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      Frankie looked around her cabin on the Pearl, the schooner she called home. Part of her still couldn’t believe she had wrested it away from Captain Russell Garnet, the ghost haunting the Marina Coven.

      Not that getting rid of him had been easy, with her enchanted amulet being the only thing that kept her from dying. Well, that and good old-fashioned luck.

      After shaking her head to clear it of thoughts of the odious ghost and his uglier parrot, Frankie was once again in the present. The one thing she didn’t love about her cabin was its being about as festive as a supermarket that was in-between holiday promotions. A brief window of opportunity to be sure, but she had managed it.

      The lack of decorations was down to her late mom, refusing to celebrate the Winter Solstice. With nothing to go on, Frankie didn’t have a clue what was involved. No inherited decorations, no inherited rituals. Nothing. Add in that she’d missed half of October and the month of November thanks to visiting a parallel universe, and she didn’t have nearly enough time to get ready.

      Frankie was trawling through Wikipedia, intent on finding something she could work with, when Colin Bonny, her dad, knocked on the open door of her cabin, and strolled in. He was the latest relative she’d found, and the pick of the bunch to date. And although he was her dad, you’d never know it to look at him.

      While he was tall, athletic and had fiery red hair, his youthful looks had him being mistaken for her brother. And yet, if you looked closely, there was no missing the faint worry lines that crisscrossed his forehead.

      It hadn’t mattered that he’d been held in a state of suspended animation at All Hallows Keep, the supernatural prison. He’d been aware of the passing of time and spent years fretting about what was happening to Frankie and her mom. Hanging around worrying if they were safe. If they were happy.

      Nothing could have prepared Colin Bonny for the truth, which may have been a blessing when Frankie thought about it. Certainly, she couldn’t imagine anything worse than being stuck like a fly in amber while knowing her spouse was being murdered.

      It was no wonder her dad appeared so lost these days, grieving the death of his wife and trying to come to terms with his new normal. With Frankie still dealing with her own grief over the loss of her mom, it left her feeling powerless to help. At least from a counseling point of view.

      The one thing she could do was try to make this the best Winter Solstice ever, and a challenge for someone who’d never celebrated the holiday. If nothing else, it would work as a distraction for both father and daughter.

      Unfortunately, Frankie’s main distraction right then was how stressed she was about her lack of preparation. She didn’t have a clue about how to celebrate the winter solstice.

      She’d even given thought to letting it slide by unnoticed, as had been the case when her mom was alive. But there was no missing her dad’s entire face lighting up whenever anyone mentioned the holiday, no matter how briefly.

      His disappointment now as he looked around her cabin was enough to have Frankie feeling even guiltier about her lack of progress. After what her dad had been through in the preceding twenty years, she needed to go all out for him.

      It was the least she could do, his being stuck in the parallel universe being what allowed her to lead a normal life. Well, as normal as was possible for a jinxed witch. And a jinx that had left her practically powerless at that.

      Thank goodness she’d stumbled onto her own Mr. Miyagi of Karate Kid fame when she was just a kid. It was he who’d taught her Jeet Kune Do, the martial art developed by Bruce Lee. While her magic powers often let her down, her fighting skills never did.

      Growing up, it was these that were often all that stood between her and a beating from the neighborhood bullies. More than once, her fighting skills protected her from the scum in the low-end neighborhood that was all her mom could afford.

      Frankie shook her head to clear it of these unpleasant memories. Unfortunately, it came with the realization that the present wasn’t too hot either. Reinforcing this was that her dad, having found the lack of cheer in her cabin not to his liking, had wandered off again.

      He did that a lot these days, going from cabin to cabin as if searching for something. Too often she’d find him standing in the middle of an empty cabin, his expression pensive and his eyes glittering with unshed tears. While Frankie had had more time to come to terms with the death of her mom, seeing her dad choked up with grief brought all the feelings back.

      What the pair of them needed was a diversion of epic proportions. It was something that had her hoping her new powers would allow her to decorate her cabin to within an inch of its life. She wanted to make the solstice-induced smile on her dad’s face a permanent feature.

      She knew she couldn’t aim too high, starting from scratch as she was. Perhaps something small, just to get things moving? Frankie scrolled down the screen on her phone until she found something that would be perfect. A yule log. This should be easy enough. She just needed to include a fireplace in which the log could burn without taking out the Pearl in an inferno.

      A rough-and-ready Pinterest search and Frankie was soon faced with a myriad of images to choose from. After finding one particularly impressive specimen, she gave thought to looking for an appropriate charm in her late mom’s Big Book of Spells.

      She soon discounted this, not wanting to waste time dragging the monster book out from under her bed. She wanted her dad smiling today, and not a week from today.

      It was time to see if the powers she’d recently come into could be used in the way she saw Zane using his own. Naturally, and without reference to the written word. With that, she allowed her powers to take hold, to reveal the words required to manifest something similar to the image on her phone.

      After shutting her eyes and centering her thoughts, it was as if she were channeling someone else. There was a familiarity there, too, with her wondering if maybe it was her late mom. Whoever it was, Frankie spoke aloud, the words coming freely and without pause.
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        Home to the hearth and heart of the home.

        Bring me a Yule log and fire of my own.

        Mark the solstice with wood and with bark,

        feeding the flame to rid winter’s dark.
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      Following a flamboyant wave of her hand, Frankie sealed the spell, confident she’d been triumphant. It was only upon opening her eyes that she was sure the spell had been effective. Perhaps too effective?

      Dex, her Jack Russell familiar, who’d been lying on the end of her bed, was now on his feet. Not content to stay there, he jumped onto the end of the huge log, causing the plush reindeer antlers jammed on his head to bounce merrily. That his jaunty headwear smacked more of Santa than the solstice showed how desperate Frankie was.

      “Wow! Did you mean to do this, Mom?”

      Rather than speaking out loud, Dex had communicated with her telepathically, the remnant of a spell put on him by her late mom. The hope had been to stop his incessant barking. Now all Frankie had to deal with was his incessant chatter.

      It used to be that everyone who was magical could hear Dex, while these days, she’s alone on this front. It had been his tendency to tell anyone he met everything he knew that stopped her from reinstating the spell. At least this way she could have some secrets.

      Frankie looked at her familiar as he sniffed the log, and even though she doubted he was expecting a reply, she gave him one anyway. “Well, duh?” The small metal fireplace that barely held one end of the merrily burning log simply wasn’t up to the task. For him to think she’d done this on purpose was nonsense.

      So focused was Frankie on the potential fire hazard that it wasn’t until her dad spoke she realized he’d rejoined them.

      “If it’s okay with you, Frankie?” Then, without giving her a chance to tell him he couldn’t perform magic on the Pearl, he waved his hand around.

      Knowing nothing would happen, Frankie was ready to put things right when Colin’s spell took effect. After a shower of sparks shot out the end of his fingers, the overly large log and ridiculously small fireplace immediately swapped sizes.

      “But, but, but—?” She couldn’t come up with anything more intelligent than this. She was stunned her dad could perform magic on the Pearl while others failed. It made no sense. Unless it was a family thing?

      However, on hearing a squeaky bark, Frankie realized she had bigger issues to deal with. Or should that be smaller, with Dex having been shrunk along with the yule log? “Dad. Any chance you can sort out Dex?”

      Her reason for asking him was twofold. First off, she wasn’t sure she was up to messing with her dad’s magic. Second, she was interested to see if her dad being able to perform magic on the Pearl wasn’t a fluke.

      “Sorry, Pumpkin. My magic hasn’t been the same since All Hallows Keep.”

      There was nothing Frankie could do to stop the cringe at his use of that stupid pet name. It was okay when he called her that when she was a kid, not so much these days. There was also the fact that her hair was no longer orange and there was a lot less of it.

      His using the name had her right back at school, being teased mercilessly about what her mom called her crowning glory. What had been meant as a term of endearment had been an unending taunt from the other kids. Halloween had been the worst.

      With another wave of his hand and he had the Jack Russell back to its usual size, proving his being able to perform magic onboard hadn’t been a one-off.

      Dex’s body was consumed by a tsunami of shudders that wracked him from head to tail. “That was awful. Never do that again. Like ever.” Rather than stay sitting on the log and risk getting caught up in another spell gone wrong, Dex jumped back onto Frankie’s bed.

      “Sorry about that, Dex.” Colin stroked the small dog’s wiry coat and tugged on his ears affectionately. “I’m still a little shaky with these new powers of mine.”

      Perhaps it was all the years of practice he’d had before he was imprisoned that had him coping at all? Either way, her dad had a better handle on his newly gained powers than Frankie did on her own.

      It was something she found a little annoying. Whenever she tried a casual wave of her hand to reinforce a spell, it went wrong. Nothing devastating so far, but give it time.

      Zane, her merman friend, had already hinted—make that nagged—that she needed to put in some practice, and soon. The way he told it without practice, she was risking something going spectacularly wrong.

      Say, like her manifesting a six-foot-long flaming yule log in the middle of her cabin, on a wooden boat. Yep, that counted.

      Even with the length of wood a more manageable size and safely contained by a larger fireplace, Frankie was having second thoughts. The Wikipedia entry said she needed to keep it burning throughout the solstice celebrations.

      Frankie loved her floating home, and the thought of it burning down to the waterline wouldn’t have her sleeping easily, if at all. This saw her grabbing her wand and taking a moment to enjoy the connection this simple piece of wood had with her new powers. Perhaps she should have used it for the original Yule log spell?

      “Sorry, Dad, I’ll have to come up with something else.” With a quick tap to the top of the fireplace and it disappeared, along with the log. “It’s just too risky.”

      “What about this?” Colin waved his hand at the large sideboard. Once the fog of unfamiliar magic cleared, Frankie could see a beautifully set-up Yule altar. It was like the one shown on the screen of her phone. And while there were candles, these were in beautifully painted glasses, lessening the chances of accidental incineration.

      That the altar must have some meaning to her dad was clear from the tears streaming down his face. His moving one candle a fraction to the left told Frankie he was recreating something he’d seen in the past. Any resemblance to the image on her phone must have been purely coincidental.

      “Your mom used to set it up like this every year.”

      Frankie’s mouth dropped open in surprise. “Not that I ever saw, she didn’t.”

      “But…”

      Frankie could see he was trying to remember back to a time before his life was put on hold. His gaze darting backward and forward over the display in front of him told her he was coming up empty. “But, but it was your mom’s favorite holiday of the year. She always went all out for the coven.”

      “The coven? But, Dad, the Marina Coven is the first I can remember belonging to. It was just Mom and me for years. And she hated the Winter Solstice with a passion.”

      This was an understatement. So averse was her mom to the celebration, Frankie was even barred from marking it on the calendar next to the phone in the kitchen. Anyone entering their home would have no clue there was an important event just around the corner.

      She could see her dad was having trouble with the reality of her childhood. Obviously, his imagination and her reality are poles apart.

      “I don’t understand, Pumpkin. Why would your mom stop living with a coven and celebrating the solstice? Unless…”
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      Frankie waited to hear her dad’s theory. And waited some more. It was getting to the point she thought he was once again lost in his memories when he broke the silence.

      “That must be it. I was taken on the first night of the solstice.” He thought about it some more before continuing. “With your mom needing to concentrate on your protection jinx, she must have felt it would be easier to distance herself from the coven.”

      Frankie and her dad were still staring at the yule altar when their thoughts were interrupted by a tinkling of bells. While familiar, it wasn’t a sound Frankie had heard in a while. She wondered why Magda, an energy vamp, was back to announcing her arrival like this, when it was as common for her to appear with no fanfare.

      The vampire then popping into focus in the middle of her cabin didn’t alarm Frankie as it might some, with Magda preferring energy over blood. It was something more likely to have the Transylvanian beauty saying, “I feel so tired,” and not, “Wow, where’s all my O-positive gone?”

      That the normally gorgeous European’s eyes were red-rimmed pointed to her suffering from allergies. Either that, or she’d been crying, something Frankie very much doubted. And why? Despite her looks that could have her mistaken for a pageant queen, Magda was one of the toughest women Frankie knew.

      “I have been called home. I come to say goodbye.” Magda, in following this up by sniffling into a pristine white handkerchief, reinforced that she wasn’t happy about it. Even the blonde locks that tumbled the length of the woman’s back were flat and dull.

      “Do you have to go? You’re welcome to stay here and celebrate the solstice with us.” A glance around her cabin had Frankie scrambling to think of more ways she could improve the festive quotient without the Pearl ending up in flames. All it took was a glance at her dad for Frankie to know she could count on him to lend a hand. She hadn’t even had time to ask him about other family traditions when Magda replied.

      “It is not for the solstice I return. The sharing of blood is a tradition. It is one I have avoided for longer than most.”

      Despite having heard her friend clearly, Frankie got there was a lot that Magda wasn’t saying. For one thing, Magda didn’t appear to be happy about returning home, at least not for the reason given.

      In which case, why was she returning? It wasn’t like Magda to do anything she didn’t want to, so for her to bow to family pressure like this wasn’t right. The other thing that wasn’t right was the whole drinking blood thing.

      “The sharing of blood? But I didn’t think you, ah…” Frankie couldn’t voice the rest of her question, allowing it to die on her lips. Like someone who’d had all their blood drained.

      Magda blushed at Frankie’s suggestion. “This, it is different. To share the blood is to ensure the survival of my family.”

      Frankie was ready to pepper her friend with more questions, although she wasn’t sure which to ask first. However, Magda held her hand up, stopping her from doing so. “Frankie, I must leave.”

      Frankie wasn’t happy about her friend’s departure, even though she’d known this day would come. Magda was the first friend she’d ever had where she could be herself, where she didn’t need to hide her magic or her borderline weirdness. Even as a kid, Frankie had lacked friends, making her closer to her mom than anyone else.

      Frankie took a deep breath before speaking; worried she’d break down if she hurried things. “When? When do you have to leave?”

      “Now.” This simple response was followed by a sob from Magda that sucked half the energy out of the room and that saw Dex lying on his side, snoring softly.

      “Oh, oh, I am so sorry.” Magda placed her hands gently on the Jack Russell’s small body. Soon the familiar crackling started up, and not long after, Dex lifted his head. His eyes were wide, and he was alert rather than drowsy.

      “Why am I lying down? What just happened?”

      “I am sorry, Mr. Dex. I do not mean this.” Magda ran her hand slowly down his back, repeating the process until they were both calm.

      Frankie yawned widely. “Any chance of a top-up, Magda?”

      Despite not being knocked out like her familiar, her bed was looking mighty comfortable right then. Shame lying down wasn’t an option, with Colin now prostrate next to Dex. His constant shaking of his head showed Magda had drawn a good deal of his energy, too.

      “I am so sorry. I did not mean to do this. It is always like this when I am upset.”

      No sooner had the vamp stopped speaking than Frankie was hit with a surge of energy that had her ready and raring to go. She wasn’t sure where, but if she didn’t move soon, she’d explode. Likewise, her dad was upright again and positively bouncing on his feet.

      “Probably didn’t need quite that much,” he gasped out, before walking backward and forward to quell the buzz.

      Magda’s gaze swung from Colin to Frankie and back, with her wringing her hands together the whole time. “You are not safe around me. I have to go home. To stay is dangerous for all.”

      In the knowledge her friend was likely to disappear any second, Frankie didn’t give herself time to think. She simply blurted it out. “What if we came with you?” On seeing the shocked look on Magda’s face, she added, “Just for the solstice.”

      Frankie knew her late mom would have had a fit at her inviting herself to someone else’s home like this. Tough, with her solstice planning being a bust, anything had to be better than spending the holiday here. She just hoped her dad was okay with it.

      Magda went from downcast to euphoric in a heartbeat, letting Frankie know she’d be spending the Winter Solstice in the Carpathian Mountains. That she’d be spending the holiday at vampire central clicked a second later, and she made a mental note to pack plenty of turtleneck sweaters.

      “Frankie, if you could take Dex, we can be on our way.” Magda then held her hands wide in readiness to touch Colin and Frankie.

      Frankie froze right where she was, bent over, ready to pick up her familiar. “But we need to pack. We can’t just up and leave. And what about Zane?”

      “Yes, yes, but you must pack like the wind. Natalia does not wait for anyone. And Zane. Zane cannot come to my home. The life energy would be sucked out of him, and his body left out for the wolves. There has been bad blood for centuries.”

      “Centuries?” said Frankie. “Does anyone even remember what the original fight was about?” So often this was the case in these long-running feuds, and she doubted this was any different. Surely the feud couldn’t be bad enough to be life-threatening for Zane?

      Rather than answer, Magda shrugged, leaving Frankie none the wiser. Her friend either knew and wasn’t saying anything, or didn’t have the first idea. “You pack quickly. I'll meet you at The Crate in half-an-hour and we'll travel to Castle Rhaetian.”

      Colin, apparently uninterested in the feud between the Zilonka family and the Nautilus people, blurted out, “Castle? You live in an actual castle?”

      That his eyes were alight with excitement sat like lead in the bottom of Frankie’s stomach. Never mind that he’d overlooked the whole sucking the merman dry reference. There wasn’t a hope in hell of her changing his mind about visiting Magda’s home for the holidays. Thoughts of spending the solstice without Zane had Frankie swiping at her own eyes.

      Unless she could use her freaky new Wereall powers to mask him? Such as these were it wasn’t a simple glamor spell that she performed. Rather, she changed a person down to the molecular level. Frankie had her suspicions that this was down to the Wereall being shifters, although like none she’d ever heard of.

      When she’d disguised herself like that, she’d been undetectable by Magda, even at an energetic level. This, therefore, said that she could do the same for her boyfriend. There was one way to find out, and for that to work she’d need to be fast, and the disguise bulletproof. Anything less and she’d be looking for a new boyfriend.

      No sooner had Magda left for The Crate, the glorified shipping container Frankie had once called home, than she turned to her dad. “Be back soon. You’d better magic up a suitable wardrobe for yourself. It’ll be cold.”

      Frankie pulled her wand out of the back pocket of her jeans and waved it around her body, thinking of Zane and her need to be right next to him. It was the first time she’d used this spell, so whether it would work was another thing.

      Usually, she’d simply zap herself over to his front door and knock like a normal person. However, if he was out, this would mean she’d lost precious seconds, and it was time she didn’t have. The newly learned location spell was the fastest way for her to speak to him. No matter where he was.

      He didn’t look thrilled to see her. Nor did the other men with him. Might be because the meeting she’d crashed was being held in a sauna. It was a big one, too. Big enough that it must be in a health club rather than a private home. Thank goodness for all those fluffy white towels.

      For a moment, Frankie forgot what it was she was there to talk to Zane about. It might have been his muscled chest glistening with sweat, or the way the ends of his dark hair were curling riotously, softening him. Unable to help herself, Frankie dropped her gaze.

      Now she wasn’t so much stunned as completely gobsmacked. She’d thought he had to be in the sea for his merman tail to appear? A quick check showed two other mermen also had their tails on display.
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