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        Winter brings a dangerous transition for this witch…

      

      

      

      As the winter solstice approaches, Riana faces the final of three transitions. The ceremony brings a wealth of dangers. All necessary for a practicing witch. If she makes her way through a lifetime of heartaches and triumphs and disasters, she’ll come out the other side to a new life.

      But if she fails, she risks unleashing banked power. Power always burning inside her. Power that could destroy everything, and everyone, she holds dear.

      A quiet cabin alone, with only the spirits of her past and present to accompany her into the future. Facing personal demons. Riana risks everything to keep those she loves safe.

      

      Author’s Note: This novella is also published in the collection HAUNTS AND HOWLS WHERE DEMONS DWELL.
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      The heaters jittered and hissed in the background as Riana stared out the window at the falling snow, her stomach muscles tight, restlessly tugging on the edge of her sweater. White covered the open space in front of the cabin, painted the pine trees beyond, dusted the front porch. She smiled. Snow felt perfectly appropriate for today.

      She pressed a hand to her stomach, trying to calm her nerves, and faced the small cabin.

      The two-drawer wooden cabinet she used as an altar was set up near the unlit fireplace. She still needed to lay out the candles in their proper order, but the smooth stones in the wooden bowl and the small cut-crystal glass of water were ready and waiting for the ceremony to start. A fire in the fireplace might add ambiance. She was all about the ambiance today. Hell, even nature decided to add Her own decorative touch with the snowfall.

      All the details in place and just right. Perfect for a transition day.

      The mantel clock over the fireplace dinged once, it’s gears moving visibly though its glass and wood case. Only two thirty. She had time. Her stomach growled, surprising her, and she chuckled.

      “No food yet,” she told it. “After the ceremony. Once the transition is over, we’ll celebrate with the feast. But not yet.”

      Better to do the magic work she had ahead of her on an empty stomach. She hadn’t always done that. In her Maiden days, she could eat without thought and often did, even before a magic working. The Mother days had changed a lot of that. Changed everything, really. Which was the point of the transitions.

      The ceremony ahead, though, entailed a lot more…history. A lot of things she had to face, to accept. Things she wasn’t sure she wanted to look at again. A lifetime of choices made, consequences lived… History. The previous two transitions hadn’t had the weight of all those choices on them. The years as Mother had been complicated. Difficult. Challenging. Wonderful. She wouldn’t have traded them. But they hadn’t been easy.

      Yet, here she was.

      With Ann, her youngest, graduating from college finally, she felt… She wasn’t sure. Accomplished was the wrong word. Satisfied? No, that was wrong, too. Proud? Of her children, absolutely. Not always of herself, though. Content? Maybe. Content was the closest emotion. Like she’d made it through a very tough few years to the other side, and the other side wasn’t horrible. In fact, she rather liked this side of those years.

      Thank the Goddess for that. There had been times in there when she couldn’t see to this transition. When she’d worried she’d never make this particular place in life without burning the whole thing down. There was still a lot about those years she didn’t want to revisit. Things that haunted her, but that she had to confront. Suppressing the memories would leave her heart less achy, but also leave her stuck in this place, unable to move on.

      And it was time to move on.

      For everyone’s safety, including her own, she had to face this transition.

      With a half hour until the ceremony, and too restless to just sit and wait, she pulled her puffer snow coat off the coat tree by the door, stepped into her calf-high snow boots, and headed outside. Seemed a shame to miss out on the glorious snowfall. If Nature wanted to celebrate this holiday with her, who was she to refuse?

      The wraparound wooden porch had collected a light dusting of snow, though the overhang protected most of it, and the wood pile stacked up close to the door was covered in a waterproof tarp, so a fire in the fireplace was still an option. She pulled a wooly cap out of her coat pocket and dragged it down over her hair, hair gone silver over the last two years. The gesture reminded her strongly of her Maiden days, though. When she’d been young and full of defiance and fire. So full of fire she’d have melted the snow stepping out into it. But she’d had to go through the motions then. Had to hide some of herself, protect some of herself, to survive in the world.

      She was really looking forward to not doing that. Ever again.

      Stepping off the porch, the snow crunched under her boots, such a satisfying sound she took a few deliberately hard steps just to savor it. That reminded her of her kids, when they were young, playing in the snow over the winter holidays they’d spent up here. Rare and precious family time when the rest of the world wasn’t demanding their attention. When she didn’t have to argue with school authorities to ensure her oldest got the services she needed. When she didn’t have to push and nag at her youngest just to get her to focus on something other than car racing and Lego sets. When her husband wasn’t drained and grumpy from his job.

      When they could be together without having to pretend to be other than they were.

      Her favorite part, that. All of them being unabashedly themselves. No masking, no hiding, no pretending. Just…completely themselves. Glorious.

      Dale in particular had needed that time away from the world and its expectations.

      Riana had worked so hard not to impose societal expectations on her oldest child, but still Dale had developed masking skills to cope with school and being out in public, learning to curb her stemming behaviors, and keeping a lot of her rolling stream of talk about her favorite subjects to herself until she was home and could spill all that pent up information to her mother.

      During those years, Riana had learned to listen in a way she’d never thought possible. And she was so grateful to Dale for that. Taught her a lot, her daughters. Both of them. Some of those lessons hard to learn. And oh so many mistakes she’d made. But all of it was important. Experiences she needed now.

      Especially with this next, last transition upon her.

      A milestone she was also so grateful to have reached.

      She let the joy of the moment fill her, from her booted feet, through her gut and up into her chest, into her heart. Letting the sense of it spill over. She caught the faint glow of her aura brightening from the corner of her eyes, but that was fine. Up here, with no one else around, in the middle of the bright snow, she could glow without worry.

      Speaking of masking skills.

      She spun in a slow circle, arms wide, face turned toward the gray sky as the snow drifted across her cheeks, melting against her eyelashes. She grinned, even opened her mouth to let some of the flakes fall onto her tongue. The sharp cold, the melting taste of fresh water, better than wine.

      Though she had some good wine set aside for the feast that she was really looking forward to.

      Cold air kissed her cheeks, gently nipped at the tip of her nose like a kiss. And that… That reminded her of the man still waiting for her at home. Someone she hadn’t expected to find. Another part of the transition from Maiden to Mother that hadn’t gone precisely as she’d planned. Yet, there was nothing about her life she’d change, and nothing about her time with Jacob she would want to have missed. Not even the fights. Not the close calls. Not the occasional loneliness. Not the mistakes. All of it had made a beautiful tapestry and removing one thread would destroy the entire thing.

      No, with him, she’d accepted the tough stuff, because it had highlighted how very good the good moments were. One less thing to confront later. She hoped.

      She glanced at the nearest pine tree, and because the thought amused her, she wrapped her arms around the thick trunk and gave the tree a hug. Hugging a tree. Her grandmother’s irony meter would explode.

      The rough bark scrapped against her cheek, the scent pine needle strong, and she felt the slowing flow of sap through the trunk, the quieting for winter, the settling into this next phase of life, the sleep before bursting forth in the spring to start all over again.

      Cycles of life.

      She headed back into the cabin, stomping her boots off on the rough doormat outside the door.

      No more stalling. No more waiting. It was time to start.
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