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CHAPTER    1
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“Look at all the snow,” Annie said as the car wound its way along the narrow road through the mountains. “I can’t believe we’re only a couple of hours from Beecher Falls. It’s like being in another world.”

“It’s hard to imagine that there’s actually a hotel up here,” remarked Cooper. “We haven’t seen any houses or anything for a long time.”

“The hotel was built in the eighteen hundreds as a place for wealthy people to get away from everything,” explained Sophia as she drove her SUV along the snowy road. “It was supposed to feel remote. That’s why it’s nestled way back in these mountains.”

“How did you start using it for retreats?” Annie asked her.

“It’s owned by friends of mine,” answered Sophia. “Their family built it. Over the years it got harder and harder to maintain the place because people wanted hotels that offered more than just pretty scenery and a remote location. So Fiona and Bryan decided to turn the place into a retreat center. Now they rent it out to corporations and groups who want to hold gatherings there. Once a year, at the Winter Solstice, they let us use it for the week.”

“So they’re Wiccan?” Cooper asked.

Sophia shook her head. “Not really,” she said. “They’re more general all-around pagans. But they’re not witches in the usual sense.”

“They sound nice,” commented Annie.

“They are,” Sophia said. “And they have twin daughters who are around your age. Lucy and Nora.”

“So, what exactly will we be doing this week?” Cooper inquired.

“A lot of different things,” Sophia replied. “You’ll find out more about it tonight, but basically this is a week of celebrating Yule and welcoming back the sun after the longest night of the year.”

“It’s hard to think about the longest night when it’s so bright and sunny out right now,” Annie joked.

“It will be dark soon enough,” said Sophia. “And because there’s no town around the hotel to light the place up at night it seems even darker. It’s really a wonderful place to celebrate the sabbat.”

“Just think,” said Annie. “A whole week of rituals and classes and all kinds of stuff. This is the longest we’ve ever spent doing witchy things.”

“I’m really pleased you could all get away for the week,” Sophia said. “I think this will be a very special time for all of you, and I hope you get a lot out of it.”

“I know I will,” Cooper told her. “After the whole divorce thing with my parents, it will be nice to be with a bunch of witches and not have to worry about all of that.”

“And I can certainly use a week away from Aunt Sarah while she gets ready for Becka and Mr. Dunning to come for Christmas,” added Annie. “I’ve never seen her so worked up about anything.”

“What about you, Kate?” Sophia asked. “You’re awfully quiet back there.” She looked at Kate in the rearview mirror and smiled at her. Kate, who was sitting in the backseat with Cooper, gave her a small smile back.

“I think it will be fun,” she said simply.

While the others had chatted easily during the ride, Kate had been almost completely silent. The truth was, she was excited about the retreat. But she also couldn’t help but think about the fact that she was going to see Tyler for the first time since she’d discovered that he and Annie had basically fooled around behind her back. She’d accepted that she and Tyler were probably never going to be a couple again and she’d been able to slowly mend her friendship with Annie, but the wound was still tender. She couldn’t deny that.

Sensing Kate’s hesitance, Annie and Cooper settled into an uneasy silence. But Sophia, who knew nothing about what had happened among Kate, Tyler, and Annie, continued to talk.

“I love these retreats,” she said. “It’s nice to just get away from everything and spend time with other witches. It really brings you closer together. A lot of the people who will be here are friends I see only a couple of times a year.”

The girls listened as Sophia talked, each of them lost in private thoughts. The fact was, it was a difficult time for each of them. While they were all looking forward to a week in the hotel, they also knew that there were going to be challenges involved with being there. As they drew closer and closer to their destination, they couldn’t help but think about what was awaiting them there.

Kate and Cooper, in particular, were relieved to be going on the trip. Mr. and Mrs. Morgan had only reluctantly allowed their daughter to resume attending the weekly Wicca study group, and she’d been sure that they would say no to the trip to the mountains. When asking their permission to go, Kate had tried to make it sound more like a ski trip than a week of ritual and magic. Even so, they had been less than thrilled by her request. To her surprise, however, they’d ultimately agreed that she could go, but only after several long phone calls to Sophia and several anxious days of waiting on Kate’s part. Even then, Kate had expected them to retract their permission up until the moment the car had pulled away from their house and she could breathe a sigh of relief.

As for Cooper, her mother was also hesitant about her involvement in the Craft. There had long been an uneasy truce between them regarding the subject, and since Mr. Rivers had moved out of the house, they hadn’t spoken about the topic at all. Mrs. Rivers never asked her daughter about class, and Cooper never brought it up. When it came time to mention the trip, Cooper had asked her father’s permission first. His reply—“As long as it’s okay with your mother”—had both irritated and worried her. She knew that her father was worried about doing anything that might upset the fragile relationship that existed between the three of them because of the separation, but she’d been afraid that perhaps her mother would use the opportunity to make a statement regarding her feelings about witchcraft by denying Cooper permission to go. But when Cooper had mentioned it one morning as her mother was leaving for work she had simply said, “It’s up to you. If you want to go, go.” While not the enthusiastic support Cooper would have liked, she’d been happy just to have avoided a fight about the matter.

Sophia turned the car onto an even narrower road. It seemed to lead straight into a forest, and the arms of the trees met overhead as they drove through what felt like a tunnel made of shadows and light as the afternoon sun filtered down through the branches of pine. Then they shot out into daylight again, and the girls gasped in unison as they saw what was in front of them.

“Is that it?” Kate asked, her voice filled with awe.

“That’s it,” confirmed Sophia.

“Wow,” Cooper said simply.

“Double wow,” echoed Annie.

Before them sat a huge, old hotel. It was situated in the center of a ring of snowy mountains, the tops of which rose up around it. The hotel itself was enormous, an elaborate Victorian building with ornate carvings, several tower rooms with pointed roofs, and stained-glass windows looking out at them like multicolored eyes. Two wings of rooms stretched out on either side of the main building, and smoke puffed gently from several chimneys.

“It’s beautiful,” Annie said as Sophia pulled the SUV up to the front and parked it beside some other cars that were already there.

“Wait until you see the inside,” said Sophia. “Come on.”

They got out and retrieved their bags from the back of the car. Then they walked up the neatly shoveled path to the front steps of the hotel and went through the door. Once inside, the girls set down their bags and looked around in awe.

The lobby of the hotel was done in red. Almost everything was red, from the deep red of the walls to the red velvet upholstery on the couches and chairs that were arranged in comfortable groups all around the enormous room. A huge chandelier, its hundreds of individual crystals sparkling with light, hung from the ceiling over their heads, and classical music floated softly through the air.

“Look at that tree,” Annie said, nodding at an enormous pine tree that stood in the center of the lobby. Its spreading branches were strung with what seemed to be thousands of white lights, and ornaments of all kinds hung from it.

“That’s the Yule tree,” Sophia told them. “The ornaments on it have been used since the hotel opened. Every year they add some new ones, but some of those are almost a hundred and fifty years old.”

“Sophia!”

A woman emerged from a doorway behind the long wooden check-in counter, distracting them from looking at the tree. She had deep red hair that complemented the colors of the lobby, and she was wearing a burgundy-colored shirt with jeans. She walked quickly toward them and embraced Sophia warmly.

“Fiona,” Sophia said. “Merry meet.”

Fiona laughed as she released her friend from the hug. “Merry meet yourself,” she replied gaily. “It’s been a long time.”

“Since last Yule,” Sophia said. “How are Bryan and the girls?”

“See for yourself,” answered Fiona. Then she turned and called out, “Sophia’s here,” in a loud voice.

Moments later a man emerged from the doorway. A little shorter than his wife, he had curly black hair and an easy, crooked smile that made his chin dimple. He, too, came over and hugged Sophia.

“Has it really been a whole year?” he asked, shaking his head. “It seems like you were just here.”

“It goes by quickly,” Sophia told him. “I bet the girls are all grown up now.”

“They’ll be sixteen this Yule,” Bryan said.

“Where are they, honey?” Fiona asked her husband.

“They could be anywhere,” he answered. “I’m sure they’ll turn up.”

“I wanted them to meet my girls,” Sophia said. “Bryan and Fiona, this is Cooper, Kate, and Annie. They’re part of my group this year.”

Fiona and Bryan shook hands with the three girls. “You willingly signed up for her boot camp?” Bryan asked them, cocking his head at Sophia. “You’re braver than I am.”

“She’s not so bad once you get the drill down,” Cooper deadpanned.

Bryan laughed as Sophia pretended to be horrified by Cooper’s remark. Then the front door opened and another group of people came in.

“Bryan, why don’t you take this bunch up to their rooms while I say hello to the new arrivals,” Fiona said.

“Will do,” answered Bryan. “Follow me, folks,” he added to Kate, Annie, Cooper, and Sophia.

They picked up their bags and followed as Bryan walked down the hallway that stretched to the left away from the lobby. The corridor seemed to go on forever, then they came to a staircase and Bryan started up it.

“We saved you the best rooms in the house,” he remarked as they climbed.

“Ah,” Sophia said. “The ghost rooms.”

“That would be them,” Bryan replied.

“Ghost rooms?” Annie asked.

“Indeed,” Bryan told her. “Didn’t Sophia tell you that the hotel is haunted?”

“By who?” Cooper said.

“All kinds of people,” said Bryan as they ascended another flight of stairs. “Doomed lovers. Murdered gangsters. Failed businessmen. All kinds of people died in this place.”

“How cheery,” remarked Kate grimly as she switched her bag to her other shoulder. “So, which ones do we get?”

Bryan went up a final set of stairs, and they found themselves in another hallway. “You get the best ones of all,” he told them as they walked halfway down and stopped in front of a door. Bryan took out a key and held it up. “You get the honeymoon ghosts.”

The girls looked at each other. “Okay,” Cooper said, “I’ll bite. What’s the story?”

Bryan grinned wickedly. “It’s quite a story,” he replied. “It happened in 1923. A young couple, Rose and Edgar Whiting, came to the hotel to get married and to spend their honeymoon here. It was a grand affair. They rented the entire place. The rooms were filled with their guests. On the day they married, Rose was beautiful in her wedding dress and Edgar was as handsome as could be in his tuxedo. The wedding party afterward was legendary, lasting long into the night. Finally, in the early hours of the morning, the couple retired to these rooms.”

Bryan paused dramatically, letting them all wonder what could possibly come next. After an agonizing wait, he continued. “When the maid came in the morning to bring Rose and Edgar their breakfasts, she found them…dead.”

“Dead how?” Annie asked.

“Aren’t you a morbid one?” commented Bryan, looking at Annie curiously.

“It’s not a good story unless we know the how part,” Cooper explained.

“This is quite a bunch you have here,” Bryan said to Sophia. Then he turned back to the girls. “That’s the strange part,” he said. “Rose had been poisoned and Edgar had been shot through the heart. But no one could tell which of them had died first, so they never knew if it was murder or some kind of suicide pact.”

“Why would they kill themselves on their wedding night?” Kate said. “That doesn’t make sense. Of course, they had to have been murdered.”

“That’s what the police thought,” Bryan said. “Except that the door was locked from the inside. The maid had to use her key to open it.”

“But if she had a key, someone else could have had one as well, right?” said Cooper skeptically.

“There were only two of them,” Bryan said. “This is one of them.” He waved the key in his hand at them. “The other one is in the hotel office.”

“A locked-door mystery,” Annie said. “How very Agatha Christie.”

“And this one was never solved,” Bryan said. “To this day no one knows what happened in these rooms. But people who have stayed here report that all kinds of weird things happen.”

“What kinds of things?” Cooper asked.

“Voices,” Bryan answered. “Glimpses of shadowy figures. Things disappearing. Faces in the mirrors. Think you can handle it?”

Cooper laughed, and Bryan looked surprised. “I grew up with a ghost,” Cooper informed him. “And let’s just say that all three of us have friends in the spirit world.”

Bryan cocked an eyebrow. “Then this should prove to be very interesting,” he said as he inserted the key in the lock and turned it.

The door swung open silently as Bryan motioned for them to enter. Kate stepped inside first and gave a little scream. The others rushed forward to see what had startled her, and were surprised to see a girl standing in the room. She looked back at them blankly, as if they had interrupted her doing something.

“Nora,” Bryan said. “What are you doing in here?”

The girl pushed her long red hair back from her face and looked around the room. “Oh,” she said. “I just came in to make sure everything was clean. Mom told me you were going to put people in here this week.”

The girl smiled at Kate and the others. “It’s not every day that someone stays in the ghost rooms,” she told them.

“Everyone, this is my daughter Nora,” Bryan said.

The girls all nodded and said hello, and Nora smiled back at them. “Hi,” she said.

“Where’s Lucy?” Bryan asked his daughter.

Nora shrugged. “I don’t know,” she said. “Last time I saw her, she was going to see if they needed any help in the kitchen.”

“I’m right here,” said a voice from the doorway.

They all turned and saw another girl standing there. She was an exact copy of her sister, right down to the clothes she was wearing. She stepped inside the room and greeted the girls and Sophia. Then she looked at Nora. “I was looking for you,” she said, her voice even but not warm.

“Sorry,” Nora said. “I was right here.”

“Well,” Bryan said. “We should get you girls settled. Annie and Cooper, I thought we’d put the two of you in this room. And Kate,” he added, walking to a door set into one wall of the room, “I thought you could sleep in the adjoining room with your friend Sasha when she arrives.”

“Sounds good to me,” said Kate, peering through the door into the other bedroom. “So, where did the honeymooners die?”

“In this room,” Nora said quickly.

The others looked at her, and she blushed. “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to sound like some kind of death freak or something. It’s just that when you live here you kind of get used to telling the story.”

“Tell me about it,” Cooper remarked. “I get to tell the story of the ghost in my house about ten times a week during the summer.”

“You live with a ghost?” Nora asked, sounding interested.

Cooper nodded. “I’ll tell you all about it later.”

“I’d like that,” said Nora.

“But right now you and I have some chores to do,” Lucy said.

Nora’s face fell, but she nodded. “Lucy’s right,” she said. “We’ll see you guys later.”

The girls left. Then Bryan said, “Sophia, I’ll show you to your room now. It’s down the hall. Girls, if you need anything just call the front desk. Otherwise we’ll see you at dinner tonight. It’s at six in the dining room downstairs. Oh, and here’s the room key. Don’t lose it, now. There’s just the one.”

Annie took the key from him and put it in her pocket. Bryan and Sophia left, shutting the door behind them.

“Can you believe this place?” Cooper asked, looking around the room. It was furnished with antiques, including two huge wooden beds that faced a fireplace. The windows opened out on to a balcony, and the view was incredible.

“Wait until you see the bathroom,” Kate called from that very room. “We have a huge claw-foot bathtub.”

“Ghosts or no ghosts, this is going to be a fantastic week,” said Annie.

“What about those twins?” Cooper said. “Nora seems nice, but what was Lucy’s problem?”

“She seemed a little uptight,” agreed Annie.

“Maybe she’s just weirded out by the idea of all these witches being here,” suggested Kate, emerging from the bathroom.

“Maybe,” Annie said. “But there was definitely tension between them.”

“Not our problem,” Cooper replied, stretching out on one of the beds. “I don’t know about you guys, but for the next five days I am not going to get caught up in any drama. Life has been exciting enough recently.”

Kate and Annie glanced at each other and then looked away.

“Right,” Kate said. “This week should be about having fun.”

“Yeah,” Annie said unconvincingly. “Fun.”


CHAPTER    2
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A little before six o’clock the girls went downstairs to the lobby. They had each bathed and changed, and they were anxious to see who had arrived since they had. There had been no sign of Sasha, and they were wondering where she was. They found out when they entered the lobby and saw her standing at the reception desk with Thea.

“Hey, girlfriends!” Sasha exclaimed when she saw Annie, Kate, and Cooper. She ran over and gave them all big hugs. “Isn’t this place the coolest?”

“What took you guys so long?” Cooper asked.

“Oh, you know Mom,” Sasha said, rolling her eyes. “Do I bring the white robe or the blue robe? The pink crystal or the black crystal? The mint tea or the dandelion tea?”

They all laughed. It was good to see Sasha talking about Thea as if they’d lived together forever. Really, Thea had only been appointed Sasha’s legal guardian earlier in the year, after Sasha’s parents had given up custody of her.

“Honey, I’ve got my room key,” Thea said, coming up to greet the girls. “But they say you’re in another room.”

“Right,” Annie said. “You’re with us.”

“Goddess help us,” commented Thea kindly. “Well, I’m going up to change before dinner. Do you want to come?”

“I’m fine,” Sasha told her. “I’ll take my stuff up later.”

“Okay, then,” Thea told her. “I’ll see you all in a while.”

“Can you believe this place?” Sasha said as the four of them sat on one of the big couches in the lobby. “It’s like something out of The Shining.”

“You and your Stephen King fetish,” Cooper teased. “But this time you’re not far off. The place is haunted.”

“Or at least that’s what they told us,” said Annie.

“I believe it,” Sasha replied. “This place just screams haunted.”

“Wait until she hears what happened in our room,” said Annie.

“What?” Sasha said excitedly. “Tell.”

Kate started to tell her the story of Rose and Edgar Whiting. But she got only as far as the part about it being their wedding night when she stopped.

“What’s wrong?” Sasha asked. “You’re all pale. Don’t tell me you’re seeing ghosts already?”

Kate shook her head. “Not quite,” she answered.

The others turned and followed her gaze to where Tyler was standing in the doorway of the hotel. He was with his mother and his sister. They were bringing their bags in, and Tyler hadn’t seen them yet. But a moment later he did. For a brief moment, a strange look came over his face. Then he smiled and waved. They all waved back.

“Stop staring,” Sasha ordered, not looking directly at either Kate or Annie. “Tell me the rest of the story.”

“Oh, right,” said Kate, sounding distracted. “Where were we?”

“At the beginning,” Sasha said.

Kate began the story again. She was almost at the part where the door was locked from the inside when Tyler walked over to them. “Hey,” he said.

Sasha groaned. “You have got the worst timing,” she told him.

Tyler’s face fell. “What did I do?” he asked, confused.

“Nothing,” Cooper reassured him. “Kate was just telling Sasha about the couple who died in our room.”

Tyler nodded, then looked at Cooper sharply. “Died?” he said.

“We’re not starting over again,” Sasha told him. “Here’s the Cliffs Notes version: couple gets married, maid finds them dead the next morning, no one knows who killed whom. Now you’re up to speed. Keep going, Kate.”

“There’s not much more to tell,” Kate told her. “The room was locked from the inside, and people claim that weird stuff happens in there. That’s about it.”

Sasha clapped her hands together. “I love it,” she said happily. “Tragedy and murder and ghosts, all in one place. This is my kind of hotel.”

“Wow,” Tyler said. “And to think that all I was worried about was getting a room with a view. I didn’t know there was a ghost option.”

“Tyler,” said his sister, coming up to them, “here’s your room key.” She handed him a key and then smiled at the girls. “Hi, guys,” she said.

“Hi, Hannah,” Kate answered while the others waved.

“It’s almost dinnertime,” Hannah told Tyler. “We’re going to go up.”

“I’ll come, too,” Tyler told her. “I guess I’ll see you all at dinner,” he added to the others.

When Tyler and Hannah were gone there was a strained silence for a minute. Then Sasha broke the tension by saying, “I know it’s Yule and all, but if I see one piece of fruitcake this week there’s no telling what I’ll do.”

“Where did that come from?” Cooper asked her, laughing.

“I was just thinking about Christmas and all of that,” said Sasha. “I hate fruitcake.”

“And it’s always said such nice things about you,” Annie remarked.

They all giggled at the silliness of the conversation. Then Kate said, “I think it’s time we found this dining room.”

They got up and walked through the lobby. Several other people seemed to be wandering in a particular direction, so they followed them. A minute later they found themselves walking into an enormous dining room. There were numerous round tables scattered throughout the room, each one decorated with a white cloth and white roses in beautiful arrangements.

“They really know how to do this right,” commented Sasha as the girls walked around the room. They selected a table and sat down. In addition to the four of them, there were four empty chairs at the table. The other tables in the room were filling up quickly as more and more people came in, and the girls were happy to see their friend Archer enter, look around, and make a beeline for their table.

“Mind if I join you?” she asked, then sat when they all nodded their heads and Cooper pointed to a chair.

“Who are all these people?” Annie asked her.

Archer looked around. “Well, a lot of them you know from class and from the covens in town,” she said. “The rest come from all over. This is sort of like the Midsummer gathering, only much more serious.”

Cooper, Kate, and Annie shared a look after hearing Archer’s comment. The Midsummer gathering, which had taken place in the woods outside of Beecher Falls, had been more than a little unsettling to each of them, for very different reasons.

“What do you mean, more serious?” Annie inquired carefully.

Archer took a breath. “It’s just that Yule is a more solemn time of year,” she said. “Midsummer is all about partying and playing. Yule is about calling the light back on the longest night. It’s a time of reflection and looking to the future. Midsummer is all about fun.”

“Some fun,” Cooper said under her breath, remembering her particularly unpleasant experiences on that night.

“Not that Yule isn’t fun,” Archer continued. “It’s a lot of fun. But there’s something darker about it. I guess it’s because long ago, when people’s lives really were ruled by the seasons and by the weather, this time of year seemed pretty bleak. They’d had nothing but snow and ice and blackness for several months. It probably seemed like spring would never arrive.”

“What about Christmas?” said Sasha. “Presents and all of that are kind of fun.”

“Don’t even get me started on Christmas,” Archer said. “It has almost nothing to do with Yule. But we’ll get into all of that during the week. Well, depending on which path you choose to do.”

“Path?” Kate asked.

“You’ll find out all about that in a little bit,” Archer said mysteriously.

The girls tried to get her to tell them more, but she wouldn’t. She just kept saying that they would have to wait and find out. Luckily, they were distracted when three other people joined their table. One was Ben, another student from their weekly Wicca study class, and the other two were older women they had never met before but whom Archer seemed to know well.

“Everybody, this is Star and Ivy,” Archer said, introducing the women. “They run a coven called the Daughters of Diana.”

“It’s actually more like a cooperative farm turned coven,” Ivy said, her bright blue eyes twinkling mischievously in her lined and sun-browned face. “We started off raising goats and organic vegetables almost thirty years ago. The coven part came later. That was her fault,” she added, nodding at Star.

“Oh, blame it all on me,” said the other woman, whose gray hair was tied in a thick braid and who wore a T-shirt with a Greenpeace logo on it. “You were the one who brought home the book on witchcraft.”

“But you were the one who suggested we do that first ritual,” Ivy teased.

“It’s no use arguing with her,” Star said to the girls. “She always has to win. But it doesn’t matter. However it got started, our coven has been going for a long time. This is our fifteenth Yule retreat here at the hotel. I think we’ve been coming ever since the first one.”

“Do you still raise goats on the farm?” Annie asked.

“Oh, yes,” Ivy answered. “But only for the milk. We make cheese out of it. And we have bees now, too.”

“You girls should come visit us this summer,” Star suggested. “We do weeklong events there that you might enjoy.” Then she turned to Ben. “I’d invite you, too, but we’re a women-only coven,” she informed him, smiling. “Not that we wouldn’t welcome a visit when we aren’t holding an event. How do you feel about shoveling goat manure?”

“I think maybe I’d be better with the bees,” joked Ben.

Ivy and Star told them more about their farm and about their coven while they waited for dinner to start. The room rustled with conversations as the tables filled up and old friends found one another and began chatting. But all the talking ceased when a bell sounded from the front of the room and everyone looked up to see what was happening.

Standing at the head of the room was a man. He was
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