of men had clustered in front of the building. “Need your opinion on something.”

			Hayleigh was the only one left behind, standing across from Rowan, hands clasped at her front. The Goshen Group rep shivered, adjusting a piece of long blond hair from her face with a creamy gloved hand, and Rowan’s earlier appreciation of the woman’s discomfort reluctantly fell away.

			They had been left here together, while the men went the other way.

			“You sure you don’t want a cup of this?” asked Rowan, tapping the cider. “It’ll warm you up.”

			Hayleigh fluttered unnaturally long lashes, mouth forming an O of surprise. Finally, she nodded. “Sure. Why not?”

			Rowan reached out to pass a cup to Hayleigh’s outstretched hand, but she misjudged the moment of contact. The cup slipped from between their fingers and tumbled toward the plate of sugar cookies on the table below.

			She opened her mouth and gasped, “No!” A rush of energy coursed through her body.

			The cup hit the table with a hard thunking noise, falling to its side to spin.

			“What the…?” said Hayleigh, gazing at the stiff amber surface of the cider, which remained frozen in the cup instead of sloshing free as it should have.

			Not again. Not in front of her.

			Hayleigh’s eyes flicked up at Rowan, sharp. They both went for the cup at the same moment, the other woman snatching a second faster as Dennis led the group of men back toward the table.

			Rowan’s pulse raced and skipped, and she did her best to ignore the churn of her stomach.

			I need to melt it.

			She grabbed for bright threads of magic and focused on the image of the cider returning to a steaming liquid, pulsing intention at the meter of her heart.

			The men arrived. “I think we’ve got what we need here,” said the elder McCreery. “Let’s head back to the office and wrap up, so we can send you all on your way home tomorrow to enjoy your Christmas.”

			“Hold on,” said Hayleigh. “You all need to see this. The cider, it—” She lifted the cup to show them, but the liquid inside spilled over the top with the upward thrust of her arm. It soaked through her gloves in a dark, spreading stain.

			No one spoke for a few seconds, only stared. Rowan released a held breath, and Gavin glanced her way.

			“It what, dear?” asked Dennis.

			“It…” Her mouth flapped. “It spilled, but it didn’t!”

			“Well, which was it?” asked Dennis. He glanced at Rowan, who only bit her lip and shook her head.

			“I.” Hayleigh stared at Rowan. Finally, she said, “Nothing. It was nothing.” Then, keeping her eyes fixed on Rowan, Hayleigh walked over to Gavin, only finally breaking her gaze to look up at his face as she slipped an arm through his. “Ride back to the office with us, Gav?”

			“My car’s here—” he began.

			“You can get it later. After dinner.”

			Gavin hesitated before saying, “I guess that’s true.” He looked Rowan’s way and flashed a crooked smile. “Rowan.”

			As they walked away, Hayleigh shot Rowan one last look over her shoulder before leaning over to whisper something to Gavin. They both laughed as they traveled away together.

			A wind gusted, tossing the hat right from Hayleigh’s head into the growing snow.

			Rowan’s focus was torn away from the woman’s scramble to get it back when Dennis said, “Thank you for the delicious interlude. By the way, nudge your mother to return my call? The conversation isn’t going away just because she puts it off.”

			Her stomach churned at the question.

			“I can nudge,” she said, shifting from one foot to the other. “But I can’t promise anything’ll come of it.”

			“Oh, trust me,” said Dennis with a hearty laugh. “I am aware no one makes Liliana Midwinter do anything except Liliana Midwinter. But mention it? She’ll be doing herself a favor getting it over with.”

			Folding one hand over the other, he gazed down with a paternalistic smile.

			“One way or another, things’re changing. She can choose to be a part of it or be left behind.”
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			The coven should have spent the night after the Solstice in quiet recovery, but the Midwinter house was once again full of loud voices and sloshing glasses of wassail as they gathered to celebrate the blanket of snow still deepening over Elk Ridge.

			There’d been a gift exchange. Rowan had received a naughty cross stitch from Birdie, a sleep tincture from Drew, Witches of Eastwick fan art from Zaide, and a chunk of pure quartz from Naomie. Her immediate family would wait to exchange until Christmas Day for her father’s sake.

			Naomie was busy reading Stephan’s cards. The subject—his love life. The verdict—outlook not so good. “Remember,” added Naomie in a kind voice. “This tends to only cover the next three months. After that…” She spread her hands wide to indicate that anything could happen. Zaide held up her phone, capturing footage, a dutiful “Gram-girlfriend.” Though the poorly veiled disappointment in Stephan’s eyes tugged at her heart, Rowan was relieved not to be the target of the coven’s thirst for romantic drama for the time being.

			But her thoughts kept drifting back to the moment she and Gavin had tangled on the sidewalk, and about how hard it had been not to reach up and let her fingers brush the details of his face.

			Fingers, followed by lips.

			She did her best to banish the thoughts, as it would not do to have a telltale pink flush in her aura sending the hounds her way.

			In the center of the room, Birdie held court, regaling the room with stories from the coven’s history.

			“I remember the first time your mom took part in a circle,” said Birdie, eyes dancing.

			“Oh, please don’t tell that story,” begged Liliana, her whole body shaking with laughter, hands splayed across her face. She was lying spread out on the floor—more relaxed than Rowan could remember her looking.

			Well, ever.

			“I’m already telling it, nothing to be done,” said Birdie, settling back in her seat with the casual satisfaction of knowing you were about to thoroughly humiliate a person. Drew cackled and rubbed his hands together, the only other person who knew what was coming. “Now, I will remind you all she was only ten.”

			Liliana grabbed at the rug, making as if to pull it over her entire body so that she might vanish into the floorboards.

			“That’s young to join, but your great-grandmother convinced us all she was mature for her age—which was, admittedly, true.”

			“She was always ratting me out,” said Drew.

			“Because you always needed to be ratted out,” Liliana shot back.

			“Stop trying to get me off track from the story,” said Birdie with a shake of the finger. “It won’t work. Back then, we took off more than our shoes when we gathered as a coven—we went skyclad.”

			She waggled her eyebrows, and Stephan glanced at Zaide. “By that, she means buck naked.”

			Zaide’s mouth dropped open, and Birdie let out a booming laugh before continuing her story, “Lili understood the concept of going skyclad, but the reality was…more than she was prepared for.”

			“What’d you do, Mom?” asked Stephan with a shake of his head.

			Liliana covered her face with her cardigan and spoke through the fabric. “I screamed. Then I ran. And I refused to come back until everyone had put their robes back on.”

			“She hid in a tree!” said Drew.

			“Couldn’t get her to come down for nothing,” said Birdie, laughing so hard tears streamed from her eyes.

			When the laughter subsided, Drew looked at Birdie and asked, “Wasn’t that the same night the guy showed up?”

			The question chased the mirth from their faces. Naomie glanced between them and asked, “What guy?”

			“A former neighbor of your family,” said Birdie. “He…took issue with our spellcasting.”

			“What’d you do?” asked Zaide.

			“Mom pulled every thought from his head,” said Liliana, her voice flat, “and commanded him to go home by the quickest route available.”

			“You mean…magically?” asked Zaide.

			“Yes.”

			An awkward silence followed. Finally, Zaide broke it, murmuring, “I didn’t think that was allowed.”

			“Well, it’s not as if we have a tribunal,” said Birdie. “We simply have the Charge of the Goddess, and the personal responsibility of judging whether our actions serve the highest purpose.”

			“We also have the Rede,” said Liliana. Her cheeks had flushed, and her voice had taken on a ragged edge, the same way it did whenever they discussed Madeleine’s more controversial magical choices. “Do no harm. And Grandma Ruby agreed with me. Mom did harm.”

			Ruby Midwinter, Rowan’s great-grandmother, had led the coven for many years, until she passed and the coven chose Liliana to lead them next. They almost always chose the witch who stood in the north, the witch aligned with earth.

			The reliable one.

			“I’m well aware of your grandmother’s feelings on the subject. And yours.” Birdie gave Liliana a look. They’d had this debate many times. “But as far as I’m concerned, the magic exists. People can choose to wield it. Sometimes hard choices need to be made. If the harm prevented is less than the harm done, the Rede is satisfied. Your neighbor had violence on his mind—your mother removed it.”

			“She left him in a daze,” said Liliana. “He remembered nothing about what he was doing or where he was. He fell into a ravine on his way home. He almost died.”

			“She couldn’t have known that would happen,” said Birdie, bristling.

			“Which is exactly why she shouldn’t have done it.” Liliana shook her head. “There’s a line we don’t cross. People’s minds belong only to themselves.”

			“Would it have been better if I’d pulled the water from his body to flood his lungs?” asked Birdie, folding her hands together and taking on a different cast. “Suffocating him until he agreed to leave us be?” Her shadow expanded behind her as if a much larger being sat in her place. It was a reminder that the bubbly old woman was, in fact, a powerful elder witch.

			“Of course not,” said Liliana, her eyes widening. “But no one would claim that wasn’t doing harm, and all I’m saying is what Mom did was no better. And she did it all the time, in countless ways.” Drew stepped over and put an arm around his sister’s shoulder. She leaned into him gratefully.

			There was a long, awkward silence.

			“It’s hard to imagine her even being capable of magic that big,” murmured Stephan. His expression was troubled, remembering Madeleine Midwinter in her last decade of life. They all were. By the end, she’d barely been capable of the littlest magic. She’d weighed eighty-five pounds at her death. The official diagnosis was cancer, but Liliana swore it was the magic that had hollowed her out.

			The feeling Rowan had only started getting comfortable with, of the vibrant possibilities of magic all around, diminished at the stark reminder of how easy it would be for her to go terribly wrong.

			Just like your grandmother.

			She got to her feet with a start and headed toward the door to the deck.

			“Rowan,” called her mother.

			“I need some air.” She slipped her feet into heavy boots and, without even bothering to lace them, clomped out onto the back deck.

			Rowan stopped as soon as she was outside, sweeping her gaze across the glittering white expanse of the forest, and took the first calm breath she’d managed since the conversation had turned to her grandmother.

			The night was brighter than expected, lit by the luster of the moon on freshly fallen snow. It had continued to fall all day—at times in gentle showers, at others in torrents. By evening, the streets had filled with cars, crawling bumper to bumper. Every empty hotel room and vacation home had filled in the surge of people heading to the mountains in search of last-minute holiday memories.

			It was everything they’d hoped for. Exactly what the town needed.

			So why was she still so unsettled?

			Every sound of the forest had been muffled, every cracked and uneven surface made smooth. Snow surrounded her boots to envelop her feet with every step across the unshoveled deck.

			Joe Midwinter leaned against the railing, vanilla smoke curling from a dangled pipe. He straightened as she came to stand at his side, giving her a quiet nod. They enjoyed the pensive silence for a few minutes. Finally, Rowan glanced his way. His expression was melancholy, in stark contrast with the celebrating coven inside.

			She nudged him with her elbow. “You don’t look happy. Why aren’t you happy?”

			“Things’re back the way they should be,” he said with a nod.

			But he stopped himself there, and she got the sense it was for her benefit. Whatever was eating at him, he didn’t want it to cast that shadow elsewhere.

			Not one to let things lie, even if she were better off, she prodded, “But…?”

			“Your mom’s banking on this to turn things around financially, and that’s…not realistic.”

			Rowan’s heart fell as he gave voice to her own terrible cynicism, the underlying logic of the intellectual rebellion she’d gone through before agreeing to take part in the spell—quashed for her mother’s sake. Quashed because the last time she’d presumed to know better, she’d been terribly wrong.

			“Most of the season’s gone. Christmas is three days away. Even if people flood us till New Year’s…” His voice trailed off, but Rowan knew what he wanted to say. It wasn’t enough time. “The festival’s showing its age. Same as us. It needs an update, but we don’t have the money to do it.”

			“One person does,” muttered Rowan.

			“You don’t want to hear this, but that one person has put a lot of money in over the years. Far more than his share.”

			“Really?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.

			He nodded. “Whenever an expense too big popped up for the rest of us, he forked it over. He might’ve resented it, but he did it anyway—for Sarah. Dennis has got his flaws, same as the rest of us, but he’s deeply devoted to who and what he loves—her memory, his son, the mountain.”

			“The mountain?” asked Rowan.

			“Sure. He stewards nearly a thousand acres of old timber. Turns down offers on it all the time—big offers.”

			Rowan chewed on that for a moment. It challenged the image she’d had of Dennis McCreery.

			“Do you want Mom to sell, Dad?”

			Joe eased against the handrail of the deck. “ ‘Want,’ no. But…I’m realistic about the fact she might need to. There’s a big meeting December thirty-first. To hear their pitch.”

			“I have a feeling it might be more than the festival they’re after,” she murmured, relaying what they’d been doing at the Magick Cabinet that day.

			Joe inhaled sharply, but nodded. “Unfortunately, that makes sense. Only so much they can do with that one piece of property.”

			She balled her fist in frustration. “There has to be a way to stop it.”

			“Oh?” asked her father, voice amused. “Like what?”

			“I don’t know,” said Rowan, shaking her head. “But…I’ve got an idea of where to start figuring it out.”
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			It had been easy enough to locate Gavin. Elk Ridge had only a few restaurants posh enough to host a business dinner, and she’d spotted him at Il Pomodoro, an upscale Italian restaurant that mostly served tourists.

			Expecting him to be at one of the barn-house-style tables with the full Goshen Group contingent, she audibly gasped on spotting him at a table for two. Hayleigh sparkled opposite in a vibrant gold cocktail dress she had most certainly not been wearing earlier in the day.

			They make sense. More sense than…

			A high peal of familiar laughter split the night.

			The pair emerged, moving with the ease that followed a dinner full of wine and rich food. Hayleigh’s dress was short, exposing shapely legs above excessively furry boots.

			“Walk me back to the inn?” asked Hayleigh.

			“Of course,” Gavin replied in his characteristic neutral tone.

			Hayleigh slipped her arm through his as they strolled down the sidewalk, and it was like someone reached inside Rowan’s chest and wrapped a hand around her heart. She followed at a careful distance, swearing softly to herself. It would be harder to contrive a reason to run into Gavin near the Crescent Inn. She’d expected them to part ways at this point—hoped they would.

			What was she going to do if their night didn’t end when they reached the inn doors? If he instead followed Hayleigh in and didn’t leave for hours, possibly not until the next morning?

			She stopped herself there, refusing to give the thought quarter.

			They finally arrived at the Crescent Inn and Spa, the wooden mountain lodge owned and operated by the Hak family.

			Zaide and Rowan had spent many long hours playing in empty rooms, stealing complimentary mints, and sneaking into the spa’s hot pools. Mountain peaks framed the lodge from behind, and garlands wound around the raw wooden beams of the porch, woven with twinkling lights and crowned with heavy gold ribbons.

			Gavin and Hayleigh lingered on the sidewalk in front of the inn, driving Rowan to hide behind a line of tall hedges. With every moment that passed, the pressure in her chest intensified.

			“Just say good night,” she muttered. “Come on.”

			A cracking sound from the forest caught her attention. She scanned the darkened tree line for the cause but found nothing. Probably a branch breaking off under the weight of the snow. When she turned back, what she saw took her breath away.

			The couple stood, lip to lip, Hayleigh’s arms thrown around Gavin’s neck like she had no intention of ever letting go. His hands rose slowly to meet her sides.

			A choked sound escaped from Rowan’s lips, and at the same moment, all the fresh snow released from the roof of the inn’s front porch, sliding in a sheet that toppled straight down onto Gavin and Hayleigh. They looked up just in time to see it coming, and Hayleigh shrieked as it struck, leaving them both in a fine white coating.

			Rowan gasped for breath and whirled away. Hand over mouth, she retreated from the scene, trying not to draw any attention while getting away as fast as possible. She ran for home, hoping to outpace oncoming grief, but she didn’t make it, and her hot tears left a trail of pinpricks in the snow.
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			Many hours later, Rowan remained awake, tangled in her bedspread, eyes aching and nose stuffed. For all her brain tried to mount a logical defense, nothing could slow her tears. Though she’d been reluctant to face it, she’d truly started to believe there might be something growing between them. Her body had certainly made its stance known, even if her mind might have tried to deny it.

			Had it all been a painful delusion—a by-product of the manufactured romance of the season? Aches of longing washed over her in waves, only to be pushed out by hot flashes of shame. Shame that she had imagined that someone like him might be into someone like her, and even more shame that she had abandoned her actual mission, her important work, over stupid feelings for an even stupider guy.

			And what had that business been with the avalanche? She had lost control again, allowed instinct to overwhelm intelligence again.

			She shook her head. It was time to stop fixating on this. With a rough wipe of tissue across her eyes, she forced her brain out of the realm of silly romantic fantasies and back to where it belonged—Elk Ridge, the festival, her family. Things that mattered. Things that were real.

			Things that make sense. He and I don’t make sense.

			With a deep breath, she fidgeted, running her thumb over her fingertips, as she said, “The plan, Rowan. We need a new plan.”

			Her old plan had been to find Gavin and recruit him—to ask him about Goshen Group’s interest in the commercial building, and to find out whatever else he might know. Three days ago, she’d never have imagined he’d divulge the details of his father’s business, but their run-ins had led her to believe he was a potential ally.

			Funny how quickly that had crumbled away. Perhaps he had a sincere attachment to the festival because of his mother, but it clearly wasn’t enough. Not when it came in conflict with his loyalty to his father, his pragmatic evaluation of the town’s financial future, and a sense of obligation to his, to his—her breath shook as she tried to complete the thought.

			His what? His date? His girlfriend? His future tradwifey who’ll cook his every meal and bear him beautiful children whom she dresses in outfits as improbably tidy and stylish as her own?

			Rowan almost spiraled back out on those thoughts but stopped herself. It didn’t matter why that door had shut, only that she would need to figure out how to do this without him.

			A quiet, hurting voice inside whispered, But I don’t want to.

			“Too bad,” she replied.

			A spell emerged from the recesses of her mind like a dusty book nudged off a high shelf. It was one she’d used for focus in high school. A Spell for a Clear Mind.

			Though her nervous system throbbed in warning, she lowered herself to the floor, excavating her spell chest. As she searched its contents for what she needed, she couldn’t help but think about how different college would have been with the spell. Maybe she wouldn’t have failed out of engineering, and her life wouldn’t have become an endless string of failures.

			Maybe she’d have made some kind of difference by now, instead of simply torpedoing the efforts of others.

			With a petite mason jar in hand, she breathed in deeply. As the air filled her lungs, she pictured Gavin’s face, and then Hayleigh’s, and finally the image of the two of them kissing in front of the inn. Placing the jar against her lips, she exhaled, sending the thoughts with the air. When she’d blown out as much as possible, she capped the jar in a swift twist. Crossing to the window and throwing open the sash, she chanted,

			
				Clear my heart, clear my head,

				Banish distraction, worry, and dread.

				By the power of three by three,

				As I do will it, so mote it be.

			

			Then she removed the cap and released the thoughts into the night where they wouldn’t be able to trouble her until they found their way home. The spell wouldn’t last forever, but she’d have a few hours of respite. Her mind cleared, and though the dull ache remained, she no longer fixed on replaying the scene.

			Able to examine the situation from a distance now, she realized this turn of events had been for the best. Even if Gavin had been attracted to her, where would it have gone from there? A vacation hookup? With the son of the man conspiring to drive her family out of Elk Ridge? Talk about a conflict of interest.

			No, this was for the best. It changed the plan, but that meant she needed to come up with a new plan. One that did not involve annoyingly handsome former rivals with kind eyes.

			“Okay, Rowan,” she murmured. “Where to go from here?”

			She relaxed, and her mind traveled, tripping across lines of thought until one of them vibrated clear and bright.

			There had been a flaw in her old plan. It relied on Gavin knowing everything the Goshen Group was up to—which was a lot to presume. It was possible not even Dennis was fully aware of what the company had planned. The only people party to that information were the corporate reps, and they would not be eager to give up the truth.

			“So, what do I do, then?” she asked, worrying her thumbnail between her front teeth.

			Truth. Her grandmother had been notoriously impossible to lie to.

			A memory bubbled up—young Rowan gazing in horror at a ragged scratch in the polished runners of her grandmother’s stately old Victorian home. At dinner, Grandmother Madeleine had asked who was responsible, and Rowan kept her mouth shut tight. When no one spoke up, the old woman had gone around the table, asking each person directly if they were responsible. Rowan had rehearsed an alibi, but when Grandmother Madeleine’s eyes landed on her, she’d opened her mouth and a full confession tumbled out, as if caught in a gale.

			A Spell for the Whole Truth. It was impossible to lie if you were under its effects. If she cast it on a Goshen Group representative, they would be forced to divulge their plans.

			The spell would be in her grandmother’s grimoire, stowed in the attic since the funeral. Before she could think better of it, Rowan was on her feet, stealing into the night.
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			The attic floor creaked. Her grandmother’s oak hope chest stood at the far end, lit by a spill of moonlight. She ran her fingers through the grooves of carved vines on its surface, recalling with a stab of melancholy the first time she’d opened it.

			“Take whatever calls you,” her grandmother had said. Young Rowan’s hand traveled straight to a pendant: a chunk of quartz with three other stones embedded in its front—fire opal, aquamarine, and cat’s eye.

			Her grandmother had snatched it from her hand, saying, “You are every bit my heir. With this, you won’t depend on anyone.” Then the old woman folded up the pendant and stowed it back away. “But you can’t have that till I’m gone.”

			In the present, the pendant sat on top of the trunk’s contents, its rough-spun fiber cord stretched out as if someone had intentionally put it on display. It wasn’t what she had come for, but it had been waiting for her all the same, and so she pulled it out and slipped it over her head. The stone landed with a tingle atop her breastbone.

			More items came into view, bringing with them a fresh wave of grief. She lingered on the glass Coke bottle that had always sat on her grandmother’s windowsill, a fresh flower or two stuck inside. It had come from her first date with Rowan’s grandfather, Samuel. Rowan hadn’t known him—he’d died in a forestry accident when she was a baby—but he’d lived on, larger than life, in her grandmother’s stories.

			After another moment of shuffling things about, she found her grandmother’s grimoire, a thick leather book emblazoned with the Green Man. She’d never seen its contents. Her mother had forbidden it, insisting that Madeleine never teach mind-affecting spells to Rowan.

			But though Grandmother Madeleine had respected the letter of Liliana’s law, that hadn’t stopped her from dropping hints, which altogether formed a trail of breadcrumbs for Rowan to follow to get a basic understanding of mental magic.

			Rowan stuck to little spells. Tricks to affect her own mind. Nothing that affected anyone else. Nothing that crossed the line her mother held so dear. The truth spell, though, would definitely cross that line.

			If the harm averted is less than the harm done, the Rede is satisfied.

			Birdie’s arguments rang clear. Ignoring these spells when there was so much at stake would also do harm.

			She opened the grimoire.

			Its pages were filled with her grandmother’s messy handwriting and decorated with all manner of objects—pressed flowers, dried leaves, ticket stubs, invitations, newspaper clippings, and so very many photographs. Everything from black-and-white images surrounded with lacy borders to blurry, blown-out digital photos printed on a LaserJet.

			She’d wondered why her mother hadn’t simply destroyed the grimoire if she found its contents so repulsive, but this was more than a book of spells—it was the record of a life. Rowan’s grandmother’s life. Liliana’s mother’s life. It was difficult to let go of a thing like that, even if you might’ve been better off for its absence.

			“Where is it?” Rowan murmured, licking a finger to flip the pages.

			The book opened to a page titled A Spell to Do as I Say.

			Her stomach turned. This was the spell her grandmother had used on the man who’d threatened the coven. For all that Rowan could justify the truth spell to herself, she had to give it to her mother that this one was wrong. The idea of reaching in and overpowering someone’s will, turning them into her puppet, was twisted, and it made her feel a little sick to think her grandmother had done it with no hesitation.

			She continued on, passing more spells that her grandmother and mother had fought over. Spells like A Spell to Steal a Heart.

			“The goddess will judge me” was all Grandmother Madeleine would say.

			To which her mother replied, “Yes, she will.”

			Rowan agreed with her mother on love spells. At least you might use A Spell to Do as I Say as an act of self-defense, but there was no just cause for forcing someone into a relationship that went against their own instincts.

			She paused on a page titled A Spell for the Uninvited Guest, and she smiled. A series of strikethroughs and scribbles revealed the experimentation that had led her grandmother to the spell’s final shape. Madeleine had taped a ticket to a dance at the Elk Ridge community center on the opposite page. The story of the ticket had always been one of Rowan’s favorites.

			“When I was young,” said Madeleine Midwinter, taking Rowan in her lap and coiling one of the girl’s curls around a finger, “we weren’t so welcome around town. In fact, it had been only a few decades since they’d hanged a Midwinter woman for witchcraft—my great-aunt. A blight got into the timber stock, and we were easy to blame.

			“They’d stopped hanging us by the time I was a girl, but they didn’t invite us to community gatherings. There was a big dance happening for all the men home from the war, and I wanted a ticket. Samuel Cartwright, you see, was going to be there, and I had bought myself a snappy red dress and was determined to catch his eye.

			“So I dreamed up a spell to get me an invitation, and it worked, and once I found my way onto his dance card, I never left. There was no other magic at work that night—nothing but the power of a red dress.”

			The memory left Rowan smiling as she turned the pages to press on to what she was really looking for—something that would prevent certain individuals from lying if she asked what they had planned for her town. She already knew who she was going to interrogate.

			There it was—A Spell for the Whole Truth.

			She passed her finger along the instructions. It was a simple spell. No wonder her grandmother had cast it with such ease. As it was Rowan’s first time casting it, she would go through the full ritual to ensure it went off how she’d planned. She would need her athame, chunks of clear crystal, either a white or purple candle, and, most challengingly, a poppet doll that bore some bit of Hayleigh’s person.

			But how to guarantee she ran into Hayleigh while under the effects of the spell? And if she did, how would she get the Goshen Group rep to stick around long enough to get all the information she needed? A truth spell would be useless if Hayleigh simply walked away—which she would, because they weren’t exactly buddies.

			Rowan’s head ached in rebellion, reminding her how late it had gotten, but she couldn’t let herself go to sleep until she figured this out. Hayleigh was heading home tomorrow, and by the time the Goshen Group came back, it would be too late.

			As the pressure mounted, the nausea she’d suppressed earlier roiled back up. This was a bad idea. It could go wrong in so many ways. There was a price to pay with magic like this, and she’d pay it whether or not the spell made any difference to the fate of Elk Ridge. The problem was too big, and she was too small.

			The grimoire in her lap slammed shut, startling her out of the spiral. Wind swept through the window and hit her in the face in a shock of cold. She stared at the intricate face of the Green Man and pressed her fingers into the lined leather of the book’s cover.

			Maybe she was too small, but she wasn’t alone. She picked up her phone, summoning Zaide’s contact card.

			Zaide, she typed. I need your help.

		

	
		
			[image: ] 17 [image: ]

			December 23

			The Third Day of Yule

			Dawn lightened the matte black of the morning sky to a velvety blue through massive picture windows in the common room at the Crescent Inn and Spa. A massive stuffed grizzly bear, the hotel’s mascot, sported a slouching Santa hat while a silvery tree glittered in the corner, its base stacked with presents wrapped in festive paper, identical green tags taped to their tops. It seemed the Haks were still running their annual gift drive for families in need.

			Rowan let out an indelicate yawn and chased it with a swill of harsh coffee from the complimentary carafe at the hotel entrance. She’d slept little and rested even less. Zaide had been awake when she’d fired off her SOS, and they’d stayed up chatting well into the night, until the details settled into place.

			From the initial proposal of “Devise a scheme to trap me in a room with Hayleigh??? Tampering with door handles or something?” Zaide had quickly gotten them to “Or instead of Home Alone hijinks, we get you both naked at the spa and let my aunties scrub the shit out of you. She won’t be going anywhere—trust me.”

			The Korean-style spa at the Crescent featured a large open room with hot tubs at multiple temperatures, behind which clients received body scrubs on a row of beds set up in a communal area. Assuming Hayleigh took the bait, Rowan would cast the truth spell and question her from the next bed over, and hopefully get her talking about what the Goshen Group had in store for Elk Ridge.

			Hopefully.

			“Special delivery!”

			Clop. A glossy black hairbrush stamped with gold lettering landed in Rowan’s lap. Its bristles were tangled with strands of pale blond hair—this was Hayleigh’s hairbrush.

			“How did you get this?” asked Rowan.

			“She went out for a run. I borrowed a control key.” Zaide slid into an overstuffed chair in front of the fire at the Crescent Inn, across from where Rowan had been drinking her coffee. Her black-booted feet came to dangle over one arm, landing against the damask upholstery in a series of gentle thuds.

			“Ahjin!” Across the room, Mr. Hak looked up from where he was going over paperwork behind the main desk, giving her a withering look as he called her by her Korean name.

			“Sorry, Appa.” She swung around to right herself with an apologetic smile, landing crisscross applesauce so that her feet came to rest inside the chair still. Though he let out a grunt, he said no more. Her father had long since accepted there was no sitting up straight with her—nor doing much of anything straight, for that matter.

			“Morning, Mr. Hak!” called Rowan. She realized after she said it that she had long since gotten old enough to call friends’ parents by their given names—Hwan, in his case—but old habits died hard.

			The older man’s face crinkled with good humor as he grinned back. “Good morning, Rowan. Don’t torment my customers too much, hmm?” Then he gave a wave and disappeared into the bowels of the inn.

			“How did you get him to agree to help with this?”

			Zaide let out a long groan. “I’m sure this won’t come as a surprise, but she has been the literal worst. Imagine all the ways she’s treated you, then add the ‘interacting with immigrants who she thinks are here to serve her’ factor on top of that. My family left South Korea during the dictatorship—my dad doesn’t suffer fools.”

			“Brilliant,” said Rowan with a grin. Her fingers worked to unwind hair from the black bristles, grimacing. “Goddess, I wish this weren’t necessary.”

			“I mean, it isn’t totally, but if you want to make sure she tells you the truth, instead of just speaking in Latin or something…”

			“I know, I know.” The less control she exerted over the spell via careful ritual and reagents, the more likely the chances it would “work, but not as intended.” And she needed this to work as intended. Rowan shivered one last time as she finished winding the hair in a ring around her finger, where it would remain until it was time to cast the spell.

			“Well, the voucher’s under her door,” said Zaide. “So now we play the waiting game.”

			“You’re sure there are two openings at the spa this morning?” asked Rowan, fidgeting with the crystal in her pocket.

			“Yep, last-minute cancellations. Plus, a little clever rescheduling.”

			Rowan cleared her throat and asked, “And the other thing?”

			“She spent the night alone. Your boy’s modesty is intact.”

			The answer to the question shouldn’t have mattered, but Rowan’s back muscles still loosened all the same.

			Rowan’s phone lit up. Mom: Where were you off to so early?

			She hesitated a moment before typing back, Met up with Zaide for breakfast.

			Mom: Would you mind working the info booth at the festival later?

			Sure thing. It wouldn’t be her first time working at the festival. Before she’d left home, she spent most of her free time in December helping. Manning booths, assisting with repairs, assembling and disassembling things, running the children’s crafts—whatever needed to be done, someone from the Midwinter family was there to do it. Everyone pitched in. Everyone, that was, except Madeleine Midwinter, who abstained from large community gatherings.

			Zaide pulled out a sketchbook and twirled a pen between her fingers.

			“Is that more branding work?” asked Rowan, leaning over to steal a peek.

			“Oh,” said Zaide, and her voice was small and quiet in a very un-Zaide-like way. “No, this is, um, well…”

			She thrust the book Rowan’s way with no further explanation, eyes darting in the direction her father had gone. What could turn Zaide self-conscious?

			The pages featured drawings in a heavy inky style. She’d been working on an athame plunged through an outstretched hand, alongside a delicate flower surrounded with Korean script.

			Realization dawned. “Are these tattoos?” asked Rowan.

			“They are indeed.”

			“Are you thinking about becoming a tattoo artist?”

			Zaide nodded, her energy zinging. “There’s this badass woman I’d love to apprentice with.”

			Rowan continued to flip through more designs. “Do it. These are amazing.”

			“It costs money. Money I don’t have, and besides…You know, showing my parents I had these was harder than coming out as a lesbian or a witch? For a while, I actually…” She passed a hand down her arm, and her skin appeared momentarily tattoo-free in an apparently well-practiced spell. “Until one of my aunties saw it and forced me to tell before she did.” She sighed. “Saying I want to ruin other people’s bodies would not go over well.”

			Rowan passed back the book. “So the whole ‘no tattoos’ thing is still big in Korean culture?”

			Zaide nodded. “People get arrested for it. Younger people are moving on, but the older people, well, it’s complicated. They associate it with gang shit, but not like, gang shit we even chose. Gang shit that was forced on us.”

			“That is thorny,” admitted Rowan.

			“Thorny is right,” said Zaide.

			After a moment, Rowan offered, “I’m sure they’d come around when they saw how good you were. I’d let you despoil this virgin skin.”

			Zaide barked a laugh. “Thank you.” She rubbed the top of her journal, looking oddly vulnerable again. “I mean it. Naomie, she…she’s supportive, but I think she’s also worried about me causing a rift with my folks. Family’s everything to her. She’s been missing her parents a lot since they moved to New Mexico. Her abuela’s got a ranch, and she’s always showing me pictures of her family, and the horses, and…”

			“I get it,” said Rowan. “But…you are also a part of your family. All of you. You shouldn’t have to be any less than who you are to be a part of it.”

			“Maybe…” murmured Zaide, and then she clapped her hands. “We need a name.”

			“A name?” asked Rowan, caught off guard by the sudden change in subject.

			“For this operation. It’s tradition.” It was true. They’d always named their schemes. In order to get the school to stock free menstrual products, they’d planted tampons painted red in the men’s staff bathrooms for weeks, until finally their efforts bore fruit. They’d called it Operation Red Tide.

			“What about…” said Rowan. “Operation Holly and Ivy?”

			“I like it,” said Zaide. And that was it. The mission to save Elk Ridge Winter Fest was formal enough to have a name. It felt good to be working with someone again, especially when that someone was Zaide.

			Rowan glanced in Zaide’s direction. “So…you and Naomie?”

			A dreamy smile spread across Zaide’s face. “Me and Naomie.”

			“Did you two get together before or after you started practicing?”

			“Almost the same time,” said Zaide. She tipped her palm toward the ceiling and a small spark of flame erupted above it. “She saw the magic in me before I saw it in myself. I mean, I had an idea, but I was kind of in denial…Can’t keep anything from Naomie, though.”

			Rowan shook her head, remembering how Naomie had hidden away her magical insights when they were teenagers in favor of social acceptance. Most people wouldn’t be comfortable having someone around who could see through all the little lies they told themselves.

			Zaide snapped the flame out of existence. “And, y’know, once she showed me the magic”—she waggled her eyebrows—“she also showed me the magic.”

			They both giggled at that, and then Rowan sobered, glancing at the ground. “I wish I could’ve helped you find the path earlier.”

			Zaide shrugged. “I wasn’t ready. But you trusted me with your secrets. Made me realize the path even existed. I wouldn’t be here without you either.”

			At that moment, a short woman with gray hair emerged from the back to wave at them. Zaide shot up in her seat. “She booked it?” The older woman grinned and gave a thumbs-up. “We’re on!”

			The words triggered a flare of nerves, and Rowan reached for Zaide. “It’s okay I’m doing this, right?”

			Zaide looked confused. “What do you mean?”

			“This spell. You don’t agree with my mom that it’s…against the Rede or something?”

			The snort that came from Zaide was deafening. “Do I think preventing a corporate leech from lying through her teeth is against the Rede?”

			“Well, when you put it that way, I feel silly even for asking.”

			“As you should. Now, go do it.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			The early-morning locker room was still blessedly empty. Her backup plan had been to cast the spell in a nearby supply closet, but it was better this way.

			Claiming a locker, she swiftly disrobed before assembling her improvised altar, laying out a printed handkerchief on which to arrange a clear crystal, her athame, a white candle, and finally the poppet. The heather gray doll was soft and squishy, having no features except two tiny blue button eyes. She slid the ring of Hayleigh’s hair around its mouth, binding lies inside.

			Her eyes fixed on the poppet, and a tremor passed through her. Her grandmother had cast A Spell for the Whole Truth on her. Did that mean she’d had a Rowan poppet? How had she bound it?

			She shook her head and the thoughts free with it. That line of questioning would do nothing but tangle her up, and she needed to focus on the task at hand.

			A solid lump in her jeans pocket reminded her she still had the hairbrush, and she tossed it to the altar for good measure. The spell didn’t call for it, but personal effects never hurt a spell’s chances of success.

			She struck a match with a flare of sulfur and cupped her hand around the candle to be sure it lit. Finally, she held the athame up in her palms and stared at the poppet as she spoke the words:

			
				Deliver the truth, suffer no lie,

				No matter how deeply I might pry.

				By the power of three by three,

				As I do will it, so mote it be.

			

			There was no immediate effect, but of course there wouldn’t be. She couldn’t be certain it had worked until she asked a question Hayleigh didn’t want to answer. Until then, she would simply have to trust. She shut the locker door to hide the evidence of spellcasting and hurried out to the spa area.

			Four rippling blue pools heated at intervals of five degrees Fahrenheit dominated the open stonework room, while both steam and dry saunas lined the walls. Mudwort wafted up from a cistern at the entrance, brown and earthy. She dipped a heavy white bowl into the murky water and dumped it over her face, where it rushed down her skin in pale brown rivulets.

			Hayleigh reclined, soaking in a pool. Just as Rowan entered, one of Zaide’s aunts, Mi Young, emerged from the body scrub area to call their names. The Goshen Group representative opened her eyes, noting Rowan immediately. A hard line formed between her eyes before her expression relaxed into a satisfied smirk.

			“Oh, it’s you,” Hayleigh said. “How are you, Ronan?”

			“It’s Rowan.”

			“My mistake.” The reply was airy, with no hint of apology. She emerged from the pool in a dripping trail, and Rowan followed into the treatment area.

			They stretched out on the waterproof vinyl of the treatment beds. Mi Young had been briefed on a deeply edited version of the plan, and the older woman gave Rowan a secretive smile before slipping on her scrubbing gloves and going at it. Another woman leaned over Hayleigh to get started.

			The experience of having the outer layer of skin forcefully removed from her body was a new one, and it took a great deal of effort to stay focused on the task at hand.

			“Are you heading home for Christmas?” she asked, her body shimmying with Mi Young’s deft scrubs.

			“Are you talking to me?” asked Hayleigh, surprised and a little offended.

			“Yes?”

			No doubt Hayleigh would have ignored the question if the spell had not been involved, but it was, and so the other woman turned her face toward Rowan and, not bothering to open her eyes, mumbled, “Heading out today. But I’ll be back next week.”

			“More meetings related to the festival?”

			The mumbling continued. “No, we’ve got that pretty well settled.”

			“Meetings related to why you were looking at the downtown buildings?”

			“Yes, and the resort.”

			“The ski resort?”

			“No, the new one.”

			Rowan stalled at that. “What new resort?”

			“The one we’re going to build.”

			That was new. She hadn’t expected that. “Where?”

			“Outside of town. Between here and the ski area.”

			Between town and the ski area was all wild, untamed old growth. It must have been the land Mr. McCreery stewarded.

			“So you’re trying to buy the timber land?”

			“Yes. It’s part of the package.”

			Rowan cursed softly. She hated that she’d been right.

			“The other day,” she said, “were you looking to buy the building the Magick Cabinet is in?”

			“Yes,” Hayleigh mumbled. “We have a long line of corporate partners salivating for downtown commercial space.”

			“Why? What’s got them so interested?”

			Hayleigh let out a yawn. The treatment was putting her to sleep. Rowan was almost out of time.

			“They all want to get in on Christmastown.”

			“Christmastown? What’s Christmastown?”

			“The future,” mumbled the other woman, rapidly fading into sleep. “An all-up experience where you can celebrate the reason for the season and buy everything you need to go under the tree.”

			“Does that include the local vendors at the market?”

			Hayleigh laughed at that. “Only if they can pay what bigger vendors are willing and able.”

			That was a no, then—there was no way they could afford to compete with massive corporations that used their size and influence to extract cheap materials and even cheaper labor.

			Rowan inhaled. “There’s no place for the Magick Cabinet in Christmastown, is there?”

			A tinkle of a laugh. “By next year, it’ll be a Starbucks.”
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			It was all she could do to keep herself breathing as she staggered into the changing room, visions of “Christmastown” dancing in her head, and plunged into the shower.

			The revelations had been even worse than she had imagined. Not just replacing the festival but pushing out local businesses from downtown? Cutting down the old growth to build a resort?

			What could Operation Holly and Ivy possibly do that would compete with that?

			Mi Young had slathered her with a moisturizer that clung sticky on her skin, its cloying flowery scent burning her nostrils. As the flow of hot water hit, she did her best to clean it off, hoping her anxiety would go with it, even though she had been too long in its company to imagine this would be that simple.

			But it was far from her only coping tool. This knowledge, she reminded herself, was what she’d come looking for: difficult to hear, but necessary in figuring out what to do next.

			These things had not yet come to pass. In this moment, everything the Goshen Group threatened was still safe.

			And she would do her damnedest to keep it that way.

			When she emerged from the shower, the first thing she saw was Hayleigh, wrapped up in a terry-cloth robe, shifting through the contents of Rowan’s now-open locker. She held a pearl white iPhone up with poinsettia red nails, poised to document the locker’s contents.

			“What a freak,” muttered Hayleigh, her free hand moving toward Grandmother Madeleine’s pendant.

			Anxiety crystallized into fury as Rowan stepped forward and raised a pointed finger, shouting, “Don’t touch that!”

			The locker slammed shut on one of Hayleigh’s hands and her phone went spinning from the other, torn free as if by a furious gust of wind. Yelping in pain, she stumbled back, clutching her reddening digits, and whirled.

			“What the hell!”

			The Goshen Group rep’s face clouded in confusion. She’d clearly been expecting Rowan to be standing right behind her. Instead, her mouth dropped as she took in the many feet of empty space between them, her gaze coming to land on Rowan’s outstretched finger, which still pointed in command.

			“Did you…” Hayleigh glanced back at the locker, eyes wide. “Did you cast some kind of spell on me?”

			“I…” Rowan’s cheeks flushed, betraying any pretense that she might have lied her way out of it.

			“That’s what that was in there, wasn’t it?” said Hayleigh with a gasp. “That was my brush. My hair! You…you sicko!” She scrambled across the tile floor to where the phone had landed, keeping a wary eye on Rowan. “I knew it. Gavin said your family’s witchcraft was just a ‘harmless self-actualization practice.’ But I could tell there was something wrong with you.” Her eyes widened. “You cast a spell on Gavin too, didn’t you?” With a cruel laugh, she added, “That explains it.”

			“Explains what?” asked Rowan, finally spitting out some words. Every other time she’d attempted to form a retort, she’d ended up tangled in the mixed truth and lies of Hayleigh’s accusations.

			“How you kept stealing his attention.” Hayleigh crossed her arms across her front with a flip of her hair. “Well, it seems your magic’s not that strong anyway.”

			Uneasiness flitted through Rowan’s chest. “What do you mean?”

			The other woman stared her down from beneath long, curling lashes. “Gavin and I went out last night, and we’re going out again today.” Hayleigh relished dropping each revelation as she stalked closer. “And when I see him, I am going to tell him exactly what you did to me…In fact.” Tap, tap went a bright red nail against her phone. “I’m going to show him.”

			No. No. No.

			Already-racing thoughts intensified. Her field of vision constricted, so that the closer Hayleigh got, the more the woman overtook it.

			“And what you did to him…”

			The other woman was inches away then, close enough to smell the sickly sweet moisturizer and spearmint toothpaste. A sharp nail dug into Rowan’s chest as Hayleigh finished delivering her threat.

			“And then he’ll realize exactly what you are.”

			A primal instinct tore its way free from where she’d worked so hard to keep it down, so that she could play nice, be accepted, and keep her head low, which had let bullies like Hayleigh run rampant around her. Taking what they wanted, doing what they wanted.

			No. No longer, not when she had the power to do something about it. The room blazed with lines of magic, power that called to her, and she drew it to her center in a single pull.

			The best defense is a good offense. The pendant in her palm burned red hot as the spell came both from within her and from without.

			Words to a spell bullied their way to the surface—A Spell to Forget—and she pictured herself scrubbing the last few minutes of Hayleigh’s mind, removing all evidence of spellcasting and of what she had done.

			Keeping Rowan’s secrets, and Elk Ridge, safe.

			She stared straight into Hayleigh’s eyes, wiped her hand through the space between them, and in a voice she hardly recognized as her own, said,

			“Forget.”
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			An awkwardly long stretch of silence followed as the gathered power slipped back out of Rowan’s veins, leaving her with a light, buzzing head. Inches away, Hayleigh stood still, open-mouthed, saying nothing, doing nothing. Her face was blank, confused.

			Rowan lurched back to the toilets just in time to vomit. Hands wrapped around the cool porcelain, she stayed there for a moment, in case anything else was waiting to come back up.

			Her breathing was heavy. She’d cast A Spell to Forget. It had come hard, and it had come fast, and she had used no guiding components. She had not grounded, she had not drawn a circle of protection, and she had not consulted anyone on her course of action. She had simply done it. And it hadn’t been a minor trick of the elements, it had been a major spell.

			A mind-affecting spell.

			Again.

			Just like your grandmother.

			Her body shook as she faced how reckless it had been. She’d set something into action but made only a passing attempt to control the outcome. There would be a price to pay, of that there was no doubt. It was only a matter of how much, and when the magic would come to claim it.

			When she finally emerged, Hayleigh remained where she’d left her. After a quick splash of water on her face, Rowan made her way over to the other woman.

			“Um, Hayleigh?” she asked, waving a hand in her face.

			That seemed to snap the other woman out of her stupor. “Uh, yes?” She blinked as she scanned the room. “Where am I?”

			“You’re at the Crescent Inn. In Elk Ridge. At the spa.”

			“Oh, right…” Hayleigh’s eyelashes fluttered as she tried to work everything out. Then her gaze flicked back to Rowan. “I’m sorry. Do we know each other?”

			Oh shit.

			“Yes…but not well.”

			“Well enough you know my name, though.”

			“Um, yes, I guess so. Do you want me to help you back to your room?”

			Hayleigh nodded absently, and Rowan gathered up the woman’s things before leading them both out.

			“I’m sorry…” said Hayleigh. “I don’t seem to remember your name.”

			“Oh, it’s Rowan.”

			“Thanks for the help, Rowan.”

			So she could tell the difference between the names Rowan and Ronan.

			“Do you remember going to the spa?” Rowan asked.

			“Vaguely. I remember getting a spa voucher, going downstairs, heading inside…I kind of remember being on the table, drifting in and out. Maybe going back to the locker room? But most of it is, like…” She puzzled, searching for a way to describe it. “Fuzzy.”

			“Maybe you were just really, really relaxed?”

			“Maybe.” Her voice was spacey.

			If Hayleigh remembered going to the spa, Rowan hadn’t wantonly erased an entire day—or worse. But how then did Hayleigh not recognize Rowan?

			They reached the lobby of the inn. Zaide was still sitting at the fire, sketching. She looked up as the women entered, raising an eyebrow as she glanced between them.

			I’ll explain later, mouthed Rowan. She turned to Hayleigh. “Can you remember your room number?”

			“Sixteen.”

			The answer arrived with no hesitation—a very specific memory. Once again, it was a good sign that not too much was gone.

			Clearly, it had been interpreted by the powers that be that they should erase Rowan from Hayleigh’s mind, but would that take things associated with Rowan as well? Or would those clumped memories simply be patchy and incomplete? Like worn-out stretches of film strip?

			“What day do you think it is?” asked Rowan.

			“December twenty-third.”

			“Correct. And do you know why you’re…here?”

			“I’m in town on business. And this place is the best this town has to offer…” Then she smiled secretly. “For the time being.”

			Well, it was still Hayleigh in there all right—simply a Hayleigh who didn’t remember Rowan.

			Door sixteen came into sight. “Well, it seems like you remember just about everything. Maybe, um, drink some water? Take a nap?”

			Hayleigh slid an old-fashioned, solid-looking key into the lock. “Water, yes, good idea. No nap, though.”

			“Oh? Busy day?”

			Hayleigh grabbed the edge of her door and nodded with a wink. “I’ve got a date to get ready for.”
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			Zaide paced at the base of the staircase with her hands behind her head, elbows stretched wide, as Rowan fled down the stairs. She snagged her friend and said in a low voice, “Outside for a debrief.”

			Rowan began with the “good,” because even though the information she’d gleaned had been hard to hear, the spell had worked. They’d gotten the information they needed.

			“Oh, those motherfuckers.” Zaide pulled out a vape pen from her pocket and took a hit, releasing a puff of THC into the air. She offered it to Rowan, who turned it down with a wave.

			“Listen, though, there’s more…”

			“More? They going to beat us all with sticks on our way out of town to just really rub it in?” Her face took on a morbidly amused look. “Sorry, I was imagining that, but with giant candy canes. Not really funny, though.” She finished with another dab and a sigh of smoke that crystallized in the cold air.

			“A little funny,” admitted Rowan, laughing bitterly at the image of Hayleigh chasing her down the street while wielding a candy cane the size of her body.

			Then she sobered. Zaide studied her and in a low voice asked, “You wiped her memory?”

			A surge of nausea rolled through Rowan. The way Zaide was looking at her now was exactly what she had always feared. Like her oldest friend was wondering if there was anything Rowan had ever made her forget about.

			The exact reason no one could ever trust a mind witch.

			“Yes,” said Rowan, softly. “But all I wanted to wipe was what just happened. Not…my entire existence.” She tangled her fingers in her hair, tugging hard, coming away with a few strands. It was a habit she needed to break, but it was hard to stop when she was stressed. “She seems to remember everything else. Who she is, why she’s here, her job, Gavin…but no Rowan.”

			“Well,” muttered Zaide, “she arrived at the proverbial ‘found out’ stage of fucking around.”

			“What am I going to do?”

			“I don’t know…” said Zaide, glancing away. “This is way above my experience level. If you want answers, you’re gonna need to spill to a more experienced witch.”

			“Not my mom.”

			“Yeah, no, definitely not Liliana. But I dunno, your uncle?”

			“Uncle Drew doesn’t know much about what goes on outside his own pungent wheelhouse.”

			“Mmm…” Zaide snapped her fingers. “Birdie?”

			That gave Rowan pause. Birdie had the most experience of them all, and she also had a laxer attitude about what violated the Rede. But could she be trusted not to gossip? The more people they let in on what happened, the more likely it was to spread.

			After a moment’s consideration, she nodded.

			It was a risk she’d have to take.
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			Birdie’s combined sewing and psychic services shop, Piercing the Veil, was nestled two doors down from the Magick Cabinet. You could walk in to learn about your future and leave with a needlepoint kit to stab your way through processing what you hadn’t wanted to hear. Bolts of fabric lined the wall in thin panes of ever-shifting texture and color, and a seamstress mannequin was draped in a half-finished chiffon coat—a new Birdie original in the making.

			“Babe!” said Naomie, looking up from her position behind the counter when they walked in. “You know, when I started expecting a visit at work, I thought it was just what I wanted to happen, but here you are!” She flew over to wrap her arms around Zaide and kiss her on the nose. Naomie’s eyes settled on Rowan then, and she smiled in a kind, knowing way. “Grandma will be done with her current client in a minute.”

			“Thanks,” said Rowan, a little disarmed. Once again, she thought about how Naomie had spent so much energy pretending not to see the things she did. It must have been so liberating to get all that energy back—to be able to be herself and embrace her gifts.

			Not that Rowan would know anything about that.

			“You will never guess,” said Naomie, pulling back with a happy hip sway, “who promoted my post!” She waved her phone their way. “Gwyneth. Paltrow. She reposted today’s Libra horoscope. Oh my God, she is the Libra poster child, don’t you think?”

			“Um, sure,” said Rowan.

			“I can’t believe I’m giving life advice to the stars,” said Naomie with a dreamy sigh.

			Zaide frowned at that. “Well, I can. Your advice is good for anyone.”

			“Well, sure, but…” Naomie paused and shook her head. “You know what? You’re right, babe. I’m worthy of all that comes my way.”

			“Hell yes, you are,” said Zaide, planting a kiss on her cheek.

			Birdie emerged from the back, leading a shell-shocked-looking client by the arm. “Don’t forget the cards have many interpretations, and Death is actually a fortuitous indicator of change.”

			Her client did not look mollified.

			Once he was out the door, Birdie turned to greet them, her colorful flowing robe spread like a peacock’s tail when she opened her arms wide in greeting.

			“Well, hello, girls,” said Birdie.

			“Rowan’s here for a backroom conversation,” said Naomie.

			Birdie nodded, as if it made every sense. “Can you stall my eleven thirty?”

			“Absolutely,” said Naomie. She settled back onto her elbows, scanning her social feeds again.

			They followed Birdie through a billowy curtain that tickled the nose into a room overflowing with occult paraphernalia and fabric overstock. A small table sat at the center and Birdie gestured for them to take a seat, while she assumed her position opposite and began idly shuffling a tarot deck.

			Displayed overhead were the old woman’s many divination tools. There were more tarot decks, a faerie oracle, small velvet bags holding wooden and stone Norse runes, and at the end, a pile of ogham staves—knobby sticks burned with Celtic symbols.

			“I’m not looking for a reading,” said Rowan, holding up a hand.

			Birdie studied her. “But you came here for help, didn’t you?” Rowan nodded. “Well, then you might get one anyway.”

			She hadn’t been sure what all she would confess to Birdie, but when she opened her mouth, the day’s entire story came out, with a few sidetracks into past events to explain the full context. Though she maneuvered around any details that would suggest how she had felt about Gavin and Hayleigh dating, it was clear from the look of sympathy Zaide and Birdie exchanged that she had no one fooled.

			“So, you two are plotting against the industrialists, are you?” asked Birdie, leaning back in her chair and tapping her fingers together.

			“I don’t think that’s what you call them anymore,” said Zaide. “But yes?”

			“Well, you have my full support. I won’t let that Dennis McCreery destroy everything Lili’s built, nor suffer my place becoming a Panera.” The old woman fixed her gaze on Rowan. “So, A Spell to Forget, hmm? That was one of your grandmother’s. Have you ever cast it before?”

			Despite the question being inevitable, Rowan had hoped it would somehow not come up. She took a long breath before exhaling. “Yes.” When Zaide’s eyes went wide, Rowan rushed to continue, “Not on you. Not on any of you. I’ve only ever cast it on…” She closed her eyes. “Myself.”

			Birdie nodded. “Ah, that explains that, then.”

			“Explains what?” asked Rowan, eyes flying back open.

			“Naomie mentioned you were missing something important. She wouldn’t tell me what she thought it was, though.”

			“Can the spell be undone?” asked Zaide.

			Birdie snorted. “The only one who might’ve known was Madeleine Midwinter. But Maddy never undid a spell in her life. That would have required being able to admit when she was wrong.”

			“Do you have any idea how the spell worked?” asked Rowan. “What all it might have erased?”

			“A spell that big?” said the old woman with a scoff. “There’s no telling! Magic can’t be measured in yardsticks. The exact results are never in our hands. Which is why we should be careful.”

			Shame flared, coarse and cruel. “She threatened me, and I panicked. I…” Rowan’s breathing went ragged, and she balled her fists. “This is why I stopped casting. I shouldn’t have come here. I shouldn’t have taken part in the circle. I should have just kept out of it. I’m a mess, and I’m fucking useless.”

			Tension flowed through her veins, and her brain split in a dozen directions as self-recrimination ran wild.

			But then a hand on her back returned her to the moment. She glanced up, and Zaide was there, crouching by her chair so that they were staring eye-to-eye.

			“Hey, I don’t want to hear you talk about my friend that way. You’re not useless. Though I won’t blow smoke—you are a bit messy. It’s part of your charm, though. Would you even be Rowan Midwinter if you didn’t leave a half-drunk coffee cup behind wherever you went?” Zaide grinned as Rowan let out a weak laugh. “What you did back there? Any of us would’ve done the same thing if we could. Do not apologize for defending yourself.”

			Rowan glanced at Birdie, who nodded. “I only said we should be careful, meaning that’s the ideal. But when is life ever ideal? If caution isn’t an option…” The old woman spread her arms wide, hands high. “I say let fate take the wheel and smite the bastards.”

			A smile spread across Rowan’s face as her heart settled. “Thank you…” Something occurred to her then. She put a hand in her pocket. “There’s one more thing.”

			The old woman’s eyes widened as Rowan revealed her grandmother’s necklace. “Maddy’s hedgewitch pendant.” Birdie reached out and took it in her hands, turning it in circles.

			“Is that what it is? It got hot when I cast the memory spell.”

			“I should think it did!” Birdie shook her head. “Your grandmother didn’t like ‘being held back’ by the coven. So she fashioned this—it helps a solo practitioner pull off more difficult spells.” She tapped each of the stones embedded in the amulet—fire opal, aquamarine, and cat’s eye. “Bits of fire, water, and earth, to complement her air.”

			“So you’re telling me,” said Zaide, “that instead of a coven of witches, you just need one of those pendants?”

			The elder witch narrowed her eyes. “They are not a proper substitute. Any spell can be cast alone, depending on how the goddess feels about it, but the fewer witches guiding the outcome of the spell, the more unruly the magic tends to be. Everything we do—ritual, moon phase, practice, coven—communicates our intention more precisely and helps ensure that the outcome is what we want. The less of that you do, the more likely you are to fail, or have it deviate from what you intended. Not to mention, if there’s a price to pay for the magic, a coven shares the debt equally.” Her eyes flicked up and down Rowan with a sad smile.

			The rule of three. Rowan shivered. Would there be a price for this spell? When would she pay for it, and what would it be?

			“Maddy…” The old woman sighed as she continued. “Your grandmother was my oldest friend, but that woman wouldn’t let herself need another person. Not completely. She paid her price for it, many times over, casting spells too big to bear alone.” Birdie handed Rowan back the pendant. “Be careful with this.”

			Rowan slid it into her pants pocket, where it landed heavier than it ought to. Zaide eyed its outline, saying, “I guess it’ll help if you want to keep casting after you go home.”

			She tensed at the thought. Was that what was going to happen? Was she going to board a plane in a little over a week and go back to Orange County and cast spells in her apartment? Alone? Straining to make use of what little magic she could pull through the concrete barrier between herself and the earth below?

			Birdie pulled down a box from the shelf overhead. An antique Smith Rider–Waite tarot deck rested inside, carefully wrapped in a yellowing slip of white satin. It was a LeGrand family heirloom, passed down through Birdie’s ancestors, and she didn’t ever pull it out for clients—only friends, and only for friends when the deck called.

			Well, there’s no getting out of this now.

			Birdie shuffled cards gone brittle with wisdom and fanned them wide before pulling three and arranging them in a simple spread. With a flick of the wrist, she raised the first card. “Situation.”

			A man and a woman, separate, looking skyward toward an angel, a mountain filling the gulf between them. It was upside down.

			“The lovers, inverted.” Birdie waggled her eyebrows. But despite her own lascivious intimation, she followed it up with “This need not refer to romance. Only relationships in the general sense. Either way, there’s been a breakdown in communication. You’ve been out of sync with people important to you. Or possibly, with yourself.”

			Birdie picked up the second card and said, “Action.”

			She laid it out: the five of cups. A figure cloaked in black, looking down mournfully at three toppled cups, totally missing that two were still standing upright behind him.

			“The five of cups speaks to a need to stop dwelling on the past and move on. You’re only seeing what you’ve lost and missing what you still have. Paired with the lovers, I’d normally ask whether a nasty breakup might be part of things.” Birdie eyed her significantly.

			“I…No.” Rowan shook her head. It had been easy to untangle herself from Dade—too easy. “I’ve never even been in a relationship that lasted long enough for me to need to ‘move on’ after.”

			“Don’t need to be with somebody for them to break your heart,” offered Zaide.

			Rowan shook her head. “There hasn’t been anyone.”

			From the way Zaide mouthed Okay, it was clear the response came out harsher than Rowan meant it.

			Birdie lifted the final card significantly. “The outcome.”

			The ten of swords. Reversed. A body splayed out on the ground, ten swords sticking from its back. In the background, the sky was light, as if dawn was breaking.

			Rowan didn’t need Birdie to interpret that one.

			It told her to prepare for a painful, inevitable end.
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			As Rowan worked her shift at the festival information booth, her head kept drifting back to the cards, going over every interpretation. Despite the clear and pressing message of the second two cards, she kept coming back to the first instead. The lovers.

			The entire trip had been a reminder of how far she had drifted from her family and friends. Separation was the natural consequence of leaving home—in fact, it had been one of her goals. Starting fresh in a new community had seemed like the only way to move forward.

			But had she done that?

			No. Not really.

			She had spent the last eight years in a state of emotional transience, organizing first around her degree programs and then a series of jobs she couldn’t seem to stick with. She had developed no close friendships, and she’d constantly bounced from one neighborhood to the next in pursuit of affordable living situations.

			She’d given up everything and built nothing in its place.

			Her mother stomped into the festival booth, knocking snow from the tread of her boots as she went. Liliana Midwinter’s cheeks were pink, the gold flecks in her hazel eyes shining. She’d been running around all day—coordinating performers, resolving customer issues, restocking supplies—but the hard work didn’t run her down. It wound her up.

			“How’s it going?” asked her mother.

			“Well,” said Rowan, “I had one person try to ‘return’ one of the free candy canes for a refund. When I explained they were free, he insisted that I’d taken his money but that I could make it up to him with a drink at the public house. I was calculating how good a weapon this would make…” She held up a crochet needle from where she’d been putting the finishing touches on her amigurumi. “Until Stephan walked up.”

			Her mother chuckled, knowing exactly what Stephan’s presence inspired. Though Rowan’s big brother was a gentle giant, there were times he could use his build to pretend not to be. When his broad, square face glowered at someone, radiating that protective magic of his, even the most “obnoxious with wassail” customers realized it was in their best interest to move right along.

			“Other than that?” asked her mother.

			Rowan shrugged. “Mostly answered questions about the entertainment schedule and where to find vendors. Normal stuff.”

			Her mother set about putting away stacks of supplies—not content, it seemed, with the piles Rowan had been leaving things in. What was the point, Rowan wondered, of putting things away when she would just need to get them back out again? It was one of those fundamental differences in perspectives that divided the Midwinter women.

			She had a feeling Gavin would be on Liliana’s side.

			Gavin. Why does it matter whose side he would take?

			They’d probably never speak again, much less debate the merits of keeping spaces tidy even if it was inefficient.

			One of the informational flyers fluttered to the ground as Liliana cleaned, and Rowan picked it up, studying it for a moment. There was something missing that she expected to see when she looked at a flyer like this. Then it hit her.

			“Hey, Mom, does the festival have any social media?”

			“Social media?” Liliana’s face wrinkled in distaste. “We have a website.”

			“Which is great for the people who already know to look for us, but social media will help us reach the ones who don’t. Naomie and Kel are both whizzes with that stuff.”

			Liliana’s face firmed. “We don’t need it.”

			“We don’t?” Rowan glanced around the market. The crowds were finally good, but it was the Saturday before Christmas. Last-minute shopping should have filled the market to the point of eruption.

			“The snow’s working,” insisted Liliana. “We’re going to cast again tomorrow night to bring on more. Will you be there?”

			Rowan’s face fell, but she nodded. “Of course.”

			“Lili!” Cal Arthur walked up then. “Dorothy’s goin’ home with stomach troubles.” He glanced at Rowan and winked. “Maybe hit the wassail a bit hard.”

			“Her niece coming to take over at her booth?” asked Liliana.

			He shook his head. “Working a late shift at the clinic. Gotta just close it up.”

			Liliana’s expression was pressed. “It’s a busy night. She’ll lose a lot of sales…I’ll keep it open for her as long as I can.” She glanced at Rowan. “Never a dull moment!”

			And then she was off. When she’d gone out of view, Rowan opened her phone, typing a message to Zaide.

			Operation Holly and Ivy has its next objective. It’s time to bring this festival into the modern era.

			When she finished typing, Cal was still there, shaking his head and chuckling to himself. “That mother of yours. One-woman army, huh?”

			“She’s a force of nature, all right.” Rowan fidgeted with the flyer in her hands, tearing at the edge of the paper. “Can I ask you something, Cal?”

			“What is it, kid?”

			“Do you think people would really rather the Goshen Group run the festival than her?”

			His expression fell. “There’s no one in Elk Ridge who doesn’t owe something to Liliana Midwinter…But memory’s short and gets shorter still when things’re tough. Do I think people want that? Naw. Do I think they might feel like we don’t have other options, though…?” He sighed. “Can’t say. But I hope not.”

			Then he gave her a nod. “Gotta head over to the Ferris wheel.” He disappeared back into the festival, and she settled into her seat to stew on his words.

			At that moment, the waning daylight gave way fully to dusk, and all the light displays of the festival winked on. The transition never failed to cause gasps of delight throughout the crowds. A small girl with apple cheeks shuffled by in a white-and-gray Fair Isle sweater dress. The girl gripped a mug of hot cocoa close to her chest and stopped in her tracks to stare up at a dangling star-shaped display.

			That pause was just long enough for her adults to vanish into the thickening crowd, and the child turned from the display back to where she expected to find her parents, realizing they were gone.

			“Mommy…? Mommy!” She began wandering in the wrong direction, and Rowan all but tumbled over the edge of the booth to give chase.

			She caught up to the little girl with a “Hold on! You’re going the wrong way.”

			The little girl recoiled, trembling. “I want my mommy.”

			Rowan knelt down to her level. “I’m going to help—I promise. We’ll find your parents.”

			The little girl cast an uneasy gaze her way—well trained to be wary of strangers. It would have been easy, she supposed, to weave a spell of trust, but she couldn’t bring herself to cast it on a child who might later doubt instincts that would otherwise save her.

			“My name’s Rowan. Do you want to tell me yours?”

			“Iris.” The reply came after a moment of uncertainty.

			“I’m glad you’re being cautious, Iris. You shouldn’t go anywhere with strangers. So I am going to tell you which direction I saw them go and let you choose whether you want to go that way. I can stay close by, but only if you want me to.”

			The little girl studied her for a moment longer and then thrust her mittened hand into Rowan’s. “Okay. Where?”

			Rowan described where she’d seen the adults vanish, and the little girl carried her along with a tug. They rounded a corner, all but colliding straight into Gavin.

			“Rowan?” He glanced between her and the girl. She tensed, scanning the crowd for Hayleigh, but then she remembered that the Goshen Group had probably already taken off for their holiday.

			“Um, hi, Gavin,” said Rowan. The little girl tugged at her to keep moving. “Can’t talk. We’re trying to find this girl’s parents.”

			His brow knit with concern. “I’ll help. I can see over the crowd.”

			“Are you calling me short?”

			“You are you-height, which is too short to see over crowds. But I’m sure it’s perfect for other things.”

			A day ago, she might’ve searched his words for double meaning or bandied back more banter. Instead, she simply gave him a rundown of what the girls’ parents had looked like.

			“No,” said the little girl, lip stuck out, shaking her head. She tugged at Rowan’s hand in consternation. “My mommy’s jacket is dark blue, and Daddy was wearing a gray hat.”

			“Well, you were certainly told,” said Gavin with a half smile.

			Rowan ignored him completely. “You’re really observant,” she said to Iris.

			“My teacher says I never miss anything.”

			“Guess we’d better be on our best behavior, then,” said Gavin, chuckling and looking Rowan’s way, but she once again left him hanging.

			Confusion passed over his face as he finally realized he was being ignored. She wanted to shout that he should know damn well why she wasn’t in the mood, but there was a child present, and revelers reveling, so they moved on in awkward silence as she shook weariness out of her bones and banished tears that pricked the corners of her eyes.

			Their search through the rides yielded no parents, and the little girl’s lip quivered. Gavin glanced between her and the giant wheel of spinning snowflakes overhead.

			“Hey,” he said, leaning down, “have you been on the Ferris wheel yet?”

			Iris looked up and shook her head. “We were gonna go, but…”

			“We could get on and see if we can see them from high up.” Gavin glanced Rowan’s way, and she hesitated for only a moment before nodding. “You can see the whole festival from up there.”

			The girl’s eyes lit up. “Yes, please!”

			Cal was back in his place at the Ferris wheel, and after a quick rundown of the situation, he let them into the next open snowflake car. The Ferris wheel swept into motion with a delicious lurch of adrenaline.

			To Rowan’s great relief, Iris had taken the middle, situating herself between Rowan and Gavin like a pint-sized period-novel chaperone. The thought that they might have ended up mashed together, leg to leg, arm to arm, close enough to smell whether he’d shaved that morning, threatened to spin her thoughts back away from the task at hand.

			As their car hit the crest of the wheel, the whole festival opened up before them, and then Elk Ridge beyond, and finally the darkening silhouette of the mountains as dusk deepened to claim the world for the night. From that perspective, it was easier to see it for what it truly was—not a summation of individual parts but an interconnected whole.

			It took her breath away, and she knew in that moment she would never submit to defeat, no matter what cheeky cards had to say about it.

			There were only eight days left, though. Eight days to figure out how to one-up a corporate entity with enough money and power to open its mouth wide and swallow their community whole.

			A tingle along the top of her shoulders alerted her to the fact that she was being watched. She glanced to the side and caught Gavin staring, decoding every messy emotion her cheeks couldn’t hide. But if she feared judgment, she didn’t find it, only compassion in his warm, dark eyes. Her traitorous heart slammed against her rib cage, desperate to find meaning in the moment.

			And then, for only a moment, it seemed like she was looking at a much younger Gavin—seated in that exact position in this exact Ferris wheel, eyes clearly trying to understand what they saw when they looked in her direction.

			Whatever she’d been trying to hide from him then, she had failed equally to keep it inside. He rode out her resistance until she had no choice but to open wide.

			It almost seemed like a memory, but that was impossible—surely they had never ridden a Ferris wheel together. “Hey! There they are!” Iris’s voice came out in a screech, reminding Rowan that they were far from alone. She traced the girl’s finger down to where two figures were frantically searching the crowd. The little girl wiggled in her seat, shouting, “Mom! Dad!”

			Gavin leaned over the edge of the ride, hands on either side of his mouth as he shouted, “Up here!”

			But though they shouted, their voices were lost in the festive din. By the time the Ferris wheel came to a natural stop, Iris’s parents would have moved on. Gavin shifted tactics, trying to get Cal Arthur’s attention—to convince him to stop the ride prematurely.

			They couldn’t trust it to happen in time, and Rowan knew what she needed to do. She inhaled deeply and reached for cords of magic. She fixed her gaze on the couple below, willing them to look up and notice the little girl dancing in the snowflake seat, waving her arms.

			Softly so as not to draw attention, she murmured, “All eyes over here, all eyes on me. As I do will it, so mote it be.”

			A Spell to Draw Attention.

			For a single drawn-out moment, she thought it might not work, but in the next instant, everyone was looking at her—not simply the girl’s parents but the entire crowd at the base of the Ferris wheel. And Iris.

			And Gavin.

			Quiet had fallen over the crowd as they all tried to work out why they had looked at a random woman on the Ferris wheel. Jabbing her fingers at Iris, Rowan looked directly at the little girl’s parents and shouted, “We found your daughter! Iris! Look!”

			That broke the spell. The world whirred back into motion. Iris danced in her seat as her parents scrambled toward the base of the ride, and Cal slowed the wheel to a stop, reassuring the ride’s other passengers that they’d get another full and uninterrupted tilt. Only Rowan sat glued to her seat, doing breathing exercises to moderate her response.

			Everything’s fine. No one could possibly guess it was me. They lost nothing but a few seconds of attention. Everything is fine.

			But however many times she repeated the reassurances to herself, her heart still raced.
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			When the tearful reunion had concluded and Liliana Midwinter had comforted everyone with hot cider and cookies laden with hearth magic, Kel arrived to release Rowan from her festival obligations.

			“Enjoy your night,” mumbled her cousin as they took her place.

			As she stepped out of the booth and into the snow, she spied Gavin, still lingering nearby. He was a dark slit against the snowy backdrop of the festival, studying one of the crafting tables in the geodesic ice dome that housed the crafting area, where children were putting various wintery items inside glass balls and velvet pouches.

			The instruction sign was clear: To be given away as a gift.

			Despite the initial urge to sneak past him, she found herself taking a few steps closer. “They’re making Yule charms.”

			He glanced her way, unsurprised by her approach. “Oh? Looks like ornaments to me.”

			“That’s probably what most of them think too…But…”

			Rowan leaned down to pick up a pouch in one hand, stealing a pinch of fragrant brown spice with the other. “Cinnamon.” She released the cinnamon into the pouch and then went down the line of ingredients and picked up a fir branch. Fingers running against its grain, she released a pinch of needles, wiping her hands on her jeans to gummy the sap. “Fir.”

			With the needles added, she picked up a handful of red berries. “Holly berries.”

			She hesitated before the next pot, but then picked up a small green leafy bunch. “Mistletoe,” she murmured, trying not to meet him in the eye as she did.

			Finally, she tied the whole thing closed with a gold ribbon and murmured a blessing.

			“But whether or not we intend it,” she finished finally, “there’s always magic in gift giving.” After a moment’s hesitation, she thrust the pouch his way. He arched an eyebrow.

			After a moment, he accepted it, fingers brushing hers as he took it in hand. Her body shivered at the touch—why couldn’t it get the memo? This wasn’t a thing.

			He was Hayleigh’s.

			“Thank you…” Gavin said, slipping it into his jacket pocket. Then, after a moment of silence, he continued in a serious tone, “We need to talk.”

			“Talk?” she asked, her voice coming out in a squeak. Was it possible the spell had failed? Had Hayleigh told him what had happened? Or was this about the Ferris wheel? Had he sensed what she’d done?

			He nodded, giving no hints. “Yes, is now a good time?”

			With no excuse to offer, she nodded. “As good as any.”

			Gavin led them out of the festival grounds and into the dark but still-busy streets. For a while, he said nothing, and Rowan did her best to dampen her anxiety. It was no use spinning out until she knew exactly what it was he planned to say—but then, the pointlessness of anxious speculation had never stopped her before. Perhaps he had simply noticed her refusal to engage with him and wanted to clear the air?

			“Did you want to talk now?” she ventured.

			With a glance at the surrounding crowds, he shook his head. “Maybe we should find somewhere…more private?”

			“Oh…Um…” Not far down the road, she spotted a white Craftsman house squatting stubbornly between two much larger and more formal-looking brick buildings.

			“How about the Nutcracker Museum?” she said. “There’s hardly ever anyone there this late.”

			“Perfect.”

			“And we can check out some nuss-knockers while we chat.”

			“Pardon?” he asked, eyebrows retreating to the top of his forehead.

			She flushed, realizing that the goofy way her father pronounced the word could be dreadfully misinterpreted.

			“Sorry, um, nussknackers…nutcrackers.”

			“Oh…Right.” He gave a casual shrug and swept a hand toward the building, but she could swear there was a spot of pink in his cheeks.

			A massive nutcracker guarded the entrance of the museum, at least twenty feet in height. A placard indicated it had once been a part of a prestigious production of the ballet. It was a grinning soldier wielding a curved sword and a handlebar mustache. Time had bleached the once-vibrant red and yellow of his uniform to more of a pink and off-white, but children still stood before him in awe, gaping at his sheer size, while parents snapped identical photos to post to their social media feeds.

			“I’ll be inside in a second,” said Gavin, apologetically glancing at his phone.

			“Okay, I’ll grab tickets.”

			Inside, a television droned as a spindly old man wearing a knit Christmas sweater two sizes too big dozed behind a desk, nose hairs fluttering with every gentle exhale. A talking head on a small TV ranted about smuggling rings under the Denver airport. The “lobby” was actually the sun porch of a house belonging to the sleeping old man, Norman. The museum was more of a passion project than a true museum, but it had been a fixture of the community for as long as Rowan could remember.

			“Norman,” she said. When he didn’t stir, she repeated, “Norman!”

			The old man started and unwrapped his arms from his chest, blinking through thick lenses. “Wh-wha…?” His face soured in recognition. “The Midwinter girl.”

			“Yep, it’s me,” she said, her voice strained.

			Norman was one of the town’s oldest residents, making him one of the last remnants of the time when the prevailing attitude toward the witches was “Throw ’em in the river and hang ’em if they don’t sink.” It was an attitude he’d needed to keep to himself after the success of the winter festival, and Liliana’s position as a key member of the community had shifted sentiment in the witches’ favor, but it was clear his mind had not actually changed.

			“How are you, Norman?” she said, through a forced smile.

			“I was better before you brought Satan into my home.” Rowan’s cheeks burned with anger and embarrassment. It was at that moment she noticed a flyer behind his shoulder. It bore the unmistakable logo of the Goshen Group.

			
				GET MERRY FOR

				“CHRISTMASTOWN!”

			

			Below it was the address to a website and the Goshen Group’s branding. Her heart rate spiked.

			“Norman!” The voice was sharp. Gavin had stepped up beside her, and he frowned down at the old man.

			“Gavin McCreery?” Norman blinked, glancing between them. “Don’t tell me you’ve gotten yourself ensorcelled by one of them.”

			“Just give us two tickets,” said Gavin, rolling his eyes.

			“Fine, fine,” said Norman, but then he looked Rowan’s way and gave a low chuckle. A shiver passed down her spine as she glanced at the Christmastown flyer one more time.

			As predicted, they were the only people inside the museum at this hour, and their footsteps echoed off the stripped pine floors. Her anxiety at the Christmastown flyer lingered. It wasn’t surprising that Norman was in favor of it. But was anyone else?

			She thought back to Hayleigh’s accusation. Were they standing in the way of what most people wanted for Elk Ridge?

			“Which is your favorite?” Gavin’s distinct timbre suddenly interrupted her thoughts.

			“Oh,” she said. “Um…”

			The question successfully moved her thoughts on from the Goshen Group, and Christmastown, as she strolled through the museum. Solid wood cabinets lined the walls, filled with an array of nutcrackers. It might have only been one man’s collection, but that didn’t mean it was small. An article about the museum had gone viral more than a decade back, and since then, donations had poured in from all over the world.

			A few of his pieces were over two hundred years old. While most were made of wood, others were ivory or porcelain. Norman might have been a narrow-minded curmudgeon, but that didn’t change the fact that he’d created something beautiful.

			She stopped in front of a Drosselmeyer featuring a big bushy beard, a velvet eye patch, and a devilish grin. A petite Clara stood beside him with her blush pink dress and chestnut hair in tight sausage curls.

			“I’ve got two,” she said. “This one’s the first. I had a bit of a Nutcracker phase—danced to the score over and over and over. My dad even drove me to Seattle to see it.”

			“I didn’t realize you studied ballet.”

			Rowan snorted. “A ballerina? Me? Not with this center of balance.”

			A crooked smile upturned one end of his mouth. “You know how to dance.”

			When had he ever seen her dance? She supposed they’d attended the same dances in high school, where she, simply by virtue of being willing to dance unself-consciously, might have come off as knowing how, but they’d occupied distinctly separate territories.

			“My version was…interpretive dance,” she said. “But I loved the story.”

			“Isn’t the story just a string of nonsense to justify the dances?”

			With a shrug, she said, “I’m a fan of beautiful nonsense that makes you feel things.”

			“Hmm,” he said, face sticking in the half smile.

			She led him into a narrow side room, where more displays were stuffed cheek by jowl. A rounded cherrywood cabinet contained a nutcracker wearing a crown of holly and a flowing robe, clearly fashioned after the Holly King.

			“This is my other one.” She stared at it. The nutcracker’s resemblance to the Holly King impersonator she’d met at SeaTac was uncanny, and she recalled their conversation, the way he had challenged her, with a shiver.

			Was it possible that he hadn’t been an impersonator? And if he wasn’t, did that mean that one of the season’s most powerful spirits had taken a stake in the future of Elk Ridge?

			A tremor of possibility ran down the length of her spine. What all magics were at play here?

			Gavin wandered over to another cabinet, admiring a highly polished single-tone wooden nutcracker—one of the oldest in the collection, explained a placard. It was bare of paint and didn’t have the distinctive stylistic appearance of most commercial nutcrackers. Instead, it was a highly realistic old man’s head. His beard swept out in front of him in a fork to form the base, providing the foundation for the “cracker,” and a tall, pointed cap extended above his head dramatically.

			“I think this is my favorite.” He studied the plaque. “It’s really old.”

			“Insightful review.”

			He rolled his eyes. “It’s different from every other nutcracker here. It’s entirely its own nutcracker.” His eyes landed on her face, and her stomach gave a flutter.

			“Well, we’re not actually here to look at nutcrackers; maybe we should…” Rowan indicated a box bench by the window with a nod of her head.

			“Just so.”

			Settling in, she ran her hand along the surface of the smooth old wood. Gavin joined, settling in close. Very close—as the warm flush of her body pointed out. If she were to only shift to the side by centimeters, their legs would press together.

			He rested his elbows on his knees and clasped his hands at his front. Dark eyes slid her way, serious. “We need to talk about what you saw yesterday.”

			Oh no.

			He had seen her at the inn. Did he think she was some kind of weirdo, getting her jollies spying on them?

			She thrust a hand onto his and said, “Look, I am so sorry. I know it was weird for me to be there. I wanted to talk to you about the festival, but you guys took off from the restaurant, and I followed you—” Her voice cut out at the growing confusion on Gavin’s face. “But that’s not what you’re talking about, is it?”

			“No…” He shook his head, straightening. “What do you mean, you were following me?”

			“Last night. You and Hayleigh. At the restaurant and then…the inn. What are you talking about?”

			“I was talking about your mom’s store. The Goshen Group reps. The inspector…” His face crumpled in realization. “You saw Hayleigh and me outside the Crescent.”

			She nodded, stomach bucking uncomfortably. “Yes.”

			He pieced his words together. “So, you saw…” Her glare sufficed as confirmation. “It wasn’t what it looked like.”

			“So, you two didn’t kiss? It was all a trick of the light?”

			His brow creased in frustration. “No, we did. But she kissed me.”

			“You didn’t exactly push her away.”

			“She caught me by surprise! I wanted to let her down gently. And I guess that I…”

			He hesitated, and Rowan’s chest tightened. “You what?”

			Gavin released a held breath. “I wanted to be sure of something.”

			Rowan moved away from him, crossing her arms. “Yes, I can see how it seemed sensible. Beautiful woman throwing herself at you, and Daddy’ll approve.”

			Frustration flashed over his face. “Look, the point is: I am sure. I don’t want to be with Hayleigh.”

			“Really?” Her voice came out quiet.

			“Really,” he said, and his eyes locked onto hers. “We met up today, and I cleared the air.”

			Sweet relief crested through Rowan, leaving her heady. Gavin reached out to take her hand back, and she gazed at it for a moment before her resistance gave way. With a shift, they were close again, and she turned her hand palm up so their fingers entwined.

			“That can’t have gone well,” she said, voice soft.

			He grimaced. “It wasn’t easy. I tried to be as nice as possible, but…” He stared into the middle distance. “It’s going to be awkward next week.” He idly stroked her palm with one thumb, exploring its creases.

			It reminded her of all the other moments she’d watched his thumbs in action, trying not to think of all the places on her body she wanted them to travel.

			Clearing her throat, she tried to force herself back on topic. “There’s not a chance it…compromised the deal, did it?”

			He chuckled. “We could only be so lucky. No, she doesn’t have that power. Her bosses want this, and it’s on her and the other reps to deliver. Besides, I think she wants the deal more than she wants me.”

			Rowan made a face and said, “Well, then she clearly has awful taste.”

			Her breath caught in her chest as she realized what she’d just said. But she didn’t have long to worry about it, because he quirked an eyebrow with a pleased “Oh?” And then shifted closer.

			“You said…you wanted to be sure,” she ventured. “A kiss told you all that?”

			“Yes. Let’s be clear, though. I didn’t kiss her.”

			She turned up her nose. “I thought we went over this already?”

			His fingers had drifted under the cuff of her sweater and reached the soft skin of her wrist, tripping over exposed veins. The touch left her aware of every bundle of nerve endings and passage of blood as they lit up, primed for sensation.

			“I was holding back.” His voice was low, his words purposeful. “That isn’t how I kiss when I mean it.”

			It was an opening, an invitation, and even though rational thought attempted to act like a guardrail preventing further passage, the irrational roared right on ahead—a loud, panting beast.

			She desperately needed to know: How did he kiss when he meant it?

			“Oh?” she asked, wetting her bottom lip with a flick of the tongue. “What’s the difference?”

			He closed the remaining space between them in answer, sliding his fingers up her face and then over the ridges of her ears and finally letting them tangle in her hair as he pressed his lips to hers. She wrapped her arms around his neck, drinking in the heat of him, and his free arm encircled her chest.

			Lips and hands roamed, breathing came in gasps, hips ached to climb, all with a hunger that came from parts unknown, accompanied by a ferocity Rowan couldn’t have predicted. She sucked on that full lower lip that she’d spent so much time studying, her tongue exploring the dimple she’d longed to touch. His hand came to rest against her lower back, pressing so hard she almost ended up in his lap.

			She wouldn’t have minded if she had. In that moment, she was open for anything, ready to dissolve into the tremors of pleasure overtaking every nerve.

			When they finally paused, her breathing was heavy, and their foreheads remained pressed together. He finished with a few gentle kisses.

			“I see,” she said—breathless, throbbing, undone.

			With a crack, the door of every display case in the museum flew open, then shut themselves again with a slam.

			“What just happened?” asked Gavin. As he startled, he pulled her closer, instinctively shielding.

			“Must have been the wind?” offered Rowan, all the while struggling with two competing feelings—pleasure at being so close, and distress that, once again, she’d lost her grip on her magic.

			“Some wind,” murmured Gavin, but his eyes turned back to her, heavily lidded and drunk on the moment.

			Before they had a chance to talk about what happened, Norman’s voice rang out from the other room with a bellowed “Welcome in! Welcome in!”

			They looked at each other and burst into giddy laughter at finding themselves on the verge of being walked in on by some poor, unsuspecting tourists.

			“What will the nutcrackers think?” Rowan murmured with a grin.

			“That they are blocks of inanimate wood,” he said, releasing his hold on her reluctantly, his hands trailing along her sides as they withdrew.

			“Norman’s going to be pissed if he figures out you really are fornicating with a witch back here.” She ran her fingers through his enviably silky hair and down his neck. His eyes closed in contentment as he rubbed his head into her hand a bit like a cat.

			He was definitely a cat, this one. Good thing she’d always preferred them to dogs.

			“To hell with Norman,” muttered Gavin. Then his eyes opened, and his expression sobered. “We got distracted.”

			“Right. You wanted to talk about why the Goshen Group was staking out downtown yesterday.”

			Though it was likely she already knew what he was going to say, she would have to do her best to pretend that it was all coming as a shock.

			“They’re interested in buying the building your parents’ shop is in, and there’s more…” His expression was sympathetic, apologetic. He went over each point slowly, as if not wanting to hit her with too much, too fast. Little did he know that these revelations had already knocked her straight on her ass.

			As he finished, he gazed in her direction, waiting for her response. She did not have to feign remorse, but she did her best to pretend to be surprised. Though she wanted to fill him in on the missing information, she held back, unable to share it without revealing how she knew.

			Finally, she asked the one question she didn’t have the answer to. “Does your father seem interested?”

			Gavin sighed and nodded. “The numbers they’re throwing out are big. Big enough to make him think.” He paced. “Besides, he keeps bringing up how he’s built all this for me, but if I don’t want to succeed him, he might as well sell…”

			The word tumbled out, laced with stress. He paused, putting a hand to his forehead and resting his elbow against the wall.

			“Is that…something you’ve talked about? Not succeeding him?”

			He shook his head. “But he knows me better than anyone. I can’t say I’ve ever been enthusiastic when the subject’s come up. I mean…” He looked over, staring her in the eyes. “Does that seem like me?”

			She did not hesitate a second before replying, “Not at all.”

			Relief spread across his face. “Glad to hear it. But if I turn it down, I’m sure he’ll take the offer. He might do it anyway, because what the hell else are we going to do?”

			Rowan’s eyes fell, downcast. “I don’t know. That’s why I came looking for you, hoping we could put our heads together…” She shook her head. “What I do know is that putting that on you? It isn’t fair.”

			“In the grand scheme of things, it’s pretty far down the list of injustices…but it does not feel great.”

			“Which is valid. Being entrapped in a future you don’t want hurts, no matter what it looks like.” She balled her free hand in frustration. “He’s your father. He should want you to be happy!” Gavin studied her for a moment with that crooked smile of his. “What?”

			“You wrinkle your nose when you’re indignant.”

			“Oh…” she murmured, lifting a hand to touch her nose self-consciously.

			He brushed it away, his knuckles coming to rest against her cheek. “It’s adorable. You’re never more beautiful than when you’re worked up over something you care about.” He pretended to look cross. “Ah, distracted again.”

			She laughed and bit her lip. Nearby, a family was walking along the displays, perusing the nutcrackers.

			“Mayhap we should…” She inclined her head toward the door, and he nodded. Norman eyed them warily as they passed, but if he had heard anything of what happened, he gave no sign of it.

			The night air had taken on a biting chill.

			“Let me drive you home,” offered Gavin.

			He led her to an old gray Subaru. She stopped, staring at it, as an impression of overwhelming familiarity passed through her. This had been his car in high school, she was sure of it.

			“What happened to the sports car?” she asked.

			“A necessity to get us home, but not my kind of ride.”

			She realized then how much her understanding of him had shifted over the last few days. The sports car fit the image she had of him at the airport, but it was entirely dissonant now.

			They were quiet as they drove back through the town. Thoughts kept trying to form in her mind, but when they did, she pushed them away. She didn’t want to cage this in words yet. The Midwinter house peeked its way through the dark, snowy wood far too soon.

			“Well—” she finally began, right at the same moment in which he said, “Breakfast.”

			“Breakfast?” she replied, confused.

			“We should eat it.”

			“It’s generally recommended.”

			“Together. We should eat it together tomorrow.”

			The thought of seeing him again so soon, feeling this way again, sent her pulse tap dancing. “I agree. How about brunch, though? We’re on vacation. I am, at least.”

			“It’s the weekend, and Monday is Christmas, so, yes, I finally have a few days off.” His expression grew serious for a moment. “I’ve been thinking about what you said earlier—how we should put our heads together.”

			“We did put our heads together. It was nice.”

			Catching her meaning, he smiled. “Just nice?”

			“More than nice. It was…” She leaned across the car and pulled him close, pressing her lips to his. The kiss was slower and gentler than before, as they savored every caress. “Well, it was like that.”

			“Much more than nice,” he agreed. “But back to the other topic. I think we should do that. After breakfast.”

			“But not during…”

			“Not during. Because…” He traced a finger up the side of her face, and the wide-open way he looked at her, wanting, made her feel like something rare and wonderful. “I want to take you on a date first.”

			“A breakfast date,” she confirmed, with a smile so large she thought it might break the boundaries of her face.

			“Yes, a breakfast date. After which we can talk about other things, but first, a date.”

			Energy bubbled through her as she looked away, suddenly self-conscious that he might notice the eagerness on her face and call the whole thing off. “It’s a date, then. Wow, did we ever just say the word ‘date’ a lot, and there I went and did again.”

			He followed her to the front door, and when she turned to say good-bye, he stepped in close and his hands came to rest around her hips, and he simply stared, his expression marveling, as if he couldn’t believe she was standing there before him.

			“What?” she asked, more of the self-conscious energy escaping in a nervous laugh.

			“I just…can’t believe you’re here. That this is happening.”

			She didn’t know how to react to the way he was looking at her, other than to joke defensively. “I know, a holiday miracle, right? A Midwinter and a McCreery.”

			“That’s…” He looked down, laughing. “Not quite what I meant.” And then he was quiet and leaned in, kissing her again, each wanting embrace drawing her in and closer, pulling her in, like the push and pull of energy in a ritual.

			Mine to you, yours to me.

			“Good night,” he said with a nod when he finally pulled away, leaving her a mess of gooey feelings.

			When he was gone, she lingered and looked up. Mistletoe hung over the door, coated in a clinging accumulation of fine ice crystals. She took the sprig of holly she’d pulled from his hair at the airport out of her jacket pocket, and before she went to bed, she tucked it under her pillow.

			Rowan crashed like a log, sleeping more deeply than she had in months, and when she woke up the next morning, all traces of the stress that had kept her up the night before had vanished.

			In fact, all her memories of a woman named Hayleigh, who worked for the Goshen Group and kissed Gavin outside the Crescent Inn, were gone. With them went any sense of caution that someone out there could unravel her delicate new happiness with nothing more than a word.

			The price had been paid. The rule of three satisfied.
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			December 24

			The Fourth Day of Yule

			An inundation of social media links greeted Rowan on waking. Accounts for the festival now existed on all major platforms, already filled with posts and cross-posted with Naomie’s personal account. Zaide and Naomie couldn’t have slept much from the amount of content they’d already put up.

			While most of the images were Naomie’s signature style, there were a few particularly well-edited videos featuring corvids that must have come from Kel. A clip of a crow snatching a full pretzel from the public house before speeding off to a snowy tree with a cackle of delight was already doing numbers.

			They’d amassed a respectable number of followers for being up for less than twelve hours. While it was far from “a plan,” it was the start of something. There would be time to mull all that later. For now, she had to get ready.

			For my date, she thought with a surge that was equal parts excitement and nervous terror.

			In the living room, her mother and father were reading quietly by the fireplace, mugs of steaming tea sitting on the coffee table. It was rare to catch them in a moment of stillness. Liliana was sitting so that her feet rested in Joe’s lap, and he rubbed them idly with the hand not holding the book.

			It was good to see them together. They both kept themselves busy enough that she worried they’d inevitably drift apart, but they always found their way straight back to one another. As a child, Rowan had loved hearing the story of their courtship, featuring a search through the city of Heidelberg, Germany, when Joe nearly lost his chance to ask the bewitching young woman who’d been staying at his hostel to have a drink before she left town. Instinct had guided him to her exact location, and it had been that way forever since.

			Liliana made to stand as Rowan descended. “Don’t get up on my account. I’m eating out.”

			“Oh,” said her mother, glancing Joe’s way, “with Zaide?” Her tone was far too innocent. Her mother had minions all over the festival grounds. Someone had probably seen Rowan leaving with Gavin. There was no sense in keeping anything from Liliana Midwinter in the town of Elk Ridge.

			“No, with Gavin.” She took a deep breath, knowing her mother would not be happy about what she said next. “It’s a date. I’m going on a date with Gavin.”

			“Well, that’s overdue,” said Joe with a chuckle, looking up from his book.

			Rowan frowned. Had everyone thought the two of them were a couple in the making? Why had it been so obvious to everyone but the parties involved?

			Well, everyone but Liliana Midwinter. She shot her husband an irritated look and then fixed her gaze back on Rowan. “He’s Dennis’s son.”

			“But also Sarah’s,” countered Joe. Liliana’s look of irritation intensified.

			“His mom was your best friend,” said Rowan.

			“She was…” conceded Liliana. She hesitated, but then her expression firmed. “But things changed when she married Dennis.”

			“Did she change?” asked Rowan.

			Liliana considered the question. “No, she was always Sarah. But things got…complicated.”

			“If anyone changed, it was Dennis,” said her father.

			“Really?” asked Rowan.

			“He acted like he had,” said her mother with a snort. “Sarah was a good influence on him. After she died, though…” Her face darkened. “Well, he went right back to being a McCreery.”

			“Gavin’s more his mother than his father,” said Rowan, driven to defend him.

			“You’ve spent…how long with him? Recently.”

			Rowan flushed. “Not that long, I guess. But I know.”

			Her mother’s gaze was fixed, demanding concession. “And I know the McCreerys. They have always tried to run things around here, thinking they know what’s best…”

			“Sounds like someone else I know,” murmured Joe, not looking up from his book.

			Liliana glowered in his direction. “One of them was part of the mob that hanged Florence Midwinter.” Both Rowan and her father winced at the reminder, and Joe visibly shrank an inch or two. “They exist to push us down when we try to stand tall.”

			There was a flicker of something that passed through Rowan at that. Like a chill winter wind. Everything in her body ran cold, right down to her fingertips. She wanted to insist that Gavin would never, but something held her back. Something pushed her to heed her mother’s warning.

			“It’s just breakfast,” she said finally, rushing to don her cold-weather gear. As if she might actually lose her nerve and stand him up if she hung around long enough.

			Her mother’s voice was one last time demanding of attention. “Does he know what we are?”

			“Everyone knows what we are,” said Rowan, flippant as she shoved on her coat.

			And then her mother was there beside her, arms across her chest, gaze fixed. “But there’s knowing and there’s knowing. Does he understand we actually use magic? Does he believe it?”

			The words took Rowan and forced her to look at the situation from the angle she’d been desperately avoiding ever since the moment their lips met and she had felt so good. Good in a way she couldn’t remember having felt in years—fully in her body, present and accounted for. With him. No second-guessing, just blissful sensation.

			“No. I don’t think so,” she admitted, finally, her heart falling. The phrase harmless self-actualization practice danced in her head in Gavin’s voice, but it wasn’t clear exactly when she’d heard him say it.

			“Well, Dennis does,” said her mother, finally stepping away and releasing Rowan, “and that’s why he’d love nothing more than for us to leave Elk Ridge.”

			The warning was clear.
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			Rowan arrived in town assuming that they would hunt down the least miserably crowded breakfast spot together. Instead, Gavin waited near his Subaru. When she got close, he sprang off the car and opened the passenger door, gesturing her inside.

			“Okay, where are we going?” she asked with a bubbling laugh.

			His eyes danced. “It’s a surprise.”

			The highway guided them up the side of the mountain. The higher they climbed, the more the snow deepened, and the forests thickened, the sides of the mountain growing ever more sheer and sharp. She tried to trace pathways down the slopes, wondering how anyone determined which were safe to ski on and which led to certain doom.

			“Feel free to put on some music,” said Gavin. He reached over to unlock his cell phone before darting his hand back to the wheel. The phone’s wallpaper was an image of him with his father. They were smiling together in ski gear, but it was not the Elk Ridge Ski Area they posed in front of.

			Catching her studying it, he said, “Switzerland.”

			“Fancy. Do you two travel together much?”

			He nodded. “Every year. Usually somewhere with skiing.”

			“No beach vacations for you two?”

			“I let my ex drag me to Hawaii, but otherwise, no. The scuba diving was nice, but too crowded. Warm-water dives always are.”

			She arched an eyebrow. “Are you saying you willingly spend time in cold water?”

			He chuckled. “That’s what dry suits are for, and yes, I do. Better visibility, and no crowds. When it’s just you and your diving partner down there, you feel like you’ve actually left the human world behind. It’s the closest we can get to experiencing the unknown—even the mountains are tamed by comparison…” His voice trailed off. He glanced her way and cleared his throat. “So, how about you: mountain or beach?”

			“I don’t vacation much. I’ve gotten to the beach a few times since I moved to Orange County, though. It’s a long way to go by bus, but I was dating someone with a car, and he loved to surf.”

			“Did you ever try surfing?”

			“We have discussed my center-of-balance troubles,” she said with a laugh. “No. I mostly read. Swam a little. Tried not to spiral on images of him emerging lifelessly from the water every time he fell off the board.”

			He glanced her way with a curious look but didn’t pry. The relentless nature of intrusive thoughts was more of a second- or third-date conversation, she guessed.

			Finally opening the music app on his phone, she was shocked to find an enormous catalog of playlists. All labeled not only by activity but also by subactivity. From a glance, it seemed Exercise had at least ten different subcategories, as did Cooking and Work. She chuckled at the one labeled Work—De-rage.

			Tapping his phone, she said, “This is, uh, kind of a lot, Gavin.”

			His brow creased. “How do you organize yours?”

			“I have a few for different moods, but mostly I kind of…”

			“Don’t say it,” he said, noticeably cringing.

			“…add everything to one giant list.”

			He briefly closed his eyes and shook his head with a groan.

			Her attention caught on one labeled Long Walk on a Foggy Night. Needing to know what it meant, she pressed play. Heady soundscapes of atmospheric instrumental post rock filled the space between them.

			The playlist was part of an entire subcategory of walk- and hike-related playlists, the sight of which stirred her brain into an overdrive of possibilities. What hikes had he done around Elk Ridge? Had he ever been to the abandoned silver mine?

			Had he done the Chain Lakes loop on a hot day and known the pleasure of eating blueberries right off the trail before jumping into alpine melt to cool off? Her brain delivered a full list of trails she wanted to take him on before stopping to wonder—did he have any hidden gems of his own? What could he share with her?

			The car continued to climb the mountain until her ears gave a sharp pop. “Are we going to the ski area?”

			“No…” he said with a shake of his head, “but we will park there.”

			“Won’t it be as packed as anything on Christmas Eve?”

			“We get to use employee parking.” He feigned a cross look. “Now stop trying to ruin the surprise.”

			At the parking lot, a man in a bright red-and-black parka decorated with various white crosses walked up to greet them—ski patrol. He gestured to where a pair of humming snowmobiles waited nearby. A second person waited in the same uniform, mounted atop the other snowmobile.

			“Thanks, Rich,” said Gavin, giving the man a quick embrace.

			“Not like it’s one of the busiest days of the year or nothing,” said Rich with a grunt. “Come on.”

			“Are we snowmobiling to breakfast?” asked Rowan.

			“You are being snowmobiled to your breakfast,” corrected Rich. “You don’t get to keep these. And if we get a rescue call in the middle of the ride, you’ve gotta come along. So…” He patted the seat behind him. “Hope you’re good with blood.”

			The snowmobiles took off into a torrent of cold, skimming over the snow. Rowan clung to the passenger handles with a white-knuckled grip. The machine hummed between her legs as the oddly comforting aroma of burning diesel filled her nose. After a bumpy section, she threw her arms around Rich’s thick middle and clung to him with all she had. The big man’s body shook with laughter.

			They reached their destination without making good on the threat of impromptu rescue efforts. It was a modest brown lodge with a green aluminum roof covered in solar panels, surrounded by a small village of rustic cabins. Smoke curled from the chimney stack, and skis and snowshoes were stuck in the snowbank outside.

			“What is this place?” asked Rowan, climbing off the back of the snowmobile with her legs quivering. Ski patrol was off in a flash, promising to return later to take them back down.

			“Alvehjem.” Gavin said the name affectionately. “Or Aelfhome, as they started calling it after realizing no one could pronounce it. Most of the cabins are completely rustic, but the main lodge has power.”

			“And they serve breakfast?”

			“For guests.”

			Pausing, she gave him a look. “You didn’t book us a spot just to skip breakfast lines, did you? Because I should warn you now that pricey gestures are the opposite of my love language.”

			“Oh, I figured that.” He chuckled. “No—my grandparents manage this place.”

			The interior was all pale wood patterned with small black knots. A rainbow of Tomte gnomes sat on the hearth, enormous noses peeking from beneath stocking caps that covered their eyes.

			On the mantel were small ceramic statues of thirteen mischievous figures—Icelandic Yule Lads. It was said they stole through children’s windows with mischief on the brain, but if the children had been good, they left small gifts instead and moved on. Wild Hunt figures. Just like Santa.

			There was a long communal table positioned next to a galley kitchen opposite the entry—empty. The definition of “morning” for the sort of people who stayed in a rustic lodge on Christmas Eve had long since come and gone. But an older woman wearing a red-and-white knit sweater was still finishing up dishes in the kitchen. At the sound of footsteps, her head popped up, and when she caught sight of Gavin, she beamed.

			“Gavin!” the old woman cried out in delight. Her hair was short and dark gray, her form slender, and there was a whisper of Sarah McCreery to the old woman’s face. Rowan was vaguely aware of Sarah’s parents, the Larssons. She had certainly seen them around town, but they had never actually met, and she hadn’t realized they lived up this way.

			Had Dennis and Sarah known each other as kids on the mountain? Did that help explain their attraction of opposites?

			“Grandma,” said Gavin, giving her a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

			“I was just reading your last letter!” said the old woman, gazing at her grandson with clear adoration.

			“Letter?” asked Rowan.

			He nodded. “It’s a bit of a hobby. I write to stay in touch but also keep a few pen pals I’ve never met.”

			Rowan leaned in. “Gavin McCreery, do you own a fountain pen?”

			He mirrored her, leaning in with his eyes dancing. “ ‘A’ fountain pen? Nooo…”

			She gasped. “Do you have a fountain pen problem?”

			He crossed his arms. “It’s only a problem if it’s out of control.”

			“What’s the most you’ve ever spent on a pen?”

			“I plead the fifth.”

			“He has beautiful penmanship,” said his grandmother with a chuckle. Her eyes slid to Rowan, and the old woman seemed to finally take a good look at her. As she did, her eyes went wide.

			“Lili?” The old woman’s voice shook.

			Lili? Did she mean Rowan’s mother?

			She supposed it made sense that Liliana would have played out here with Sarah when they were young. Rowan glanced around the lodge, imagining echoes of her mother’s much younger self running through the halls with Sarah-then-Larsson.

			Gavin touched his grandmother’s arm briefly and said, “This is Rowan, Liliana’s daughter.”

			“Thank you for having me up,” said Rowan.

			“Of course,” said the old woman, her expression clearing. “Welcome, Rowan. I’m Ana. You must think I’m completely addled. You remind me so much of her.”

			“I get it,” said Rowan.

			It was a white lie. While their physical similarities were there, they were such different people that the idea they could be mistaken for one another was difficult to fathom. If she’d had even an ounce of her mother’s focus, control, and resilience, maybe she’d have done something worthwhile by now. What’s more, if she’d inherited her mother’s magical affinities, she would never have to question whether using her powers was a good idea.

			Her heart stuttered at the thought. Something must have shown on her face, because a touch on her arm alerted her to where Gavin stared down at her, brows knit in concern. She drove back the feelings, brightening her smile.

			The old woman’s eyes flicked between Rowan and Gavin, appraising. “I saved kransenkake for you.” Ana retrieved a dish of what had once been a tower of pale brown almond cookies laced with white icing. “And there’s plenty of tekake and hot coffee.”

			“Oh, thank goodness,” murmured Rowan, accepting a checkered mug. Her stomach let out a sound like a baying hound.

			Ana caught it, laughing. “I can make more. Do you want anything else?”

			“You have been busy all morning,” said Gavin, steering the old woman to a cozy spot in front of the fire. “I’ll cook.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“More than sure,” said Gavin, planting a kiss on his grandmother’s forehead.

			“Well, I suppose I’ll join your grandfather on the trails then,” said Ana, glancing between them again with an evasive look. “Give you two some privacy.”

			With that, the old woman was off, and they were left alone. Rowan leaned against the counter as Gavin scanned the cabinets and fridge, taking stock of what was available and what he might do with it. Rolling up his sleeves, he threw a skillet onto the stove to begin heating it.

			“So, when you say you can’t cook,” he said, pulling out a bag of onions, “what does that mean? You don’t know many recipes, techniques or…?” He paused briefly to fill the pan with oil before moving on to a heavy wooden cutting board. His knife flew over an onion, cutting it into tidy pieces of uniform size with crisp efficiency.

			Rowan put up her hands. “All the above? I mean, sure, I can follow basic recipes, but they need to be specific. If it says to do something ‘to taste,’ be prepared for the taste in question to be ‘rancid.’ ” He laughed and tossed the onion into the already hissing oil before moving on to cutting potatoes into even chunks. “And that magic you’re doing there where everything’s uniform—forget about it! Gonna be big old ragged hunks.”

			“Well, that’s a matter of patience.”

			“Exactly the problem.”

			“Also, practice.”

			Rowan sighed. “Problem number two. My mom dominated the kitchen growing up. It’s…her thing. And since going away, I haven’t had a lot of excuses to practice. Cooking for one is expensive and depressing.”

			He nodded and started arranging the potatoes evenly around the pan. “I hear you. I had to learn to cook for my father and me, otherwise I might not have either.”

			Rowan didn’t bother to disguise the judgment in her voice as she said, “Your dad never considered maybe he should rise to the occasion and learn?”

			Gavin shook his head. “Too busy working. I took care of myself a lot after…we lost her.”

			“Sounds like you took care of him too,” muttered Rowan. Gavin opened his mouth to protest but closed it, neither agreeing nor disagreeing. “It wasn’t fair you had to do that,” she added, digging in.

			He shrugged. “It wasn’t, but it had to be done. There was no food, so I cooked.” Potatoes in place, he moved on to smashing garlic with the flat of the knife blade. “Garbage and dishes piled up high enough to attract rats, so I cleaned.” He moved to the sink, releasing hot water in a spray to cleanse the knife blade before returning. “Things need done, people do them—that’s how we survive and move forward.” Gavin stopped then and took a long deep breath, and she studied him, eyes pricking at the corners with tears, thinking of the child he didn’t get to be.

			“It still wasn’t fair,” she murmured.

			His eyes danced with a smile. “ ‘Life isn’t fair, it’s just fairer than death.’ Anyway, that’s why it was so nice to come out here—get taken care of for a few days. Even if it meant composting toilets.”

			“You know, I don’t actually hate composting toilets?”

			“You would if you had to do the upkeep.”

			Rowan drifted around the counter, sliding between him and the stove. He peered down at her with a quirked brow.

			“Show me something,” she said. “Let me help.”

			“Well, it’s time to add the garlic…Think you can handle that?”

			“Yes,” she said, reaching over for the pile he’d readied before sprinkling the garlic evenly around the pan.

			He stepped away for a moment, gathering spices, and on his return settled in close—close enough to detect the way the sharp scents of garlic and onion clung to his skin and mixed with his own musky aroma. Close enough that the firm line of his hips trapped her against the counter’s edge, before he noticed and settled half a step back. She shivered as his hand slid down her arm, depositing a jar of smoked paprika in her hand.

			His voice was close to her ear. “How about seasoning?”

			“Not so confident,” she whispered, mouth dry.

			“That’s why I’m here.” He guided her hand, leading her as she shook the paprika over the skillet. Its earthy aroma joined the delectable smells coming from the pan, and they followed it up with cayenne, salt, and pepper. Each time he let her apply the spice, gently indicating when she should stop. When she’d finished the pepper, he leaned down and snaked around her body to pick up the skillet and give it a quick shake, tossing the potatoes to mix it all together.

			“Wise not to trust me with that part,” she murmured as he released the skillet. “We’d have ended up with potatoes all over the place.” Her stomach growled at the delicious smells coming out of the pan.

			“Why don’t you get started on the pastries?”

			“You’ll have to let me out,” she murmured, gesturing to the way his arms had boxed her in against the counter. He pulled back but lingered at her ear, hot breath tickling. Her eyes shut at the sensation, neck arching in unconscious invitation, and he pressed his lips to the most sensitive place behind her ear.

			Rowan gasped, everything in her body coiling deliciously. He released her, stepping away. She was left wobbling, weak in the knees, as she moved to a spot at the counter where the pastries were waiting and slid into a chair. His face was shockingly neutral as he finished cooking up the potatoes.

			How had he found that spot so quickly? She shoved tekake into her mouth to stop thinking about it.

			The cake melted against her tongue, filling her senses with an explosion of butter and nutty brown sugar. Ravenous, she continued to stuff her mouth, washing the pastry down with the coffee. It was only when she started eating that she realized how hungry she’d been. The trip up the mountain hadn’t been short, and they’d gone straight past brunch and well into lunchtime.

			Gavin flipped the potatoes and let them settle, joining her for a piece of cake. He leaned down to wipe some crumbs from her face. “You’ve got something here…”

			His hand lingered, his thumb trailing across her lips. Her tongue flicked to taste him—salty and sharp with spice. She wondered what the rest of him tasted like, and with the way he looked at her, warm gaze serious with intent, it was easy to imagine he was thinking something similar. The gap between them narrowed as he leaned in, and her stomach gave a tumble.

			But he only whispered, “Food’s done,” and his coy smile confirmed he was aware of exactly what he’d been doing.
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			The deck had been swept clean, and comfortable-looking chairs surrounded a metal firepit already glowing with burning logs. It was all arranged over a thick rug in a black-and-white sunburst pattern, and heavy woolen blankets in earth tones were available in a wicker basket by the door. A wood-fired oak barrel sauna radiated in a corner.

			“Too bad I didn’t bring my suit,” mused Rowan as she settled into a chair next to the fire.

			“That’s never stopped anyone from a sauna,” said Gavin with a chuckle. He scrambled to follow up with “There are towels. I didn’t mean to suggest…”

			But it was too late. She was already blushing. Towels didn’t alter the equation significantly—they were, after all, flimsy things, prone to gaping or even slipping off entirely. They could be removed so much more easily than a swimsuit.

			She shoved a bite of potatoes into her mouth to cover the thought. They were perfect—crisp on the outside, the normally mealy interior of the potato rendered rich and smooth.

			“This is delicious,” she said, spearing another potato. “And refreshingly normal.”

			“Normal?” asked Gavin, as he settled into the chair next to her.

			“Yeah, you didn’t try to sous vide me an egg or something…Sorry, I went on some dates with this guy who ‘liked to cook,’ and what it really meant was he enjoyed collecting cooking gadgets.”

			“Mmm. I know the type. Food’s a project, not a meal.”

			“Bingo.”

			His eyes danced as he said, “So, if I admit I own a sous vide, is the whole thing off?”

			Laughing, she shook her head. “It’s clear you are in it for more than the gadgets, so I think we can let that slide.”

			The forest was old here. Stately evergreens towered overhead, their boughs covered with clinging piles of snow. Now and then, there was a crack, and a cascade fell from one of those boughs in a sheet. Rowan closed her eyes and breathed it in, realizing how good it was to stop and simply enjoy a moment.

			When they’d cleared their plates, she sighed in contentment and said, “Thank you for bringing me out here.”

			“I had a feeling you needed it.” He paused before continuing, “To be honest—I needed it too.”

			“Speaking of not relaxing, though…” She pulled out her phone and scooted her chair to smash it next to his. “Look at what Zaide, Naomie, and Kel have been up to.”

			They had added more posts since the morning. A clip from the vintage puppet theater was the most recent. It featured the hand-painted Santa dueling a grinning Krampus over the fate of a bag of presents beneath a red velvet curtain corded with gold. The audience of children squealed in delight, along with a hopping crow.

			“I didn’t realize the festival had any social media,” said Gavin.

			“It didn’t—until last night. Naomie’s driven a lot of traffic to it already.”

			“Naomie LeGrand? I didn’t realize you two were friends.”

			“We didn’t use to be, but I’ve known her grandmother, Birdie, my whole life…” Rowan hesitated before mentioning the old woman’s participation in the coven. Her mother’s warning flashed in her mind, and instead she simply said, “Birdie was my grandmother’s best friend.” At the mention of her grandmother, her voice caught.

			Her grief must have been noticeable because his face softened. “You two were close?”

			“She and I had a lot in common. Things…no one else really understands.”

			A new dimension of her grief revealed itself in that moment—not a new feeling, just one she now had the words to understand. When you lost a person, you lost not only them; you lost who you were to them.

			Granddaughter, confidante, partner in magics most foul.

			“She could be frustrating,” she finally continued, “but then…I guess so can I.”

			“Better to frustrate people being who you are than hide yourself to avoid ruffling feathers.”

			“You should tell that to my mom,” she said with a sigh. His forehead wrinkled and his eyes sharpened, and Rowan rushed to defend her mother. “I don’t mean to say that she criticizes everything I do. We just have a few…philosophical differences.”

			From his expression, it was clear he didn’t buy her justifications.

			How did he always see right through her?

			Trying to move the conversation on, Rowan lifted the phone and flashed the image of the festival’s feed. “Mom was totally against this. I don’t know how we’re going to convince her of more…drastic changes.”

			“Mmm.” Gavin stood, pacing across the deck. His brow furrowed, and his hand rose to his chin in an expression she recognized as his “chasing down a line of thinking” look. “I’ve been thinking…The other day, my father made an offhand comment about how the festival grounds sit empty for most of the year. ‘Washing money down the drain.’ ”

			“There’s the farmer’s market during the growing months,” said Rowan. “And the summer concert series.” The summer tourism season wasn’t as dense as the winter, but there was always a steady stream of city people passing through on their way to the great outdoors.

			“True,” he said, “but that’s only on the weekends, and there’s still half a year of nothing.”

			Rowan got to her feet, popping a finger into her mouth and hooking a fingernail between her front teeth. This line of thinking had promise. What could they propose for the grounds? Not something too dramatic, or they’d have to take down all the permanent structures. The decor would probably have to be interchangeable, but hopefully not the basic layout.

			She walked to the edge of the deck, propping her arms onto the rail and leaning against it as she mulled it over. A moment later, Gavin came to settle beside her.

			“Don’t fall,” he warned, voice oddly wistful.

			She played at leaning farther out, belly to the rail, and he looped his hands around her middle and pulled her back with a spin so that he could look in her eyes. Pressed chest to chest, she soaked in the feeling of his heart beating, the strength of his hands on her body.

			The familiar quality of his features caught her off guard—the ridge line of his brow, the slight crook of his nose, the small scar over his lip, whose groove ended exactly where her finger expected. One could almost think she’d spent years studying that face; that it had maddeningly commanded attention across classrooms and assembly halls as she tried to break down the arithmetic of his masculine beauty.

			She ran her thumb along the speckled stubble of his jaw and lifted onto her toes to press her lips to his. It was a long, savoring kiss, gentle in its exploration of the curve of lips. Tongue caressed tongue, and she slid her hands into his jacket to run them up and down his chest. His fingers explored the bottom of her sweater, traveling inside to where they caressed the bare flesh of her back.

			Heat gathered in the center of her body. Every light of the world had lit up, like she was readying for a spell, but he overwhelmed her sight, and in the places where they touched, his vital lines seemed to join with hers in a seamless exchange of energy.

			The longer they kissed, the more that energy mounted. And when she finally pulled away, it released.

			Rowan tensed, afraid of what she might have done—what she might have once more unknowingly cast—but then a branch cracked, sending snow tumbling to the ground in a playful eddy.

			It settled over a collection of small, brightly colored houses with triangular peaks arranged at the base of the old and thickest of the fir trees. Someone had carefully tended the snow to keep them from being swallowed in the drifts.

			“Are those elf houses?” asked Rowan.

			Gavin followed her eyes and nodded. “Grandmother Ana’s. Her parents brought them when they emigrated from Iceland.”

			“Do you think she would mind if I…?” But Rowan didn’t wait for an answer. She all but leaped down the stairs, Gavin at her heels.

			Falling to her knees in the snow, she peeked inside the first of the houses. The interior twinkled with discarded candy wrappers. She pulled a candy cane left from her shift at the festival out of her pocket and tucked it inside.

			“I don’t know how it isn’t overflowing by now,” said Gavin with a chuckle. “Everyone wants to leave something.”

			Rowan withdrew her hand from the house and turned around, opening her fingers to show him what had been inside. Empty wrappers—a collection of holidays past. There were Cadbury egg foils and shells of gold leprechaun coins, bat-shaped Reese’s and mooncake bags stamped with lotuses.

			They were all empty.

			Gavin wasn’t impressed. “Grandpa Peter must eat them when she isn’t looking.”

			“Or maybe…” murmured Rowan with a smile.

			“Maybe little men climb out of the trees to eat cheap candy?”

			Trying to pin down a thought, Rowan murmured, “It’s not the quality of the gift, it’s the giving. It’s the giving they appreciate.” She returned to her thoughts. Something tugged at the edge of her consciousness, wanting to be considered. Her mouth opened wide as the idea came into clarity. “More holidays.”

			“What?” asked Gavin.

			She was tingling as she said, “There are more holidays.”

			“Yes…” said Gavin, slightly amused. “That’s true.”

			She swiped a bit of snow off the roof of the nearest elf house and tossed it at him. “So, what if we had more festivals?”

			“More holiday festivals,” he murmured, turning it over. “That’s got legs…”

			She paced in front of the elf houses. “For the fall, we could go totally spooky. The Carnival of the Dead. Samhain, Día de Los Muertos, Obon…Oh! For spring, we’d kick things off with Holi…”

			Gavin had been nodding along at first, but the more she said, the more he grew neutral. “What?” she asked.

			He chose his words carefully. “I’m trying to imagine my father reacting to this. Because he’s the one we need to convince. For the fall festival, he’s going to ask about Oktoberfest. Pumpkin patches, beer steins, hayrides…crowd pleasers.”

			“I mean, we’d do some of that, sure…But there’s already a huge Oktoberfest in Leavenworth.” She failed to disguise the annoyance in her voice.

			“It doesn’t need to be that exactly. The point is: You need to think a little more mainstream with him, and probably also to be sure these new festivals bring in crowds. And Elk Ridge needs crowds.”

			She hiked back to the deck, arms shoved over her chest. “I understand that is…safer. But isn’t there something to be said for being a unique concept? Something that sets you apart? A ‘clear brand identity’?”

			Gavin chuckled. “Convincing me isn’t the same as convincing him. It might work, but it will need to come in a very shiny package—”

			Thinking of Zaide’s masterful branding designs, she said, “I know exactly who to ask to help with that.”

			“—And at least the beginnings of a business plan. Projected costs…not to mention an idea of who’s going to execute it all.”

			“Oh.” That stopped Rowan in her tracks. Who was going to sign on for that? Her mom was already beyond overloaded. She wrapped her arms around her chest in a sudden chill, shivering.

			“You’re cold.” He was there, close, in a heartbeat. “I’ll remind you there’s a hot sauna right there.”

			Once again, her thoughts went to towels, and how quickly they might fall away.

			“I suppose it would be a shame to let it go to waste.”

			“And we can keep up these conversations inside…If that’s what you want.”

			She hesitated. “That might prove a bit of a challenge.”

			“You can go in by yourself if you’re more comfortable with that,” he said, misinterpreting her hesitation.

			She got in close, looking up at his face. “I never said that…Do you want to go with me?”

			His voice was low as he said, “Very much so.”
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			The smell of hot cedar and burning coals filled the sauna, dry air enveloping Rowan like a hug. She’d changed into a towel in the lodge and sprinted across the cold deck, letting out all kinds of undignified squeals and grunts.

			Gavin had gotten there first, putting her in the awkward position of deciding where to sit relative to him. Decision-making was difficult at that moment, given the distraction of his bare chest and shoulders, already glistening with a sheen of sweat. It beaded in the dark hair scattered across his pecs and left a trail down the muscles of his abdomen. He had the build of a man who was consistent in his gym routine without making it his second home. Muscles defined, but not without the soft spots that implied he had better things to do than get them their own zip code.

			Aware of the reciprocal glide of his eyes over her body, she took a seat at what seemed a respectable distance. Not too close, but not too far.

			The dense air settled in, and it was like breathing soup. She pressed her shoulders back against the wood of the wall, scorching her most tense locations. Rubbing herself against it, she worked at a tight spot near the base of her neck.

			“Can I help?”

			Her eyes flew open, glancing over to where Gavin watched with an amused expression.

			Her voice came out in a squeak. “Help?”

			“You’re giving yourself the world’s most ineffective massage. Can I take over?”

			Her mouth was dry and sticky as she nodded and crossed to sit beside him, turning to expose her back his way. He shifted closer so that his legs boxed her in on either side, and then his hands arrived. Her stress melted away as he began to squeeze and rub along the rigid line of her neck muscles. He worked his way over the knots deftly, thumbs circling to break up unhappy pockets of pent-up stress, fingertips occasionally brushing dangerously underneath the edge of her towel.

			It was difficult to keep her mind in the present as she wondered whether he was always this attentive, whether he would be this attentive if they dropped the towels and the pretenses that came with them.

			He would be. She was sure of it.

			The smooth rumble of his voice, like stones swept up in a surf, arrived in her ear, causing a shiver to run down her back.

			“Is that good?” he asked.

			“Very good.” She allowed herself to relax into him, and everything she’d been holding on to slowly melted away.

			“I expected you to be tense…But this is impressive, Midwinter.”

			She shot a reply over her shoulder. “Some of us can’t afford to hire professionals to do this, McCreery.”

			“Mmm. This is all from work?”

			“Other than the new knots from this week…Yes. I…don’t have much else going on.”

			“Nonprofit work’s all-consuming. Doubly so trying to tackle what you’ve taken on.”

			She nodded, hit by an upswell of guilt at the thought of the SunlightCorps. Memories of the fundraiser rushed back, chased by shame. If they hadn’t raised enough, it was her fault. Lorena had trusted her, everyone had trusted her, even Dade, who had every reason not to—and it had been a mistake.

			She hadn’t deserved their trust.

			It was impossible not to think of all the spells that might have helped. She could have used spells to boost her voice, to memorize the cards, or to put them back in order when they’d fallen.

			But I might have also used spells to force them to donate, bent them to my will.

			A choked sob came out of her throat.

			His hands snapped away. “Did I hurt you?”

			“No, no, I’m fine.” But tears dripped from her eyes, ending a years-long streak of not crying in front of another person.

			“You are not fine.” He stopped, turning her around to face him.

			She tried to put words to it, but when she tried, more tears came out instead. He pulled her in close, simply holding her until she got it all out. His chin rested on her head; his arms wound around her. She hadn’t even realized how much she’d been holding in, and for how long. At least since her grandmother had died, but maybe since that night eight years ago, when everything inside her twisted into one solid knot.

			It had been so easy to get swept up, but if she ever truly embraced her magic, people would look at her the same way they had her grandmother. And if Gavin ever got any hint of it, he would hate her.

			As much as I hate myself.

			She wiped her eyes and pulled her way free from his arms to shoot him an awkward smile. He studied her quietly.

			“Sorry,” she said. “I think I killed the mood.”

			“It’s really okay.”

			Lightly nudging him with her elbow, she said, “Did you know your sexy shoulder rubs had the power to make the ladies break down completely?”

			Laughing lightly, he said, “It’s a first for me.”

			“I’m honored,” she joked, but she couldn’t help feeling like wacky Rowan Midwinter and not whatever version of Rowan he had wanted to go into a sauna with. She needed to hold it together, so that he didn’t see too much.

			With a spike of anxiety, she glanced around the sauna, looking for any evidence that the moment they’d shared had made her magic go wild again.

			But nothing had changed. At least she’d gotten a handle on that.

			An insistent knock at the door sent them scooting apart from one another. A loud male voice called out, “Everyone decent in there?”

			Gavin’s face widened in surprise as he called back, “Dad?”
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			Dennis McCreery’s voice filled the room as he scarfed down kransenkake and swilled coffee.

			“So, imagine my surprise when I heard ski patrol had been called out to take my son to Aelfhome on Christmas Eve, with a guest no less.” At that, he glanced at Rowan, and she swore she caught his eyes narrowing.

			They sat around the lodge’s communal table. A few guests had come in to use the kitchen and were stomping around, leaving dripping trails. Gavin’s grandparents were back as well, bustling to prepare dinner. Grandfather Peter turned out to be a tall, narrow, mustached man who was even quieter than his grandson. He’d said a simple hello before returning to his labors.

			“I told them only to come if they weren’t busy,” said Gavin.

			Dennis’s chest shook with a laugh, and he held up his hands. “I came out here to pick you up, not to chastise. We need to get back to the house. Get things ready for people to come over.”

			“I did a lot of the prep this morning,” said Gavin. “I don’t think there’s much left…”

			“More than I can do on my own,” said Dennis.

			“Such as?”

			“The lights,” said Dennis with a snap of the fingers and a wink to go with it. “Don’t want me to fall off the ladder and break something, do you?”

			Rowan stared at him in disbelief. The appeal might have made sense coming from a frail old man, but Dennis McCreery was a mountaineer.

			This man is the definition of learned helplessness.

			Despite the obviousness of the ploy, Gavin gave in. “Of course not,” he said before looking at Rowan with a small smile of apology. “I guess it is time we head out.”

			She looked from Gavin back to Dennis, who smiled at her with a gleam of triumph.

			“I’ll ask Grandpa Peter to get the snowcat going,” said Gavin.

			Dennis was already shaking his head before Gavin finished. “I brought along our skis. We can get our traditional Christmas Eve run in.” He fixed his gaze on Rowan. “Of course, if Rowan can’t ski…”

			“I grew up here—I can ski,” said Rowan, frustration bleeding into her voice. “Though it’s been…a while.”

			“Your muscles don’t forget,” said Gavin, smiling down at her. “And I’ll be right there.”

			“I don’t have any skis, though,” she said.

			“Ahh, such a shame…” began Dennis, but Ana stepped out of the kitchen, cutting him off. The look she shot Dennis suggested there was no love lost between the old woman and her son-in-law.

			“She can borrow a pair of mine,” said Ana. “Leave them at the shed in the parking lot. We’ll grab them when we go down for guests later.”

			“Excellent,” said Gavin, eyes bright. “We can all go together!”

			If he noticed he was the only one excited about that, he didn’t acknowledge it, only got to his feet and prepared for the journey down the mountain.
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			Ana helped Rowan try on borrowed boots and skis as Gavin and Dennis readied themselves across the snowfield in front of the lodge. While the old woman fussed, Rowan said, “I visited your elf houses.”

			“Did you now?” asked Ana. A smile fluttered on her face as she stabbed a set of ill-fitting skis back into the snowbank and grabbed another.

			“I left them a treat.”

			“I hope it wasn’t licorice. As soon as our family moved to America, the little folk refused to eat any more of it—chuck it right into the snow.”

			Rowan laughed. “Exactly where it belongs.” She hesitated a moment before continuing, “I think they helped me find an answer to a problem I’ve been having.”

			She tensed, wondering if Ana would laugh at that. But Gavin’s grandmother only nodded as if it made perfect sense. She laid a new pair of skis at Rowan’s feet, sweeping excess snow from the bindings.

			“Be a good neighbor,” said Ana, “and your neighbors will be there when you need them.”

			Kicking her boots free of snow, Rowan stepped into the skis with a satisfying click. Across the snowfield, Dennis said something that made Gavin’s face crack in a soft laugh. Rowan studied them, wrestling with feelings of irritation that Dennis had hijacked their day—and that Gavin had let him.

			“Let’s see you turn in a circle,” said Ana. “Try to keep them parallel. That will show us what your body remembers.”

			Rowan did as she was ordered, trying to move in a circle without crossing the skis and making a complete fool of herself. Snow sprayed with her steps in a series of delightful thumps.

			“You know,” said Ana, watching her with a small smile, “this is the first time he’s brought someone to Aelfhome.”

			“Really?” Rowan glanced her way, momentarily distracted from the task at hand and briefly crossing her skis with a click of hard plastic.

			The old woman smiled and nodded. “I think it’s a sort of sanctuary for him. A place where he was free of his father’s needs, and the many things others were constantly asking of him. The friends he had as a boy…” She shook her head with a scornful frown. “They always wanted something, and unfortunately, he has an impossible time saying no. Easier to just hide out. That fiancée he had…”

			Rowan’s eyes widened. Fiancée? He’d had a fiancée?

			“She was the same way. Peter and I were grateful when it didn’t work out.”

			“Not his dad?”

			Ana chuckled ruefully. “No, he saw none of the problems in that relationship. But how could he when they mirrored his own?”

			The insight into Gavin brought on a nervous blip in her chest. There wasn’t any chance she’d taken advantage of that instinct, had she? To be next in the line of people who exploited his giving nature was something she’d never allow herself.

			“Was it that way with Dennis and Sarah?”

			The old woman’s face crumpled. “No. Sarah would never have allowed that. He was a different man when she was here. Losing her…it affected him deeply.” She frowned. “But that’s no excuse for making his son pick up his slack. Anyway…” Ana put a hand on Rowan’s shoulder and inspected the circle in the snow with a satisfied nod. “The body doesn’t forget.”

			Gavin skied up to the side of the house with an effortless grace, sliding to a tidy stop. “Well? How’s it going over here?” Moments later, Dennis came to a stop beside him.

			“She moved the skis like they were a part of her,” said Ana. “She’ll be okay.”

			“ ‘Okay’ implies many outcomes,” said Rowan. “One of which is ‘not dead but definitely not upright.’ ”

			“The snowcat is still an option,” offered Dennis. Her eyes narrowed his way.

			You would like that, wouldn’t you?

			Rowan held her tongue, saying, “I’ll take my chances with ‘okay.’ ”

			“Well then,” said Dennis with a too-bright smile, “let’s go.”
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			A wind picked up as they followed the paths down the mountain from Aelfhome, which were deeply cut and well-trodden. Many of the people who came to stay skied down from the lodge, following the sequence of switchbacks through the forest. Watching the increasing sway of branches overhead with a wary eye, Rowan opened her awareness to the weather, letting its wild, kinetic energy flow through her. Though it had been a long time since she’d sensed it, she knew what it meant—a storm was coming.

			She wanted to get off the slopes—away from Dennis, away from the winds—as quickly as possible. But muscles she’d forgotten she even had were groaning in protest before they’d even hit the halfway mark. Every year they’d had a skiing unit in PE, heading out to the snowy hills by the high school, but she’d never been one to do it for fun.

			“Don’t lift so much in your stride,” offered Gavin. “Push and glide, push and glide.” He demonstrated the proper way to move the skis.

			Trying his suggestions did nothing but bring her to a halt. “I think I might have to do it my own terrible way.”

			“Not terrible,” he said with an encouraging smile. “Just…not very efficient, energy-wise.”

			“It’s what I’ve got,” said Rowan, trying to hide that her breathing was getting labored.

			They skied on in silence for a few minutes, and she did her best to ignore her growing exhaustion and the mounting energy of the storm. The day darkened around them. It was only midafternoon, but at this latitude, so close to the shortest day of the year, that was early enough for the sun to dip behind the mountains and shadows to encroach.

			“So you had a fiancée?” she blurted.

			Gavin’s head swiveled toward her. “Where did you hear about that?”

			“Your grandmother mentioned it.”

			His head turned back away, and he was quiet for a moment. Finally, he said, “I did.”

			“What happened?”

			“It just didn’t work out.”

			In that moment, the trail diverged into two paths, and Dennis veered to the right. With a frown, Gavin called out, “Isn’t that way longer?”

			“Road less traveled!” called Dennis.

			Longer? Rowan didn’t want to be here longer. She didn’t want to be here at all. She was tired, a storm was coming, and her emotions were all over the place, had been since her breakdown in the sauna and only aggravated by Dennis’s interference.

			“I thought we were in a hurry to prep for Christmas Eve,” said Gavin.

			“Not that much of a hurry,” returned Dennis.

			Gavin ran a gloved hand over his mouth but said nothing more. She struggled to speed up and try to get closer.

			“Gavin,” she said. He glanced back. “There’s a storm coming. We really need to get back to the car.”

			“How do you…?” He peered through the canopy, catching sight of the dark clouds. “Right. Dad, the weather’s turning.”

			Dennis scoffed. “I know this mountain. We’ve got time.”

			Gavin fell back into pace with Rowan. “It’s not all that much longer this way,” he offered, by way of apology. He glanced her up and down and must have noticed that she was looking worn down because he said, “Did you want to try again to adjust your stride?”

			“No,” she snapped, irritation speaking first.

			“Are you sure?” he asked, and his tone forced her to realize how self-defeating she was being.

			“Okay,” she said. “Let’s give this a try.”

			“Your arms are good. Your trouble’s still mainly in the legs.” He leaned over to run his hand from her hip to her knee. “The momentum should come from the thrust of your hip and knee.”

			“You’re telling me to focus on…thrusting my hips?” Her voice took a sly downturn. Gavin’s cheeks flushed pink, but he hummed in agreement.

			Despite the distracting nature of the lesson, Rowan tried again with his suggestions. After a few awkward missteps, she moved along more easily.

			“Uh, I think I actually got it?”

			“I knew you would.”

			They shared a smile and for a second, Rowan thought he might lean in to brush his lips against hers, but he shifted his gaze to his father as they returned to navigating the forest.

			“Push and glide, push and glide,” Rowan whispered to herself, trying to internalize the lesson. “Push and glide, push and glide.”

			The wind howled hard enough to crack a branch somewhere in their periphery. Rowan couldn’t help it—she yelped.

			It was finally bothering Dennis as well. Gavin’s father looked back at her, voice tense. “Can you pick it up at all?”

			Her simmering irritation flared into a high boil. Was he trying to say this was her fault? The wind battered her from the side, threatening to knock her off balance.

			“I’m doing what I can,” she said, her voice tight.

			Gavin glanced at her with concern and shook his head in his father’s direction. “If we push ourselves too hard and get stuck, we’ll be in a far worse position than if we go slow but steady.”

			Dennis shook his head but said nothing more. Rowan shot Gavin a grateful look, and he nodded, returning to scanning their surroundings with wary eyes. The trees shook and bent with the rhythm of the gales, which sent enough snow cascading from their branches to create the illusion of a fresh snowfall. Despite the heat of overexertion, the wind froze the skin of her face in a numbing chill.

			They only passed a few minutes more before there was another cracking branch—close enough this time to see it crash to the earth a few feet off the path.

			“I’m going to move up and talk to my dad again,” said Gavin. “You going to be okay?”

			She nodded and gestured him on, watching as he effortlessly sped up to catch the older man.

			I can do something about this.

			She recoiled at the notion, scoffing. Being able to convince the wind to blow snow off a roof was entirely different from bringing a storm to heel. The wind liked to blow. Telling it not to blow would be met with considerably less good humor.

			But what if she could convince it to divert from their path? It wouldn’t have to stop—just go around.

			Shit, it was worth a try.

			After only a few moments more of hesitation, Rowan did her best to relax and open herself up, but the energy of the storm zapped her like a live wire. The mountain kicked and screamed.

			She took a few deep breaths to steady herself and plunged back in, gritting her teeth. When she pulled in the storm’s energy, it lit her every nerve on fire, but she pushed on, building power, trying to catch the attention of the wind. It was usually so pliant, but it lashed out as she approached. It wanted nothing but to howl mindlessly.

			She pushed against it, asserting her will as she formed a protective circle, visualized their pathway growing still and safe, and then began to chant in a low voice,

			
				Clear us a path, let us go,

				Unharmed, unharried through the snow.

				By the power of three by three,

				As I do will it, so mote it be.

			

			The wind screamed in resistance. She asserted herself again. Sweat, long since gathered from the effort of skiing, dripped down her face. There was a genuine risk that when this was over, she would be left completely worn out, and if it didn’t work, she was screwed. Still, she drew in power, and then tried again, repeating the words and visualizing the outcome they needed.

			Please.

			In a blink, the resistance gave and the wind stilled. The sudden dropout was eerie, especially because it was still audibly howling in the not-too-distant surroundings. But their path was quiet, still. The party stopped, gazing around with wide eyes.

			Holy shit—I did it.

			She had calmed a storm. Ahead, Dennis murmured, “Fifty-seven years on this mountain, and I’ve seen nothing like this.”

			“I think I read about this somewhere,” said Rowan in a quick lie. “Maybe they call it a wind tunnel?”

			Gavin studied her close. “Isn’t a ‘wind tunnel’ the opposite?”

			“Okay, not that, then,” said Rowan, averting her gaze, as if he might see what she’d done reflected in her eyes.

			“Well,” said Dennis, “we should get going before it changes its mind. We’re almost there. Let’s go.” He kicked off.

			“One more push,” said Gavin in an encouraging tone.

			She should have been exhausted, but she was wired. High on the elation that she had called out to the wind, and that it had listened.
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			Their ride down the mountain was quiet. Rowan went over the moment with the wind again and again. Her instinct to find fault in what she’d done was finally quiet. She only reveled in the feeling that there had been a need, and she had risen to meet it. Whatever was going on in Gavin’s mind, behind the shutters of his eyes, she left him to it.

			“I’ll call you” was all he said as he dropped her at the doorstep and gave her a brief kiss.

			Then he was gone, speeding off to his obligations to his father.
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			Blanketed in snow, the coven’s circle was even more beautiful than it had been when last they assembled. The candlelight reflected off its smooth white surface and the hopeful faces of the coven. With little light pollution, the velvety night sky was lit with brilliant pinpricks and the smears of distant galaxies.

			Despite her fatigue, raising power came easily this time, and Rowan simply enjoyed the feeling of her voice joining that of her family and her oldest friends. Her body synced to the music they made, luxuriating in ripples of muscle and a rhythmic tapping of feet. The pulse of unity swept her up, and she appreciated how, when her energy would naturally dip, someone else’s magic rose to meet it, buoying her and the spell until she had recovered.

			It was a far cry from Rowan’s normal existence, in which every day was a careful measure of exactly what she and she alone could accomplish, and if she was sick, or waylaid, or simply exhausted, it all backed up, like logs snagging in a jam to dam a river, requiring her to triple her efforts to make up for it all before the flood waters burst.

			To return to that in a week—back to a life where she had to solve every problem and wash every dish and woke up most mornings only to move to the desk under the window. Well, the thought of it all arrived with an ever-mounting dread and resistance.

			There was no plan to reconvene inside after they returned to the Midwinter house this time, but Rowan was desperate to talk to someone about what had happened on the mountain and that person would not be her mother.

			Before Zaide could climb into her car, Rowan snagged her by the sleeve.

			“Can you stay?”

			Zaide took one look at her face and said, “Of course.”

			The two of them settled under heavy blankets on the porch swing. It was the same spot they’d staked as teenagers to go over plots, gossip, and plan. They didn’t cuddle up with the same intimacy they’d once shared, but the distance between them was no longer as wide as it had been on Rowan’s first day back in town.

			Zaide finished rolling a joint and lit the end with a flicker of flame that appeared with a snap of her fingers. Its burning red ember flared with her inhale. As she released a trail of smoke, she leaned back and propped her leg up against the railing of the front porch. She held it out in offering, but Rowan waved it down.

			“Still afraid of letting go of the reins for a bit, huh?” said Zaide with a chuckle.

			Rowan wrinkled her nose in consternation. “It’s not about that.”

			“Oh, really?”

			“Okay, maybe…Ugh. Pass it over.”

			Zaide handed her the joint, and she considered it a moment before putting it to her lips and taking a big hit. The scorch of it hit her lungs, and she coughed in a spasm, passing it back while waving smoke out of her face.

			“That’s why,” she said, with another coughing fit.

			“It’s because you don’t know,” said Zaide, taking another puff. “Goes away with time and practice.”

			“Because you kill all the nerves, you mean…You still buying from my uncle?”

			“Of course. There’s no pot like witch pot, and his prices aren’t bad.” When Zaide offered it again, Rowan shook her head, preferring instead to drink in the cool night air. “So, why’d you drag me out here?”

			The entire story of her day came out then. Zaide was rapt, cheering at all the right moments, letting out noises of frustration when it was appropriate. When Rowan admitted to bringing an end to the sauna encounter with her breakdown, Zaide blew a raspberry.

			“Hurry up and fuck, you two,” she said, pounding on the arm of the chair with each word in emphasis.

			“You’re not going to scold me for ‘fraternizing with the industrialists’?”

			Zaide snorted. “First off, I’m not eighty. Second, I’m not part of this long messy history you all cling to like it’s a core part of your identity. Third, I already told you—it’s always been obvious you two wanted to tear each other’s clothes off. Even back in high school.”

			Rowan was stunned. “Excuse me? You did not say that—you said he got under my skin.”

			Zaide’s mouth curled into a smirk. “Exactly.”

			The accusation sank in, and Rowan held out a hand for the joint to take another hit, coughing again but keeping the smoke down a little longer this time.

			Was it possible that this had been more than a decade in the making? Was that why this desperate wanting came on so fast, so strong, denying common sense?

			“You know,” said Zaide, “there was a time I almost thought you two finally did it.”

			Rowan’s head rolled her way. “Really?”

			“Yeah, I mean, there was this period of a few weeks, maybe a month, where the two of you seemed…” She gazed into the distance, taking a hit as she considered how to say it. “Like you were up to something together, and you were happy as shit about it. Anyway, it didn’t last. Things went back to normal pretty quick.” She studied Rowan. “You have no clue what I’m talking about?”

			“None,” said Rowan, shaking her head. “I wish I did. Maybe we were really excited about a project we were working on together?”

			Zaide snorted. “If it was a ‘study of the human body.’ Please, no one looks that happy about school projects. Not even you nerds.”

			Not knowing how to parse the revelation, Rowan changed the subject. She leaned over, excited. “Speaking of that, Gavin’s in on Operation Holly and Ivy.”

			Zaide was quiet. She took a long drag off the joint and studied it, avoiding Rowan’s eyes.

			“What?” asked Rowan.

			“There are just…reasons it might not’ve been so smart to involve him.”

			“I thought you were too enlightened for the feud?”

			Zaide shook her head. “It’s not about that.”

			“What then? Something about Gavin? You were literally pounding your fist in support of me jumping his bones like a minute ago.”

			Zaide crossed her arms over her chest and sighed. “Screwing someone and screwing them out of millions are two different things. One kind of complicates the desire to do the other.”

			“Those are his dad’s potential millions.”

			“And who inherits it all when the old man goes?”

			Rowan opened her mouth to reply, but the question stopped her in her tracks.

			“Look,” said Zaide, “he’s a good egg, but he doesn’t have as much riding on this as the rest of us. Not by a long shot.”

			“Maybe not,” admitted Rowan. “He’s on our side, though. Trust me on that, please? Plus, we need him. Someone in this group needs to understand things like ‘What does ROI stand for?’ ”

			“I do not want to have to care about that,” said Zaide. She relented with a sigh. “Okay, okay…Just try to remember: He wins however this ends.”

			A humming had started in Rowan’s center, moving slowly outward. The pot was hitting. Her head was lightening, and her words drifted out, sad and sincere. “I will…”

			Zaide leaned against her. “For the record, my position on ‘fuck already’ has not changed.”

			“So supportive,” said Rowan, leaning back.

			“Speaking of supportive…I’ve got something to show you.” Zaide pulled out her phone, flashing an email Rowan’s way. It was an application to apprentice with a tattoo artist. Rowan gasped and clapped her hands together.

			“Z, this is huge!”

			“I don’t have it yet. And this shit is expensive, but…” Her smile was light, pleased. “It’s the first step. Toward something that’s all mine.” She shot back up, jittery with excitement, raking a hand through her short black hair. “I’ve got this idea…Tattoos with, like, intention magic. I work with my client to figure out what the fuck they want from their lives, and we commit it to their skin.”

			“I just got tingles.”

			Zaide grinned goofily. “So you think it’s a good idea?”

			“I think it’s a brilliant idea.” Rowan leaned back in her seat. “Wow. You’re gonna change lives, Zaide.”

			“I’m sure as shit gonna try.” Zaide settled back into place beside her, and they lay that way for a minute, enjoying the slow spread of the oncoming high.

			Finally, Rowan broke the silence. “So Gavin and I…We came up with a pitch. It’s good, but we’re going to need everyone to make it real before New Year’s Eve…”

			By the time she had finished explaining, Zaide had already pulled out a notebook and was sketching. She flipped it when Rowan was done, revealing a quick view of the festival grounds, transformed from a quaint winter town to a ghoulish village of the dead.

			“How did I know you’d dive right into Samhain?” asked Rowan with a clap of delight.

			“Winter holidays’ve never really been my thing, but this right here? This is my shit. Goddess, how are we just now thinking of this?”

			“I don’t know,” admitted Rowan, the shimmying sensation of her oncoming high spilling out into laughter. “I needed elves to give me the idea. They basically had to throw candy in my face.”

			“We’re fucking hopeless,” said Zaide, giggling through her fingers.

			“No, we’re not,” said Rowan, eyes going wide as she watched the stars expand and dance overhead. “Not anymore.”

			At that, the magical humming intensified. The world seemed to reverberate—a chorus of wind rustling leaves, pebbles clattering across shores, rhythmic breath, gurgling streams, the slow churn of magma in the Earth’s core, stars pulsing in distant galaxies. The world song. She was a part of it. A part of everything.

			What had once seemed empty was now so very, very full.

			Rowan reached out for Zaide’s hand, and when she saw the expression on her old friend’s face, she was certain Zaide heard it too.

			“Witch pot,” she whispered.

			“Fucking witch pot,” repeated Zaide.

			They burst into laughter, and the laughter joined the song, and in that moment, the possibilities seemed endless.
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			December 25

			The Fifth Day of Yule

			The second round of snow was gentler than the first—arriving Christmas morning with little fanfare. It passed in intermittent flurries, dusting the surface of the old snowfall, but not to the depths they had hoped. Rowan kept finding excuses to pass by the window and check its progress, disappointed every time, trying not to note the way her mother did the same.

			Christmas was a subdued occasion in the Midwinter home, being one day among many instead of the whole shebang, but they’d always spent it focused on her father’s traditions. Joe Midwinter woke up with the dawn so that oozing sticky buns arrived fresh out of the oven as soon as everyone else was up.

			Stephan arrived with a reindeer-horn-clad Ozzy and a thermos of quality coffee, and they tore free bites of steaming, cinnamon-infused dough, hands sticky with honey and molten sugar. The dog scoured the floor with his wiggling nose, catching anything that fell.

			When their hands were clean and bellies full, they opened the stockings, which were full of small useful things Joe had gathered over the year in hardware store sales. Things he assumed, correctly, that his adult children had failed to buy for themselves. Rowan shook free a glasses repair kit, jacket patching material, and a small set of hex wrenches.

			After stockings came gifts. Ozzy received a fresh blanket and many bags of treats. Liliana handed each of them a jar of rose-colored candies wrapped in ribbon. Pop one in your mouth at the onset of a coming malady and the illness would likely pass with little fuss. They tasted terrible, but they worked.

			Joe had built Liliana a new greenhouse, and for Stephan he’d put together a worktable. “You can’t fit anything I make onto a plane,” he told Rowan. “And I know you’ve got no room in your apartment anyway, so here.” He handed her a check for thirty dollars made out to the SunlightCorps. “It isn’t much.”

			She threw her arms around him and said, “It’s everything.”

			With an inhale to stave off a rush of tears, she rose to distribute her gifts. For her mother there was a bag of material for spellwork, all reclaimed from thrifted garments of significance—wedding dresses, christening gowns, graduation robes. Carefully labeled so that Liliana would know what sort of energy she was dealing with.

			Stephan’s gift was similar. More thrifted items for spellwork. Her father’s present was simpler—a bag of books she’d enjoyed that she knew he would appreciate as well.

			Finally, Stephan handed out a series of red and green envelopes. First up was Joe’s—an image of woodland caribou, racing away through the trees. Her brother spent nearly all his free time in the wilds of the Pacific Northwest with Ozzy, laying down protective charms for endangered flora and fauna.

			As his gift to each member of his family, he focused on a species of their choosing. After all, there were only so many treks one could take, and his family’s requests helped him make the difficult decision of where to focus his energies.

			Joe’s voice was thick with emotion. “You found them this year.”

			“I did,” said Stephan, and the two men embraced. Rowan hadn’t been there to see it, of course. Her envelope had come in the mail for the last many years. But she’d heard he hadn’t been able to find the caribou last year.

			Liliana’s envelope contained a field of golden paintbrush flowers, their thick stalks rising high on a Washington prairie, while Rowan’s revealed the curious faces of tufted penguins peering out from a rocky gray strand of coast, their orange beaks a brilliant streak of color in the gloomy landscape.

			Rowan had gone with him there once—mere months before she stopped casting. They’d kayaked to an offshore island and placed warding stones around its perimeter without stepping onto land, careful not to disturb any of the nesting pairs. As they’d left, she’d looked back and spied the colony arranged along a cliff’s edge, watching them go in silent vigil.

			She’d been aware of something then, something she’d let herself lose sight of. Grand designs to save the world fell apart so easily, but small concrete actions to protect who and what you love?

			That was magic.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			The lumbering shape of her uncle’s brown pickup, topped with a white fiberglass shell, appeared in the driveway as her uncle and cousin arrived to join them in a walk to town. Drew sidled up alongside Rowan and shoved a small bottle into her hand.

			“What’s this?” she asked.

			“Another present from your favorite uncle,” he said with a self-satisfied grin. He shoved his hands deep in his pockets with a jaunty walk.

			“It’s a love potion,” warned Kel. Their crow followed along overhead, circling from tree to tree to match the progress of the human party.

			“A love potion?” sputtered Rowan, and she shoved it back his way. “You expect me to use a love potion on someone?”

			“Nah, it’s for you,” he said, elbowing her. “Chill you out a bit so you don’t shoot yourself in the tit again.”

			Rowan flushed and crossed her arms firmly over her chest. “I am not drugging myself.”

			Drew shook his head toward Kel. “Should’ve let me tell her it was to soften that rat’s nest she’s got going.” Rowan touched her mass of curls self-consciously.

			“I would’ve told her the truth,” muttered Kel, burrowing deeper into their navy blue peacoat.

			“Teach me to share my plans with you!” said Drew, throwing his arms to the sky. He jogged to catch up with Liliana and Joe, leaving the younger Midwinters alone. Ozzy wove between them, snuffling at the ground.

			“What exactly was in that?” Rowan asked Kel.

			“Every aphrodisiac he keeps in stock.”

			“Didn’t think Uncle Drew knew the word ‘aphrodisiac,’ ” Stephan interjected as he hurled a stick for Ozzy. The old hound chased after it into the trees, the bells on his collar tinkling. Ozzy leaped into the snow with the abandon of a puppy, despite his nearly ten years of age.

			“He doesn’t. He calls them his ‘sexy spices.’ Added to a base of hawthorn and honey, mixed on a Friday in a new moon.” Kel looked at Rowan. “He wanted to use you as a test subject. Ever since Grandma died, he’s been after her clients.”

			“Well, I keep feeling better and better about this,” muttered Rowan.

			As long as there had been witches in Elk Ridge, people had come to them for magical help—even if it meant approaching under the cover of night, so that by day they could continue to disavow witchcraft. Chief among those requests were spells of health, fertility, money, and, of course, love.

			People knew better than to go to Liliana Midwinter for the latter two. Money had always been out of the question, and as for love, it fell firmly into magical territory that Liliana considered forbidden. Grandmother Madeleine had had no such compunctions, and neither, it seemed, did Drew.

			“You been doing any potion work with your dad lately?” asked Stephan.

			“A little,” said Kel with a shrug. In the distance, their crow companion cawed, and Kel looked up at the trees, nodding.

			“Kel, are you…able to talk to your friend there?” asked Rowan, glancing at the trees.

			“To Zo? Talk, not really. Communicate, yes.”

			The answer was both surprising and exciting. She hadn’t heard of someone having that ability, but her grandmother had always stressed that there were so many lost spells. Entire generations of magical knowledge had been destroyed in history’s many witch hunts.

			They burned more than women in those fires, Grandmother Madeleine had said. They burned the knowing of women.

			“Just crows or…?” prodded Stephan. He was studying their cousin closely, and Rowan could guess what he was thinking. Ozzy returned with the stick, trotting beside them.

			Kel shrugged. “All the corvids, a few other birds.”

			“Is there a different spell for each one?”

			“More like variations, but you need to figure out the changes.”

			“You know, those spells would be really useful to Stephan’s work,” said Rowan.

			“How do you feel about hiking, Kel?” asked Stephan. Though he was playing it cool, Rowan knew how much it would mean for someone to join him on his walkabouts. Not only would Kel’s power expand the possibilities, but her brother, not solitary by nature, would finally have a trail buddy.

			“Hate it,” said Kel, but their posture softened. “But, if it’s for a good cause…”

			“Speaking of collaboration…” began Rowan, and, checking that Liliana was well out of earshot, she pitched Operation Holly and Ivy to Stephan and Kel.

			“Please,” she finished. “Do not tell Mom any of this yet.”

			“Let me get this straight,” Stephan said, crossing his arms. “Your answer to not wanting Mom to think you are undermining her is to…sneak around behind her back?”

			Rowan winced. “I want it to be further along when we pitch it, so that she doesn’t dismiss it out of hand.”

			“Or she’ll feel conspired against and shut down. But your choice. For what it’s worth, I think it’s a good idea. I’ll help however I can.”

			“I’m in,” said Kel. “Better than being stuck at home with Dad.”

			Ahead, the older Midwinters came to a stop. Deep in conversation, Rowan hadn’t been tracking what route they’d taken into town, and so she was caught completely off guard when she realized where they’d gone.

			The strip mall at the site of the old Midwinter house.

			“I want a branch from the oak for the altar,” said Liliana Midwinter, face set stubbornly.

			The only thing that remained of her grandmother’s home and the lush gardens that had surrounded it were four trees—an oak, a hawthorn, an ash, and a birch, now dotting a strip mall parking lot. Dennis McCreery had tried to cut them down during construction, but every time, something stopped it.

			Tools broke, branches fell on heads, unpredictable storms rained out workdays. Pretty soon every arborist in five counties knew the job wasn’t worth the trouble, and so the new buildings had gone up around them, and members of the coven still regularly harvested their wood for spellwork.

			Her mother walked up to the oak, stroking its old trunk gently, connecting with it before she would move to work off a branch.

			Rowan stared at the strip mall, willing memories to stay away. But they came regardless. A rounded porch with gingerbread rails, the sharp points of gables, the tower room that had been her favorite place to sit with her grandmother, talking magic and people watching.

			It all came back in a painful tumble, and with a sharp inhale, she turned on her heel, proceeding on down the road while everyone else waited for her mother to finish.

			At the end of the block, the Presbyterian church was releasing its congregation from Christmas morning services, Pastor Thomas greeting each of her congregants in turn.

			Gavin emerged from the crowd and caught sight of her. His face lit up, and he mouthed, Hi! And then, Wait there!

			Her stomach butterflied, and she waved as he pushed his way through the crowd and across the street to come to stand in front of her, hovering close enough that she could smell the tang of peppermint on his breath.

			“Merry Christmas,” she said.

			His brow wrinkled as he returned, “Happy…Fifth Day of Yule?”

			“Impressive math skills there, McCreery,” she said with a grin.

			“I was hoping I’d run into you,” he said. “I have something.”

			He pulled a small wrapped box from his pocket and passed it over. Inside was a silver necklace shaped like a banner of twined holly and ivy. “It was my mom’s…She got it on the Europe trip—from one of the markets that inspired this place.”

			“In Heidelberg?” He nodded. Emotion rose in Rowan’s throat. “Thank you. Are you sure…?”

			“It’s just been sitting in a drawer. Now I can actually see it—on you.” Her heart fluttered as she nodded, fumbling with the clasp. “May I?”

			He took the necklace in hand and disappeared behind her. Her eyes closed in anticipation. For a moment, nothing happened. Finally, his fingers grazed the nape of her neck, sending tingles down her spine, and the cold metal of the necklace came to rest against her chest.

			His fingers trailed down, following the arch of her spine as far as her sweater would allow.

			Goddess, how she wanted him to keep going.

			But they were in a street in broad daylight on Christmas Day and the Midwinters didn’t need any fuel for the notion they’d corrupted Christmas, so she disentangled from him, reluctantly.

			“I, um, actually have something for you too. It’s not wrapped…” She pulled a cigar-shaped fountain pen from her pocket, its dark shaft accented in bright metallic bands. “It’s been sitting on my dad’s desk for as long as I can remember. I asked if he ever used it, and he said he didn’t even know how. It was a gift from some historical society he worked with while he studied abroad. He’s happy to see it going to someone who’ll use it.”

			Gavin took it, his eyes widening. “This isn’t just a pen—this is a Montblanc Meisterstück 146.”

			“Wow—identified on sight. You really are that level of nerd.”

			“Oh, yes.” He chuckled and turned it in his hands. “They say the difference in these old pens is the softness. I cannot wait to try it out.” He kissed her, the excitement clear in his lips. “Thank you. And thank your dad.”

			When he pulled away, his expression was serious. “Something’s been bothering me. Yesterday, we…never got to talk about what happened back at the sauna.” He shook his head. “I thought I saw signals that weren’t there…I moved too fast. I’m sorry.” His words were full of self-reproach, and even though it wasn’t what she’d hoped he would apologize for, a rush of emotion filled her throat.

			She shook her head, smiling and pressing a gloved hand to his chest. “No.”

			“No?” he asked, surprised.

			“My guard came down, and it was holding a lot back. But, no, you didn’t misread the signals.” Reputation be damned. She stepped in closer again to slide her hands into his jacket. “I’m not the best at giving them, but I was one hundred percent propositioning you when I invited you in.”

			“Oh?” he asked, his expression relaxing and then turning wanting.

			“Yes. Has anyone told you that you look annoyingly hot in a towel?”

			Gavin chuckled once but regarded her with wide, dark eyes that drank her in. “I’m not sure what to do with the ‘annoying’ part of that statement.” He ran a hand down her side. “But if you’re making comparisons, I have to object.”

			“Oh, you don’t have to…” she mumbled, looking down.

			He put a hand under her chin, tipping it up gently. “Yes, I do. Because you, Rowan Midwinter, were every bit ‘annoyingly’ hot in a towel. You’re hot in everything. Though especially that ivy dress.”

			“The gown? From the fundraiser?” She blinked, and he nodded. “But you barely looked at me that night.”

			Gavin raised both brows high. “Because it’s generally considered rude to stare. Not to mention, you were pretty resolved to hate me at the time. But…” He ran his hand across her cheek and back through the curls of her hair, letting his fingers tangle. “You’re undeniable, Rowan.”

			She did not have time to process the ache of want the words stirred up, because in that moment, a commotion pulled their attention back across the street.

			The rest of the Midwinters had finally arrived, and Dennis strolled down the sidewalk in their direction, McCreerys arranged behind him as if he walked at the tip of a phalanx.

			Liliana had stopped and was staring at something—a flyer hanging on a lamppost. Rowan realized then there was a similar one nearby.

			It was the Christmastown flyer she’d seen in the Nutcracker Museum. But she realized then that there were more of them.

			All over the place.

			“Oh no,” said Rowan, turning to sprint across the street toward her mother. Gavin’s footfalls followed as he came to join in the fray.

			“Well, look who it is!” said Dennis, coming to stand in front of her family with his arms clasped paternally at his front. “Merry Christmas.”

			“Merry Christmas,” said Joe Midwinter, ever the peacekeeper.

			“I’m glad we ran into each other,” said Dennis, directing his gaze at Liliana. “I wanted to be sure you planned to make the meeting on the thirty-first. You haven’t gotten back to me.”

			“It’s a busy time for us,” said Liliana, tightly.

			“You need to make time. This isn’t going away.”

			Liliana shot out a hand in a panning gesture. “The snow’s back, Dennis. The crowds’ve been good.”

			“Let’s not have this conversation now,” said Dennis. His eyes darted around to the very public setting the Midwinters and McCreerys found themselves in. “I just want to be sure you’ll be at the meeting, and then we can all go enjoy our holiday.”

			“Do you have any new offers? Anyone but the Goshen Group?”

			“It’s still the only one on the table. But you really should—”

			Liliana cut him off. “Then you know what my answer is. There’s no reason to waste my time.”

			Dennis sighed. “I didn’t want to have to point this out, but seeing as it hasn’t occurred to you—I don’t need you on board to sell the land.”

			Rowan’s mother paled. “We’d have to tear everything down and move…to where? And with what?”

			Gavin’s father spread his hands wide and shook his head with a shrug. “You’d be better off selling it. Make something off it before it sends you any deeper in the red.”

			“Never.” Liliana shook her head. “Better to burn the whole thing down!”

			The outburst shocked nearby onlookers. Cal Arthur glanced up from where he’d been chatting with Pastor Thomas. They both frowned. Even Rowan couldn’t keep a look of shock from her face. Liliana caught it and froze, looking like a deer in the headlights.

			“Do you think everyone else here would agree with that?” asked Dennis, gesturing toward the crowd. “Because I don’t think so.”

			Liliana looked away from Rowan to Cal and then to the pastor and through the crowd, and finally back at Dennis. She took a deep breath and looked him straight in the eye. “Sarah would have hated everything about this.”

			At that, Dennis’s face went beet red. “Don’t you dare bring her up.”

			“You know I’m right.”

			With a pivot, Dennis turned away, tossing his last words over his shoulder. “December thirty-first. Be there, or hear about what happens after.”

			Rowan’s mother stormed away as well, heading in the opposite direction, and their clans followed. Only Gavin and Rowan lingered, facing the divide between their parents.

			At that moment, it seemed impossibly wide.
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			December 26

			The Sixth Day of Yule

			A dark cloud settled over Liliana after the confrontation with Dennis, and it followed her into the next day. Rowan woke up to find the usually bustling kitchen still, her mother at the window, face wan in the cool morning light.

			Liliana Midwinter had spent her life casting spells for the benefit of others, and it had always seemed like the rule of three brought that back to her. She was never sick, and she’d always looked ten years younger, with most people assuming Drew was older. But in the stark light, she looked exhausted—whittled thin by her endless endeavors.

			She needed help, and she had never been taught how to ask for it.

			Slipping into her coat, Rowan went outside to gather up ingredients for breakfast.

			First stop was the chicken coop, where noisy hens huddled inside heavy batting. She didn’t expect to recognize anyone, but from the back came a loud “Cluuuck.”

			A greeting? A dismissal? It was impossible to say with Our Lady Ambrosia. The massive, speckled old hen strutted toward the front of the coop, the spurs of her legs grown long and thick. She eyed Rowan and squawked with further judgments.

			“Well, I don’t need Kel to translate that for me,” murmured Rowan.

			Her next stop was the herb garden, where she peeked under the frost blanket to trim some sage. Then into the greenhouse, where she snipped chives. When she returned to the kitchen, her mother still sat at the window, fingers worrying a frayed curtain edge.

			“Does this thing still have buttons?” asked Rowan as she dropped pans onto the stove.

			Her mother turned in time to see Rowan wave a hand, flames erupting beneath the steel grates. The sight of her daughter doing hearth magic brought a smile through Liliana’s gloom. She tried to get up and enter the kitchen, but Rowan shooed her off. She looked startled but settled on a stool at the counter’s edge as Rowan set about chopping the sage, trying to channel Gavin’s patience.

			“Can I get you some tea?” asked Rowan, filling the kettle and settling it opposite the pan.

			“Hmm. How about lavender mint?”

			Rowan turned to stare at the expansive stretch of unlabeled jars overhead. “You’re going to have to tell me which one that is.”

			Her mother pointed to one in the topmost corner, well beyond Rowan’s reach. There was no step stool, and so Rowan reached out for magic to float it down. It hopped from the shelf with a little shimmy and spun through the air as if in a downdraft, landing with a satisfying clatter on the counter.

			Liliana’s eyes shone. “I guess you’ve been doing more than just our circle magic?”

			“I’ve been…dabbling,” Rowan said, shifting her attention to cracking eggs and sprinkling sage.

			“You know,” ventured her mother, “I haven’t had a chance to say thank you.”

			“Oh, it’s okay, you don’t have to…”

			“No, I do.” Liliana reached across to place a hand on her arm. “I know how hard it was…So, thank you.”

			“You’re welcome.”

			“Thanks for helping with the festival too. We appreciate it.”

			“I am happy to do it,” insisted Rowan, surprised at how defensive her voice came out. It was the we of the sentence. It felt calculated to remind Rowan she wasn’t a part of their number. She cleared her throat. “You know I’m not great at sitting still. What else am I going to do—sit around and watch Hallmark movies and eat everything in sight?”

			“That doesn’t sound so bad,” murmured her mother, once again looking tired.

			In the quiet that followed, Stephan’s warning repeated in Rowan’s mind, and she made a decision.

			“Mom?” She scooted eggs around in the pan to avoid meeting Liliana’s gaze.

			“Yes?”

			“I want to show you something…” Rowan dropped the spatula and whipped out her phone to reveal her social media feed. Liliana looked puzzled from across the counter. “A few of us put something together…”

			She slid her phone over, noting the exact moment her mother realized what she was looking at when the woman’s face shut down.

			“Please, just keep an open mind. I promise if you do, you’ll see the purpose of this is to show off the festival as it is—not to distort it, or to trick people.” Liliana’s face was still a solid mask of refusal. “What you’ve built is great, but we need more people to know that.”

			The mask finally cracked, and with a sigh of resignation, Liliana picked up the phone and flicked through images and videos. Her expression softened, first toward acceptance and then, finally, to quiet appreciation.

			One in particular got her attention—a montage of children preparing to march in the Solstice parade, goofing around and giggling. It transitioned into the vibrant solemnity of the parade, all set to a stirring track. By the end, her eyes were wet with tears.

			“I guess Kel must’ve been on kid wrangling duty,” said Rowan. “And got all this footage. They’re an amazing video editor. Kids these days, huh?”

			Liliana grunted. “Don’t start acting like you’re an old lady, because if you are, that makes me ancient.” She continued to study the feed before finally lowering her hand to the counter. “This is a…love letter to what we do.”

			“And people are responding. I know you have no context, but those are good numbers.”

			Her mother was quiet. Finally, she said, “Well, I guess you proved me wrong.”

			Rowan stiffened. “It wasn’t about that. I wanted to help the festival…”

			Liliana held up a hand. “I know. You’re doing it in your own way…and I don’t mean that as a bad thing.” The statement was hard to swallow, given how often her mother had levied that exact phrase as an attack, but Rowan tried to relax her defenses as Liliana continued, “I should have listened to people telling me to do this exact sort of thing years ago, and now…it’s probably too late.”

			She once again lapsed into a depressive state, and Rowan charged in on the defense.

			“It’s not. You don’t have to give up. Gavin and I…we’ve got a pitch. It needs to be fleshed out, but it’s good, I think.”

			She let her mother in on the plan, finishing by saying, “We could really use you to tell us where to go from here. You’re the only person here who’s done this before. How do we make this real? I realize you are incredibly busy, so we are going to do as much as we can, but your input would be…everything.”

			For a long moment, her mother didn’t speak. Was history set to repeat itself?

			Finally, Liliana reached across the counter and squeezed her hand. A delicate tenderness bloomed in Rowan’s chest. “I think it’s a great idea…You know, we talked about this—Sarah and I—but after she died, it was all I could do to keep the one festival going, especially once I took the shop over from Grandma. Well, with all of that, the coven, you two—”

			“Let me stop you there.” Rowan held up a hand. “You have listed like three people’s worth of things, and I know you could keep going. You have leaned way too far in, and no one here is questioning why you didn’t sign up to do the work of six more people. So let us do it for you, because we’re in this together.”

			Her mother squeezed her hand one more time. “We are, aren’t we?” The stress that had been pinching her tight all but vanished. She still looked tired, but calm.

			Before Rowan could celebrate the victory, Liliana was on her feet. “Well, we’d better eat good, ’cause we’ve got a long day ahead of us.”

			“What do you mean?” asked Rowan.

			Her mother leaned in, smiling with a mischievous look about her.

			“You are going to shadow me today. You want to know how it’s done?” Liliana pulled her gray-streaked auburn hair up high and tied it tight. “Put on your boots, girlie, ’cause it’s time to do the work.”
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			As her mother promised, the day was a flurry of activity. Helping to resolve disputes between vendors and customers, restocking the concessions, cleaning up the trail of poop left behind in casual lifts of sleigh horse tails—the walkie-talkie at Rowan’s belt continuously buzzed with new tasks to keep her busy.

			As it was the first day of Kwanzaa, she spent most of her morning helping with the paper kinara children’s craft. At midday, she took a break to watch Pastor Matthews speak about the Kwanzaa theme of the day—unity. The pastor was brilliant in a red-and-green headdress and kaftan, and she spoke with the practice of the pulpit.

			Her voice urged the crowd to remember how much stronger we are when we come together to work, share, and learn.

			“But some,” she said in conclusion, “are consistently asked to work, share, and learn more than others. We’ll need to fix that for the unity to be true.”

			Rowan was called away amid the applause that followed, tasked with dealing with yet another emergency. As she jogged off, Stephan fell into line, along with one of his oldest friends, Arnauld Matthews-Lieb, who’d been there to see his mom kick off the festivities.

			“Hey there, Rowan,” said Arnauld with a charming grin. He was tall and slim but clearly muscled, with golden brown skin and black hair shaved short, wearing the deep blue uniform of a firefighter.

			“Hey, Arn,” she replied. “Your mom was brilliant as usual. How are you?”

			“Could be better.” He nudged her. “If I knew who I was having a dance with tonight.”

			“Too late there, Arn,” said Stephan. “She’s only got eyes for the little lord McCreery.”

			“No shit?” asked Arn with a nod. “Well, if he doesn’t treat you right…” He winked, and Rowan blushed. For as long as they overlapped at Elk Ridge High, her brother’s best friend had always ensured she wasn’t a complete wallflower at school dances. It had seemed like generosity on his part, but she wasn’t so sure anymore.

			“Don’t give this one your sympathies,” said Stephan, putting an arm around Arn’s shoulders. “We’ll head over to the public house. There’s a reason he’s still in uniform.”

			“The ladies love a firefighter,” Rowan said.

			“You know it,” said Arn with another wink.

			There was no respite from the festival’s needs. Before she could even finish saying good-bye, the next call came in. It seemed that the band heading into town to play for the next few nights—a Celtic trio made up of three witches—was stuck at the mountain pass, having attempted to summit in a Kia. It fell on her to retrieve them, squeezing all three women and their baskets full of rustic instruments into her dad’s truck.

			As soon as she was back, it was off to Merchant Alley. It took all her willpower not to float by her nose like a dog in an old-timey cartoon toward Visiones de Navidad, from which the smell of buñuelos drifted—frying dough and musky anise. Its front was decorated with clay ornaments in bright primary colors, and she promised herself she’d swing by as a treat when her shift was over.

			“Something wrong with your booth, Roy?” she asked, stepping into the back of one of the other old wooden structures. Roy Joseph, Birdie’s boyfriend and longtime Elk Ridge townie, sat inside. He wore his long white hair in a braid, and his eyes were the color of piercing steel. The booth’s shelves were filled with smoked meats—king and coho salmon, deer, elk, turkey—all caught and prepared by Roy and members of his extended family.

			“Oh yah,” he said. “Same one’s been givin’ me trouble for years. I’d do it myself, but your young knees can take one for the team, eh?”

			Rowan knelt and inspected where one floorboard had popped loose, before excavating nails and a hammer from inside her utility bag. She wasn’t exactly handy, but her father had taught her the basics of hitting a nail with a hammer. And since Roy was with Birdie, she didn’t hesitate to use magic to arrange all the nails and prevent them from slipping as she swung the hammer.

			“Business better this week?” she asked.

			The old man rocked in place, nodding. “Comes ’n’ goes, comes ’n’ goes. Least we can eat what we don’t sell, but I’ve got more’n ’nuff back in the chest freezer, and I’d sure rather sell it all.”

			“Do you sell anywhere but here?”

			“Ah, nah. Too much trouble, traveling ’round.”

			“Would you sell here more if it were an option?”

			He eyed her in playful suspicion. “Maybe so. What’re you cooking in that big brain of yours? Birdie said you were up to somethin’. I told her, thought our problems were too small for that one.”

			Rowan winced at the accusation, unable to deny that it had been true all of a few days ago.

			“I’m getting better at seeing how big problems are more like a bunch of small problems wrapped up in one.” She hit the final nail into place with a satisfying thunk. “There, good as…it was after the last repair.”

			Her eyes caught on a basket full of assorted goods, many of which she recognized as having come from various other vendors at the market—Roy must have accepted it all in trade. The prevalence of trade and gifting in the winter fest market had always been one of her favorite things about it, even though she had been woefully unprepared to take part. Perhaps next year she’d up her crochet skills and see if she could make something worth trading.

			Next year. She was making plans for the next year.
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			December 27

			The Seventh Day of Yule

			“We have a problem.”

			Zaide stormed into the Midwinter living room, Naomie at her heels.

			“What is it?” asked Rowan. Zaide shoved her phone into Rowan’s hands, revealing a page full of graphs. They illustrated a steady rise in traffic and then, suddenly, a sharp downturn.

			“Metrics,” explained Naomie, “for our social media accounts.”

			“What changed?” asked Rowan.

			“I’ve got a guess,” said Zaide. She swiped her phone to a new tab, showing off a list of all the Goshen Group board members, one of whom was the founder of Facegram. “Fucking assholes are burying us.”

			“Who?” asked Gavin, walking through the door at that exact moment. When they showed him the trail of evidence, he nodded with a frown. “Everything’s incestuous at that level. They’re all invested in each other.”

			“What’s that about incest?” asked Stephan, walking in with Kel a few paces behind.

			Zaide ignored him, responding to Gavin. “What the hell are the rest of us supposed to do, then?”

			Rowan piped up to say, “Well, that’s why we’re here, isn’t it? Social media was never ‘the plan.’ This is a setback, but…” Her gaze found Gavin, and the way he looked at her, with total confidence, inspired her to say, “We are going to build something they don’t own. Something they can’t bury. Something uniquely us. Uniquely Elk Ridge.”

			“I still don’t know what’s going on,” said Stephan, raising his thermos of coffee. “But hear, hear.”

			Zaide did not look entirely convinced, but she nodded anyway, and the members of Operation Holly and Ivy gathered at the Midwinter table to plan.
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			For the rest of the day, they plotted and pondered, argued and evaluated. What had once been a seed germinated and sprouted with every conversation, as they bridged the divides between their unique visions of what the festivals could be. Like the grains of sandpaper in the body of a rock tumbler, their differing skills, experiences, and perspectives worked to polish away the rough exterior and reveal the gemstone beneath.

			Whenever she happened through the house, Liliana evaluated their progress, pointing out gotchas they hadn’t known to look for. Zaide’s visual sketches of their concepts lent it all a sense of tangibility. Naomie offered insight into trends and marketability, and when they got stuck, she would draw them a card for inspiration.

			Gavin kept them all grounded with his analysis of cost and time estimates. Kel’s ideas came out less often, zooming in from left field to mix up their perspective in the way only someone from a younger generation could, while Stephan shared a working vendor perspective that even Liliana hadn’t entirely understood.

			There were times Rowan worried she wasn’t offering as much as the rest, but whenever the group would go on a tangent, everyone looked her way, and she could remind them what they’d been trying to solve. When people struggled to articulate an idea, she jumped in to ask the right questions to bring it out. She held the complete picture in her head, freeing everyone else to rabbit-hole in their specialties.

			They focused on a single festival as a proof of concept to narrow things down—Gavin’s idea. “We’re better off presenting one well-polished example than a bunch of roughs,” he’d argued.

			“Whole ass or go home,” agreed Zaide.

			They chose the fall festival, given that Zaide had already produced dozens of sketches on the subject. It would last until Día de Los Muertos, after which the grounds would shut down for the transition to winter.

			At the end of the day, Rowan emerged from a haze of sugary treats and coffee to take a few steps back and evaluate their work—its details scribbled onto a series of whiteboards. There was a tremor in the air, and she picked up that humming world song again—completely sober this time.

			She danced over to Gavin, winding her arm through his. He assented to being led back to where she had been standing, though not without a quizzical quirk of his brow. Zaide, Kel, Stephan, and Naomie kept on arguing over what kind of musical act would be the best to headline a spooky festival; all prepared to die on their respective hills. Darkwave, Death Metal, Horror Punk, and Witch House were all contenders.

			Rowan leaned in close to Gavin and whispered, “What do you see?”

			“A group of people who have eaten way too much butter and sugar,” he whispered back with a smile. She rolled her eyes and jabbed a finger at the whiteboards, where scores of ideas stood under the heading The Elk Ridge Wheel of the Year. His eyes swept along the boards.

			“A plan,” he said. His eyes shone. “I see a plan. Your plan, brought to life.”

			“Our plan,” she replied. She puffed out her chest in a silly way and continued, “And is it an economically sensible proposition, in your expert opinion?”

			“Yes,” he said with a laugh. He looked down at her with those soulful eyes that she had once accused of being a front. “But more importantly: a plan I believe in.”

			Swept up in his gaze, she took him by the hand and dragged him out onto the back porch. “What’s going on?” he asked with a laugh.

			“Just wanted to do this…” She got up on her tiptoes and pulled him close, capturing him in a kiss. It was all tongue and teeth, hungry and hypnotic. In moments he had moved on from devouring her mouth to her neck and then on down to as much of her chest and collarbone as he could reach through the scoop neck of her sweater.

			“I want to taste every part of you,” he said in a low voice.

			“Please,” she gasped.

			But then she remembered that they hadn’t announced their departure, and the meeting was far from over.

			“But maybe not right now,” she said, slowly extracting herself from his arms. “Considering they’ll send a search party any minute.”

			“Logic,” he said with a tsk, but he pulled away, his face turning to profile as he gazed into the snowy wood beyond.

			“You really think this could convince him?” asked Rowan.

			“I think it has a chance,” said Gavin. She knew that was as much as he’d offer. He would never simplify a complex issue for her comfort.

			“Have you had a chance to talk to him at all?” she asked. “Get a sense where his head’s at?”

			He wrinkled his brow. “We talked a bit…Obviously he’s still pretty bullish about Goshen’s offer. But he doesn’t like that they’re pushing hard for the trust land as part of the deal. He’s really only been open to selling his in-town properties.”

			“If it came down to it, would he do it? If they insisted and it was the only way the deal went forward?”

			Gavin frowned. “He won’t sign any deal that ends up with the old growth being cut down.”

			“Are you sure about that?”

			A flicker of frustration passed over Gavin’s face. “Yes, I am.”

			She hesitated but pressed on. “It’s just that when it comes to him, you kind of…”

			“I kind of what?” he asked, his brows knitting.

			“You take a lot of what he says at face value.”

			He took a step away from her. “And I guess you think he’s lying.”

			She raised her hands. “I didn’t say that. I only wanted to make sure that you were considering the possibility that he…might not be sharing the whole truth.”

			Gavin shifted a step away, turning his face from her. “I recognize that my father is as capable of deception as anyone. I just don’t assume everything he says is a lie.”

			“I don’t do that,” protested Rowan.

			“I know you don’t trust him, but trust me.”

			“I do trust you, but…”

			“But what?” he pressed. She hesitated. “I would really like to know what you were about to say.”

			“You just let him walk over you sometimes,” she shot back.

			It took him a moment to respond. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			She crossed her arms. “Oh, I don’t know, like maybe how he completely took over our date the other day? Pushed me to ski through a dangerous snowstorm?”

			“You asked to come down the mountain with us.”

			“Because I wanted to be with you! The way I’d planned to, before Dennis McCreery decided he couldn’t let his son fraternize with the Midwinter girl.”

			He shook his head. “It’s not like that. He and I had plans. It was my fault for being late.”

			She crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Always covering for him.”

			His dark eyes flashed. “Is that your opinion? Or your mother’s?”

			She shook her head in disbelief. “What?”

			“I know your mother thinks of my father as her personal antagonist, that your family has always looked at mine that way. It makes it easy, doesn’t it? Having a villain in your story? Someone to point to and say that if they hadn’t stood in your way, everything would be perfect. Because it’s that simple, right?”

			He shook his head and pulled away from the railing. “I have to go.” His voice was quiet. “I’m sorry to leave in the middle of the planning, but I’ve got a family thing. And in case you think that’s my father interfering again—he and I had plans first.”

			She reached out, but he dodged her hand. “Gavin…”

			“I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

			The promise of it echoed hollowly as he retreated back into the house, and the sound of the door closing landed in her stomach like a blow.

			When she returned to the living room, Naomie was studying her closely. Or rather, studying the space around her, reading her aura. But what she saw, she kept to herself, only giving Rowan a look of sympathy.

			“Bad news about tomorrow,” said Stephan, mumbling through a mouthful of cookie. “I can’t do it again. I’ve gotta work the festival all day.”

			“Wait,” said Zaide, snapping her fingers. “Yeah, shit. We’re all busy. It’s the Hunt.”

			“Wait, the Hunt?” repeated Rowan, her thoughts still stuck halfway in what had happened on the porch. “That’s already tomorrow?”

			“The Hunt” referred to the Krampus Hunt. By day, it was a family-friendly event in which children chased down people dressed as characters from the many Wild Hunts of winter lore. Not just Krampus but also lesser-known mischievous holiday figures like the Yule Lads, Frau Perchta, and Lussi.

			When night fell, it transitioned into an adults-only affair that embraced the true nature of the Wild Hunts—when creatures of the otherworld gathered their minions to descend on the streets and judge humanity.

			With December coming at the cusp of deepest winter, such creatures encouraged people to fully prepare for the darkest nights by rewarding those who worked hard and punishing those who slacked off. To Elk Ridge and its visitors, it meant a party in the streets, culminating with the burning of a straw goat.

			“I’m Lussi this year,” said Naomie.

			“I’m a Yule Lad,” said Zaide with a sigh. “The one that licks bowls for…reasons.”

			“I’m the one with a weird thing for sheep,” said Kel.

			“And I’m the troll mama,” said Stephan, sticking his hands on his hips. “Typecasting much?”

			“I’m Frau Perchta,” said Rowan, her heart falling as she looked at their list of notes. It was close—so close. “What are we going to do?”

			“We finish it now,” said Zaide, picking up her stylus and tablet. “Since Gavin isn’t here, we do it our way.”

			She held out a hand and Naomie took it, their fingers entwining. “You are brilliant,” said Naomie, kissing the back of Zaide’s hand. Then she offered her other hand to Kel, who held out theirs to Stephan, who snatched Rowan’s without asking.

			Zaide touched her stylus to her tablet, and they were off.

			Together, they made magic. Magic to bring to the surface what lay in scattered notes across the whiteboards and in their deepest hopes for the future. Magic to help others see. Magic to help others believe.

			Images took shape, sparked in Zaide’s visual imagination, and then flowed into motion as Kel gave them movement. Naomie cast them in light and shadow, and Stephan held it all together. Finally, Rowan overlaid words.

			Words to which people might listen. Words that might hearten them to act.

			When they were done, they marveled at what they had created together, watching the looping video playing on Zaide’s tablet. A hand-drawn visitor explored the brand-new delights the fall festival had to offer.

			At the end, the words Festivals by, for, and of Elk Ridge lingered on the screen.

			“You’re going to have a hard time explaining to Gavin how we made this so fast,” said Zaide, pale and sweaty but beaming. “Unless you finally have ‘the conversation.’ ”

			“I’ve been trying,” said Rowan, “but…” She stopped herself there. She had not been trying.

			She was too afraid of the consequences.

			“This might be the perfect opener?” offered Naomie.

			“He’s coming tomorrow too, right?” asked Stephan.

			Rowan started at that, remembering how that morning her mother had asked Gavin if he could fill in for Arnauld, who’d been called in for a last-minute shift at the firehouse. He would be their Krampus.

			“No better time to talk about magic than one of the wyrdest nights of the year,” said Stephan.

			Everyone looked at her, waiting for her response.

			“She’s not gonna do it,” said Kel, shaking their head.

			“Not a chance,” agreed Stephan.

			“Let’s have a little more faith in her than that, guys,” said Naomie.

			“I appreciate your confidence, Naomie…even if it is drastically misplaced.” Rowan put her head in her hands. “Why is this so hard?”

			Her big brother’s large hand came to rest on her back. “Because he might run,” he said in a knowing way.

			“There’s a reason I’m dating a fellow witch,” said Zaide. “That and the fact that Naomie is really fucking hot.”

			Naomie blushed and laughed, but nodded. “I think we’ve all been left by someone who couldn’t handle it. We get it.”

			Rowan nodded and closed her eyes, taking a deep breath and letting it out. “He deserves to make that choice.”

			But though her rational mind could acknowledge it, that didn’t mean her heart was in it.
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			December 28

			The Eighth Day of Yule

			The morning of the Hunt arrived. There had been no new snow since Christmas, but the world had frosted over in the night. It was a perfect day for staying inside with a hot drink and a warm blanket, and yet most of Elk Ridge would take to the streets—most but not all.

			Of the winter festival’s traditions, the Hunt was the most unabashedly Pagan, unfiltered by church fathers or consumerism, and so those who believed in the wickedness of the old ways steered clear, but the adventurous, the young, and the open-minded were joined by an influx of tourists who came specifically for its unique flavor. The tourists were primarily of the witchy variety, as the event attracted most of the covens in the Pacific Northwest and even some from farther afield.

			The wary weren’t entirely wrong to avoid the nighttime half of the celebration. The ritualistic elements truly were ritual—an invitation for otherworldly beings to join in the festivities, and the fair folks’ idea of fun wasn’t always so for the hapless mortals.

			Rowan was struggling into her costume when Gavin arrived. They shared a lingering look before he walked over to where the Krampus costume was laid out on a table.

			“Good morning,” he said, his voice neutral, his expression guarded.

			“Morning,” Rowan said, swallowing a lump in her throat and returning to the fight with her costume. “Thank you for doing this.”

			“I made a promise,” he said, as if it were that simple. Of course, with him, it was.

			As Frau Perchta, she had to wear a high-necked black Victorian dress, and the effort to loop its many thin crocheted closures over smooth pearl buttons was proving vexing. The costume had been made for someone smaller than Rowan, and she struggled to both hold it closed and manipulate the buttons into place.

			And then he was there, hulking with the bulk of his Krampus costume. Gavin took over buttoning her bodice without comment, and despite the awkward tension and the layer of fabric between them, the brush of his fingers against her chest did not go unnoticed. She yearned for him to keep touching, but he stepped away the moment he was done with a clearing of his throat.

			“Remind me,” said Gavin, fixing his eyes back on his own costume. “What tradition did this come from?”

			Surprised by his making conversation but relieved to fill the silence, Rowan said, “It’s…a bit of a pastiche.”

			A half smile passed over his face. “So it’s made up, then?”

			Rowan moved over to where the masks waited. The Perchta was a wrinkled old woman with a hooked nose and a wicked grin.

			“Well, the exact way we celebrate it is, but it’s based on Krampusnacht and the other traditional celebrations that are, essentially, Wild Hunts.”

			He lifted his own mask to study it. It was mild as Krampus masks went, no dripping blood or yellow eyes; only a sneering, tusked and horned face of gray, knobby skin.

			“Wild Hunts?” he asked.

			“A Wild Hunt is when some fae or the other descends onto the world with a team of minions to hunt down misbehaving mortals. Most of the December hunts are pretty tame, and it’s usually about encouraging you to get your winter chores done. If you did, they rewarded you. If you didn’t, you got a punishment instead.”

			“Coal in your stocking?”

			She chuckled. “In its mildest form. But yes, Santa is a Wild Hunt. Just a slightly less terrifying version than Perchta or Krampus.”

			Rowan slid on her mask and looked over just as he put on his own. His face disappeared beneath the Krampus mask.

			“How do I look?” he asked.

			“Terrifying.”

			“Well then, I guess it’s time to scare kids into their best behavior.”
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			The Hunt was well underway when they emerged. The team had set out many more firepits than usual, cords of wood stacked beside them to prepare for the night’s festivities. Additional concession stands were also being set up in empty booths, offering strong libations come nightfall.

			A giant troll woman, Grýla of Icelandic lore, lumbered past, stooped with her long arms swinging nearly to the ground. Her head was a mottled construction of papier-mâché, which swung their way and gave them a nod of acknowledgment. In that brief lapse of attention, a crowd of children erupted from behind a stall to surround the troll.

			“Curses!” she shouted, raising a fist to the sky. Grýla hunched over, scanning each of them and sniffing her enormous nose. “Are there any naughty children present?”

			They all shook their heads and cried out, “No!”

			“Ahh…how disappointing.” She stuck out a basket from which they all grabbed bags of pebbled chocolate before running away in a flurry of giggles.

			When they had cleared out, Grýla stalked over and tipped up her mask, revealing Stephan underneath. Sweat beaded on his cheeks from the heat and weight of the costume.

			“Hey, guys,” he said, glancing between them, furiously scratching at his beard. His voice, which had only moments before been a perfect mimicry of an old troll woman, was his own again. “Thanks for coming. Looks like I can take a break.”

			“Happy to help,” said Gavin. “You are frighteningly good at voices.”

			“I’ve had some practice,” said Stephan, glancing at Rowan with amusement in his eyes.

			It had been a spell, but of course they couldn’t tell Gavin that. Not until she came clean.

			“One tip,” said Stephan, “watch out for the Franklin kids. They think this is a high-contact sport, and they hunt as a pack.”

			“Noted,” said Gavin. Then he gave them each a nod before disappearing into the crowd.

			“Guess you two haven’t cleared the air,” said Stephan, watching him go.

			“Not yet,” said Rowan, her stomach flipping.

			“Well, there’s plenty of time and mead to go, I’m sure you’ll figure it out. But hey—don’t get so caught up you forget the ritual tonight.”

			Rowan winced. “Right.”

			She had, in fact, forgotten about the night’s ritual. There had been so much going on that she hadn’t spared a thought for the ceremonial burning of the massive straw Yule Goat, but her mother was convinced it would help them in their dealings with the Goshen Group. An offering to whatever sympathetic entities might have taken an interest in their fate.

			And at this point, they needed all the help they could get.
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			Rowan had forgotten the liberty of disguise. With every step through the festival, she slipped further into the character and out of herself, leaving behind her anxieties as she allowed herself to play with her audience. Inhibitions blunted as she became Frau Perchta, delighting and challenging visitors in equal measure.

			With children, she simplified the traditional challenge of the Hunt to “Have you been good this year?” Most of them said yes, but some admitted they could do better, and promised they would. She gave them double shares of chocolate.

			With the adults, she offered the full “Have you done all you need to before the New Year?”

			Most visitors were eager to play along. Sometimes a little too eager—men, mostly, presuming they were entitled to touch and suggest ways she might punish their failures. When it happened, she bared the mask’s teeth and snapped, unconcerned if it offended them. As unconcerned as she was when people rolled their eyes or scoffed and waved her away. They were responding to Frau Perchta, not to Rowan, and their reactions and judgments didn’t hit like the usual barbs to the chest.

			Whenever she needed a break from being hunted by sugar-addled children, she pitched the plan for the Elk Ridge Wheel of the Year to any familiar face willing to listen, buoyed by a stream of excited responses. She and Stephan were showing off their video to Arnauld in a corner of the festival public house when there was a tap on her shoulder.

			“I couldn’t help but overhear,” said a blond woman wearing a sweater dress the color of holly berries, above conspicuous furry boots. “Were you saying this place might be open all year soon?”

			Rowan tensed—not yet trusting the pitch with strangers. Unfortunately, pheromones took the lead as her big brother noticed the woman and straightened up with a grin.

			“Maybe,” said Stephan, leaning in. “What do you think about spending more holidays with us?”

			Their visitor gave him a mild smile before looking back at Rowan with a curiously intense look. “Is that something that’s actually happening?”

			There was something unsettling about this woman, an unknowable quality that set the hairs of Rowan’s arms standing on end and turned her stomach.

			“Not exactly,” she hedged, her vision blurring confusingly as she tried to focus on the woman’s face.

			“But people sure are excited about the possibility,” said Arnauld, eyes dancing as he looked at the intruder. “And if you don’t like the idea of coming back to see this guy, you’re free to think of me.” He winked.

			“Good to know,” said the woman in a tight voice. Her eyes scanned Rowan with an intense focus. “Have we met before?”

			As Rowan tried to place her, it was like trying to remember a dream in the minutes following waking. Slippery images flashed before splitting and falling away.

			“I don’t think so,” she said finally.

			They studied each other a moment longer before the woman shrugged and said, “Thanks for the intel. Enjoy your evening.” With that, she disappeared into the crowd.

			Rowan watched as the slip of vermillion vanished into the crowd. The uneasy sensation in her body didn’t vanish, only spread and twisted in her gut.

			“Stephan, was there something weird about—”

			She turned, but where her brother had been a moment before now stood a tall figure leaning on a massive oaken staff. Rowan started, her eyes flickering over to where her brother and Arn had vanished into the crowd.

			“Well, daughter,” the newcomer said, “have you done all you need to do before the New Year yet? Or do you have business yet undone?”

			It was at that moment she recognized him. “You,” she said with a gasp, staring at the figure from the train.

			The Holly King nodded before continuing, “I don’t hunt in the literal sense. I’m much too old. But that doesn’t mean I’m planning to let you off easy.” Even hunched, he towered over her. “You’re close, you know. Closer than you believe.”

			“Close to what?” she asked in a whisper.

			“Only you understand the whole of it,” said the Holly King. “But I would ask you—are you working for or against?”

			“I don’t think I know how to answer that.”

			He nodded. “Then you should keep asking yourself until you do. You have a little time left until the New Year. And it’s like you said, Rowan. It’s easy to forget the way impossibly large problems are brought about by many small moments of failure, any of which could have been prevented along the way, if we’d only just kept our eyes on that which was right in front of us.”

			He waved his staff, and the crowd briefly parted, revealing Krampus kneeling in the snow to hand out candy to a small child.

			Gavin.

			Dressed in a sweaty, heavy, hideous costume without complaint, doing a favor for a woman who made her disdain of his family all too clear. Taking part in a tradition that wasn’t his own, and treating it with respect, curiosity, and an open heart.

			He had stuck himself between everyone, trying to be a bridge, and just like a bridge, he’d been walked all over for his trouble.

			Choking on everything she should have said, she turned back to the Holly King, but he was gone, replaced by a hypnotic swirl of snow.

			All her enthusiasm for the Hunt’s games drained away. Rowan wanted—needed—to get to Gavin. She glanced back to the path the Holly King had revealed, but it rapidly closed with the regular foot traffic of the festival. She could only just make out the shape of Gavin as he removed his horns and mask to turn around and greet the blond woman in the red dress.

			Oh no.

			The dread that roiled through Rowan’s stomach didn’t make any logical sense, but it was a feeling that any witch knew better than to ignore. There was something off about that woman. She could have hit herself for letting Gavin out of reach on this of all nights. For at least not giving him some sort of protection charm to help keep him from being led off into the woods.

			Not before she had a chance to apologize. Not before she had a chance to explain that trust was hard, but the thought of losing him was worse.

			She called up the wind to muffle her steps and plucked a piece of cold charcoal from an unlit fire. Grinding it to smoky black dust, she prepared a suggestion that anyone who caught her in the corner of their eye should dismiss her as a passing shadow.

			With a sprinkle of dust, she muttered her incantation, unconcerned if anyone noticed. Half the Hunt’s attendees understood the truth of magic, and the other half would dismiss it as character work. Raising power in this crowd was simple. With so many practitioners in one place at one time, energy all but seeped from the ground. Swathed in spells, she darted through the crowd unhindered.

			He’d moved from the spot she’d seen him in before, but she spied a familiar face by a fire nearby.

			“Birdie?” she said.

			“My goodness!” shrieked the old woman, nearly tumbling back in her seat with surprise. “Well, look at you! All wrapped up in spells like you never even stopped.” She gestured between Rowan and the group she was sitting with. “Everyone, this is Rowan. A wayward witch only recently returned to the path. You might remember her as the knobby-kneed granddaughter of Madeleine Midwinter.”

			“Hi,” said Rowan, torn between impatience and the desire not to be rude to a group of elder witches.

			Roy Joseph sat at Birdie’s side, but he was the only one at the fire who didn’t reek of magic. A wizened woman in a deep purple turban with ocher skin gave her a slow nod.

			“Of course,” said the witch in the turban, “Maddy’s girl. Tell me, Rowan, do I have to keep up my mental shields around you too?”

			“Rowan’s equal parts Maddy and Liliana,” said Birdie, bristling. “You don’t have to worry about her.”

			“Hmm,” said the witch, seeming to defer her judgment.

			“Loosen up, kid, your duty’s done.” Roy shoved a mug of spiced mead into Rowan’s hands. She downed it all in a single long drink, hoping to quash her anxiety.

			“Well,” said Birdie with a laugh, “someone’s ready to party!”

			“Have you seen Gavin?” asked Rowan.

			“Ah, I’m afraid not, dear. I can tell from your aura how eager you are to find him.” Then she looked at the others. “Twitterpation of the highest order.”

			Rowan regretted stopping as the circle nodded sagely. “Have a good night, everyone,” she said through clenched teeth.

			“Not as good a time as you’ll be having, I’d wager!” called Birdie.

			Their circle cackled in delight as she fled, closing her eyes and muttering, “Witches.”

			Kel was at the next fire, surrounded by a group of other teens. It was nice to see them with their own people. None of their friends were obvious with magic, though one had it simmering in a latent way.

			Her cousin looked at ease, out of the Yule Lad costume and back in their own baby Goth uniform. The group was tossing the stuffed sheep Kel had been carting around as Sheep-Cote-Clod over the fire in some kind of keep-away game.

			“Rowan,” said Kel, unusually chipper. “Hey.”

			With a nod of acknowledgment, she asked, “Have you seen Gavin?”

			“Mm, no. Do you want me to send the birds?” They circled a finger overhead.

			“That would be great, but I’m going to keep looking. So if one of them finds him…”

			“Zo’ll find you.”

			“You’re the best, Kel.”

			They shrugged. “The crows’re doing all the work.”

			Rowan glanced at the bird hopping around the fire, splitting open peanuts in the shell and stuffing their contents into his beak. “Okay, you’re the best, Zo.” The crow raised his head, looked her in the eye, and let out a double caw in a “Damn straight” before taking to the air.

			She pressed on. The longer it took, the more unreasonable her thoughts grew. She scanned the forest beyond the festival edge, anxious that she might catch him drifting away behind an ethereal glow, or alongside a pair of furry boots. She pushed her way through a throng, clipping a woman dressed as Lussi.

			“Sorry, Naomie.”

			“Mmm, I’m not who you think I am,” came a tinkling reply in an unfamiliar voice, and then everyone around the white-clad Lussi laughed. The leaping fire at their center cast the costumed figures in a shifting, unearthly light—at least, she hoped it was the fire. None of them looked exactly right. They were too long, too narrow, and when she turned her head to catch them in the corner of her eye, she swore they were shimmering.

			Was it the fae or the mead? Who could say? She only hoped that if they were fair folk, they enjoyed the party and the offerings and would leave feeling generous for the rest of the year.

			Rowan pressed on, following the cawing of a crow she could somehow hear through the bustle of the festival. More crows circled above the main stage, where the witch trio was setting up to play Celtic tunes on violin, bodhran, and guitar. All three were tall and willowy, with hair so pale it almost appeared white.

			Gavin was here, she was sure of it, but where? She craned her neck, searching.

			There he was—on the far side of the performance area, out of the costume and back to himself, watching the band assemble with the woman in red at his side. The woman held up her hand and gave a twirl, seeming to be asking for a dance.

			Rowan plunged into the audience in panic. At that exact moment, the violinist started finger-picking a familiar jig that had everyone clapping and stomping their feet with the percussionist as she joined in on the bodhran.

			The floor erupted around Rowan in an ecstatic dance, and whenever she thought she’d found a path through, the dancers shifted to swallow it whole.

			Finally, she broke through the dancers to land at his position and rushed to his side, ready to warn him away.

			He was alone—no trace of the woman in red. His gaze landed on her, and he lit up without seeming to help it. Everything she’d wanted to say escaped her mind as her joy at finding him came out in three words.

			“Dance with me?”

			Gavin hesitated, and for a moment, she was afraid he’d say no. But then he half smiled in his cool way. “I don’t know this dance.”

			“You’ll pick it up.” She took him by the hand and their fingers tangled.

			“Please don’t lose me,” he said, holding fast.

			She raised her eyes to his face. “I’ll find you. Even if we get separated, I’ll find you. I’ll always find you—I promise.”

			At that, his posture softened, and they were off. She flowed through the crowd, keeping him in the corner of her eye, so that when the music slowed for a partner interlude, his hand could find hers.

			He hesitated briefly before she gave a cue that he should raise their arms and take a brief walk with the other dancers through a downbeat section. The music picked back up, and he spun her out and around, first once and then again and again, and finally snatched her in close as they skipped to the beat, hips swaying in tandem.

			He might not have known the exact steps, but he was a confident lead, and their bodies had no trouble picking up each other’s subtle cues.

			The musical notes rippled through Rowan’s muscles. Heavy beats guided her back and forth, up and down, in slow sinuous spirals and in rapid undulations. His eyes followed her every move, drinking her like she was the sweetest wine. Energy mounted as synchronicity of bodies and rhythm spurred a commingling of spirit. It was no mystery in that moment that dance—like singing, and sex—was a surefire way to raise power. They opened a person’s spirit wide to give and receive.

			On the dance floor, bodies became bridges for hearts to travel on, and hers went straight to him. The coy distance between them drove her to the edge of her senses, and the ache that normally only plagued her when they were apart reared up—sharp and demanding.

			She was ready to open, but she had to apologize first.

			As they moved into a walking section, she said, “I’m sorry about yesterday. When it comes to your dad, I’m…always on the attack. It isn’t fair.”

			He nodded in acknowledgment. “And I’m sorry about what happened on the mountain. He got in the way. But I…”

			He glanced away. Whatever was coming next, she could tell it was hard for him to say. Even though the music picked back up, they kept to their own slower pace so they could keep talking, sticking to the edge of the dance floor.

			“He’s never really dealt with losing my mother,” Gavin continued. “The only reason I did was my grandparents, who were clinical psychologists in their first lives. They helped me through it, but Dad, he…refused the help. After a while, it was clear that as bad as I was, he was worse. I was afraid I’d…” He swallowed the exact words. “Lose him too. I was his only anchor. It’s been that way ever since.”

			“I understand,” said Rowan, even as she thought, as she had more than once before, that it was too much to have put on a child. But she held it back. “Thank you for sharing that with me.”

			“I want to share everything with you,” he said, his voice lower, eyes ablaze with invitation. The song came to an end, and he ran a hand along the side of her face.

			Even though she’d long since ditched the mask, she still wore Frau Perchta’s dress, and something of her earlier boldness followed. Why did she care who judged her? They weren’t living her life, so why let them set its terms?

			She kissed him, and not just with her mouth, but with her whole body. Somewhere in the distance, there was a hooting cheer, but it didn’t stop or slow her.

			She devoured him until there was no question of what she wanted him to know.
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			The door gave way, and they stole into one of the pale gray utility warehouses at the far end of the festival grounds. Inside, a line of sleighs were parked, piled high with blankets. The moment she turned from locking the door, he caught her by the arms, forging a path up her neck with his mouth that cut off her words and left her gasping.

			“Do you have a condom?” she managed.

			“I didn’t.” Patting his pocket, he continued, “But a group of old ladies was going around handing them out like party favors.”

			“Witches,” murmured Rowan, affectionately this time, and then his mouth overtook hers. He tasted of all her favorite flavors of the season—cinnamon and clove and orange.

			His hands traveled down to her ass. He squeezed so hard he nearly lifted her to her toes as he sent them staggering back against the chilly black leather of the nearest sleigh, where he trapped her in his arms. Her hips craned for his in the way she wanted on the floor, and her hands dug into the sweater at his back, eager to reveal the hard lines of muscle she’d previewed in the sauna.

			The bodice of the Victorian dress strained with the swelling of her breasts, every inhale threatening to snap its fastenings, and Gavin fumbled to release its endless line of pearl buttons from their lace trappings.

			His voice low and graveled with intention, he said, “I hope you appreciate the effort that went into buttoning this up, because I spent the whole time fighting the urge to undo them.”

			“Trust me. It was challenging over here too.”

			“I could tell. You were blushing, and…” He massaged the hard buttons of her nipples through the fabric, sending a rocket of pleasure through her body. “At attention.”

			As the top of the bodice fell away, his eyes spread wide with desire and he pressed his face into her exposed cleavage, plundering his way up to her clavicle to fill her hollows with his tongue. She gave a flick of magic, and the remaining buttons came free all at once. If he questioned how it happened, he didn’t voice it, only let out a noise of pleased surprise as the dress slid free.

			“God, Rowan,” he exhaled. At the sight of her body, his restraint evaporated. He pinned her against the sleigh with his hips, the already hard line of him pressing into her belly, and his hands roamed, unable to decide where to land, intent on touching every part of her. “Or should I say goddess?”

			“We believe in both,” she murmured. “The goddess just gets first billing.”

			“As it should be.” A giggle erupted from her mouth as he suddenly hoisted her into the air and deposited her in the sleigh’s cab, positioning her so that she came to rest at the edge and slipping off her panties with startling efficiency.

			He pushed his way between her legs, letting them rest over the shelf of his broad shoulders as he kissed his way up her inner thighs until she squirmed uncontrollably. His hot breath against her skin sent streams of desire pooling at her center.

			“Finally, time to find out what you taste like,” he murmured against her. “What do you want me to do, Rowan?”

			Rowan struggled to form a reply. She’d never been one to talk during sex, and the idea was strangely intimidating. Give voice to her desires? No one had ever invited her to do that before. “You don’t have to—” she began.

			“Of course I do,” he said with a low rumbling noise. “Besides, I want to. Just like every other guy you’ve given a pass should’ve…” His tone softened. He said, “Back in the sauna. You said you wanted more to happen. Tell me about it.”

			And then his mouth was on her—in her, really—and her words wobbled with pleasure as his tongue flicked and spun, but she did as instructed. Her head filled with images as she narrated the peel of hot skin from hot skin, and the slow build of friction as writhing bodies slid along cedar planks over and over in steady thrusts. His fingers joined his mouth, moving in and out at the exact rhythm of what she described.

			He approached every move as an experiment, hurrying on from things that elicited no response and doubling down when he sensed quickening breath and tightening muscles. It was exactly the Gavin she knew—a careful study of her responses, finding what she needed and pursuing it.

			Everything quickened—her breath, her pulse—and then her entire body clenched before delivering ferocious satisfaction. She dug her hands into his scalp, trying to let him know he didn’t have to do anymore, but he rode out the orgasm, traveling with her to completion.

			She let go of him, laughing euphorically, and he finally released her and climbed into the sleigh, prowling over her body with dragging kisses. He settled over her like a blanket, which was good, because when he wasn’t close, the chill set back in. The garage was unheated and the only thing keeping them warm was the desire venting from their flesh.

			As his eyes bored into her, she was back to being shy under his gaze. “Did you ever think you’d find yourself in a compromising position with Wacky Rowan Midwinter?”

			“Yes.” The answer was firm. Her breath caught in her chest. He traveled closer. “I thought about it all the time. Wasn’t great for my focus. Must be how you beat me for top of the class,” he teased, nipping at that sensitive spot behind her ear and grinning proudly at the moan she let out. But then his eyes darkened with intent as he focused on her chest. “I thought about this.”

			He unclasped her bra, finally freeing her breasts and taking them in his mouth: first one, then the other, tonguing her nipples and sending the warm pool of desire in her center into a blaze.

			“And this.” He kissed his way back down her body to her still-throbbing center, which erupted at his returning touch. “I don’t know why I never…”

			He looked up, dazed, as if trying to solve a puzzle while knowing there were pieces missing. Her heart clenched at how exposed he seemed, and realizing that he was still fully dressed, she decided it was long since time for her to get to have her way with him.

			Climbing to her feet, she pulled him along, then pushed him down onto the bench of the sleigh with a wink. When he’d settled, she climbed into his lap, wrapping her legs around him and coming to rest against the ridge of his erection, only thin layers of fabric remaining between them.

			His hands went straight for her breasts, but she warded them off, chiding. “My turn.”

			With an amused quirk of an eyebrow, he nodded, eyes dancing with anticipation. Licking her lips, she pulled the sweater up over his head and tossed it to the side. She ran her hands up his chest to peel away his undershirt, her fingers catching in coils of dark hair and over the hard shelf of his pecs as it joined the rumpled pile of clothing on the sleigh floor.

			Her lips went straight to his chest. While his usual patience had melted away, she’d found the proper motivation to take her time. She slid her mouth and hands along every ridge of muscle, her nose full of that sweet oakmoss scent and her tongue gliding to lick up the flavor of him, salty but also sweet with the season.

			His hands tangled into her hair, his fingers tightening and a groan escaping from his throat as her tongue encircled his nipple. He bucked beneath her, reminding her how ready he was for her.

			“Not yet,” she murmured. Unclasping his belt, she pulled off his pants to run her fingers along his ready hips and toyed with the edge of his boxer briefs before dragging them off too and then taking him in hand. She fished the condom from their pile of clothing and slid it down his ready shaft, taking the excuse to toy her fingers over his velvety ridges and bulging veins.

			“Careful,” he said, low. Tremors of pleasure passed through his body, and he removed her hand, taking her by the hips and pulling her in close so that they were belly to belly.

			Staring into his wanting gaze, Rowan said, “What do you want?”

			He reached up and pulled her hair off her shoulders so that it fell over his face in a curtain that shut out the rest of the world. His hands grazed her sides before resting on her hips, squeezing. “This. Just you, all to myself.”

			With a quick shift of his pelvis, he plunged inside her, and Rowan buckled as she sank all the way to his base. Slick. Ready. Hands gripping the back of the sleigh, her hips fell into sync with his; he bucked, she ground, and the world went hazy at the edges. With every thrust, the sleigh shifted underneath them, scraping back and forth across the concrete of the floor.

			This. This. This. Was all she could think. He was an answer to an unasked question. Nothing she’d have let herself hope for, but exactly what she’d craved.

			With every arc of the back and tilt of the pelvis, energy pulsed through her, and she couldn’t help but remember the night of their reunion. The first time the magic had forced its way past her defenses, she’d been with him, and then it happened again and again as tightly knotted parts of her came loose in his presence. He unwound her in a way no one else had been able, or even tried, to do.

			She buried her face in his neck, huffing his sweet earthy aroma, mouth filled with the brine of his sweat as she tongued and bit. The noise that came out of his mouth at that moment was primal, and then he was lifting them both, so that she came to stand with one leg propped up high on the back of the sleigh as he held her hips fast from behind and drove himself in deeper.

			The second her body clamped around him to send her climbing toward climax again, he sensed it and quickened, his thrusts growing hurried.

			As they both drew close to the edge, she reached inside to the place where their vital lines had coiled and squeezed—hard—sending a gush of his energy throughout her body and doing the same to him. The results were explosive, and they cried out at the same moment, flushed and writhing and letting everything go.
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			The power they’d raised released with them, traveling out as a wind that shook loose branches and kicked up whorls of snow from the earth. Every light in the festival grounds brightened in a flash, and the Yule Goat erupted into flames, even though the ritual torches had yet to touch it.

			Lights blazed. Bonfire burned. And somewhere in the distance, an old man leaned against a staff wrapped in holly and chuckled. “Nearly time, then.”

			His smile melted away, knowing that what must come next was necessary, but pitying the lovers all the same.
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			It was difficult not to fall asleep in the pleasurable haze that followed, but though the sleigh had offered many delightful positions for what they had been doing, it was not suitable for even the most love-drunk sleep. Gavin was dozing, stretched out across the back seat, arms holding Rowan to his chest.

			She’d let him get a little sleep in, simply enjoying the feeling of a bare chest beneath her cheek and the smell of sweat and old velvet. But the more the heat of lovemaking retreated, the colder it grew, and if they both fell asleep, they risked not waking up until someone arrived to put the sleighs to their intended use.

			“Gavin,” she whispered, shaking him awake. “Gavin, we can’t sleep here.”

			He let out a grumble without opening his eyes, pulling her closer and burrowing down. “Says who.”

			She laughed and swatted him. “Says me.”

			He sighed, opening his eyes. “Oh…you.”

			“Just me.”

			“No just about it,” he chided. His hand tangled in the cloud of her hair. “God, you’re beautiful.”

			It was a struggle to accept the compliment, to see herself as he saw her, but she pushed back against the instinct to dismiss it with snark.

			“Those things you said earlier,” she said. “Did you actually think about me that way back then?”

			He studied her. “You really didn’t know?”

			“Know what?”

			“I was head over heels for you.”

			Her heartbeat was all the way in her ears. “Really?”

			“Yes. Which is why when you appeared in the chaos at the airport the other night, looking like you’d stepped off the pages of a storybook, it was like…” He smiled. “Holiday magic.”

			Magic.

			“A second chance,” he continued. His gaze was firm as he processed her look of shock. “Do you want to know the moment I fell for you?”

			“I…Yes?”

			His head bowed for a moment, and when it came up, it was not without a whisper of grief.

			“It was my first day back…after she died. Everyone was acting like I was glass. No one would even sit next to me. Then you came in and flopped right on down. I must’ve looked at you funny, because you leaned in and said, ‘What? You thought you’d keep this entire section for yourself, McCreery? I don’t think so.’ You treated me like a person.”

			“Seems like a low bar,” she murmured.

			He chuckled softly. “Maybe, but no one else cleared it…” He studied her, tucking an errant lock of hair behind her ear. “You really never realized I was into you?”

			Rowan flushed and shook her head. “I didn’t…Why didn’t you ever say, or do, anything about it?”

			Gavin looked thoughtful, and then frustrated. “I don’t know, to be honest.” He shook his head. “I got close.” His enviably long lashes fluttered, and he once again seemed perplexed. “Do you remember that time we went to the debate finals? I gave you a ride home, and we stopped at that waterfall?” Rowan must have looked blank. “Wait, do you not?”

			“I…” Rowan shook her head. She didn’t remember ever going on any long drives alone with Gavin, much less one involving a quasi-romantic stop at a waterfall. “I don’t, I’m sorry.”

			He couldn’t disguise a note of hurt. “I guess it was more significant for me than it was for you.”

			Rowan settled back onto his chest, so that she moved with the rise and fall of his breath. “Tell me more. Maybe it’ll come back.”

			Mollified, he said, “We stayed there for a couple of hours, until the sun set, talking. I remember you leaning over the rail of the bridge, the light catching your hair.” The way he’d reacted on the deck at Aelfhome when she’d feigned falling suddenly made more sense. “You glanced back, like you were daring me to come stop you…”

			She could sense how he’d wanted it to end—how it could have ended. Him getting close enough to grab her, their bodies inches apart, the closeness causing what it did now, all heady excitement, heat, ache. When she’d finally put her feet back down on the bridge, he’d have been there, waiting for her. He’d have reached down, pulled the hair from her face and let his hand linger before leaning in to press his lips to hers. Younger, less confident, but with no less intention.

			It almost felt real, and when Rowan looked at Gavin, it seemed like they had been imagining the same ending to the story—what could have been but had not.

			Why not? Well, there was the fact she had seen him as her scornful rival at the time—spoiled son of a rich man who had it out for her family.

			But no. She shook her head, discarding the now clear artifice of the narrative. It was a story she’d started telling herself somewhere along the way, because she’d lost too many details of what had actually happened.

			He had always been Gavin. Son of Dennis but of Sarah too, annoyingly handsome and a better person than he had any right to be. His sensibility and thoughtfulness had made her feel like if she strayed too far into the clouds, he would be there to keep her from floating away. Not to limit her, only to keep her from getting lost. And she pushed him to think bigger, to dream. They had never truly been rivals. There was more to it than that.

			But then why couldn’t she remember?
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			By the time they left the sanctuary of the garage, the festival had long since broken up, the night deep with a comfortable darkness. They drove by the charred remains of the straw Yule Goat, and Rowan remembered with a pang of guilt that she should have been a part of the ritual preceding its conflagration. Thankfully, there should have been many witches available to stand in her place for the night.

			The fact she thought of it as “her place” caught her by surprise. It wasn’t really her place. She was just standing in for whoever would take it on permanently one day.

			Wasn’t she?

			By the time they were home, her thoughts were in all kinds of knots.

			As they reached the door, he said, “There’s a party at my house tomorrow. Today, I guess?” His laughter was high, light. “You should come. We can pitch the plan to my dad. Together.”

			“Okay.” The sudden invitation was a bit of a surprise, but it made sense.

			“There’s something I should tell you first,” he said, hands in his pockets. His eyes darted to the ground and back up again. Whatever he was gearing up to say, it was heavy. He took a deep breath. “I’m going to tell him I’m moving back.”

			She couldn’t believe what she had just heard. “What was that?”

			“I’m moving back…” he repeated. “He’ll never agree to this if he has to be involved, so I’ll offer to do it instead.”

			“Are…are you sure?”

			“As sure as anything. I’m going to ask him to let me take this on, and in exchange, I’ll do whatever else he wants for the business too.”

			She furrowed her brow. “We don’t need to start with that…”

			He shook his head. “This is my responsibility, and if I abdicate it, I don’t get out of fault for what someone else does in my place. If I’m there, I can spearhead changes. Prevent more Goshen Groups. Try to keep rents down. Work toward more dramatic changes long term. This is where I can do the most good.” He stared at her, eyes searching. “That makes sense, right?”

			“I…” She hesitated. It was hard not to worry that if he stayed in his father’s orbit without being able to set boundaries, it was Gavin whose direction would change, not Dennis’s. But he was looking at her with so much hope that the edges of her cynicism softened, and she found herself saying, “Yes. Yes, it does.”

			Relief broke across his face, and before she knew it, they were kissing one more time beneath the mistletoe.

			And even though she knew there was one more thing that needed to be shared, so that everything would finally be out in the open, she looked at the smile on his face and kept her mouth firmly shut.

			Tomorrow, she told herself, I’ll do it tomorrow.

			And she let herself believe it.

			When he finally left, Rowan fell asleep easily, but the morning came too soon. Had she been less exhausted, more attuned with the portents, she might have noticed that a wind had swept the holly she’d plucked from his hair out of her window, and when she looked outside and glimpsed a snowy owl in the first light of dawn, she would have taken it for what it was—not a picturesque moment served up by nature but an omen of trouble to come.

			Had she thought a little harder, she might also have remembered what the cards had warned—that there was no way forward without the past coming due, bringing with it a devastating ending.
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			December 29

			The Ninth Day of Yule

			The morning kitchen was quiet, but not empty. Her mother was bent over the kettle, pouring a cup of tea—her eyes swathed in shadows from the late night. Rowan took tentative steps down the stairs, remembering she had another apology due.

			“Morning,” she called. Liliana glanced up briefly and then looked back down at her tea. “About the ritual—”

			“We don’t have to talk about it,” said her mother, voice flat. “We had someone else there to fill in the empty spot. It’s fine.”

			“No, it’s not fine. I want to apologize, so let me apologize.”

			“Okay, apologize,” said her mother with a shrug. Liliana had shut herself down tight. Nothing Rowan could say was going to get through. A strange energy built between them—a fetid, throbbing thing.

			“I’m sorry,” Rowan began.

			Her mother nodded impassively.

			“Oh, come on! Look at me, listen to me. It was one spell, Mom! Just one damn spell!”

			Liliana finally reacted, slamming her teacup down so hard that a surge of hot water and dried flowers flowed up, spilling onto the counter. Energy erupted, like pus from a festering wound.

			“It isn’t about one spell,” said her mother. “It’s about showing up for your family when we need you.”

			“I have been showing up constantly since I got here!”

			“For the first time in years.”

			Rowan threw her hands up. “Sorry if I was busy fighting for the future of the planet.”

			Liliana pressed her hands into the counter and leaned in. “And? Did you do it? Did ya save the planet, Rowan?”

			Rowan’s breath stalled. “That’s not fair, it’s a complex issue, I—”

			“Of course it is, but you have deluded yourself into thinking that locking yourself up in a room and trying to think up grand solutions is as good as actually doing something about it. You avoid the real work, the hard work. The work that requires persistence, showing up day after day because people are relying on you.”

			“I know!” Rowan shouted, fingers winding in her hair, wrenching at it. “I know. But it’s not that I’m not willing. I just…get there and I fail. Again and again. Over and over. I don’t understand how to be the person you want me to be and also do something worthwhile. Anything, really.”

			Rowan pulled her hands free, clasping them together to keep herself from ravaging her hair any further. “I have spent my whole life hearing that my way of doing things is wrong. You want me to do magic, but not my magic. You want me to contribute, but not in the ways I’m good at. Doing that—doing things in a box meant for someone else—it’s fucking exhausting, and it means I’m always going to fall short. I have spent the last eight years fighting my magic, fighting my instincts. I’m so tired.”

			By the time she finished, her breath had gone ragged. Her stomach churned.

			Her mother stared, open-mouthed, and then after a moment pulled her in close.

			They stayed that way for a long time, until finally Rowan pulled back.

			“Why were you so afraid of Grandma teaching me, Mom?” She had her suspicions, but she wanted to hear it from her mother’s lips.

			Liliana looked down. Her face was creased and haggard in the cold morning light. “Your grandmother, she…I loved her, but she was a hard woman to love. She was so wounded, she simply could not cede an inch, ever…She was always on the offensive. And she had her reasons—I can acknowledge that. There were times she needed to protect herself, to protect us, and when she used her power against people with power of their own who deserved it, it was righteous. But she stopped being able to see clearly who did and did not deserve it, trusting only in herself to judge, and used it in ways, on people, she shouldn’t have.” Her mother looked away briefly before looking back. “And it drove her further and further away from everyone.”

			Liliana was studying her hands, and Rowan reached out to hold them. She looked up, smiled faintly. “I didn’t want that for you.”

			“I don’t either,” said Rowan, and a familiar fear coiled in her belly, readying to strike.

			“But listen to me—you aren’t her, and it wasn’t fair of me to project what she did onto you. You can and will make the right choices about how to use your magic. You already are.”

			“Thank you.” Rowan hesitated a moment and inhaled power from the earth below before saying what came next. “But the thing is, I am her. There are ways that I am her, just like there are ways that I’m you, because I’m not one person, and neither was she, and she used her magic to hurt you, really badly. She hurt me too, but she also helped me. Just like you have helped me and hurt me. And I’m going to hurt people too. No matter how hard I try—I’m going to hurt people too.”

			Liliana inhaled sharply but didn’t protest, only listened.

			Rowan took a deep shaking breath, pushing down the swell of anxiety. “Something…something I’ve been trying to come to peace with, and I think I’m just understanding now, is that none of us are just one person. We’re someone different to everyone in our lives, and even different people on different days. Which is one of the reasons it hurts so much to lose someone. We not only lose them—we lose who we were to them. All those people, though, they are the same person, they’re all us, and they coexist inside us. The only way I know how to make peace with that in myself is to make peace with it in others too.”

			Her eyes searched her mother’s face, desperate for understanding. “Does that make sense?”

			Liliana Midwinter’s eyes, which had been cloudy, cleared and shone. “Yes,” she said, “yes it does.” Then she touched her hand to Rowan’s cheek. “My wise and wonderful girl. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry I ever gave you reason to doubt yourself.”

			Something in Rowan released then. She was lighter. The conversation hadn’t healed everything—no conversation could—but it had softened the ground.

			“There’s one more thing we need to talk about,” said her mother with an inhale. “You need to stop blaming yourself for the house. Many people were at fault, but no one more than your grandmother herself. If she’d told someone sooner, maybe we could have helped, but she wanted to fix it all herself. Even though she was barely capable of magic by then. If I hadn’t found those statements hidden in the china cabinet…”

			Rowan inhaled deeply. “There’s something else you need to know about that night.”

			Her mother waved a hand. “I told you. Whatever you did, we can put it behind us, I—”

			“No, it’s important. The reason I’ve never told you what happened is because I don’t know. I don’t remember.”

			Her mother looked stricken. “Was it Mom, did she—?”

			“No. I did it to myself. I erased my memories. The components are still in my spell chest. Whatever it was, whatever I did that night…I didn’t want to remember. And I can’t help but feel like…” Rowan looked out the window. “Like part of why I’ve been…so stuck is because I’m missing that piece of me.”

			There was a long, quiet moment before her mother said in a low voice, “Do you want to undo it?”

			Rowan glanced her way, startled. “Do you know how?”

			“No,” admitted her mother, and then she looked thoughtful and crossed to a photo of Grandmother Madeleine hanging on the wall. “I can try to figure it out, but…I wish we still had our expert. You know, for all I used to think we were opposites—we’re more alike than I like to admit. Especially lately. I’ve been channeling her fierce streak.”

			“It’s not the worst thing. You’ve been fighting for us.”

			“I’ve been trying.” She looked from Rowan back to the photo, touching the glass with her fingertips. “Even after everything, I miss her so much.”

			“Me too,” said Rowan, a pang in her chest.

			Her mother looked toward the kitchen, blinking back tears. “I went looking in the tin for her fudge this morning, forgetting it wouldn’t be there.”

			“I did that yesterday! Do you, um, have the recipe anywhere?”

			Her mother brightened. “Oh! Um. Probably somewhere…”

			“Well, why don’t we try making it? I know it won’t be the same, but—”

			“Let’s try it.” Liliana passed to the kitchen to root around in a card box. “The one thing I can never really get right is the cooking time. I always overcook it.”

			“Well, you see, there’s these wonderful inventions called timers…”

			Her mother laughed and scowled simultaneously as she pulled the dry goods out of the cabinets. “Who raised you to be so snarky?”

			“I don’t think you want me to answer that,” said Rowan as she traveled to the fridge for the perishables.

			“It was your dad.”

			“Dad barely talks.”

			Together they combined all the old familiar ingredients—sugar and butter coming together with chocolate and vanilla in a strong boil over the licking flames of the stove. They chopped up walnuts in a steady rhythm of knife against block, leaving a fine nutty dust in the air, and sprinkled them across the surface of the fudge after it had been transferred to a pan for cooling.

			Liliana raised power as she moved, and so Rowan did the same, bringing into the recipe all the best things she could remember about her grandmother—her cunning, her tenacity, her wit—and the hard parts too. The unnecessary harm that she had done, in particular to those she had loved, and how the myriad of spells she’d cast to keep her safe had isolated her in the end.

			It was not a future Rowan wanted for herself, but it was clear that her old solution, to deny herself and cut herself off, had brought about similar enough consequences.

			There had to be a middle ground, and she would find it.

			When Rowan and Liliana sat down to sample the finished product, a wind whistled through the house, and a door shut in the far hall. It was the door to her grandmother’s room.

			“Hi, Mom,” whispered Liliana. She reached out for Rowan’s hand, and they sat and stared in the direction of the room, remembering and grieving not only the loss of Madeleine Midwinter but of who they had been to Madeleine Midwinter.

			Until Rowan glanced at the clock and, noticing the time, scrambled out of her seat with an “Oh, shit!”

			“Hmm?” Liliana hummed around a mouthful of fudge.

			“I’m supposed to go to this party at Gavin’s house tonight. It’s a swanky dinner, and I have no idea what I’m going to wear. I guess I’ve got the dress from the fundraiser? But it’s dirty and dry clean only.”

			“I think,” Liliana offered, raising a finger, “I might have something that’ll work.”

			Her mother’s solution was the red dress of Midwinter lore. Rowan was certain there was no chance of it fitting, given that her grandmother had been thin as a whip in the way of all women who lived off cigarettes and spite, but Liliana shook it free and held it up high for inspection, and the shape of it slowly expanded in her hands, so that when Rowan slipped it on, the fit was perfect.

			More hearth magic at work.

			“I don’t have to be back by midnight or anything?” she had asked, admiring the way the vintage A-line shape flattered her curves.

			Her mother scoffed. “Did you hear ‘bibbidi-bobbidi-boo’? Go—enjoy the party.”
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			Her father’s truck lumbered over a long gravel drive. The heater labored to keep the cab above freezing, and the radio was fuzzy with static. As the McCreery house came into sight on a distant hill, Rowan was struck with the dizzying memory of the last time she’d looked at it from this perspective.

			She’d never felt more alone, or confused, than in the moment she had stepped back into consciousness on this very hillside.

			The truck rolled to a stop out beside a collection of much nicer cars. It seemed like too many for one man and his visiting son, but then, she didn’t know what Dennis McCreery spent his money on—maybe it was cars? That he left outside in the middle of winter?

			Gavin met her at the door. He was wearing a black suit tailored to show off the breadth of his shoulders and the trim torso below them. His eyes swept her from head to toe as he stepped out to meet her on the doorstep, a reverent look in his eyes.

			“You look incredible,” he said in a low voice. His fingertips skimmed the exposed flesh of her shoulders before tripping down her back to loop around and pull her against the rigid line of his body. He kissed her once, twice, a third time, the attentions of his tongue leaving her breathless with anticipation of what they might sneak off and do once they’d finished their business.

			He took her by the hand and led her into the house. Golden tinsel wove through the handrail of a wide staircase. Glossy silver, pale blue, and white balls dangled from beams overhead. Their Christmas tree was straight out of a catalog, stretching at least fifteen feet toward the vaulted ceilings of the living room and decorated with icy perfection.

			She stared at it a moment longer, and déjà vu struck again. It left her head swimming, and she held Gavin’s hand a little tighter to steady herself. She had never been inside this house, had she? Something slithered up her spine, the uneasy sensation that something wasn’t right.

			Gavin’s forehead creased with tension. “Everyone’s out back.”

			Her heart dropped. “I thought I was getting here early so we could pitch to him.”

			He wound up his words slowly, gently, clearly expecting that what he was going to say would upset her. “There were other…early visitors. It’s not a problem. We’ll catch a lull and pull him aside. Look, there’s more, though. I didn’t realize they were coming…I didn’t realize she was coming.”

			The sensation spread from her spine to her neck, constricting. “Who?”

			“The Goshen Group representatives.”

			“Excuse me? They’re here?”

			The room spun, seeming to grow smaller. She did everything she could to steady her breath in a regular rhythm. The uneasy feeling doubled, tripled in size and intensity.

			“Yes,” he said. “And Hayleigh’s with them. Honestly, I’m surprised she even wanted to come after what happened.”

			Hayleigh. He said the name like she should know it and what he meant by “what happened.”

			What exactly was she missing? Her cheeks burned. The room spun again.

			“Let’s go to your room,” she blurted.

			“Excuse me?” he asked with a laugh.

			“I mean, show me your room, before we go join the party. I’d love to see what kind of embarrassing kid stuff you held on to.” The words stumbled across her tongue with forced lightness.

			He accepted the explanation. “I’ll give you one in advance, by way of warning—I had an Animorphs phase.” Before they could finish ascending the stairs, Dennis McCreery walked in from the back, his guests at his heels.

			“Ah, Rowan, so good of you to join us,” said Dennis. He waved a champagne flute their way. “You two aren’t sneaking off already, are you?”

			“Excuse me?” A blond woman in a black cocktail dress emerged, arms crossed. It only took a moment to realize that she was the same woman who had attended the Hunt in the vermillion dress, and from the look of dawning recognition, it was clear the other woman recognized Rowan as well. “You broke up with me for her. For Hotel Girl?”

			Hotel Girl? What?

			Everyone was stunned. Hotel girl? mouthed Dennis to the man at his side.

			“Hayleigh, this isn’t funny anymore,” said Gavin. “This is Rowan. Not ‘Ronan,’ not ‘Hotel Girl.’ The two of you have met multiple times at this point.”

			“What?” said Hayleigh. She looked as baffled as Rowan felt. The blond woman continued, “I met her once. At my hotel. After I blacked out. Unless…” She looked at Rowan more closely. “You were dressed as the old witch last night, weren’t you? The one who—” She cut herself off, face sharpening.

			“Wait, what was that about you blacking out?” repeated Gavin. He looked first at Hayleigh and then back at Rowan.

			For her part, Rowan stood frozen in place, unable to focus on anything but trying to control the brewing storm of panic in her nervous system.

			Panic that she didn’t recognize “Hayleigh” as anything other than the woman at the festival.

			Panic that everyone in the room thought they should know each other.

			Panic that Hayleigh, who apparently worked for the Goshen Group, had overheard their pitch at the festival.

			The scene tasted of magic. Rowan’s magic.

			What had she done?

			“Hayleigh, dear, this is Rowan Midwinter,” said Dennis. “She and Gavin are old friends.”

			Hayleigh glared at Gavin. “You dumped me for a satanist?”

			Gavin pressed his brow with a sigh. “I couldn’t have dumped you because we never dated. And she’s not a satanist.”

			“Oh?” said Hayleigh. “I saw what was happening at that party last night. They burned an idol! There were people dressed like demons running wild in the streets!”

			“This is getting very confusing,” muttered one of the other reps.

			“Perhaps you’d better see a doctor, dear,” said Dennis, putting a hand on Hayleigh’s shoulder. “You seem confused.”

			Hayleigh shrugged off his hand and spun, pointing a finger in his face. “You’re right—I am. I’m confused that your son is running around with one of them. Did you bring us all the way here to tell us the deal’s off?”

			“Of course not,” blustered Dennis. “Especially with that new pitch you brought me. I can’t see how this partnership is anything but a win for Elk Ridge.”

			“Wait, what new pitch?” said Gavin.

			Hayleigh crossed her arms and smiled, sharklike in the glittering lights of the Christmas tree.

			“I was telling your father about my newest proposal—Elk Ridge Every Season. We aren’t going to build all this just to do business six weeks a year. How silly would that be? We’ll have people here coming to celebrate Easter, the Fourth of July, Harvest Fest—all your good old-fashioned, family favorites, right here in Elk Ridge.”

			The pit in Rowan’s stomach bottomed out. That was their pitch but twisted.

			She had let this woman, who apparently worked for Goshen Group, and whom she should have recognized, steal their idea. How had she let this happen?

			A Spell to Forget. The only possible explanation.

			She’d done it again.

			She’d messed it all up.

			Dennis smiled at the Goshen Group representatives in a conciliatory way. “This is what we needed—the missing piece. As far as I’m concerned, the meeting’s a formality. It’s only a matter of signing the papers.”

			The spinning of the room intensified, and Rowan’s vision grew spotty. She wobbled, grasping for Gavin, but he had taken a few steps closer to his father, and she clutched the banister instead.

			“Dad,” said Gavin, “we need to talk.”

			“There’s nothing more to discuss, son,” said Dennis, in a practiced tone that he had clearly employed to shut down hundreds of arguments.

			Gavin pushed on. “Yes, there is. We have an alternate proposal. Though it’s actually very similar to that one.” His eyes narrowed at Hayleigh. “…somehow. But with some key differences. And it’ll keep everything local.”

			Dennis shook his head. “We’ve been over this—there aren’t the resources locally.”

			Gavin waved toward the Goshen Group reps. “And if we sell to them, there never will be. Everything Elk Ridge has left will end up in bank accounts somewhere else.”

			“They’re bringing in jobs this town desperately needs.”

			Gavin locked eyes with his father. “They are going to replace jobs. They are going to push people out of small businesses where people know each other, care about each other, into minimum-wage positions where they’re numbers on an Excel sheet.”

			Dennis shook his head. “I can tell you’ve given this idea of yours a lot of thought, and I appreciate your passion. But this is the right call. It’ll be a painful transition, but it’ll let the town survive. It’s not ideal, but it’s the best deal we’ve got.”

			He turned away, signaling that the conversation was over. Frustration and disappointment dueled on Gavin’s features, but he said nothing else.

			Rowan stared at him, eyes wide. That was it? He was dropping it there?

			While it had been clear that he had difficulties saying no to his father, she had always assumed, hoped, that when it came down to it, when it was really important, he’d come through.

			But he wasn’t. He could plot, and bargain, and reason, but when it came time to draw a line, he couldn’t do it.

			He won’t stand up to him. Not even for this. Not even for us.

			Rowan spat, “That’s bullshit.”

			Dennis turned back, eyes narrowed. “Excuse me?”

			“This is all about Elk Ridge, huh? It’s got nothing to do with the millions of dollars you’ll walk away with.”

			His face reddened. “Money I’ll reinvest in the community.”

			Rowan laughed. “Elk Ridge will get a gymnasium, and you’ll get, what, a third home in the Alps? Where you can hide out and ignore the consequences—”

			“Now listen to me, young lady,” said Dennis, cutting her off.

			“No, you listen!” The words exploded from her mouth, and magic came with them. Everyone in the room stared straight at her, rapt and utterly silent. Even Gavin’s eyes locked onto her face with an unnatural intensity.

			A Spell to Draw Attention had become instinct.

			She took a deep breath, eyes scanning the room. They could not speak, could not move, until she had said her piece. They were aware of the hold she had on them. Hayleigh’s eyes darted from side to side, as if looking for a way out.

			Gavin knew too. This would not be like the Ferris wheel, nor the sign, nor any of the other times they’d sidestepped the truth of who she was and what she was capable of.

			She needed to be sure it was worth the price.

			Descending the stairs, she said, “Our proposal is good, Mr. McCreery. So good that she…” Her eyes flicked to Hayleigh. “Stole it. There’s more where that came from. If you’d only take a few minutes to hear us out, you’d realize that.” She paused in front of the old man, looking him in the eyes. “But you aren’t listening—because you don’t want to listen. Not even to your own son, who cares more about you than—”

			Her voice hitched with a sharp upswell of emotion. She met Gavin’s eyes briefly before looking back at Dennis. “Anyone. You’re only thinking about you right now. And how all that money is going to feel. At least, that’s what I think.”

			Rowan made for the door, pausing before leaving. “If you really care about this town, if you are actually trying to do what’s best for Elk Ridge, go on—prove me wrong. Listen, really listen, and then make a choice.”

			She opened the door and stepped into the night, releasing the spell once she was out. As the door shut, she was already sprinting toward her father’s truck, stumbling over the snowy, uneven terrain in her borrowed, impractical shoes.

			As magic and adrenaline abandoned her, she was left shaking, nauseated, forced to face what she’d pushed back to do what needed to be done.

			Forgotten women. Unremembered living rooms. And worst of all was the powerful echo of her own words.

			He won’t stand up to him. Not even for this. Not even for us.

			And there was that creeping sense of déjà vu again. This was not the first time she had realized this about Gavin; she was sure of it.

			Awareness returned to her body. She had overshot her father’s truck and stood in the field in front of the house. Déjà vu deepened as she remembered an altar in the snow below. An altar covered in spell components, and a grimoire opened to a forbidden page.

			What was on that page?

			The thing in her chest wrapped and wound, tightening. She was going to stop breathing any moment—she was sure of it. She’d forgotten how to breathe. She doubled over, nearly collapsing into the snow as she struggled to keep her chest going in a steady rhythm of rise and fall.

			She needed to know. She couldn’t let the void inside overtake her anymore.

			Then arms were there—looping around her, pulling her in close. “Rowan.” Gavin’s voice was soft in her ear. “Rowan, are you okay?”

			She shook her head, gasping with the effort to take a full breath. “I—I can’t breathe.”

			He placed his palm to her stomach and said, “Focus on pressing against this every time you breathe in. One after another. One after another.” He held her close and led her from the field toward the truck, repeating gently and firmly with every step.

			“One after another. One after another. Until it passes.”
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			The hushed voices wound their way up the stairs and through her bedroom door, which had been left slightly ajar. The panic attack had subsided, but she was stuck in the nervous system hangover that had followed, curled up on her bed with her onetime comfort object, a one-eyed stuffed raccoon named Hooch, tucked under her arm.

			She could no longer ignore the signs. When they had gotten home, Joe Midwinter had been chasing a bird around the living room with a broom—another ill omen. It finally bolted through the door as she walked in, slamming into her chest and falling to the ground. She’d stared at it, mouth agape and horrified, as her mother ushered her upstairs.

			Her father appeared in her bedroom door with a hot cup of tea. “Hot cup, look out,” he said, pretending to juggle it before settling it on her bedside table.

			She managed a weak smile. “Thanks. Can you send Mom up?”

			His brows knit. “Not Gavin? He’s downstairs. Worried sick.”

			She closed her eyes and bit her lip. “In a minute, but Mom first.”

			Liliana appeared in the doorway moments later. She drifted over to settle at Rowan’s side, rubbing her daughter’s temples like she had when Rowan was sick as a kid.

			“He knows,” said Rowan.

			“Oh?” asked Liliana. “You two finally talked about it?”

			“No…” said Rowan, closing her eyes. “I cast a spell. On everyone. He felt it. Um, everyone felt it. The Goshen Group was there, Mom. They stole our idea. Mr. McCreery wouldn’t listen to anything Gavin or I tried to say, and then Gavin—he just gave up.” The phrase was bitter on her tongue. “So I made them listen.”

			As she finished the story, Rowan tensed, waiting for her mother’s recrimination to arrive. To her great surprise, Liliana laughed. “Well, it’s about time someone did that.”

			Rowan blinked. “You don’t think I violated the Rede in some horrible way?”

			Her mother tsked. “Taking corporate raiders to task? No. No, I don’t. You were karma in action, honey. I never meant for you to end up torturing yourself over something like this. Something that’s so clearly sooth justice.”

			“Sooth justice, Mom? Really?”

			“You know, like ‘street justice,’ but for us?”

			“The explanation doesn’t make it better.”

			Liliana studied her with soft eyes. “Was casting that spell what triggered the panic attack?”

			“No, what I did was justified, I know. It was about…” She swallowed. “Well, I don’t know what exactly, but it has something to do with whatever I made myself forget eight years ago. I need my memories back. I don’t think I can move on without them.”

			At that moment, Rowan’s spell chest popped open. A red envelope sat at the top. Her name was written on the front in her grandmother’s familiar scrawling handwriting.

			Liliana crossed and looked down. With a sigh, she said, “A Spell to Stay Missing until Found. Oh, Mom.”

			“What?” asked Rowan, crossing to look down at the envelope.

			“It keeps something hidden from you until you’re ready for it. One of Mom’s favorite tricks.” Liliana’s brow creased, remembering. “Six months before she died, she became obsessed with something. Whatever it was, she wouldn’t tell me, but she pored over every book she could find. I’m guessing whatever’s inside…That was it.”

			Rowan leaned down and picked up the envelope, tearing open the flap to reveal the card inside. On one page was a set of instructions for a spell, and on the other, a letter. Unaddressed, unsigned, but it didn’t need to be.

			She read her grandmother’s final message.

			
				My dear—

				I should never have put you in the position I did.

				I’m sorry. Tell your mother I’m sorry too.

				I hope you can forgive me, but more,

				I hope you can forgive yourself.

				Until we meet again, my love.

			

			Wordless, Rowan passed the note to her mother. Liliana scanned the sheet, and her eyes went red and wet, and she gasped, knuckle to mouth. Rowan put a hand on her forearm.

			“I’m sorry, it’s just…”

			“An apology from Madeleine Midwinter.”

			“I never thought I’d see the day.” Liliana dried her eyes with the back of her shirt and nodded toward the second sheet of paper. “Go on. Take a look.”

			The answer was plain as day—a careful deconstruction of the original. She would break the stave, cut the cord, and snuff the candle. It must have driven her grandmother mad to realize it was so simple.

			Pressing the paper to her chest, she whispered, “Thank you, Grandma,” and immediately set about putting the components on her altar, fingers trembling in anticipation of what was coming.

			Her mother hovered. “Do you want me to go?”

			Rowan considered it for a moment but shook her head. “No—I don’t want to be alone for this.”

			“Then I’ll stay.”

			They grounded together, raised power together, cast a protective circle together, but when it was time to say the words, the task was Rowan’s alone.

			She set the page containing the forgetting spell into a brazier at the center of the altar and let it burn as she began to chant.

			
				What was done, now undo,

				Bring everything back that was true,

				By the power of three by three…

			

			Rowan hesitated, understanding that when she closed the spell, nothing would ever be the same again: the burden of every action of significance.

			
				As I do will it, so mote it be.
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			Memories returned.

			A memory of a boy popping out from behind a stall to tackle her. It was a game they’d played dozens of times over the years while their mothers worked the festival, but this time it was different. Her body had been changing, and so, it seemed, had the game. Her cheeks flushed. She pushed him off and ran.

			A memory of a late-night study session. His hand getting close as he moved to erase something, and her body leaping in response to his touch.

			A memory of a ride on a Ferris wheel. A look on his face like he had something to say but could not figure out how to say it.

			A memory of writing his name and drawing frustrated X’s across it, frantically, over and over, until the X’s gave way to hearts, and she cursed herself for being as hopeless as all the other girls fooled by quiet boys with soulful eyes.

			A memory of working the wassail table. Gavin had come by, asking if they ever had orange sugar cookies. She’d gone straight home that night and worked on the recipe until she’d mastered it.

			A memory of a long drive she wished would never end, because in the car, he was hers, and hers alone. As she wished it, the car turned off the road so they could stop and look at a waterfall.

			A memory of kisses stolen in hidden corners, on long walks in the woods, behind bleachers. They were Romeo and Juliet. Their families would never approve, and so it was a secret—their secret. He’d slid his class ring onto her ring finger, but it had been too dangerous to wear it, so she’d kept it in her pocket at all times.

			A memory of more than a kiss. They were in his Subaru, old even then, the most ignoble of all places for one’s first time, but it didn’t matter, because it was with him.

			A memory of a confession. Magic was real, and she wielded it. When he expressed doubts, she sat up and kissed him, sending rippling waves of pleasure through his body. “Do you believe me now?” she’d teased, and all he’d been able to do was stare, open-mouthed.

			A memory of a plan. A plan to save her grandmother’s house. She waited for him outside, alone in the cold, as he did his part—talking to his father, which he insisted would work, but if he failed, he promised he would bring back something they could use in a spell.

			When he appeared at the rise outside the McCreery house with a photo in his hand, her heart fell. He’d held the picture tight to his chest as she assembled the altar.

			“Is this real?” he’d asked. “Are you really going to cast a spell on my father?”

			“This is real, Gavin. I told you I have magic. I showed you I have magic.”

			He shook away her words. “You kissed me. I felt something. I feel things every time you kiss me. I feel things every time I think about you kissing me. That isn’t magic, it’s just…love.”

			The confession had floored her. Love? Her throat dry, she said, “Love is magic.”

			“You can’t keep saying normal things are magic,” said Gavin, his voice beginning to rise. “Like that makes this all okay!”

			“This is okay, and if you need me to show you something you can’t explain, away—here!”

			She raised her hands to her sides, calling up a wind to surround them, howling in a gale to match her pain and frustration that he didn’t believe her. It blew with such a fury that it snapped a branch off a nearby tree, startling them both. Her hands dropped, and the wind ceased. His eyes were wide as he stared at her, silent.

			Finally, she held out her hand. “Can I please have the picture? The spell won’t work without it. I need a link to him.” But Gavin was still silent, and he took a step back. “Please,” she said, her voice quivering. “Can I have the picture?” He took another step back. “Gavin, please don’t go. Please.”

			“I’m sorry,” he said, turning to flee into the night.

			The realization that he would never stand up to his father. Not for this. Not for her.

			A memory of lying in a bed in her grandmother’s house—her heart in pieces. Grandmother Madeleine stroked her hair. It would be the last night she spent in that house before McCreery demolished it.

			“He looked at me like I was going to do something evil,” she said with a choking sob. “He knows me. He knows I wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

			“He only knows the half he wants to see,” muttered her grandmother. “The other half scares him, because it’s so much more than he’ll ever be capable of. I’m sorry you had to learn that lesson this way. What were you trying to cast?”

			Rowan unclenched the paper in her hand, revealing the name of the spell. A Spell to Feel My Pain. “I thought if Dennis realized what he was putting us through, he wouldn’t go through with it.”

			“Oh, my girl,” said her grandmother with a tired sigh. “He knows exactly what he is doing. He simply doesn’t care, and there’s no magic to fix that.”

			“Then what the hell good is magic?” Rowan shouted, wrenching the sheets of the bed in her fist.

			“There’s other magic,” her grandmother had said, her voice low and purposeful. “Magic that might fix this yet…”

			Her grimoire had looked giant in her hands, already paper thin and almost translucent—blue veins running along liver-spotted skin.

			“Something the world will teach you a million times over, my love: Appealing to people’s empathy will only get you so far. Sometimes you have to force them to do the right thing.” The spells inside the book were already well beyond the old woman’s remaining magical capabilities, and so she set it beside her granddaughter, as well as the hedgewitch pendant.

			“Don’t be afraid of your power,” her grandmother urged before leaving.

			Rowan had stared at the grimoire for a long time, but finally she’d snatched it up, along with the pendant, stealing out to return to the McCreery house.

			She settled on the ground where she had assembled her altar earlier and opened the book. The moon was full overhead, so she read its pages by moonlight. It opened straight to the first marked page—A Spell to Do as I Say. She flipped to the second—A Spell for the Uninvited Guest.

			The suggestion was obvious. Coerce him into letting her inside. Assume control. Make him give up the house. Force him to leave their family alone.

			But if Gavin caught her, if he figured out what she’d done, he’d never forgive her.

			The book had slipped from her hands, opening to a new page. A Spell to Forget.

			An alternative path opened up before her. She could cast what she needed, and then wipe their minds with the forgetting spell. It would be as if the entire night had never happened. No spells, no fight, no fear. A fresh start.

			Rowan had scrambled to assemble the materials, heaping them all on the altar, and grounded, raised power, and shouted the desperate words. But just as she had been about to say So mote it be, she had stopped.

			Her grandmother’s face had flashed in her mind—birdlike, hollowed out and hiding in her nest, high above the world that neither she trusted nor trusted her back.

			Was that who Rowan would become? Was that what she wanted?

			She had screamed—a guttural, primal scream—and swept everything from the altar. She couldn’t do it. They were going to lose the house because she couldn’t do it. She’d driven Gavin away and abandoned her family, just to end up here, alone, with nothing.

			That wasn’t true. She didn’t have to lose Gavin. The answer was right at her feet.

			She picked out the components for A Spell to Forget from where they had scattered in the wet grass with the others.

			Yes. She would erase that night from both of their memories. Gavin would forget her magic. They could go back, start again, and this time she would not make the mistake of showing him her whole self.

			She had cast it, but it had been big magic, well out of the control of a young, solitary witch, and it had taken so much more than she had intended. What Gavin lost, she lost threefold, so that only a skeleton of their entire history had remained.

			She had been too young to realize that our bodies hold our experiences in more than memory alone. Without the brain’s guidance to make sense of what happened, she was left with a heartache she couldn’t name and a fear of her magic that refused to be kept in check.

			All because she couldn’t let him see her for who she was.
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			Rowan opened her eyes with a start. The cruel tableau knocked her breathless. An entire love story—lost. The memories of what had happened with Hayleigh returned as well. It left her sick to her stomach when she realized she’d walked straight into the lion’s den because she’d lost the memory of its teeth.

			She couldn’t sort through it all—she didn’t have time. Gavin’s class ring shone on the altar. The spell had erased their memories together, and if hers were back, that meant that his…

			Rowan jumped to her feet, shouting, “Gavin!”

			“Rowan!” called her mother as she blazed on by. “What’s going on?”

			He was still in the living room when she hit the stairs. Her father sat nearby, snapping his fingers in the younger man’s face. Gavin was standing stock-still, looking dazed—overcome with the revelations.

			“Gavin,” called Rowan, taking the stairs two at a time as she sprinted in his direction.

			“I need to explain.”

			He looked at her, dark eyes filled with a mix of emotion—anger, pain, confusion. “I…I need to go.” Then he turned and pushed open the front door.

			Rowan chased after him, shoeless and coatless, into the night. She found him pacing in front of the Midwinter house, like an animal in too small a cage, footsteps crunching in the snow.

			“What is going on?” he said. “One second, I was talking with your father and the next I was picturing myself in that room with you. The two of us were watching a movie, and you leaned over and kissed me…” He shook his head in confusion. “I kept thinking of more and more…moments. With us. Things that didn’t happen.”

			She took a deep breath. “I know this is going to be hard to understand, but they happened. You were remembering.”

			His mouth fell open. “Remembering?”

			“I…I cast a spell. Upstairs. To undo…another spell I cast eight years ago.”

			“Spells,” said Gavin, voice disbelieving.

			“Yes. Spells. Like the one I know you felt me cast back at your dad’s house. I really, truly cast spells, Gavin. So do my mom, and my brother, and Zaide, the LeGrands…Magic is real. It’s not an act, and it’s not ‘harmless self-actualization.’ It’s real.”

			He stared at her, mouth agape, as she continued, “Hayleigh doesn’t have amnesia. I cast a spell on her, a truth spell, and she caught me. So I panicked and accidentally cast another on her. It wiped her memory of me. And my memory of her. It wasn’t the first time I’d cast it.”

			Her voice caught in her throat. He took a step closer, arms open, trying to offer comfort, but she couldn’t bear to let him. Not now. Not after what she’d done. She held a hand out to ward him off.

			“I’ve spent the last eight years knowing I erased my own memories, but I thought it was just one night. And that it was just me. But it turns out I erased a lot more.”

			He was quiet before finally asking, “What are you saying?”

			Her voice hitched as she spoke. “I didn’t want you to be afraid of me. Afraid of my magic.”

			He took a deep breath as it all finally came together. “So…you erased us?” His expression was terrible—like she’d sprouted three gnashing heads in front of his eyes.

			“I didn’t mean to! It wasn’t what I was trying to do, but it was big magic. Bigger than I should have been trying alone. It was stupid. I was hurting, I was afraid, and I did something stupid.”

			After a moment of terrible silence, he finally said, “Did you cast any other spells on me?” The emotion in his voice was gone. It was flat, neutral, restrained. Like the way he interacted with most of the world—behind a shield, so he didn’t risk giving away too much of himself to those who didn’t deserve it.

			Rowan looked at the ground and nodded. “Your hair. I made it go gray.” She passed a hand over her own head, pulling away the dye and gathering it in a shimmering orb. It spun in slow circles above her palm before releasing. It landed in the snow like a splatter of dark blood, and she was left with a head of silvery white curls.

			His eyes widened, and she nodded. “You weren’t seeing things that night you dropped me off. My hair changed after I did it to you. It’s the rule of three. Anything we put out returns to us threefold. Not always literal, but in this case…very.”

			His voice was hollow. “Is that it? Forgetting anything?”

			She recoiled as if struck. “No! That was all. I swear.” But he had no reason to trust that. He had no reason to trust her ever again.

			“Why did you do it?” he asked, his eyes searching her face.

			She struggled to explain, “I was so hurt…”

			In that moment, she remembered his part in what happened that night, and her own anger arrived, rising as a buttress against the pain.

			“You abandoned me,” she said. “I needed you, and you left. You couldn’t stand up to him back then, and, goddess, you can’t stand up to him now. You refuse to say no—not for Elk Ridge, not for yourself, not for me. You made me believe in him. That if he could understand, if we could show him, that he would do the right thing. But that was bullshit, wasn’t it? He was never going to do the right thing. Not back then, and not now.”

			“That’s not true,” he said, persisting in that infuriatingly even tone. She wanted to take him by the shoulders and shake all the emotions free from the places where he’d stuffed them away. “What happened back at the house…He was trying to save face in front of the reps. He has a hard time admitting when he’s wrong, but he’s not callous.”

			Her mouth opened wide in disbelief. “Even after everything that’s happened, you’re still taking his side.”

			“I’m not ‘taking his side.’ I’m the one person looking at this objectively here. To negotiate the best solution for as many as possible.”

			She crossed her arms over her chest. “Which is easy when whatever way this ends, you walk away a winner. Zaide was right—you have nothing on the line here.”

			His dark eyes widened, and he went terribly still. The look on his face hollowed her out completely.

			“I guess not.”

			She turned away, racing toward the house. She couldn’t look at him anymore.

			“Rowan.” His voice stopped her in her tracks. “For what it’s worth, I was going to do everything I could to make it up to you that night, but I couldn’t do what you were asking me to do…” He took a deep breath. “I was a kid. He was my world.”

			The words worked their way into her head. She wanted them to be enough to make her stop, to stay, to figure out how to go back to that delicious feeling of presence in her body, mind, and spirit that she felt when they were together.

			But they weren’t.

			“I understand,” she said, “and I’d like to say that I’d never ask you to risk your relationship, but…I need you to be able to stand up to him. If you can’t…” She shook her head. “This isn’t going to work.”

			He said nothing more as she opened the door and stepped inside.

			Her parents were waiting in the living room. They stood up when she entered. Their eyes flicked to the storm of white curls on her head, but they knew better than to ask about it at that moment.

			Rising to his feet, her father asked in a gentle voice, “Is Gavin coming back in?”

			“No,” said Rowan, and then, as all the strength she’d mustered to walk away vanished, the tears it had been holding back arrived in a dam break flood. “No, I don’t think he’s coming back. Ever.” She walked straight into her mother’s open arms. “Go on, tell me how foolish it was to fall for a McCreery.”

			Her mother pressed her forehead against the crown of Rowan’s head, murmuring, “I could never fault loving recklessly.”

			Reckless it had been. Now Rowan lay prone on the shore, her body pierced with ten swords.
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			December 30

			The Tenth Day of Yule

			Zaide had been scheduled to work at the Magick Cabinet the next morning, but when she and Naomie arrived with armloads of Oreos and Pringles, Liliana only took one glance at them and nodded. “Calling out sick. Got it.”

			“I’m sure your parents have this place filled with amazing food,” declared Zaide as she stomped around the living room. “But this situation calls for junk.”

			From her place on the sofa, Rowan mumbled, “You’re the literal best,” and popped a can of Pringles. As Zaide and Naomie settled in on either side of her, one taking her feet and the other her head, she mumbled, “What are we going to do? The Goshen Group stole our plan.”

			“At the moment?” said Zaide, arching an eyebrow. “We are going to eat junk food. And we are going to watch comfort movies. Because you are in no state to be trying to take care of Elk Ridge right now.”

			“We take care of you,” insisted Naomie.

			Rowan opened her mouth to protest, but her resistance gave out, and she nodded. “You guys pick the movie.”

			As the two women cocooned her in their support, she remembered with a stabbing ache what it had been like in the days following her breakup with Dade. She might not have been in love with him, but he’d still been a consistent presence in her life, and in losing him, she’d been entirely alone. She’d had nothing but Netflix and doomscrolling to get her through the messy internal reorientation of the breakup, and Netflix didn’t show up with your favorite trash food, or massage your feet, or give you any sense, really, that it would be okay, because whether you had a significant other or not, there were still people of significance by your side.

			“No rom-coms,” Zaide declared as Naomie moved toward the Midwinters’ ancient DVD rack.

			Unfortunately, they chose The Muppet Christmas Carol, which seemed safe enough, but the Midwinters still had their old DVD copy—which meant the full, unedited breakup song between Scrooge and Belle.

			“Let’s just turn this off,” said Zaide, exchanging a panicked look with Naomie as the Belle onscreen belted out, “The looove is gone.”

			“No,” said Rowan, insisting on watching the whole thing. By the time they watched Michael Caine’s tender weeping and the shuddering sobs of Rizzo the Rat, they were all crying along.

			When it was over, Zaide ventured, “You know, that’s not you guys. The only miserly landlord short on lady love in this scenario is old Dennis McCreery.”

			“The love is very much there,” agreed Naomie, running her hands through Rowan’s hair. She was busy untwisting knots left by fitful sleep. “It’s just…wounded.”

			But Rowan said nothing. She didn’t even have it in her to argue, which seemed like a bad sign to the others.

			“I can’t believe you were dyeing this hair,” said Naomie, letting a snow-white curl fall. “People pay good money for this color.”

			Rowan ignored the compliment, rapt as the cheerful laughter of the Ghost of Christmas Present echoed through Scrooge’s house. By the time the spirit appeared onscreen, with his long green-and-gold robe and crown of holly, she was sitting up.

			The Holly King.

			“Um, Rowan?” asked Zaide.

			“I got called out the other night,” she explained, getting to her feet and sticking her nail between her teeth, signifying that an idea was on the horizon. “At the Hunt. It was the Holly King himself.”

			“That’s some big juju,” said Zaide with a whistle of appreciation.

			Rowan paced. “He said we were close, but there was something we were missing.” Then it hit her. “Dennis is convinced that Elk Ridge wants what Goshen Group is selling. He will go on believing that unless Elk Ridge tells him, in no uncertain terms, that he’s wrong.” She stopped. “We should give Elk Ridge a chance to speak for itself.”

			“What if they choose the Goshen Group?” said Zaide. “I mean, given it’s basically our plan…plus Starbucks. People love that shit.”

			“Except not exactly,” said Naomie. “Because our plan is for Elk Ridge, by Elk Ridge…”

			“And of Elk Ridge,” finished Rowan. Naomie nodded knowingly her way.

			Rowan cracked her knuckles and paced. Her training in outreach coordination rose to the surface. “Call everyone. We need to amplify this fast. Both traditional canvassing and digital. Whatever spells you and Kel might have to boost your posts on social media, Naomie, we’re going to need all of them.”

			“I don’t—” began Naomie, her cheeks flushing.

			“Yeah, you do, babe,” said Zaide with a smile. “Your stuff is good. It deserves the chance to compete with racist algorithms and people out there with the money to pay for engagement, but we need every card on the table right now.”

			Naomie straightened up and nodded. Then she glanced between them. “What about Gavin? Should we include him?”

			Rowan’s heart rose into her throat. “I don’t know if it’s a good idea.”

			“Of course,” said Naomie.

			“Besides,” said Rowan, her voice weakening, “you were right, Zaide. He isn’t as invested as the rest of us. Either way, he comes out ahead.”

			To her surprise, Zaide looked ashamed of the echo. “I shouldn’t have said that, Rowan.”

			The admission startled her. She swallowed back a heavy lump and said, “Well, someone else call him—please?”

			“We will,” reassured Zaide, and Rowan looked away, unable to take any more pity. There was no time to wallow. Elk Ridge needed her.

			Her broken heart would have to wait.
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			That night, the coven assembled to cast one last spell together for Yule. This time a cell phone sat on the altar—Naomie’s cell phone—opened to the festival’s social media. Their pitch video for the Elk Ridge Wheel of the Year sat in her drafts, ready to travel across wires and signals.

			
				Imagine a place where the year turns in a complete circle, and every season brings people together to celebrate…

			

			While the social media mavens had been spreading the pitch video, everyone else canvassed in the traditional sense. They talked to their neighbors and put up flyers around town that directed people to show up at the festival offices the next day to make their voices heard.

			Rowan tried to use her focus spell to banish thoughts of Gavin, but they kept coming, even after she cast the spell again and again. Every time she pitched the festival to someone particularly shrewd, she would sense him there, just beyond her shoulder, and she channeled his voice as she outlined the plan’s financial merits.

			The effect was so convincing that more than once she’d whirled, her heart at the edge of her throat, thinking maybe this time the lilting baritone giving her patient notes on cost-benefit analysis was actually there, just beyond the periphery.

			But it was never him, and she felt a fresh death of the spirit every time. All she had left were his words, and the ghost of his touch on her skin.

			Still, she got through the day by coping the best way she knew how: throwing herself into action. But unlike the ghosts of Rowan past, it was decisive action toward an achievable goal, and she was not alone.

			Uncle Drew eyed the cell phone. “I can’t believe you agreed to this,” he said, prodding his sister.

			Liliana closed her eyes and sighed. “I can’t say I understand it, but…” She opened them back up and scanned the faces of the younger generation. “They do.”

			“Welcome to technological obsolescence!” cackled Birdie. “You will find it liberating on the other side.”

			They all mellowed, taking hands as they moved through the now-familiar rhythms of ritual preparation. Naomie’s voice rang clear in the night.

			
				Carry it far, carry it wide,

				Through the channels I provide,

				By the power of three by three,

				As I do will it, so mote it be.

			

			The messages were off. It was up to the community to judge what happened next. Everyone filtered away, jittery with anticipation.

			“If it goes badly,” offered Naomie, “reports are Albuquerque is nice.”

			“I am too old and pale for desert magic,” said Birdie. “I’ll live and die here, whatever the industrialists do. You, though…” She tweaked Naomie’s cheek. “It would do you well to reconnect with your mother’s side. They could teach you things this old white lady never could.”

			Zaide looked between the two of them, a vulnerable expression flickering over her face. She put an arm around Naomie’s shoulder. “Let’s not talk like we’ve lost yet.”

			“No, of course not,” said Birdie. “That’s a surefire way to send a good spell astray.”

			Liliana paused at the edge of the clearing, noting that Rowan had lingered behind. “Are you coming?” she called back.

			“No,” said Rowan. “I have something else to do out here. I’ll be back soon, though.”

			When they were all gone, she knelt at the edge of the clearing by the stream. Though it was iced at the shore, the center still ran unrestrained. She pulled the hedgewitch pendant from her pocket and stared at it.

			“I know you’re here somewhere,” she murmured. “I feel you sometimes. That was you, wasn’t it? The first night? Telling me the spell would work out?”

			There was no answer, of course, but a draft of air gently shimmied across her cheek and through her hair.

			She put the back of her hand to her mouth and blinked away tears. “I don’t know what to do with what you left me. How to use my magic without losing myself. But…I’m going to figure it out.”

			She picked a flat piece of wood and laid the pendant on it, then set the makeshift raft into the running waters, watching until it had floated out of sight.

			Maybe someone out there needed it and could put it to good use, but if that was the case, she knew for certain it would find their way to them.

			As for her? She had a coven.

			And that was what she needed.
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			December 31

			The Eleventh Day of Yule

			Rowan woke up late on the second to last morning of Yule—New Year’s Eve. By the end of the day, she would be on a plane. It had been the cheapest night to fly, because who in their right mind wanted to fly instead of party for New Year’s?

			The Rowan Midwinter of Yule Past had. She sighed and pulled out her laptop. It was time to figure out how she was going to face her coworkers on January second. Her heart tripped its way across the possibility that she might never go back, which now seemed like a childish daydream.

			When she logged in to her SunlightCorps email, her eyes traveled straight to a message from Lorena titled Holiday Fundraiser Totals. With a shaking breath, she opened it.

			Her jaw dropped, her eyes widened, and she picked up her phone, dialing a number she should have deleted but thankfully, procrastination won the day.

			“Hello?” asked a groggy voice. “I thought I blocked this number.”

			“Dade—are those numbers for real?”

			“What numbers?”

			“The fundraising totals!”

			There was a shuffle on the other end. She could picture him sitting up, disentangling from his sheets. “Uh, I mean, if it’s the email from Lor, yeah. Real enough, y’know, if you ascribe to objective reality as a concept.”

			“But it’s so much money! I told off the audience! And then I panicked, and I ran, and…”

			“Sure, but it was about more than you, Rowan. There was an entire team of people out there. Yes, your unexpected heel turn into insult comic didn’t help things, but that doesn’t mean the entire night was a fail.”

			The statement left her silent.

			He barked a laugh after a moment. “You’ve been beating yourself up this whole time, haven’t you? Thinking you fucked it all up?”

			“Pretty much,” she admitted.

			“Look, as your ex, this is the last time I’m giving you free advice. That thing you do where you think everything’s all on your shoulders? You should really cut that shit out. Taking on too much blame when things go wrong isn’t unfair to you, it’s unfair to all the other people it infantilizes.”

			She was stunned for a moment, finally replying, “That…is really good advice. Thank you.”

			“Thank my therapist. Anyway, I’m going back to sleep now. See you in a couple of days when we figure out what to do with this pile of money. Maybe we can’t do as much as we wanted to, but we sure as shit can do something. And that’s not nothing.”

			“You’re right,” said Rowan. “It isn’t.”

			She had barely said good-bye before the call went dead. But it was just as well, because the last thing he’d said sent the wheels in her brain turning.
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			Only her father was still home, drinking a mug of coffee and working on a puzzle at the dining table: a vintage postage stamp featuring a Santa drinking cocoa by the fire.

			“Morning,” she said, kissing the top of his head. He reached up to pat her arm. “Mom already out?”

			He nodded. “It’s a big day. She wanted to let you sleep in.” He looked up from the puzzle. “Your plan hasn’t changed? I’m still driving you to the airport?”

			Rowan hesitated but nodded. “I need to go back.”

			She retrieved a mug of harsh coffee and filled it with milk, which curled and spread to lighten the drink to a pale golden color. As it cooled, she noticed a white envelope on the counter, her name written on it in elegant, flowing script.

			“Dad?” she asked. “What’s this?”

			“Oh,” said her dad, “it was in the mailbox this morning. Wasn’t there last night.”

			It was from Gavin, she was certain of it. His handwriting was unmistakable. She tapped it against the counter.

			She would read it later, when all their business was through. It had been too hard to get to a place where she felt ready to do this, and it wasn’t worth risking whether the contents of the letter could destabilize her. Her thoughts strayed down well-worn paths, imagining all the worst things he might have written about her.

			That power had revealed the worst in her; that deep down, she was self-serving and callous, and that she did not deserve love, trust, or companionship.

			No. She pushed back. That was a story. A story she had been living with for a long time, so it would take time, and practice, to stop telling it, but she would do that work.

			It was possible she wasn’t going to like what was in this letter. It was still better to wait. But it wouldn’t be anything that extreme.

			She tucked it into the pocket of her high-waisted trousers and smoothed down its wrinkles, then took a seat opposite her father. Pieces of puzzle lay scattered across the table, organized into tidy piles based on general shape, each one a fragment of broken linework and color. Unassembled, they were nothing but abstract impressions; unified, they had meaning. She slid one of those pieces around on the table for a minute before she could finally bring herself to ask the question that burned at the back of her throat.

			“Dad,” she ventured, “how did you ever know that what you felt for Mom was…real?”

			He raised an eyebrow and settled back in his chair, pulling off his glasses and massaging the bridge of his nose. “As opposed to a love spell?” Rowan nodded, and he let out a long breath. “Well, there’s a question, because if there’s anything that feels like being enspelled, it sure as heck is young love.”

			“I mean, you moved across the country for her.”

			“I moved across the ocean for her,” corrected her father. “Technically.” He had been studying abroad when he found his attention pulled away from the dusty old tomes of Europe’s libraries by a young woman at his hostel, who somehow cured his nagging cold with a piece of candy from her pocket.

			“But did you ever wonder? You had to wonder, right?”

			“Never.” She raised an eyebrow his way. “Okay, maybe once or twice I might’ve asked the question.”

			“Reasonable. Given the circumstances.”

			“At the end of the day, I never really ‘knew’ if knowing is something you do with your head, where facts can be analyzed and added up to make informed decisions about what is and what isn’t. But most of the big issues in life don’t go down that easily. Least of all love. All you can do is look at yourself, and the world you’ve made, and ask, ‘Is this where I wanna be? Am I happy here?’ Sometimes people find the answer is no, even when the other person’s done nothing wrong, but as for my life with Lili, the answer’s always been yes. Trust, like love, is not just a feeling—it’s a course of action. Hard, but for the life you want, worth it.” He reached over and clasped her hand. “You’ll figure it out, kiddo.”

			“I know,” she said, surprised to find that she finally believed it.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Canvassing for Operation Holly and Ivy continued throughout the morning—one final push toward the afternoon when the meeting would take place. Many of the flyers they’d put up the day before were gone, replaced with posters for Christmastown and Elk Ridge Every Season. When Rowan dropped into Coffee Time for a latte, Cal Arthur was there and he reported having seen a “terrifying-looking blonde tearing them down.”

			“Hayleigh,” Rowan muttered, remembering that she had unfinished business in that respect. It no longer mattered what Hayleigh knew or didn’t. Everything was in the open now, as far as Gavin was concerned.

			“And there’s this horseshit,” he muttered. The older man opened his phone, sliding on thick reading glasses to slowly flick the screen. He revealed a sponsored post outlining how good Goshen Group’s plan would be for Elk Ridge, how many jobs it would create.

			“They must be dumping money in this,” said Cal. “Shows up every time I open the damn phone.”

			As strong as their magic might have been, the power of Goshen’s money and connections exceeded it. Hopefully, enough people had seen their video before the corporation buried it, because while the Goshen Group could bury a video, they couldn’t bury a vision.

			Coffee in hand, she shadowed the front door of the Crescent Inn until a familiar figure in impractical boots emerged.

			“You,” growled Hayleigh. It was clear she remembered everything now. The Goshen Group rep wrapped her furry silver coat tight to her body and retreated a few steps back. “You just wait until I tell Gavin what you did, what you are…”

			Rowan lifted a hand. “Say whatever you want, he already knows. I came here to apologize. Not for the truth spell, you had that one coming, but for wiping your memory. That’s not who I am. I lost control.”

			Hayleigh regarded her closely, hunting for her angle. “Okay. What do you want me to say? ‘Apology accepted’? Because it’s not. And I don’t believe for a second that’s ‘not who you are.’ ”

			Rowan shrugged. “You know, you’re right, actually. It’s a part of me, even if it’s not who I want to be, and I own that.” Hayleigh stared at her, open-mouthed, continuing to look both perplexed and wary. “Anyway, that was it, so, I guess I’ll go now.”

			She spun on a heel to leave, but the other woman barked, “I saw what you all are up to—it’s pathetic. No one is going to show up to your little ‘demonstration.’ Tonight’s going to be a rude awakening.”

			The words swept through her, and fear edged its way to the surface. Legitimate fear, but one she knew anxiety would use to assume control of her system and paralyze her better instincts.

			She talked it back: There is a risk of that, but let that take the lead, and you will not be ready for what’s coming. Work with what is certain, not with what isn’t.

			So instead, she simply paused, turned, and looked Hayleigh in the eye. The other woman flinched, startled by what she saw on Rowan’s face.

			“If you’re really so sure of that, why tear down our flyers?” Hayleigh opened her mouth and then closed it again, face scrunching in frustration. Rowan almost turned to leave again but paused with a slight sigh. “Can I ask you something? No, don’t answer that—I’m just going to ask. What’s in this for you?”

			A look of confusion passed over Hayleigh’s face. “What do you mean?”

			“What do you get—a bonus? A promotion? A line on your résumé? What?”

			“I mean, I don’t know exactly what…” began Hayleigh, and then her face shuttered. “Why?”

			With a sweeping wave of the hand, Rowan said, “I’m just wondering what it all means to you. What are you getting out of it? Anything material at all? Or are you just getting to keep your job?”

			Hayleigh only stared, unresponsive, her eyes darting around wildly.

			Rowan nodded, looking to the ground, kicking a bit of snow with her shoe. “I can see why it might seem like it’s worth it, with the way things are right now in the world. It’s you or us, right?”

			Again, Hayleigh just looked at her, sharp, caught. It seemed Rowan didn’t need magic to get her to stop lying. Just plain, hard facts.

			“So, yeah, maybe things go your way tonight, and you turn back the clock here, and take away our businesses, and drive us out of town, but after all of that? I’ll still have my magic. A magic so powerful it cut through your lies and erased my entire existence from your head? What will you have?”

			Not waiting for a reply, Rowan turned and left. Maybe Hayleigh would listen, maybe she wouldn’t, but Rowan hoped at some point, one way or another, she would realize that greed’s hunger was a pit with no bottom, and that those driven by it would always want more.

			But Rowan couldn’t concern herself with that.

			There was one last thing she needed to do, and then all her unfinished business would be complete. She would face her New Year with a clear conscience, knowing she had done all that she could.
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			Rowan paced behind the public house, hands clasped at her back, readying for what was to come. Outside, the sounds of a gathering crowd swelled, but she didn’t dare look. No good would come of it. Tiny crowd, massive crowd—either would intimidate in its own way.

			Stephan arrived, Zaide at his side. “It’s time!” said her big brother, clapping his hands. “You ready?”

			“Never.”

			“Too bad, bitch,” said Zaide, grinning. She walked up and tapped Rowan on the nose. A flush of warm magic flowed out of her touch.

			“What was that?” Rowan asked, clapping her hands over her mouth as her voice came out loud—very loud.

			“That,” cackled Zaide. Rowan shook her head and leaned over to embrace her oldest friend. Stephan followed with a bear hug, squishing them all together.

			“All that’s left to do is do it,” said Stephan.

			“Good one,” said Rowan. “You read that on a candy wrapper?”

			“A meme, actually,” returned Stephan.

			“We are well and truly fucked as a species,” said Zaide.

			They released, laughing, and Rowan turned to face the ladder that would take her to the top of the public house. A flat expanse of field stretched between it and the warehouse where the meeting was taking place. If fortune was on their side, it would be full of people who had gathered to protest the Goshen Group’s acquisition.

			Hand by foot, she made her way up and finally clambered to the roof. They had swept it clean, but she was still careful to test her footing. Finally, she stood on shaking legs.

			The sight ahead took her breath away. As far as she could see, in all directions, stretched a crowd. They’d filled the field and spilled into the festival grounds and even into the streets. In the low sun of the retreating day, every face was lit with a light—lanterns, candles, flashlights, glow sticks, even an unwise flare or two, whatever they could get their hands on—the coven had been busy gathering and distributing them, and they’d done their job well.

			Rowan opened her awareness, viewing the crowd as dots of brilliant energy, utterly entangled.

			Her white hair curled around her like a storm cloud as she leveled her gaze at the windows of the warehouse’s second-floor meeting room. Figures huddled there in silhouette, peering out at the gathered crowd. Her eyes traveled to one in particular, and though he was too far away to make out every detail of his face, she could sense his eyes on her.

			He’d shown up.

			“Thanks for coming, everyone!” she called, voice amplified by Zaide’s magic. A cheer erupted in reply. “Up there, right now, the Goshen Group is trying to buy our future.” A strong chorus of boos. “Yeah, that’s how I feel about that too.”

			She sobered a little, the energy of the crowd following her. “Things are hard out there right now, but Elk Ridge has been here before. We’ve done what we needed to do, risen to the occasion, adapted and survived, together as a community. Thirty years ago, everyone came together to build this…” She gestured to the festival grounds. “We can do it again. I know you’ve seen what we’re proposing, and that you’re excited. Because some of you have already sent us a lot of messages…Yes, Roy, I promise we’ll have some senior-friendly Samhain treats.”

			“Broke my last pair of teeth on a damned candied apple!” came a reply from the crowd.

			She continued, “But I want to make sure you understand something—no one here can promise this is going to work. No one can ever promise that anything truly important is going to work out, and that’s really scary. Like existentially terrifying. And it is so much easier to shut down, give up…” Her voice momentarily lowered, but it picked back up as she gestured toward the conference room. “Or hand over everything to someone with an easy answer, so you don’t have to try so damn hard anymore.”

			She paused, and the pause emphasized the silence that had fallen over the crowd.

			“People take a lot of different meanings from the winter holidays, but what’s consistent is—never give up. Don’t give up on yourself and don’t give up on each other. Trust that you can do it, that we can all do it.”

			Rowan lifted her chin to the sky and looked back at the figure in the window. “Because like someone once said to me, it’s worth taking chances for ourselves, and for the people we love.” Her voice quieted as she said, “It’s worth everything.” After a beat, she continued, “So, if, after all that, you’re still with me, I want you to look right up at those windows and chant. Tell them you want to keep these festivals by, for, and of Elk Ridge! By, for, and of Elk Ridge!”

			There was a brief, terrible moment in which it seemed like no one would join in, but then the window of the conference room opened, and Gavin’s rich voice called, “By, for, and of Elk Ridge!”

			For a moment, there was nothing in the world but the two of them, joined despite the distance, and then a swell of voices roared up to envelop the scene.

			The protesters turned to face the conference room, chanting, “By, for, and of Elk Ridge! By, for, and of Elk Ridge!”

			Massive lanterns floated up from strategic locations around the crowd. At the base of each of them stood a member of the coven, propelling the lights skyward with lifted arms. Rowan kept leading the chant until it was clear it had taken on a life of its own, and then she stepped back to watch. With every beginning of the chant, her heart lifted. With every ending, it soared.

			Until an insistent buzzing in her pocket interrupted the moment.
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			“You were supposed to call my mom on the laptop,” said Rowan, weaving her way through the crowd with her phone stuck to her ear.

			“Well, no one’s picking up, so…” Dade’s voice crackled from the conferencing app on her phone.

			She broke through the mass of people and pushed open the warehouse door, making for the thinly carpeted staircase. “I shouldn’t be in the meeting…Me being there might complicate things.”

			“Why? You stick your foot in your mouth again?”

			“Well, yes…But! That’s not why. There’s someone in there who I’m giving his space.”

			“Rowan Midwinter. Did you have yourself a holiday fling?” This time it was Lorena who spoke. She and Dade were both online and waiting to present the final piece of the Elk Ridge pitch to Dennis.

			“Something like that,” Rowan murmured.

			Stepping out of the stairwell, she was caught off-guard by the fact that three people were huddled on the landing, the meeting room door shut tight behind them.

			Gavin stood directly in front of his father, back straight, face firm, and hand gesturing toward the windows while Liliana looked on from a short distance away.

			“Is that enough to convince you?” said Gavin. “Because I want to believe this isn’t about the money. That you really want what’s best for Elk Ridge. Because that’s the man I know. The man I love. The man I’m proud to call my father.” His eyes narrowed. “But you’re making that very hard right now. This other guy? Who’d sell out everyone for his own gain? I don’t know him. I don’t want to know him.”

			His handsome face blazed, open and ferocious, poised as he drew a hard line in the sand that he would not let his father cross—not without breaking something between them forever. It was just, it was brave, it was everything she’d believed he could be.

			Dennis’s eyebrows rose to the top of his forehead, mouth agape, but he was quiet, cowed by his son’s accusations.

			“Dennis,” said Liliana, stepping in closer. “You know how Sarah would have voted. We built this for our community, for our kids, and what they’re proposing was exactly what she always wanted for it. A place where everyone in the community would feel included, represented, and where they could thrive. Give them a chance.”

			The old man was quiet for a moment. His eyes traveled to a collage of photos on the wall—all pictures from festivals past. In the center was an image of Sarah McCreery with her arm around Liliana Midwinter, standing at the gates of the festival. Their youthful faces alight.

			His eyes lingered on Sarah’s face. “God, I wish she were here.”

			“So do I,” said Liliana. She ventured to put a hand on his arm, and he stared at it for a moment, eyes shining with tears he would not let himself shed. When he looked back, his face was all business.

			“Before you say anything!” said Rowan, making the room suddenly aware of her presence.

			Gavin’s expression shifted as soon as he saw her, but she didn’t let herself linger on him, afraid of what she’d find.

			Just one more thing to do. One more thing to do before the New Year. Then she could figure out the rest of her life.

			She held her phone up high. “I have one more thing to show everyone.”

			“Hi there!” Lorena’s voice chirped from the phone. “We’re with the SunlightCorps. I’m Lorena.”

			“And I’m Dade.”

			“Wait, you’re Dade?” said Gavin.

			“That’s me,” said Dade, leaning in close to his camera as if that would help him get a better look at Gavin. “Ahhh…you must be the awkwardness.” Gavin shot a quick look Rowan’s way and then averted his eyes.

			“We work with Rowan,” said Lorena, moving them along. “She told us a little about your situation, and while we’re still going to need to bring it to the wider group in the New Year, we can see a strong case for picking Elk Ridge as the site of our next build.”

			“What would that mean, exactly?” asked Dennis, brow furrowed in concentration.

			“We’re going to get your community some free, clean energy, my dude,” said Dade. Rowan was fairly certain this was the first time anyone had ever referred to Dennis McCreery as their “dude.”

			“In return,” added Lorena, “you tell all the visitors to the Elk Ridge Wheel of the Year about us, and what we do, and that they should think about supporting our future projects.”

			“It’ll be one more way we’re unique,” said Rowan. She raised her fingers, tapping each as she spoke. “Local, inclusive, green.” She glanced at her mother, who smiled in return. “Magic.”

			“It’s interesting,” said Dennis, seeming to disappear into his head—considering it. Breath stuck fast in chests as they watched him in anticipation. Finally, he cleared his throat and said, “It’s going to be a lot of work, getting it all put together.”

			“I’ll help,” said Gavin. “I think most of us…” His eyes flicked to Rowan briefly, and she analyzed every moment of his face for any sign of what he was feeling about her—about them. But he looked away too fast, or perhaps it was that he kept his feelings too deep. “…who were involved in the planning would.”

			Across the room, Dennis’s face lit up at what all that implied. “Does that mean what I think it means? You’re finally coming home?”

			Gavin looked his father square in the face. “Maybe, but only if we have some hard conversations about how things are going to change. You’re going to be hearing ‘no’ a lot more, and you’re going to respect it. Otherwise, don’t be surprised when I just stop picking up the phone.”

			It took a few moments for Dennis to respond. His face contorted, as if he’d been socked, and then he looked blank. His voice finally came out with an uneasy chuckle and a stilted “Oh come on, you wouldn’t really do that to your old man, would you? Leave me high and dry when I need you? Doesn’t sound like the boy I raised.”

			“Maybe not,” said Gavin—clearly and firmly. “But it’s the man he’s growing into. The way things’ve been? Wasn’t fair to me. You ask me to take on way too much for you. You have been ever since Mom died. That changes today.”

			He’d done it. He’d really done it.

			At first, Dennis did nothing, only stared, his face blank as he seemed to process what was happening. His posture stiffened as an “I did my best!” exploded out of him. “I had to be mother and father—I lost the love of my goddamn life!” His voice cracked, and for a moment, Rowan thought he might break, and break down, but he kept going.

			“I was trying to run a company, doing everything I could to keep this town afloat. Paying every bill this festival couldn’t foot on its own! I was overwhelmed. You have no idea how overwhelmed I was!”

			His breath was coming in gasps, and he was shaking. A few steps away, Gavin was frozen, jaw clenched, lips tight, as he rebelled against the instinct that had been so well bred into him—to reach out, to manage his father’s feelings, to tell him that it would be okay.

			And to put his own aside to do it.

			Rowan almost stepped forward to intervene, but her mother got there first.

			“Of course you were, Dennis,” said Liliana, her voice compassionate. “We all lost…” She sighed. “So much when she died. Sarah was a special person.”

			“One of a kind,” muttered Dennis, eyes on the floor.

			“Irreplaceable,” said Liliana with a nod. “Being a parent is hard with a community, but without one? It’s impossible.” Then her voice shifted, and Rowan knew exactly what was coming, because she had heard it many times growing up. It was the tone of voice that recognized—yes, you’ve got feelings you can’t control, but that doesn’t mean it’s okay to let them control you.

			“But he was a child, Dennis. Your child. You had a responsibility to him to get the help and support you needed, so you could be there for him, and you didn’t do it, and now he’s doing the work you should have done a long time ago.” She crossed her arms. “Fix your shit, or lose your son, Dennis. It’s that simple.”

			Silence. An uncomfortable silence that followed Dennis as his eyes dragged between the three of them. On finding the three a united front, his shoulders collapsed.

			“You’re right,” he said finally, his voice quiet and exhausted.

			There was a loud clearing of the throat. “Welllll,” Dade drawled through the computer. “I think we should probably go…”

			Lorena unmuted in an instant. “No, don’t end the call! This is like so much better than anything in my Netflix queue.”

			They had forgotten that Lorena and Dade were still on the line. Dennis righted himself, straightening with an awkward shake of the head. “We have a lot to discuss over here, but we’ll be in touch.”

			“We look forward to hearing from you,” said Lorena, “in the New Year.” They both vanished in a blip, off to enjoy their holiday.

			Everyone looked toward the door leading to the warehouse meeting room. The Goshen Group was inside, waiting for their answer.

			“Well?” asked Gavin, staring hard at his father. “You’re doing the right thing, aren’t you?”

			Dennis studied him and then, after a moment so long Rowan went a little lightheaded at holding her breath, the old man inclined his head toward the doors.

			“You do the honors,” he said. “I think we both know which of us here is the bigger man.”

			Gavin could only stare in pleased shock. Finally, he stepped over to pull his father into a hug. At first, Dennis was stiff, and then he slowly eased into it.

			The “I’m sorry” was so soft as to almost be inaudible to anyone but Gavin, who was, in the end, the only person who really needed to hear it.

			“I know, Dad,” came the reply.

			It was so intimate and tender that Rowan turned away. She looked at the stairwell and, realizing she was no longer needed, took the steps down two at a time.
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			As Rowan pressed her way into the crowd, her mother appeared in the window overhead. Liliana gave a big thumbs-up, and the demonstrators burst into an ecstatic celebration. All throughout the festival grounds, firepits erupted into flames simultaneously. Music pounded, and the massive lanterns floated overhead, bobbing with the rhythm. Stephan led in a pack of volunteers, their arms laden with cases of beer, cider, and wine—his “life of the party” persona out in full effect.

			“Happy freaking New Year!” he shouted, raising his arms to a chorus of cheers.

			It was officially a party: a party to ring in the New Year and, with any luck, a new era for Elk Ridge.

			The Goshen Group representatives fled the building in a scramble, trying to force a path through a crowd that would not acknowledge them or bend to their will. Hayleigh was at their tail, staggering along in defeat. She looked around with an expression of pure disbelief, and it slowly melted into something else—fear.

			Fear only of consequences? Or was there any chance it was fear she’d been wrong?

			Rowan almost felt sorry for her—this woman who had been trotted along at the head of these men like a genteel mascot—but remembering the harm she’d been trying to do, saved her compassion.

			It didn’t take Rowan long to reach the trail home. In the muffled dark of the snowy wood, she was left to bask in the feeling of leading the crowd. Their chanting had raised power, and that power had been enough to forge a path to a different future. Better or worse, they’d never know—but it would be their own.

			She had just reached the copse of skinny, limbless trees when a voice called her name.

			“Rowan!”

			Heart in her throat, she turned. Gavin closed the distance between them: suit askance, hair mussed, eyes wide and open.

			For a moment, they only looked at one another.

			“We did it,” he said finally.

			“We did…” She glanced away briefly. “You were brilliant back there. You told him what he needed to hear.”

			“It was a start.” His eyes dropped to the ground. “Rowan, look, I—”

			“Please, let me go first. There are some things I finally feel strong enough to say, but who knows when I might lose my nerve.”

			“Go ahead,” he said, looking back up again to meet her eyes with his own.

			“I’m flying out tonight.” He opened his mouth in protest, but she pushed on. No more interruptions, no more delays—these words needed to be spoken and heard.

			“I want to explain some things to you. About me. About my magic.” She swallowed, trying to find the right words to explain the unexplainable. “Magic can’t be understood like weights and measures, but we know some things. Like the rule of three—all the energy we put out comes back to us threefold. And the Rede—do no harm. The rest…It’s messy and complicated, and every day we’re just trying to do the best we can with the information we have. Just like everyone. But I couldn’t handle that. I couldn’t handle that I might do the wrong thing, that I might become someone who abused that power, and so I cut myself off, and that is when I really messed things up.

			“I’m not doing that anymore. I’ll need to constantly check myself, and lean on my coven when it’s murky, but I’m not going to let the fear of doing the wrong thing keep me from doing something. I’ll probably mess up, but when I do, I’ll own it, and try to fix things, if I can.” She searched his face, her throat tightening. “You don’t owe me anything, not after what I took from you, but if there’s anything I can do to make this right…”

			To her surprise, he let out a small laugh.

			Her eyebrows knitted in confusion. “What?”

			One end of his lips turned up in a familiar half smile. “You didn’t read my letter, did you?”

			Her hand went to her pocket. “Not yet. I wasn’t sure if I could handle what was inside.”

			“Take a look,” he urged.

			She tore open the envelope, sliding a heavy sheet of creamy paper from inside. A familiar mixture of anxiety and excitement brimmed beneath her skin as she ran a finger over the lettering—so soft.

			
				December 31

				Rowan—

				I’m not certain what I’m doing here. When I sat down, it was to write a letter to my mother, because it’s something I always do on the New Year. I sit down and write out all the things I wish she knew about my life. It was something my grandparents recommended. A way to help me process, and figure out how to go on without her. Because even though she can’t respond, I let myself think about how she would have responded, and even if it’s not the same, it’s something.

				But I’ve been sitting here, unable to get started, because all I want to write about is you, and what we’ve been doing here in Elk Ridge, and it’s impossible to do that without hearing her voice. Reminding me what I should have said the other night, but I didn’t.

				What happened that night eight years ago, the way I reacted, had nothing to do with your magic. I wasn’t afraid of it then, and I’m not afraid of it now. Because you are the magic, and I see how hard you push yourself every day to do the right thing. Even when it’s hard, even when it’s heartbreaking.

				You don’t always get it right, of course you don’t. No one does. But you try anyway, and that’s all anyone can do.

				Whatever happens today: Trust your magic, trust yourself, not because I trust you, though I do, but because you deserve it.

				Yours,

				Gavin

			

			Rowan pressed the paper to her chest and shifted her gaze up to his face—his annoyingly handsome, utterly adoring face.

			He had always seen her.

			“Does that answer your question?” he asked.

			“It’s pretty clear,” she said, laughing and dabbing her eyes. “Must be the pen you chose.”

			“Hmm, I seem to remember someone else chose that one for me.”

			“Well, it was the only fountain pen I had access to.”

			“Take the win, Midwinter.” They both laughed, and he hooked his fingers around hers. “I’m sorry it took me so long to stand up to my father—really. You were right about so many things. How I am with him. How I’ve let that affect my other relationships. Alina, that was my fiancée, she didn’t see it, or if she did, she didn’t say it. Only you did.” His dark eyes searched her face. “Are you really leaving?”

			She lowered her head and nodded.

			“You don’t have to—”

			“Yes, I do, because I’ve got responsibilities I can’t magic away. But I’m coming back as soon as all that’s settled. I can work remotely for SunlightCorps. It’ll help to have someone here on the ground anyway, assuming the collaboration goes through…Zaide’s got a spare room, the coven needs an eighth, and Winter Fest needs all the help it can get. I want to be a part of it all, and I want—” She breathed in deeply. Even if everything he’d done and said up to this point should have made the next words easy, they were still hard. “Us. If that’s something you want too.”

			He didn’t answer with words.

			There are as many kinds of kisses as there are moments in life. Kisses of hello and of good-bye. Kisses for beginnings and for ends. Kisses that mean nothing, and kisses that mean everything. Some are questions. Some are threats. Some are promises. They challenge us, charge us, and comfort us. The kiss Rowan and Gavin shared was one of new beginnings, of hope renewed and uncertain futures embraced.

			When it ended, they lingered close, chest to chest: so close that from a distance, they could almost be mistaken for one person.

			“So, this rule of three…” he said in a low voice. “Does that mean if you were to cast a love spell on me, you’d end up somehow even more smitten?”

			She laughed, biting her lip, and squeezed his waist. “Dooming myself to your complete and total adoration.”

			He tucked a curl behind her ear. “Mmm. That doesn’t sound so bad.”

			“Trust me: It’s ugly.”

			“Well, any love spell you cast on me would fail anyway.”

			“Oh? And why is that?”

			He pressed his forehead to hers. “Because I’m already hopelessly yours, Midwinter.”

			She inhaled deeply at the flush of energy that ran through her body, vibrating with the thrum of the earth.

			“I love you too, McCreery.”

			And then they were kissing again, and she could not imagine stopping anytime soon.

			As if sensing her thoughts, he asked, “Do you really need to go back tonight?”

			“Mmm. The future can wait a day…or two. Lorena made it clear she would take no more emergency New Year’s work calls. Plus, I think we’ve both earned a holiday from our holiday.”

			“I agree.”

			They walked, hand in hand, back toward the party in Elk Ridge. A far-off movement in the trees caught Rowan’s attention: a retreating figure in deep green velvet, taking long slow steps with the aid of a holly-wrapped staff.

			Though he did not bother her again, she was confident that if he did, she could tell the Holly King she had done all she needed to do to prepare for the New Year.

			Finally.
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			January 1

			The Twelfth Day of Yule

			“So, what was this one about?”

			Gavin’s voice tickled in her ear, and she burrowed herself into his arm. A line of witches and their conscripted partners marched through the snow, pouring hot wassail at the base of fruit trees naked with frost. Gavin had already attended a candle divination—where he’d seen nothing in his floating bits of cooled wax other than “perhaps a dog?”—and helped them chalk the doors. She could sense the beginnings of overwhelm in the creases at his eyes, but this was the last thing she’d ask him to do today.

			Well, at least, for the coven.

			“We’re offering the wassail to the trees, so they bear more fruit,” explained Rowan in a low, grinning whisper.

			“Hmm,” said Gavin, tipping his cup and watching as steam erupted from the snow below. “Wasn’t that what drinking the wassail was about?”

			“So you were paying attention!”

			“To you?” He knocked his nose into the top of her head as he planted a kiss. “Always.”

			She didn’t think she would ever get used to the gooey way his affection left her feeling—hoped she wouldn’t anyway.

			“Call it insurance,” said Birdie, sauntering up beside them. “Besides…” Her face went a bit green as she looked at her cup. “I think we’ve all had enough to drink…”

			The old woman’s eyes were bloodshot beneath the rim of her broad hat, and she leaned on Roy Joseph for support. The New Year’s party had raged long into the night, and the wear and tear of it showed in the shadows beneath their eyes as they dragged themselves through the day’s rituals.

			“You look like you could use a slice of this,” said Naomie, appearing with Zaide and a circular pan of cornbread.

			“My dear girl, you are a lifesaver,” said Birdie, plucking free a fluffy, bright yellow slice.

			They converged on the bread, digging in. There was a feast on the way—Gavin had helped in its preparation, earning her mother’s immediate favor—but they had to finish with the rituals before they could sit down and partake.

			“Mmmph,” said Stephan, raising a finger to point it at Rowan as he finished chewing the full slice he’d shoved straight into his mouth. Ozzy Dogbourne bounded at his feet, licking up the bits that had fallen free. “So I know all we’ve talked about is Samhain, but we’ve got most of a year before we get there. Kel and I were vibing a bit about spring…We’re doing Ostara to Beltane, right?”

			“Spring?” said Gavin, brows knitting. “That’s soon.”

			“Yes, it is,” said Stephan, putting an arm around his shoulder. “But now that the rest of us can stop pretending we don’t have magic, we can pull out all the stops. Besides, spring’s an easy sell. It’s when things come back to life again. Spring is flower crowns, baby animals, and…” He looked Gavin straight in the eye and winked. “Sex.”

			“I’m sure those two can vouch for the appeal of that,” mused Birdie.

			The flush that had been creeping up Gavin’s neck went a deep crimson.

			“Come on, guys,” said Naomie. “Ease him into…us.”

			Rowan tugged him free from her brother’s arms as everyone laughed. She kept right on pulling, until they had retreated all the way to a secluded spot beneath shaggy, snow-laden branches.

			“Are they always like that?” asked Gavin, his skin finally returning to its natural shade.

			“Yes, but it means they’ve accepted you.”

			“My family isn’t like this,” he murmured as he watched the distant coven, and his eyes flashed with grief for what might have been.

			“Well, then it’s a good thing you found us.”

			“Found you, you mean.” And he kissed the top of her forehead.

			“Right.” She grinned, so very gooey again.

			Gavin pulled her in close, and she rested her head against his chest, her heart syncing with the rhythm of his, as in the distance, Stephan pointed at Kel, mouthing excitedly. A circle of crows appeared overhead, cawing and dropping a rain of flower petals that patterned the snow with the vibrance of spring. Everyone applauded and spoke in animated tones—dreaming of what might be, together.

			Only ten days ago, she had asked herself—what even was the point? What was the point of working so damn hard when it could all be taken away at any time? When, after all your labors, you still might fail?

			This. This was the point.

			Love was the point.
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