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      A coven of witches in suburbia, juggling families and holidays and jealousy, or fighting with the local homeowners’ association with both magic and their wits.

      Magic users in Portland, OR, who have a special and unusual relationship with their familiars.

      This collection contains three stories from the fan-favorite Desperate Housewitches series and the popular Portland Hedgewitches series.

      So brew up some potion, settle in with your cat, and lose yourself in these stories of glamour and occasional infighting from a master of urban fantasy!
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      “Trust Dayle to write a winter holiday story about the solstice and magic. She manages to combine the claustrophobia of a suburban neighborhood with the competitiveness that women sometimes engage in with holiday ritual. Only the holiday ritual here isn’t decorating a Christmas tree or singing carols (although there is a discussion of carolers that made me chuckle). Nope. This one is about pagan rituals. [Desperate Housewitches is] wonderful, funny, and a do-not-miss.”

      
        
        —Kristine Kathryn Rusch

        Hugo-award winning author
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      Kim reigns as the witchy Martha Stewart of her neighborhood coven…until Philippa moves in across the street, with her snooty English pagan heritage and her magical one-upmanship.

      When the annual Winter Solstice ritual goes horribly wrong, can Kim and Philippa put their differences aside and bring back the sun?

      A funny, pointed story about holiday rituals from a master of urban fantasy!
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      It started with the Samhain decorations.

      It would get worse at Yule.

      Much worse.

      I just didn’t know that yet.

      “I just don’t like her,” I said between gritted teeth, furiously polishing a silver quaich, the shallow bowl with two stag’s heads as handles that we needed for our Samhain ritual.

      “Jealousy is a negative emotion, and it’ll suck away your energy if you let it continue,” Dana said reasonably.

      Dana was my best friend; we’d grown up in this neighborhood together, taken over our respective mothers’ places in the coven when it came time, brought in husbands and, in her case, started raising children. She was small and slender and looked like most people’s idea of a fairy, with blond ringlets and impossibly wide blue eyes—an image that was shattered whenever she cursed, because she had a hell of a potty mouth.

      She was my best friend and I loved her, even when she was right and I stubbornly refused to admit it.

      We were in my house, a Gothic Victorian with a widow’s walk (unnecessary in a neighborhood not remotely near the ocean, but still charming) and stained glass framing the windows. All the houses on our block are different styles, from Painted Ladies to Craftsman bungalows. There’s even a black-beamed, white-stuccoed Tudor the next street over. Some people say our houses slowly conform to the owners.

      They wouldn’t be wrong.

      The kitchen smelled like pumpkin and spices, which made sense, because I was baking for the ritual as well. Of course we’d have the traditional cakes and ale as part of the ceremony, but I also always made extra to send home with everyone.

      “I’m not jealous,” I said.

      Dana pointed out the window, across the street to Philippa’s house (Arts and Crafts Movement, and I happen to know it looked like William Morris had exploded inside). “You’re telling me that you don’t feel threatened that she’s probably going to win Best Decorated House this year?”

      Of course I felt threatened. I’d won Best Decorated House for the past ten years, ever since I set up residence here. In our coven, I was the one with the best decorations, the best food at potlucks, the best parties, the best poison garden (for show only, of course)…it was my thing. Everybody knew it was my thing, and everybody loved me for it.

      And then Philippa had come to town. Pretty Philippa, with her stupid English accent and her high-and-mighty “I’m from England so I know how the rituals are really supposed to go” and her Goddess-damned decorations.

      I put down the quaich and picked up the chalice of simple beaten silver. Before I attacked it with the polishing cloth, though, I closed my eyes and took a deep, cleansing breath. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Ground, center. If I let my negative energy seep into the tools, the Solstice ritual would go all wonky, and you did not want anything to go wrong at Samhain, when the Veil Between the Worlds was thinnest. No telling what might come through.

      I could have used magic to polish the ritual tools—just like I could’ve used magic to keep my house clean and tidy, bake all the holiday goodies, grow my herbs and vegetables. (Okay, sometimes I encouraged the plants—but I still got my hands in the dirt and pulled all the weeds.) But that would be missing the point. Everything in life was Ritual, and you imbued your personal magic in it as you did the work. You didn’t use magic instead of doing the work.

      The meditation helped; I felt centered in what I was doing, knowing it was right. But as I commenced polishing, I couldn’t help glancing out the window again, and I felt my blood pressure start to creep up again.

      Philippa used magic for everything.

      The maple trees outside Philippa’s house seemed to be producing the brightest flaming leaves on the block—and even the leaves on the ground didn’t seem to be losing their color, arranging themselves artfully, as if in a painting titled something twee like “Enchanted Autumn” or “Tree of Fire.”

      Ravens—real ones. How she convinced those ornery buggers to stick around, I don’t know, and I wasn’t about to admit they really added a certain something. Garlands of black oak leaves and a vase of black roses on the porch (possibly not real, but I wouldn’t put it past her). Clusters of impossibly intricately carved jack o’lanterns. Purple and orange lights highlighted every window, every eave, lit and visible even during the day.

      Meanwhile, just yesterday, she’d left baskets on everybody’s porches, filled with homemade foods of the season: mulled wine and cider, tarts of pumpkin and apple, a thick, hearty stew and fresh bread. That was my thing, too, and Philippa had beaten me by one day. One freaking day. The gingerbread had been cooling on wire racks when Philippa had dropped off her basket.

      She’d included aprons in each of our colors in the baskets. Last year, I’d delivered hand-embroidered dish towels. I figured I still won there.

      I also had made adorable witch’s hat fascinators to give out at the potluck, so there.

      “Nobody loves you any less,” Dana said. “Maybe it’s okay for you to step back and let someone else have a little of the limelight. Maybe you can relax and not feel so much pressure to be perfect.”

      “I don’t feel any pressure to be perfect,” I protested, and I really didn’t. “I like doing all this. And I like things just so. I like things organized and familiar.” I knew I sounded just a skosh whiny when I added, “Philippa’s messing everything up.”

      “She wouldn’t’ve been able to move here if she didn’t fit in with our core beliefs,” Dana, ever logical, pointed out. “We all agreed.”

      “I didn’t say she was a bad person, or a bad pagan,” I said. “I said she was pissing me off.”

      Dana went to the oven and pulled out the pies about two seconds before the timer went off, because she had a bit of pre-cog ability.

      “And I don’t blame you for that,” she said, her cheeks flushing from the heat. “But it seems like she’s here to stay, and you’re going to have to find a way to coexist with her.”

      I did the mental equivalent of sticking my fingers in my ears and chanting “I can’t hear you.”

      Because for all our skill at divination, no witch can see the specifics of the future. (Remember, kids, prophecies are open to interpretation, and you’re likely to pick the wrong one. So just don’t go there.)
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      Philippa beat my hat fascinators with seasonal incense, specifically magicked for each of the thirteen of us. And she won Best Decorated House.

      The ritual was a little strained, but nothing untowards happened.

      It was uncharitable of me, and I knew it, but I still seethed. And plotted how to outdo her—outdo myself—at the Winter Solstice.
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      It started, again, with decorations.

      Philippa snuck hers up in the middle of the night, it seemed, because December first dawned on evergreens (yes, she changed what kinds of trees she had in her front yard) draped in ropes of glowing snowflakes, and her house had garlands of holly and ivy, and huge lit-up holly and oak leaves in the wide front window. Holiday music emanated from her yard at all hours of the day and night—not loud or obnoxious, but the white lights that adorned her house and the trees blinked and shimmered with the beat.

      Did I mention the smells? Pine and nutmeg and peppermint; you caught whiffs as you walked by. Not all at once, of course.

      Then there was the horse. Philippa had told us all, more than once (ad nauseum), that her name meant “lover of horses” and that the horse was her spirit animal. So she’d put out a life-sized Hooden Horse with its companions: a groom with a whip, several musicians, and a man dressed in women's clothing. (The British seem to be big on the latter, if their holiday pantomimes are anything to go by.)

      “From East Kent, apparently, but you see similar traditions in Caerleon, Wales, and Lancashire,” Dana told me. She and I and our friend Maggie were in Dana’s plant-filled sunroom—which felt sunny even though the glowering sky threatened more snow—drinking tea spiced with cloves and cinnamon and orange, and wrapping presents. I’d made cloth bags out of all my appropriate scrap fabric for the year, and was sorting bags to gifts based on size, and estimating how much cord I’d need to weave.

      I paused to look at Dana, raising an eyebrow. I didn’t even have to say anything.

      “She told me about it when she had me over for coffee,” Dana said. My eyebrow didn’t waver. “I can visit her for coffee without betraying our friendship,” Dana protested.

      I didn’t ask her whose house decorations she’d voted for at Samhain. I didn’t want to know.

      And yes, she was right: she could visit whomever she darn well wanted.

      The Hooden Horse’s wooden head was festooned with bells and rosettes. Its jaw was hinged, and it would crack shut at various intervals. According to my own research, the head on a pole was traditionally carried around the big houses of the parish just before Christmas.

      Whatever.

      I’d gone with more familiar, traditional decorations, with lights shaped like pentagrams (what, you never noticed that people hang five-pointed stars at the holidays?), big pots of poinsettias (spelled to not be poisonous to neighborhood critters), and life-sized models of the Oak King and the Holly King battling it out on the roof.

      How is that not traditional? The Winter Solstice is the longest night of the year, a time when the two Gods (or two aspects of the same God, depending on who you follow) duke it out. The winter Holly King dies to give the next half of the year over to the summer Oak King, which allows the days to start growing longer again. At the Summer Solstice, they’d repeat their fight, and the Holly King would reign again.

      Anyway, it was funny that I never saw Philippa put up those middle-of-the-night decorations, given that I had been creeping around the neighborhood at the very same time, hanging mistletoe on everyone’s porches.

      Yes, I used a little magic so I didn’t leave footprints in the snow. So sue me.

      “Everyone has different strengths and weaknesses,” Maggie said. Her hair had gone pure white when she was in her twenties, and between that and her willowy height and green eyes, she was incredibly striking. She was principal at the local grade school, where she put the fear of the Goddess in all the little children.

      “And my weakness is competitiveness; I get it,” I said.

      “No,” Maggie said. “It’s not a weakness. You two have to find a way to get along, sure, but it takes two to Tarot, as they say. Philippa should be willing to meet you halfway. She can’t just swan in here and expect to change things.”

      “That’s not the point,” Dana began, and then her head went up, and I knew her precog ability was acting up because she always looked like a dog with pricked-up ears (in a good way).

      I didn’t have to be precog to know exactly what was happening when the doorbell rang.

      Philippa brought sugar cookies in the shapes of pentacles, and holly and ivy and oak leaves, evergreens, and suns and moons. Of course. She swept into the room, a big smile on her face.

      “Dana, Maggie!” She saw me. Her smile faltered, although she gamely tried to paste it back on. “…oh, hello, Kimberly.”

      Philippa had deep blue eyes and tousled dark hair, into which she’d tucked the fascinator I’d made at Samhain, much to my surprise. It was in her color, midnight blue, with a little scrap of a veil. She had that English peaches-and-cream complexion, and cheekbones that could slice glass. She wore a flowing black lace top, skinny jeans, and lace-up pointed-toe black Victorian boots. A little Helena Bonham Carter, a little Nigella Lawson.

      I really hoped that low growl in the back of my throat was something I was just imagining. To be safe, I cleared my throat. “Hi, Philippa. It’s good to see you.” I even smiled.

      Look, even I knew I was acting like an ass. I couldn’t change the way I felt, but I had control over what I did despite my feelings. Maggie was probably right: we needed to meet halfway. So I stood, hugged Philippa hello. She smelled like violets, sweet and green, an unexpected scent in the darkening days of winter.

      We re-seated ourselves.

      “Did you bring any presents to wrap?” Dana asked Philippa.

      “Oh, I’m afraid not,” Philippa said, and I felt an unGoddess-like twinge of satisfaction before she added, “I’ve been making paper for two days, and it’s not quite ready for wrapping yet.”

      “You’re making your own wrapping paper?” Maggie said. “Wow! Maybe you can do a demo at the school after the holidays.”

      Hey. I thought Maggie was on my side.

      Next year, clearly, I was going to have to weave my own cloth to make gift bags.

      “Before I forget,” I said, even though I hadn’t forgotten, but I wanted to make my change of subject seem natural, “has everyone decided what they’re bringing to the dessert exchange?”

      One of our holiday traditions was a party where everyone brought cookies and other holiday desserts—individual mince pies, pecan squares, brownies, that sort of thing. We sampled and drank wassail and eggnog, and at the end of the evening, everyone went home with an assortment of desserts.

      “You’re doing your peppermint fudge again, right?” Dana asked.

      I shook my head. I had to go for spectacular this year. I was thinking about peppermint ice cream bonbons that stayed frozen on their own. I didn’t tell them because I wanted it to be a surprise. “I’m branching out.”

      “Nooooo!” Maggie said. “I love your fudge. It’s the best part of Yule!”

      “My kids will slay me if I don’t come home with it,” Dana agreed. “And Georgine is probably going to faint dead away.” Our friend Georgine was rather dramatic, it was true.

      “You will all survive,” I said, secretly pleased. Handed down through generations of my family, my peppermint fudge had a secret ingredient that added both taste and magic.

      “Hmm…” said Philippa. “I don’t suppose there’s a list of what everyone’s bringing, so we don’t all bring the same thing.”

      “Afraid not,” I said, catching myself before I said something about how we all knew because we’d been doing this for years. It really wasn’t her fault she was new. It was just her attitude. I could see those wheels turning.

      “I think these cookies are wonderful,” Dana said, waving one of the pentacle sugar cookies. “Or you could bring something that’s been your tradition in the past. Even if it’s similar to someone else’s, you’ll have put your own spin on it.”

      I actually felt calmer than I had in awhile. My dessert would be the most impressive, I’d get my reputation back, and Philippa would learn to meet me halfway.

      It was the perfect plan.

      If only I’d had Dana’s precog abilities…
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      The annual Solstice dessert exchange was held at my house, largely because my great-grandmother had started the tradition in the neighborhood.

      The dark wood paneled wainscoting gleamed under the glow of candles, which I had magically hung in midair above our heads, not close enough to the high ceiling to scorch. (What can I say? I was inspired by Harry Potter.) Evergreen garland wove between the white candles in a Celtic knotwork pattern and cast a pine scent throughout the house.

      This was my favorite time of year—not the Solstice per se, but the gathering of families. My fellow witch-sisters, their partners, their children and parents. I had differently decorated trees set up in various rooms (one pagan, one colorful, one white and silver and purple, one random childhood decorations), a full bar as well as wassail warming of its own accord, and games for the children in the playroom. Oh, and the Playstation in the media room for the older kids and the young at heart.

      The heavy dining room table of black walnut was covered with my great-grandmother’s linen tablecloth and antique tiered serving platters, on which I’d placed white china plates with a delicate holly border and gilded edges. As attendees arrived, they arranged their desserts on the plates. In the kitchen, for later, I had holiday Tupperware for the exchange, decorated with each family’s name in calligraphy.

      Philippa and her husband, Cecil, arrived. He was blond to her dark, with a solid sort of Rex Harrison thing going on. She was in red, which highlighted her coloring, and she seemed…sort of excited, which was outside of her usual realm of cool and reservedly British.

      A moment before I saw Philippa’s dessert offering, Dana was suddenly at my side, Maggie a moment behind her. Uh oh. What had Dana seen?

      And then I saw what Philippa had brought for the exchange.

      Peppermint fudge.

      Sweet chocolate and spicy peppermint wafted into my senses, followed by…no. It couldn’t be.

      Calling energy up from the earth and down from the moon, I squinted at the squares, so prettily decorated with shavings of red, green, and white peppermint flakes, but my sight went past that, into the fudge, into the very ingredients and their proportions. (I told you it was my thing.)

      And then I saw it, oh yes I did.

      The secret ingredient. Just a hint of candied ginger, which in our tradition speaks of heat, added to keep the eater warm while the sun returns.

      My head snapped up. “You stole my recipe?”

      Everyone stopped talking. The room got very, very quiet, except for Blackmore’s Night’s “Mid Winter’s Night” singing through the hidden speakers my husband, Eric, had installed.

      Philippa’s eyes grew larger, if such a thing were even possible. “No, I…I borrowed it. Everyone was saying how much they’d miss your fudge because you weren’t making it, so I thought… I didn’t think you’d mind…”

      “That was a secret recipe handed down through my family,” I said. “Guarded, prized. And you…”

      Philippa shook her head, color blooming in her pale cheeks. “I had no idea,” she whispered. “I just thought people would enjoy it.”

      Everyone was watching us. I tamped back my anger. Even the question of how was suddenly obvious to me. I’d hosted the Solstice ritual planning meeting a few days ago, all thirteen of us. She hadn’t been alone in the kitchen, but it wouldn’t have been hard, when no one was looking, to flick a hand and raise the card out of my recipe box long enough to commit the recipe to memory.

      “You’ll forget what you learned,” I said. It wouldn’t’ve taken much to add magic to my words, ensure that what I said came to pass. But in front of everyone, I had to make it Philippa’s choice—plus I would never, ever tamper with someone’s memory.

      Philippa bowed her head. “So mote it be,” she murmured.

      Everyone breathed out. She’d sworn to forget it; the crisis was over.

      Still, I entertained the charming fantasy of making an unholy screeching noise and launching myself across the table, scattering sugary delicacies everywhere, to tackle her.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Dana’s head swung towards the foyer moments before the doorbell rang. The person nearest to the front door opened it, and we heard a chorus of voices.

      Ah, the carolers. Every year they came, stubbornly singing their Christian songs. We respected their beliefs—and their tenacity—and were very good about not sniggering if they sang “The Holly and the Ivy,” because we knew what it was really about.

      I lagged behind as everyone trooped to the door. As soon as the last person was around the corner out of the dining room, I waved a hand over Philippa’s fudge and softly spoke a few choice words.

      I would never have done anything to Philippa’s dessert had she not stolen my secret recipe. It would have been hitting below the broomstick. I wanted to best her fair and square, not by being manipulative with magic. I had standards.

      I’d meant only to make the fudge taste bad, have a gritty texture, to make people think that even with a simple, tried-and-true recipe, Philippa still couldn’t pull it off.

      But when everyone trooped back from the carolers and gathered around the table overflowing with desserts, a lot of people reached for the fudge. Let’s face it, controversy is sexy. They wanted to find out if Philippa’s fudge was as good as mine.

      Everyone who sampled the fudge got an…unusual expression on their faces.

      It was all I could do to keep from smiling.

      But then, one by one, they reached into their mouths and pulled out a small origami crane.

      Both Philippa and I flushed. At least, I assumed I did, given the rising heat I felt.

      In Celtic mythology, cranes symbolized envy.

      Dammit. I knew better than to try to cast a spell after a couple of glasses of Pinot Grigio.

      Half the partygoers looked at me with pity, and the other half looked at Philippa with the same expression.

      Well. That was interesting. At least fifty percent of my friends were on my side. That’s what the looks meant, right?

      The dessert exchange broke up soon after that. Apparently a good number of people didn’t trust any of the treats after the crane incident, because I was left with a mountain of cookies. I was able to persuade Maggie to take most of them to school: “At the end of the day I’ll sugar up the little bastards and send them home,” she said with more glee than she ought to have had.

      Dana, who had children in the school, closed her eyes and muttered a string of impressive obscenities.

      I didn’t blame her. I didn’t need precog ability to know we should all be bracing ourselves.
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      The night of the Solstice was bright and clear, with that blue-black sky that only a winter’s night can bring. The snow glittered beneath the dome of sparkling stars. Earth and air, water and fire.

      We celebrate our rituals in the park in the center of the neighborhood. The snow was soft underfoot as we crossed the green, and of course our footsteps disappeared as we went. It wasn’t brutally cold, although the whole idea of doing a ritual skyclad was clearly made up by people who lived in warmer climates.

      So we wore warm boots, thick stockings, heavy skirts and sweaters. Instead of hats, wreaths of holly adorned everyone’s heads except for mine and Philippa’s, to be burned in the bonfire during the ritual. (Yes, we have a firepit in the middle of our park for ritual purposes. We also have a turf labyrinth, and a communal garden for magical herbs.)

      The fire lit, we joined hands in a circle. Thirteen of us, singing praise to the Goddess and the God, our voices rising through the air, visible thanks to the cold. Drawing up energy from the earth and down from the moon.

      And so we raised a Circle, invisible to the untrained eye, domed over our heads and beneath our feet. A sacred place.

      We dropped hands.

      Last night, we’d met, all thirteen of us, and drawn Tarot cards from a deck that couldn’t be influenced by magic. A truly random drawing, to see which two witches would lead the ritual this year.

      The powers that be showed their sense of humor. Of course Philippa and I drew the most powerful cards: the Empress and the High Priestess.

      “I’ll follow your lead,” Philippa had said, and I’d said “I’ll email you the plan,” which I had. It wasn’t much different from past rituals, but she’d extended her olive branch, and I’d extended mine.

      Now, she and I stepped to the center of the circle, on one side of the fire, the other women closing the gaps behind us.

      Even a few steps closer to the fire changed the temperature. Whew. My body tingled from the combined energy of earth, air, fire, water, and spirit. I felt calm, centered.

      Between us was the altar, solid and heavy, carved from an enormous walnut stump generations ago. We each lit a fat white pillar candle, one ringed with holly, the other with oak leaves. Then we each picked up the wreaths. I settled holly on my head; Philippa nestled oak on hers.

      I breathed in the crisp snowy air, tasted the smoky scent of the fire. It was exhilarating.

      “Now is the time of the winter solstice, the time of darkest night,” I said. “The time of the Holly King.”

      “Yet now, it is also the time of His death,” Philippa intoned, “so that he may be reborn at the lightest time of summer.”

      With each phrase, I felt the energy pulse and grow. But it felt, too, as if we were pushing at each other, even though we weren’t physically touching. We should have been sharing, mingling our energies.

      “This is a celebration of rebirth,” I said. “The Holly King lays down his mantle…”

      “…and the Oak King reclaims his,” Philippa said.

      “The Holly King passes…”

      “…and the Oak King is born of the Goddess.”

      Even though I’d written the bulk of the ritual, when I’d emailed it to Philippa, I’d said I was open to suggestions, and she’d given me some, and I had included them. But now, every time Philippa spoke, I felt as though she was challenging my words, trying to make hers better, stronger. As much as I tried to tamp it down, my annoyance with her grew with every passing moment.

      We said the next sentences, but instead of combining our energy, agreeing, speaking as one, I felt her drawing up more energy and shoving it at me.

      “As the Wheel turns, the old king’s strength wanes as a new challenger rises to claim the hand of the Goddess,” I said. But I was thinking No. You don’t have more power than me. I matched her, held my ground, imagining a shield. “The kings of Holly and Oak, of waning and waxing, of dark and light, must do battle on this day.”

      Philippa’s eyes glittered dark in the firelight. She almost sounded sarcastic as she said, “I crown the Holly King, lord of the waning year. Now is the time of your greatest power. Are you ready to do battle for the hand of our Goddess?”

      I thought I heard Maggie’s voice, so very faint in my head, saying Kimberly…, her tone a plea, a warning. I thought I felt something from Dana, which in words would translate approximately to Oh shitballs.

      If I backed down, Philippa would overwhelm me. The ritual was about balance, and I had to stand my ground, defend myself.

      “I crown the Oak King, lord of the waxing year,” I said. “Your season is almost upon us. Are you ready to do battle for the hand of our Goddess?”

      I spoke the question as an answer to hers: hell yeah, bring it on.

      In some traditions, people act out the choreographed battle between the two aspects of the God; in others, they reenact the birth of the new God from the loins of the Goddess. We simply raised our hands, closed our eyes, imagined the battle between the Gods and the resurrection of the Oak King.

      As one, we knew the moment when the world poised in the very middle of the longest night of the year, about to tip toward the light again.

      One by one, going deosil, or sunwise, around the circle, all thirteen of us tossed our circlets into the fire. The holly was subsumed by the flames from the oak logs, symbolizing the Holly King’s darkness submitting to the Oak King’s light.

      Or, at least, it was supposed to.

      Instead, I threw my holly wreath in, the final symbol of the dying Holly King, then Philippa threw in her oak leaf wreath, a symbol of the Oak King triumphing in his blaze of glory…

      …but the fire went out.

      I blinked in the sudden darkness, feeling as if I was coming out of a trance. My sight adjusted to the dim light provided by the candles and the stars and the faint reflection off the snow, but my eyes watered from the smoke billowing from the firepit.

      “Uh oh,” I said. “That wasn’t supposed to happen.” I looked at Philippa. Her eyes no longer looked as black, but they were wide with guilt. “What did you do?” I demanded.

      “Me?” She reared back. “I didn’t bloody do anything. What did you do?”

      You moved here. But I didn’t say it. Instead I took a long, deep breath in, blew it out and watched the air swirl in the cold. “It doesn’t matter now. Now we have to fix things.” I looked beyond her at the semicircle of women staring at us, then turned around to look at the semicircle behind us.

      But they weren’t staring at us. None of them were. They were all staring through the trees, down the street. Dana was muttering an impressively blistering string of curses.

      I followed their gaze, and felt my stomach drop. Behind me, Philippa gasped.

      They were all looking at my house.

      My house, with my wonderful rooftop decoration of life-sized Holly and Oak kings battling it out.

      Only now they weren’t decorations, and they really were battling.

      Where in Annwn had they gotten swords? I hadn’t given the figures swords. They were my holiday decorations.

      Holiday decorations who were going to do some serious damage to my wrought iron widow’s walk if they kept this up.

      “Okay,” I said, raising my voice enough that everyone finally turned to look at me. “Let’s figure out how to fix this. Together we can—”

      “Oh, no,” Dana said, as she and Maggie and the rest of the coven all took a collective step backwards. “This is all on you and Philippa. We had nothing to do with it.”

      Panic fluttered in my stomach. “No, we were all doing the ritual,” I protested, even though I had a growing terror that they were right.

      “The bulk of the energy was coming from the two of you,” Maggie said.

      “And the God took over your decorations,” Dana pointed out.

      They stepped closer to Philippa and I, and Dana added, quietly, so the rest of the coven couldn’t hear, “Look, this happened because the two of you were having a pissing match instead of honoring the ritual. You two need to work it out on your own, between the two of you.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything the rest of us can do to help,” Maggie added, sotto voce.

      “But call us if you need us,” Dana added.

      Before Philippa or I could protest, they stepped back into the circle of women.

      Around us, everyone clasped hands and raised them to the heavens, then slowly brought them down, finally crouching to release and splay their fingers on the snow, releasing the Circle, returning the energy.

      I automatically did the same, as did Philippa. Unreleased energy was headache-inducing at best, dangerous at worst. Still, I was a little miffed that they all dropped the Circle without discussing it with us.

      But I also knew Dana and Maggie were right. Philippa and I had done this.

      We had to be the ones to fix it.

      “Right,” I said, pulling my gloves back on, “let’s go reclaim the balance and bring back the light.”

      I wished I felt half as confident as I sounded.

      I stomped back out of the village green, Philippa double-timing to catch up. We didn’t bother to erase our steps in the snow.

      When Philippa caught up to me, she said, “I think the Tarot choosing us to perform the ritual together was a sign.”

      “You think?” I snapped, then shook my head, swallowing my anger. In a milder tone, I said, “Yes, you’re right. There are no coincidences.”

      “Any theories about why?” she asked.

      Well, at least it was nice to be asked, instead of challenged. I no longer felt her energy pushing at me; now, though, it was more of a wall she’d retreated behind. Or maybe a shield. I didn’t take much satisfaction in the thought that maybe she was scared of what I might do. A teensy-tiny bit of satisfaction, maybe, because hey, I’m only human, right?

      “Not yet,” I admitted.

      That iota of smugness vanished as we got closer to my house.

      I’d made life-sized figures of the two aspects of the God. Now they were…well, maybe life-sized for them.

      They were huge.

      The widow’s walk at the top of my house had a wrought-iron railing that hit a little above waist height; probably would’ve hit Philippa at the waist, given that she’s a bit taller than me.

      It came to the Gods’ knees.

      I didn’t think there was any way to go up there without being squished or flung off or otherwise suffering some unhappy bodily injury. It wasn’t so much that the Gods would turn on us, but that right now, we weren’t in their realm of consciousness. Their battle was their battle.

      Which was how it always was. We invite the spirits to enter our Circle, join us in our ritual and celebration, but it’s not as if they’re partying with us on their level.

      They’re on a whole ’nother level altogether.

      “Hey!” I yelled anyway. “Hey! Knock it off!”

      Philippa stared at me. “Bloody hell,” she said, her breath curling around her face. “You’re going to get us both killed. You can’t speak to them that way!”

      “I’m just trying to get their attention,” I said.

      “And then what?” she demanded. “Ask them nicely to settle their differences and shake hands and oh, let one defeat the other because it would be lovely to see the sun rise?”

      “Do you have a better plan?” I asked.

      She pursed those lush lips together and glanced away. Finally she said, “Not yet. I’m just trying to say that perhaps mortal solutions are less likely to work.”

      “Because using magic to make things easier is always the solution.” It came out before I could stop it. It held all of the frustration and anger and, yes, fear that had been caroming inside of me since she showed up, magnified by this much, much bigger problem raging over our heads.

      She took a step back as if I’d slapped her, and I felt like an ass.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, knowing the words were lame. I forced the next words out; I didn’t want to say them, but they were true. “We shouldn’t be fighting about our problems, because that—” I pointed up, even though neither of us had to look “—needs to be our focus. Let’s…let’s take a minute to ground and center, then look at our options. No idea gets shot down without consideration.”

      Her chin went up; her mouth was in a tight line. In the near-darkness, her eyes still seemed huge. Finally, she gave a curt nod. “Very well. Because if we can’t figure this out, the sun isn’t going to rise.”

      She tilted her head to the east, and I realized with horror that she was right. By this time, it should have been growing lighter, the black into gray, soon to be the pale pink of deep winter dawn.

      There was nothing but the blue-blackness of eternal midnight.

      This wasn’t about the two of us—this was about bringing back the light for the whole world.

      I stared up at the kings of summer and winter, of dark and light, wrestling on the roof of my house. The Oak King seemed to be more of the aggressor; the Holly King, the defender.

      I closed my eyes. Drew in a long breath, connected with the energy of earth and sky, just enough to clear my mind and emotions so I could really meditate on the problem. The sounds on the roof—the grunts, the thuds, the twang of wrought iron that was probably going to snap and rain down and impale us—faded.

      Lord and Lady, help me see clearly, I thought, and a moment later, clarity slammed upside my head in a cosmic two-by-four of obviousness.

      Ow. But I sent a thank you into the universe and faced what should have been evident from the start, if only I’d been open enough to see it.

      I was like the Holly King, fighting to keep things the same, and Philippa represented the newness of the Oak King. I resisted the transition, the change, because I felt threatened, rather than being open to the knowledge that the Wheel always must turn.

      I opened my eyes, turned to Philippa. Because we were half-between the worlds, I saw that oak wreath on her head again, and didn’t have to reach up to feel the prick of holly leaves to know my own wreath was there.

      “Dana was right,” I said. “We did cause this. I caused this. I’ve been jealous of you ever since you moved here, because you represented change, and I wanted things to stay the same. Instead of infusing the energy of transition into the ritual, I resisted—just like the Holly King is doing. And the harder you pushed, the harder I fought back.”

      “Kimberly,” Philippa said urgently, “I respect your standing in the community. I don’t want to take over. I just want to share…and learn from you, too.”

      “Me? What are you talking about?”

      “You’re right,” she said quietly. “I’m not good at many things, and I’ve always fallen back on magic. But you, you’re perfect. Everything you do is at a level I can’t even imagine. You are magic.”

      I just…I don’t…

      “And I’ve gone about things the wrong way; I see that now,” she added. “Of course you felt threatened by me, the way I was acting. I thought I was being neighborly, participating in the potlucks and baking for everyone. But I was using that as an excuse, when really, I wanted people to like me as much as they like you.”

      Fuck. I wasn’t going to say it to Philippa, but maybe I did feel like my standing the community was lodged in what I could provide, rather than who I was.

      “We’re idiots,” I said, which provoked a startled laugh from her.

      “I do believe we are,” she agreed.

      “As much as I hate to admit it, this isn’t a time for doing things the hard way,” I said. “This is a time for magic.”

      We joined hands, and repeated the words of the ritual. It was the time of the Holly King, and the time of his death, and the time of the rebirth of the Holly King into the Oak King, who would bring back the light and lead us towards summer. This time, we didn’t oppose with our words or our energies; we spoke together, and the energy flowed back and forth, open.

      At the Summer Solstice, the Oak King would step down and make way for the Holly King to return. An eternal cycle.

      And all the while, the Goddess watches over all.

      For a brief moment, Philippa and I were Goddess, mourning the Holly King while celebrating the Oak King’s birth.

      The sounds of battle above us faded.

      “Look,” Philippa whispered.

      I opened my eyes.

      In the east, the faint tendrils of dawn.

      I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding, relief making me weak-limbed. We dropped hands, released the energy, fingers buried in the snow.

      “Well,” she said, rising to her feet and brushing off her brown leather gloves, “I’m knackered, and Cecil must be wondering why the ritual’s taking so long.”

      “You two want to come over for dinner tonight?” I asked.

      She smiled. “We’d love to—if you’ll come over next week.”

      “Just no peppermint fudge,” I said.

      She nodded. “Actually, I’d love it if you could teach me to bake. When I try to do it on my own, things burn, collapse, or explode.”

      “I’ll put up a protective shield,” I said.

      She turned and started to walk away. I almost headed into my house, but instead, I crouched down, scooped up some snow, and nailed her in the middle of the back with a snowball.
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