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    To my amazing family. For all the memories we've made over Halloween cookies, costume boxes, and being the only trick-or-treaters on the street.
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“Why are we doing this again?”

Breckin Ethanael pulled her attention away from the glorious view of the ocean at sunset outside her kitchen window to look over her shoulder at her husband, Micah.

“Because it’s Halloween, we just moved into our new house, we want to celebrate with our friends and family,” she paused to add a wry smile, “and, it’s fun.”

Sighing heavily, he slipped his arms around her waist and nuzzled the side of her neck.

“You know what could be more fun? If we just forgot about all the people destroying our yard and snuck upstairs...”

She laughed lightly even as she leaned back against his solid strength and tilted her head to give him better access. “These aren’t strangers, they’re family here for an enjoyable evening of sugary treats and some oohing over how the house looks. You’ll love it, I promise.”

When he just raised his head and let one dark brow wing up, her laugh got harder as she twisted in his arms to face him. “Okay, fine. You’ll enjoy all the treats at least.”

A reluctant smile tugged at his lips. “I suppose I’ll survive it. Though you didn’t have to invite the Darkling.”

“ ‘The Darkling’ is Sophie’s husband and family. We have to invite him. Besides, he’s the perfect guest for a Halloween party.  All dark and brooding, it’s very romantic,” she murmured, reaching up to thread her fingers through his dark hair, “like you.”

“I’m not-“ he paused with his head bent halfway, one corner of his lip tilting up, “maybe I am, but it’s not the same.”

“Of course not.”

“You are a minx. It’s a good thing I adore you,” he answered, dipping his head the rest of the way to capture her lips in a lingering kiss. Breckin let herself become lost in the embrace as he pulled her closer and for one fleeting moment considered ditching the party they were hosting and running upstairs with the man who touched her soul like no other.

“You’re tempted,” he murmured against her lips just as two tiny arms threw themselves around his legs and a sweet little voice cried:

“Daddy! Pick me up!”

Pulling back, she gave a half-shrug. “Too late,” she answered and he gave her a rueful look before they both looked down to find a toddler standing with his arms raised in the timeless signal that he wanted to be held.

Wide smiles blossomed in tandem on their faces as they took in their two-and-a-half-year-old son dressed in a tiger costume.  Micah picked Theo up, tossing him gently in the air to make him giggle happily, a smile lighting his own face in response.

“Again!”

“Now you’ve done it. This game can go on all night” Breckin reminded him drily but Micah just tossed their son up again before tucking him securely on his hip.

“What have you been up to, Theo?” Micah asked, noting a smear of chocolate on Theo’s face.

“Eating candy” Theo informed him matter-of-factly and Breckin laughed before using a dishtowel to clean her son’s face.

“That’s obvious.  I suspect he’s been raiding the treat buckets” she guessed, reaching forward to give him a peck on the cheek.  Theo grinned back unrepentantly and held up a half-eaten mini-chocolate bar.

“Those are for the games, little man” Micah reminded him, laughing when Theo just blithely nibbled on the bar.

Glancing out the kitchen window, Breckin saw golden magelights flickering warmly in the yard, bobbing in the air amongst the trees and hovering in the sky just above people’s heads.

“Oh, good. Darius has the magelights up,” she commented before turning to her husband, her expression all business again, “did you get the pumpkins set up at the carving station tables?”

He nodded, making a funny face at Theo to make him bubble with laughter. “The donuts are hanging on strings on the oak tree and the apples are in the buckets on the left corner of the lawn.”

“Good. Everything has to be perfect” she reminded him, sweeping the kitchen with a critical eye.  Micah watched her, suspicion narrowing his eyes.

“Why does it have to be perfect?” he probed and she blinked at him before looking at the counters with a smile when silver trays of food suddenly appeared.

“The foods here” she stated, avoiding the question, “I hope she remembered the spice cookies for the decorating table.”

“Of course, I remembered the spice cookies. Have we ever had a Halloween without them?”

Aisley stepped into the kitchen, her pumpkin costume hiding the softly rounded belly of her pregnancy.  She held a round tray of frosted brownies topped with happy marshmallow ghosts which she smoothly set down on the counter with the ease of one who used to work in fast-paced restaurant kitchens.

“Why am I making all the food for your party, again?”

Snagging a brownie off the plate, Breckin grinned and answered before popping it into her mouth.

“Because you’re such a better cook and you don’t want to inflict my inferior skills on anyone. And, you love me.”

“Hhmmm, debatable right now,” Aisley pursed her lips before bumping her sister lightly with one shoulder, “I’ve spent three days making all this while beating off Guardians with excellent thievery skills who just ‘happened’ to find themselves hanging out in my kitchen and trying to keep a three-year-old from teleporting off to who knows where. You owe me.”

Breckin’s hand hovered briefly over a tray of stuffed figs before chosing the plumpest one. “I don’t see the streusel-topped, apple mini cakes you promised me.”

One appeared in front of her, levitating in front of her face. Grabbing it eagerly, she grinned at the tall man walking into the kitchen with Aisley’s son, Kellan, in his arms.

“Thanks, Cadrian.  You’re the handiest brother, slash, father-in-law I’ve ever had” she tossed out cheekily before closing her eyes and biting into the cake.

“Thank you” Cadrian replied drily before looking at Aisley, “where do you want the rest of it?”
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