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To all my LGBTQIA+ readers. I hope I did right by you.
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The winter’s chill bit through Rowan’s way too thin coat, prickling his skin and making the twisted muscles in his thigh tense. He rubbed his hands over his jeans—which were also way too thin—trying to soothe the cramping. Winter would be so much easier for him without the snow.

Carefully he toddled up the slippery drive, duffle bag slung over his shoulder, his sneakers crunching in the packed ice. He’d only been out of his car a second and already his toes were drenched. He patted his bag, feeling for the boots he’d packed instead of wearing on his long drive. Footwear was the last thing on his mind as he left his apartment. “Deep breaths, Ro. Deep breaths.” He sucked in frigid air through his nostrils. “Nothing is coming after you.”

His sister’s grand house towered over him, smoke wafting from its many brick chimneys and warmth smiling from its tall glowing windows as if to say, “welcome back, Rowan.” It took all his will power to not sprint up to the porch and bang on the door.

A snap cracked in his ears. Rowan spun, feet slipping on the frozen drive, a defensive spell glowing in his outstretched palm. A bending pine branch shook off its snow before springing back into place. His heart slowed, arm lowering back to his side. ‘It didn’t follow you. It’s not in this realm.”

It had been his mantra as he sped down Highway Five, white knuckled grip on the steering wheel. That thing only came at night. Only seen in his dreams.

He dragged his stiffening leg up the porch steps, mind racing. He had driven all night to get to Big Bear despite a second week of no sleep. Nightmares. The memories of... He shook that loose as fast as he could. What was he going to tell Ivy and Aster first? Fuck it, don’t tell them anything. Don’t worry them. 

Rowan stared at the front door, its wreath a woven delight of juniper and pine branches laced with golden lights. But there were no cords or batteries powering that twinkle. Definitely cottage magic. A sign that Ivy was well again. Well and happy. Guilt surged. His problems would only be a burden to his already overburdened sisters; Ivy with her anxiety, and Aster with...well... Gods only knew what she had been through. And then there was Callum. Sweet Hecate, Callum. How am I going to face him?

This was a mistake. He couldn’t arrive two weeks early to Yule without an announcement begging for sanctuary. Besides, his family came to him for help not the other way around. That’s how it had always been. One of them would call and he’d come running, not this opposite day bullshit. Forget it. Go home. It’s just in your dreams, nothing else. You can handle that, right?

He turned to leave when a loud, groaning creak shook the porch boards. The windchimes hanging from the eaves jingled happily. Rowan stiffened, giving the door a pat. “Uh, good to see you too. But I’m just leaving. Don’t let them know I dropped in, okay?” 

The windows flanking the heavy oak door shook, as if the house was laughing. 

“I’m serious! Don’t tell Ivy I was-” The door swung open, banging against the inside wall and he rolled his eyes. “Ooooor you can ignore me and let everyone know I’m here. Okay. Cool.”

There was a mad chitter. A blur of brown fur dashed out the door and a raccoon skittered between Rowan's ankles beaming with shiny black eyes. He chirped, grabbing handfuls of his jeans. 

“Good to see you too, Maximus,” Rowan chuckled. 

Maximus began to tug him through the door. Of course, he had as much success with that as a chihuahua pulling an SUV down the street by its teeth.

“No, no, no!” Rowan tried to gently shake him free. “Go on now. Move along and go do... racoon things.” The raccoon screeched, continuing the tug-o-war with his pants. Rowan waved his hands, hissing sharp shhs which went unheeded.

Clack-clack-clack. Rowan froze as the sound grew closer. That was the sound of hooves. Hooves belonging to a large, curious creature that was racing towards the door. Callum! Shit! Rowan lifted his leg in hopes of shaking Maximus free, but the furry menace just squealed in what could only be described as racoon-ish delight, swinging like a tiny trapeze artist. “Why are you so tenacious?!”

A blur of air moved towards him, tall and broad. It hovered in the threshold and Rowan’s heart shot into his throat. He braced himself as he lowered his leg with a nervous, and very fake, smile. “Heeeeey...I uh...I bet you’re wondering why I’m back?” Because I’m wondering the same damn thing myself. 

There was a pop and the blur formed into a tall, handsome male with golden skin and black horns curling over his thick caramel mane. He was bare except for the leather loincloth tied around his narrow hips. His fur coated legs were thick and muscular, ankles connecting to huge cloven hooves. And he wasn’t Callum. A strange disappointment needled Rowan but he smiled all the same. “Finn! Hey!”

Finn lifted Rowan up in a tight bear hug, crushing the air from his lungs. “Rowan! Brother!” His fangs glinted in glee as he gave another squeeze. “My Witchling will be so pleased to see you!”

“Can’t breathe, buddy!” Rowan slapped Finn's arms, feet, and raccoon dangling from the satyr’s towering height. 

“Oh! My apologies.” Finn put him down, dusting him off with the brush of his long bull’s tail. “I forgot you’re fragile.”

Rowan chuckled awkwardly as he tried to pry Maximus’s tiny claws from his jeans. “Dude, I’m not fragile.”

“Compared to my kind you are. It's adorable. Witches are adorable! Who knew?!” Finn patted Rowan’s head, grinning as if he bestowed the greatest compliment ever. “Does Ivy know you’re coming?”

“Uh, not really, I...” Any story Rowan had half-assed for his arrival popped out of existence. “I’m uh...Here because...”

“Ah,” Finn wagged a finger. “You’re here for my brother Callum, aren’t you?”

“What? No!” Rowan finally yanked Maximus free, trying to hide his blush. “No, no, no. I’m not here for Callum. I’m-”

“Finn, is someone at the door?” Ivy called.

Rowan waved his hands at Finn in the universal gesture for “shut the hell up” but the satyr snaked an arm around his shoulders. “Look who’s come to Yule early!” Dammit. Busted. Finn led him inside, the buzz of protection wards raising the hair on his arms.

“Oh, my Gods! Rowan!” Ivy laughed. She looked radiant, her blue eyes bright, and her form plump and healthy. 

Rowan wiggled his fingers and sang a pathetic, “Surprise?”

“No shit!” Tendrils of her fiery red hair spilled from her messy bun as she darted to him. flinging her arms around his shoulders. 

Rowan melted, embrace timid before squeezing her tight. Gods, he needed a hug so badly. And now he was here with his twin where everything should feel right. But it wasn’t right. It hadn’t been for ages. 

He clenched his jaw, gently untangling himself. Dammit, what am I going to tell her? She can’t worry about me! She has Aster to take care of and- “Ow!” Maximus had climbed to his hip, murder mittens digging into his flesh. The little bugger was like Velcro. “Max, take it down a notch, buddy. Ives, a little help?”

“Sorry. He’s a hugger.” Ivy clicked her tongue and Maximus released his hold. He ran up her side and draped himself across her shoulders like a stole. “Go sit down. Warm up that leg of yours. I’m sure it’s killing you.”

“Nah, it’s fine,” he lied.

She twirled her fingers, the door shutting on its own. “Why are you here so early? You said you weren’t coming until Yule because work had things tied up tight.”

Work is not a problem. Can’t miss work during the holidays if you’re unemployed. Rowan took a deep breath, pressing a hand against his chest for the talisman buried under his button-down shirt. The pewter brushed his palm, its energy calming him. “If it's going to be a problem I can head back to San Francisco.”

“Like hell you will! You know I still hate the idea that you decided to move up there.” Ivy took his bag, handing it to Finn. “Now you’re here and you’re going to stay.”

“But I-”

“Don’t defy the hospitality of a cottage witch, Ro. Especially if they’re your sister. Besides, Auntie Lia and Auntie Rosie will be thrilled you’re back in time for Krampusnacht.”

“They’re still doing that?”

“Seven years and counting,” Ivy replied. “Not even your horrible Krampus impersonation scared the public off.”

Rowan rolled his eyes. “It was one time! Besides, they needed someone to dress up as Krampus that year. Was I supposed to say no?” When Ivy smirked, a little laugh escaped him. “You’re needling me, aren’t you?”

She gave him a wink. “Of course, I am.” Another twist of her wrist and the brass chandelier overhead brightened, casting the huge living room in a cheerful glow. 

The house had gone from dilapidated to grand in only few months, now dressed in its lovely Yule attire. A giant tree stood beside the hearth, tinsel shimmering on the boughs like silver dew. Various glass baubles, pinecones, and candles with ghostly flames nestled in the snow coated branches. The wide staircase was a riot of red and green holly wrapped around the ornate banister, its runner a bright crimson. 

“Aunty Dahlia is still decorating I see,” Rowan said.

“There’s no stopping her when she’s on a fabulous mission,” Ivy replied. “Though Finn and Callum took over tree trimming duty.”

“The pinecones were my idea.” Finn puffed his chest. “It’s a strange custom, but a fun one nonetheless.”

Rowan jabbed finger guns at the two. “Well make sure to clean up afterwards or you may catch Tinsil-litis!”

Finn’s brows knitted in confusion while Ivy groaned, pinching the bridge of her nose. “You’ve been sitting on that joke since you walked in, haven’t you?”

Rowan grinned. “You needle me, I needle you.” Before he could release another horrible pun, the flames in the huge fireplace roared in a heartfelt hello. He gave the stone mantle a pat. “Thanks for ratting me out,” he muttered. A light tinkle of laughter whispered through the ceiling beams.

“Why so early?” Ivy asked.

The truth sat on the tip of his tongue. Just tell her. Explain why lost your job and you’re lonely as hell. But the words stalled as soon as he saw the twinkle in her bright eyes. After so many battles with life, death, and her own mental health, Ivy was finally carefree. Gods, he couldn’t take that away from her. “I just thought it would be fun to show up early. It's not a problem, is it?”

“When have you ever been a problem, Ro?” Ivy gave his cheek a peck. “Aster is going to be thrilled to see you.”

“As well as Callum!” Finn added, bounding to the stairs. “I’ll let him know you’re here!”

“No!” Rowan dashed past Ivy, almost tackling Finn to the ground.

“Why not? He’s been pining for you since you left. Your aunts even commemorated it.”

He swept an arm towards the new painting hanging over the mantle; a nude satyr leading an equally nude, ginger haired male elf down a forest path. The satyr was huge and beautiful, from burly, scarred torso to the long dark hair trailing between his shoulder blades. The golden Celtic knots that traced his spine were twisted from the lines that crisscrossed his body. Gods, Rowan loved those scars, remembered how they rippled, how they felt against his lips... 

Nope. Stop. Don’t go there. Too late. He was there. Hell, he had already bought a condo and was about to move in. He rubbed his eyes, stared, then rubbed them again. That elf looked suspiciously like Rowan. “They... commissioned that?”

“Indeed!” Finn replied. “They had your little sister- Oof!” He sighed as Ivy elbowed him. “Witchling, must you?”

Ivy gave Rowan a sheepish shrug. “Sorry. I tried to stop them, but you know how Auntie Dahlia and Auntie Rosemary are. And Aster just ran with it.”

Rowan rubbed his burning face, forcing his laugh to not sound uncomfortable, and failing dismally. “It's fine.”

Ivy shook her head. “It's not fine.”

“No Ives! It’s really-”

“We’re witch twins, Ro.” Ivy tapped her temple. “I know when you’re uncomfortable.”

The softest ping of her anxiety touched the back of his mind, reminding him of their shared link. Rowan cleared his throat. “Maybe a little uncomfortable, but I’ll get over it.”

“Good!” Finn wrapped his arms around both Rowan and Ivy, Maximus letting out a yelp as he was added to the group hug. “Now we feast and revel!”

“Rowan!” a sweet voice called from the stairway. Aster flew down to the living room, flinging herself into the group hug. “This is an awesome surprise!”

Her strawberry blonde hair was in a tangled bun, her outfit old sweats she clearly was living in. But at least there was a sparkle in her eyes, one Rowan hadn’t seen in far too long. Gods she had been through so much. Why are you here? You should be dealing with this alone, not dragging them into your dream crap!

Rowan wiggled himself free of the sibling sandwich. “Well, I missed you two. And I’m...” Fired. Can’t get work. Totally screwed my career. Haven’t slept in two weeks. “On leave.” Aster’s mouth dropped open as Ivy sucked in a long gasp that rivaled a bathtub draining. “It's nothing! I’m just taking some time off.”

“Ro, you never take time off,” Ivy said. “And when you do, it’s because someone here needs a hand, not for fun.”

“Yeah well, I’m working on healthier habits.” He shoved his emotions deep before Ivy could detect them. Calm and cool. Yup. That was him. The rock in the storm. The family lighthouse. Always had been, always will be, nightmares be damned.

Aster smiled. “Well, I’m glad you’re on leave. It’s been boring as hell around here without you!”

“Hey!” Ivy laughed. “A little credit, huh?”

Aster batted her eyes, giving her most saccharine smile. “I’m used to your bullshit, Ives. It's time for Ro’s bullshit.”

“I’ll hunt a feast!” Finn announced. He pressed a kiss to Ivy’s forehead, murmuring loud enough for all to hear. “Witchling, I expect you to pleasure me well tonight for providing for you.”

“Sweet Brigid, in front of my siblings, Finn?” Ivy cried.

Finn cocked his head. “That’s how we’re playing tonight?”

“No!” the twins said in horrified unison.

Finn gave them a grin, releasing them from his hold. “I figured. But it's fun to tease.” He clacked his way to the door, grabbing the bow and quiver beside it before marching out, his tail high and his chin even higher.

“See, this is the bullshit I’m used to.” Aster tugged on Rowan’s arm, leading him to the couch. “Come on. Tell me all about what you’ve been up to. What cases have the authorities given you? Have you been crossing the veil? Any new dead people you’ve led towards the light?” The painting over the mantle almost vibrated off the wall. Once again, Rowan’s cheeks were aflame. Aster wrung her hands. “Oh, you saw the painting.”

“It's hard to miss your own ass over the fireplace,” Rowan replied.

“Please don’t be mad at me.” Aster gave him her the patented, I’m too cute to scold pout. 

As usual, Rowan fell hook, line and sinker for the routine. “I’m not. It's...nice.”

“Does it look like you and Callum?” She rubbed her chin, studying her work. “Be honest. I’m totally open to criticism.”

“You did a great job, Azzie. It's amazing. But...did we have to be naked?” The chandelier tinkled, and Rowan looked at Ivy. “The house is laughing at me, isn’t it.”

“My house is a perv and likes naked people in it,” Ivy said matter of factly.

Aster smiled. “It's not a pervert. It just loves love. And I think it's sweet.”

Ivy ruffled her little sister’s already mussed hair. “Yeah, well wait until it keeps you up all night with erotic dreams. Then we’ll see how sweet you think it is.” She headed to the kitchen. “Sit, Ro. Relax. I’ll get you a glass of wine.”

“I’m not in a wine mood right now,” Rowan said.

Aster leaned in, whispering, “Callum’s been camping out in the new wing.”

“Oh yeah?” His voice cracked as he looked back to the stairway, waiting for any sign of blurred air or loud hooves on hard wood. “The new wing huh?” The one the house had created just for him and Callum only a few days before Rowan ghosted.

“It's probably just him wanting to move out of the basement. It's cold down there you know. And easier to escape Aunt Rosie’s constant questions about satyr mating rituals.” The corners of Aster’s mouth quivered, as if a giggle were about to bust out at any second. “Speaking of which, do they know you’re here?”

Rowan shook his head. “No, this was kind of a last-minute thing. I’ll probably go see them tomorrow.”

Ivy looked to Aster. “Azzie, mind getting that wine for us?” Her inflections said more than just wine was needed. Privacy was also requested.

Rowan sighed. “Aster, I don’t need-”

“Too late! I’m getting it!” Aster called as she hurried to the kitchen, leaving the two alone.

Rowan flopped onto the couch, a pang shooting up his leg. “You worry too much.”

“I have anxiety. It comes with the territory.” Ivy took his hands. “You know you can tell me anything, right Ro?”

“What’s there to tell?” 

“Well for one, your leg is hurting. Don’t lie. I see it in your face.”

“Okay fine. The cold is getting to the injury but that’s it.” Rowan spread his arms wide. “Now, I’m on vacation in my favorite perverted house with my two amazing but annoying sisters.” Ivy puckered her lips, unconvinced. Not surprising since his nervous vibes were probably pinging off her like sonar on a submarine. It was time for a big ol’ change of subject. “How’s Aster doing?”

“Good. She’s painting again and overall, she’s happy.” Ivy sighed. “But she never wants to leave the house. We’ve tried and tried but she won’t set foot past the porch. She won’t use her magic. And she has panic attacks about...you know who.”

Rowan shook his head. “Her King of Shadows, huh?”

“The one and only. She’s convinced she killed him while she was still that monster. And since we haven’t seen him in a while, I’m starting to agree.”

“She needs a therapist.”

“And she’s been seeing one. They have sessions online so it’s a start.” Ivy sunk onto the couch, the lines in her face deepening. “Honestly, her panic attacks in the night have been stressful.”

And you just brought your nightmares into the middle of it. Rowan’s belly knotted as he shoved those thoughts deep down. No, his issues weren’t going to be his sisters’ issues too. He gave Ivy’s shoulder a squeeze. “I got your back. If Aster has a problem, I’ll handle it for you. You need your rest too.”

Ivy smiled. “Coming to our rescue as usual, Ro. I’m glad you’re here.” She gestured to the stairs. “Get settled and relax. Take a soak in the tub. I mixed some good healing salts that will help with the muscle cramps. And Aster will bring your wine up.”

“I don’t need the wine.”

“You need the wine, trust me. I can feel it.” Ivy rose from the couch with Rowan. “I’ll let you know when dinner is ready. Finn’s been on a rabbit kick lately.” When Rowan made a sour face, she added, “And I’ll make sure our resident vegetarian has something to eat too. No bad meat vibes for you.”

Rowan stood, smiling through the shock of pain that sizzled down his thigh. “Best twin ever.”

Dread crept up the back of Rowan’s neck, its fingers as cold as the outside. He looked out the window to the frost dappled trees, half expecting glowing green eyes staring right at him. A flutter of wings and a crow landed picking through the piles of ice. 

“You good?” Ivy asked.

Rowan deflated with a relieved sigh. Nothing but a crow. Of course, it was nothing. That thing is just in your head. “All good.” He climbed the stairs trying to forget his fear.

The gaslight sconces ignited one by one as he walked down the hall, the door to his former room swinging open with a happy creak. “You missed me, I see.”. The floorboards rippled in the affirmative. “Well, I missed you all too.” 

The sight of his room warmed his heart. Everything was set just as he’d left it; a neatly made bed piled with blankets, fur rugs covering what would be freezing floors, and curtains drawn tight, keeping out the chill. Familiar. Warm. Safe. This grand old house had felt more like home than any puny apartment he’d resided in.

A sharp stare stabbed him in the back. Rowan swallowed, waiting for the distinct icy breeze to trickle past his neck but no, this was different. He peered over his shoulder towards the towering door at the end of the hall. It was solid oak, carved with intricate designs of leaves and branches, its knob a shiny brass. And it was cracked open. A hulking dark shadow crouched on the other side, his eyes reflecting like a cat’s, one bright sunny gold, the other as blue as the dusk sky. 

Rowan swallowed the lump in his throat. “Hey Big Guy.” He waved as if that would add panache to his stupid greeting. Dammit, why did this have to happen now? Sure, it was only a matter of time before their paths would cross again but he was hoping it would have been later. Much, much later.

There was no response, only staring. Rowan pointed to his door. “I, uh, decided to show up early.” Silence. Rowan turned from the beautiful shining eyes that wouldn’t look away, focusing on his very soggy shoes. “Yeah well, I guess I’ll see you around then? I’m glad you’re okay, Cal.” A snort came from the shadow and the door shut with an abrupt click. Rowan rubbed his forehead. “Guess you’re still pissed at me.”

The fireplace burst to life as Rowan stepped inside his room. He gave the wall a pat in thanks, wishing the welcome would have delighted him more. Unfortunately, it was overshadowed by the satyr lurking beyond that door. He tossed his duffle onto the dresser, sitting at the end of his bed. And here he thought he’d sneak in under Callum’s radar. Great, now things would be even more awkward.

The bedroom door swung open with a creak. Rowan stiffened, expecting to see Callum. Was that a good thing? A bad thing? Gods, he didn’t even know. After the disaster that was their last encounter, it could go either way. The hall was empty. The hearth sparked and the door swung open and closed, beckoning him out.

Rowan grumbled. “I know what you’re trying to say, and the answer is no. He doesn’t want to see me, and I shouldn’t see him.” 

But sweet Hecate I want to see him. Despite all the things his good sense told him, he missed Callum. Missed their talks and their strolls. Missed his crooked scarred smile. He especially missed how he groaned at his god-awful dad jokes. And you miss that ass. Don’t deny it.

Rowan got up and closed the door. “No. This crap may have worked with Finn and Ivy, but Callum and I are a completely different story. So, no.” He gritted his teeth as he unpacked his bag. “No matchmaking. No accidental meetings. And absolutely no erotic dreams. Got it?” The walls creaked with disappointment. Well, at least he got his point across.

The evening continued with a welcome home dinner, sibling chatter, and ridiculous innuendo from Finn. Even the spirit of the rabbit everyone had for their meal had serenely crossed the veil, leaving Rowan to eat his vegetable casserole in peace. But there was no sign of Callum, which made stomaching dinner harder than anticipated.

Finn grinned over his wine glass. “Not going to ask where my brother is?”

“Don’t be a dick,” Ivy scolded.

“I’m not a dick. I’m excited for their reunion. Everyone is. Especially since Callum has been sulking for an entire month.” Finn pressed a wrist to his forehead dramatically. “Pouting in the new wing of the house, wailing why? Whyyyy?! Dear Gods, where has my witch-boy gone-Ow!” He frowned as Ivy smacked him with her spoon. “What?”

“You’re exaggerating,” Aster laughed. “He hasn’t been that bad. Just grumpy.”

Gods I hope so. Rowan shrugged. “It's his business if he doesn't want to come to dinner. He’s probably having a...” Panic attack? The idea of Callum all alone, fighting his demons in a dark, empty room made Rowan’s gut turn. It was sheer will alone that he didn’t launch himself out of his chair and run to comfort him. “...a quiet night in.” he finished, shoving a bite of carrot into his mouth.

No, he won’t run to the rescue. He wouldn’t play white knight this time. After what happened, Callum didn’t want to see him. End of story. And he’d do everything in his power to keep out of the satyr’s path until Yule had passed. Easy peasey.

Later that night Rowan climbed into bed, burying himself under mountains of blankets. The warm air and the crackling fire were serene, the house embracing him like an old friend. Yet he couldn’t close his eyes. That shade waited on the other side of sleep just like it had for days. Waiting. Wanting. Ready to devour him with its empty gaze. 

He rolled into his side, punching his pillow. “Its just a shade. You can scare it off like always.” Yet that was getting harder and harder to do each night. “Its just a shade. It will be gone by morning. It will be gone as soon as you wake up. Go to sleep. 

The hours ticked by and soon his body grew heavy. His lids fluttered close, sleep finally taking its hold. It was just a shade. A bad dream that vanished when he woke. His last chilling thought echoed in his head before he drifted way.  But will you actually wake up this time?
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Oh, woah. Where did you come from?” 

A butterfly sat in Rowan’s outstretched hand. Its huge orange and black wings fluttered as it crawled across the witch’s fingers. “It's so late in the year. And it's night.” Callum’s heart pounded, riveted as Rowan held it up to the moonlight. Gods he was beautiful with his hair full of fire, cheeks dusted with freckles, and eyes as blue as the summer sky. “How are you even out here, buddy? Monarchs usually can’t last in this cold.”

Because it was a sign. Orlaith. That butterfly was exactly like the one that had painted her back and now it sat in Rowan’s palm. She was here in the forest beside him. She had returned on this autumn night to give her blessing. 

The guilt that had once curdled Callum’s belly disappeared. No shame now. No dishonoring the memory of his former mate. This is what she granted. And who he wanted.

The butterfly took to the skies, sparkling in the silver light before vanishing amongst the stars. A smile curled Callum’s mouth. “Thank you,” he whispered to the air.

He dared to brush Rowan’s cheek with his knuckles. Rowan stilled, heat in his bright cerulean eyes and his scent fresh with the musk of his arousal. Callum never thought there’d be another like Orlaith and yet here he was; Her complete opposite. A stunning witch-boy with a gentleness and sweet nature that needed to be tasted. I’m ready to love again. Goddess, I want to love again. 

And this time, he would keep his true one safe. Callum inched close enough to feel the witch-boy’s breath, to see the pulse in his throat flutter.

Rowan smiled at him. “You’re grinning.”

Callum nodded. “Indeed I am witch-boy,” he murmured, before slanting his mouth over his in a heated kiss.

Callum shook the memory free, his long deer-like ears flattening against his skull. He paced in a circle for the tenth time then looked back to the door. His witch-boy had returned? For him? Of course not. Why would he? Yet a small part of him, one he was starting to loathe, hoped he’d factored into Rowan’s sudden arrival. 

Callum hadn’t seen the witch-boy since before the snow had fallen and he was positive he didn’t need to see him again. But when that cheerful voice tickled his ears, it became a drug and he crouched by the hallway door, hoping to catch a look at Rowan. Just a look. Nothing more. Perhaps it would rekindle Callum’s resentment and he could go back to brooding in peace.

Alas, one glimpse of Rowan had done him in. Gods, he was still lovely; a boyish face made wise from his forty-two years, his slender frame still solid and lean, and that smile. Oh, by Dionysus, that stunning smile. It took every ounce of strength to not dash out and take the witch-boy into his arms, all offenses forgotten. 

Callum did another circle, grumbling under his breath. Leave the wing and see him. No. Stay put. Don’t chase after him. But perhaps a quick greeting would be in order since he’s already seen you. He rested his hand on the brass doorknob, eager to turn it. Look at you. Crushed yet again by a witch. You’re pathetic. 

“Indeed, I am.” He clenched his jaw and forcefully yanked his grip away.  Resentment returned, sending him to the new wing’s living room. 

Months ago, the house had taken upon itself to create a twin version of itself for Callum and Rowan to reside in, thinking that their eventual union would end in joy, not a grim reminder of what Callum had lost. 

It was the exact layout of the original house, but the décor was that of the warlock who once lived there, all leather, dark wood, and trophies of stag heads. Not a single branch of pine, or soft nest of moss for its new resident. Clearly the house was still attached to its old master. Callum hated it. It reminded him too much of the past. And for some daft reason Callum decided to live there.

Finn said it was melancholy and dramatic of him to stay. Afterall, Rowan had vanished the day after they fucked, giving a lame excuse before disappearing. But it was the closest Callum could be to the witch-boy without a direct reminder. He groaned. All right, in retrospect, it was melancholy and dramatic. 

He stared at the waxy scars that covered the back of his hands. No need for a reminder of why he ran. You’re covered in the reason. They twisted up his arms in gruesome maps of puckered flesh that continued across his chest and back. One even wound up his face, slicing his lips and across his brow. The coven had intentions of removing his eye. Thank the Goddess it never came to that, but the damage had been done. 

Hot sick rose in his throat. “Fuck that coven! “He kicked the settee, his hoof cutting through the supple leather. The antlered chandelier overhead shook, a rumble of irritation rattling from the walls. “Oh, shut up!” Callum snapped at the ceiling. “You’ll just mend it as usual!”

No sooner did the words leave his lips, the leather patched itself together, smooth, and soft as if nothing had happened at all. Callum jerked a thumb at the repair. “See? Maybe now you’ll change the décor here to match its new tenant.”

There was a creak in response. The door to the hallway had opened no doubt. Callum rolled his eyes. “If you are insisting, I go out there to talk to him, I won’t. He must come to me.” Loud thuds made him bristle. “I don’t know what you mean by that racket, but I’m staying right here.” He flopped onto the settee to demonstrate, folding his arms tight across his chest.

Hours ticked by and the sun had long since set. The silence of sleep filled the air. That was when Callum’s stomach decided to growl. Dammit all, he hadn’t eaten since that morning, opting to skip dinner knowing that Rowan would be sitting at the table. He shoved a hand against his belly, but the gurgles only grew. The door to the hall slammed over and over, each crash louder than the first. 

“Stop! You’ll wake the dead!” Callum snarled. He jiggled as the floorboards rippled. “You want me out, then?! You’ll have to push me out, you damned-”

A wild gale swirled through the room, lifting Callum in the air. It threw him up the stairs and into the main house, dropping him onto his belly with a thud. The door slammed behind him, a smug click of its lock following.

“Well, fuck off too, you creaky shack!” Callum spit his braids from his mouth, struggling to his knees. After a barrage of crude hand gestures at the hallway, he took a deep breath, collecting his composure. “Fine, I wanted to leave anyway. Get myself a bite to eat.”

His belly rumbled as he set off down the stairs. The glow from the Yule tree warmed the otherwise dim room, creating a cheerier than usual mood that eased his sourness. He’d eat his fill then return to his wing and continue his solitude. Callum was a champion at disappearing. If he could hide in this house for eighty years, avoiding Rowan would be just as easy.

***
[image: ]


ROWAN SHOT UP FROM his bed, the warmth of the room slapping his icy flesh. His heart slammed against his ribs, nightmares racing through his mind. The car flipping over and over. The sound of crunching metal. Mom and Dad coated in blood, dangling upside down by their seat belts. Then darkness blanketed him. The shade wrapped itself tight, sucking his life and replacing it with a cold despair that made him weep. Your fault! This is your fault!

He slid out of bed, catching himself as his leg cramped. After a breath, he limped to the fireplace, eager for its glorious heat to coax the stiffness from his limbs. His flesh thawed but the guilt remained. Gods dammit, not even Ivy’s house could fight that feeling. Just when he thought he had outrun it, it had caught him in its boney fingers. 

Puffs of white escaped his lips. Rowan frowned. How the hell was his breath fogging the air? He kept his room like a furnace. He groped the talisman around his neck, thumb circling the sigils carved into its worn surface. “I’m not alone. I’m not alone, I’m not alone,” he chanted, wishing the words would sink into his stubborn brain. They never did, only hovered before him like a good idea he couldn’t quite formulate.

He shoved himself away from the fireplace, blowing into his palms in hopes of bring them back to life. “Walk it off, Rowan. A quick walk and it will all disappear from your mind.” 

Usually, a brisk trip around the block cleared his head. But this was Big Bear in the winter, not San Francisco. He couldn’t jump into his sweats for a little stroll unless he had a snow shovel. A lap around the house would have to do.

Rowan snatched his robe and slippers from the closet and limped downstairs. “It's just nightmares,” he muttered. “You always get a little upset around this time. And you’re stressed. Of course, you’re bound to have nightmares.” That shade followed you here. It found some way to get to you, again. “No. The wards are too strong.” Then all those years of therapy must have worn off. Which one is it? “Rowan Bennett. Calm the fuck down. You’re fine, you’re fine you’re fine. It's just a damn shade!”

Shades had hitched rides with him tons of times before. It was a risk that came with being a veil walker. A few cleansing spells and poof, off they went. Except this one. 

Rowan rounded the yule tree, flopping onto the couch, face buried in his hands. This was more than just some spirit not wanting to cross over. This felt personal. And creepy as fuck.

Heavy clacks exited the kitchen. Rowan stiffened, lifting his head to see Callum marching out, tearing
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