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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

		

	
		
			

			1

			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 the city over the 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 those 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.

			Members of the SunlightCorps staffed the nearest bar. Rowan rapped 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. ‘Guess you haven’t looked at the news tonight.’

			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 nailed 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 up 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 down 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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			Alingering 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 through 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 knowingly. 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.

			‘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. His eyes widened 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 won 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.
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			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 she 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 hand, 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 diehard,’ 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 person-ally, 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.’

			‘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 ha—’ 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 of plump oranges, cloves decorating their rinds in intricate whorls.

			‘Rowan?’

			Her father, Joe Midwinter, appeared at the bottom of the stairs, 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 Madeline 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. She’d overreacted. 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? So, 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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