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      Whit smiled to himself as the two-hundred-year-old floorboards creaked beneath his weight in the front hall of his grandfather’s house. Today was his lucky day. He could feel it.

      He glanced around the parlor as he passed through. Everything from the dark wainscoting on the lower half of the walls to the spindle-legged couch to the sconces on either side of the heavy stone fireplace was either original or had been carefully restored by him.

      He knew every inch of this house, every iron nail, every cobweb. He loved everything about it, had loved everything about it since he was a small boy. And it loved him right back. Even the ghosts of his ancestors, who sometimes popped in and out to check on things or impart messages, welcomed him here.

      To everyone else, it was just a house. A Georgian colonial, beautiful in its craftsmanship and valuable in its age. But to Whit, it was home. He’d lived with his grandfather for a while to help take care of the place, and today, it would finally be officially passed down to him.

      Lifting his hand, he knocked gently on the library door. “Grandfather?” he called out.

      After hearing his grandfather’s voice beckon him in, he entered.

      The small room had taken very little work to restore. While he’d had to replace the bookshelves, which covered one wall, the windows behind the desk, and the desk itself, were original. The reading lamp was a reproduction though that was to be expected since it was electric. The armchair tucked into the corner near the fireplace was also new. His grandfather was old and needed a comfortable place to rest his joints.

      He grinned at the old man, who sat at the desk with his fingers laced and his head bent. “Good morning, Grandfather. It’s a good thing you caught me this morning. I was planning on jumping into research for the shop. The veil is thin, so it’s the perfect time.”

      Grandfather raised his chin, and Whit’s smile faltered at the serious expression on his face.

      It wasn’t that Grandfather didn’t usually wear a serious expression. In fact, most of Whit’s family, most winter sorcerers and witches in general, were quite serious as a rule. One needed to tread carefully when worshipping the dark gods and goddesses, when working with the dead and the depth of winter’s chill.

      Still, Whit had expected a warmer reception, and his grandfather’s frown made him a little nervous.

      “Have a seat, Whittaker.”

      Whit flinched at the moniker. Oh, gods. What did I do? He lowered himself into the armchair—the leather creaking in protest.

      Whit forced himself to hold onto his smile but didn’t dare say a word.

      “I drafted a new will with Caldwell last night,” Grandfather said solemnly.

      Whit grasped the stiff arms of the chair as his heart skipped a beat.

      “I know you have only ever wanted the house, and you have taken good care of it.” Grandfather sighed heavily, and his dark eyes met Whit’s. “But I cannot give it to you.”

      Whit’s chest tightened.

      “You will get your share of the inheritance like everyone else, but the house will go to Caldwell.”

      Whit shot to his feet. “Grandfather! That’s unfair. Caldwell doesn’t know a thing about taking care of a house like this. He’s a lawyer, for gods’ sakes. You know I would give up every dollar of my inheritance money if I could only have the house.”

      Grandfather glared at him, and Whit clamped his mouth shut. Then Whit sighed a steadying sigh and continued more calmly, “Why are you doing this? You know how much I love this house. I love it more than anyone else. And I have spent my entire thirty-two years learning how to properly take care of it. I’ve studied art, architecture, history, restoration, carpentry, everything. Are you really going to give it to Caldwell because he’s older?”

      Grandfather shook his head. “That’s right, Whittaker. You are nearly thirty-three years old, and what do you have to show for it?”

      Whit flinched as if he’d been slapped. His face flushed. “What do I have to show for it? A successful business and more skills than I will probably ever need.”

      “But no family,” Grandfather said severely. “No wife. No children. This home has been in our family for generations. You expect me to leave it to a confirmed bachelor? What then? Who will it go to when you die?”

      Whit frowned. “Why would that matter? As you said, Caldwell has children. Why wouldn’t I just leave it to them? What’s the difference if I have it first? Either way, it would go to them.”

      Grandfather shook his head. “They do not yet appreciate it. They don’t love it. I feel they will have to grow up here for them to truly understand it.”

      While Whit hated his grandfather’s logic, he understood what he meant about his cousin’s kids. They had absolutely no interest in anything related to the house.

      “Grandfather,” Whit said reasonably. “I’ve done everything you’ve ever asked of me. Are you really going to keep the only thing I’ve ever wanted from me?”

      “It’s time to grow up, Whittaker. You don’t understand what it means to be a winter sorcerer.”

      Whit clicked his tongue like a child who’d been scolded. “Grow up? I’ve never been called immature in my entire life. Aren’t self-reliance and introspection pillars of what it means to be a winter sorcerer? Do I not have both?”

      Grandfather stared at Whit for a long moment, then sighed heavily. “All right. I’ll make you a deal. I’m going on this cruise today—the one your grandmother had planned for us before she passed. I’ll be back before the solstice. If you’re married before I get home, I’ll give you the house.”

      “You can’t be serious. How is that the adult thing to do? Where am I supposed to find a random stranger who’ll agree to marry me in such a short amount of time?”

      Grandfather shrugged. “Should I sign the deed over to Caldwell before I leave, then?”

      “No! I’ll…think of something.”

      Grandfather stood slowly, his knees popping as he steadied himself on the desk. He held out his hand. “Marry a witch before the winter solstice, and I’ll sign the house over to you.” He spoke with the intonation of an oath.

      Whit clasped the old man’s withered hand, their magic swirling together in a binding contract. “If I don’t fulfill your conditions, I’ll concede the house to whomever you choose.”

      As Whit exited the room, he left the smile he’d entered with on his grandfather’s face, exchanging it for his grandfather’s frown.
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      Clover’s pocket vibrated as her cellphone rang. She knew it was her best friend; Ari was the only one to call her at this time of day, especially when it was so late in the year and the sun was barely up. Hell, she and her parents were only up so early because they’d needed to prepare for an early delivery.

      Clover shut the back door of the van and flipped her dumbphone open. “Good morning,” she said without looking at the screen.

      “Good morning,” Ari answered in that sweet voice she always used when greeting her.

      “How are you this morning?”

      “A little sad to be honest. Another summer is over, and my magic is so weak with the season change that I could barely extend the hot water in my shower this morning even with Rhys there to help me.”

      Clover frowned as she opened the driver’s side door and climbed in. “At least you have Rhys there to help you. I had to seal a good luck charm I’ve been charging for months on my own yesterday. I still don’t know if it’ll work. Maybe I waited too long. I probably should have sealed it when it was high summer and my magic was at its height. Then I wouldn’t have needed help.”

      Ari tutted in sympathy. “Do you feel luckier?”

      Clover sighed, pressing the speaker button and setting her phone on the center dashboard before starting the van. She looked down at the pendant that hung just above her breasts. She’d painted a three-leaf clover onto the flat side of a cabochon, then painted over it with glow-in-the-dark paint. She couldn’t see the glow now that it was daylight—it looked like a simple clover on a plain background—but she knew the specialty paint had worked because it had glowed bright green the night before. She could feel the sun’s magic faintly shimmering about the charm—mounting as she’d charged it in the sun over the last few months—but whether it would stick or slowly fade away, she didn’t know.

      Clover pulled out into the street. It was still early, so there was hardly any traffic. “I guess we’ll see if it works or not. I could use a bit of luck.”

      “Now that you brought it up… I haven’t said anything because you didn’t seem like you wanted to talk about it. But you’ve never done a luck spell before—not that I can remember. Are you all right? You’ve seemed out of sorts for a bit now.”

      Clover sighed. Of course, Ari noticed. She’d tried to keep her feelings of unease to herself. She’d tried to be the same upbeat, carefree Clover she’d always been. Her parents, her brother, and even her sister hadn’t seemed to notice. They treated her the same as always. But her best friend obviously hadn’t been fooled.

      “I don’t know. I’m fine. It’s not like there’s anything wrong. It just feels like something isn’t quite right. Does that make sense? Something needs to change. I don’t know what, but I’m hoping this good luck spell will shake things up a bit.”

      “The gods of summer will provide as they always do,” Ari said with confidence.

      Yeah, as they always do…for everyone else. Clover scolded herself the moment she had the thought. It was much too dark for her. That’s not fair. I have a job and a loving family. Everyone is happy and healthy. So what if I’m just the delivery driver? So what if Erie will inherit the business? It’s not like my sister will fire me. So what if I want more? We have food on our table and a roof over our heads.

      “I’m grateful for whatever the gods of summer provide me,” Clover said humbly, stopping at a red light.

      “Hang in there,” Ari encouraged. “Change is one of the only things we can count on in this life after all. So if it’s change you want, then you’ll certainly get it eventually.”

      “I know you’re right,” Clover agreed. But it still felt like things had been the same for so long—not that she’d been unhappy with that until recently.

      “You sound like you’re in the car. Are you out making deliveries already?”

      “Yeah.” Clover started again as the light turned green. “Someone’s wedding.”

      Clover could hear Ari’s scowl in her voice. “What kind of winter witch bullshit is that? Who gets married on Halloween? What did they order—black roses and funeral lilies?”

      Clover chuckled. “You’re half right. But I don’t think it’s the winter witches. It’s on our side of the woods, and they never order flowers—at least not from us.”

      “Ah, so some amagical ordinary playing up the witchy origins of Forest Haven, do you think?”

      Clover shrugged. “Who knows? I just make sure the delivery gets there intact and on time.”

      “Right. So actually, I called to see if you’re coming to the farewell-to-summer party out in the woods tonight. You’re not on social media, so I thought you might not have heard about it.”

      Clover hesitated, her shoulder muscles tightening. She didn’t feel like partying, and she worried her mood might bring the others down. “Uhh… Isn’t it going to be really cold tonight? I heard it might snow.”

      “You’re thinking of it all wrong. You’re focusing on the negative. It might be just what you need to reconnect and cheer you up. There will be food and a bonfire. We’ll play games and sing songs and give the summer gods a proper send-off. Maybe I’ll break out some lingonberry cordial. You love lingonberry cordial.”

      Clover’s mouth watered as she thought of her friend’s homemade drink. She did love lingonberry cordial, and she wasn’t above taking a bribe in cases like this. Clover smiled. “Okay, fine. Text me the details.”

      Ari squealed with excitement. “It’ll be fun, I promise. Oh, and don’t forget to wear a costume. Okay?”

      Clover groaned. “But it’s going to be freezing!”

      Ari’s chipper tone was unaffected. “Then wear something warm.”
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      Whit sat at the work table in the back room of his antique shop, carefully polishing the tarnish away from a silver trinket box. The swoops and swirls of the carved filigree flowed into images in his mind—a Christmas present from a loving father to his precious little girl, an heirloom to a favorite niece who’d just lost her beloved aunt, one of the few valuables clutched tightly on a treacherous ocean voyage, and on it went. The images of the many emotional moments that had been imbued into this box. The love, the tears, the eventual abandonment.

      Those moments weren’t enough to have made the box an anchor object for a ghost; it hadn’t been loved quite that much or witnessed something truly horrible. But its long history and its many experiences were enough to give Whit flashes of where it had been and who’d owned it. And, most importantly in his business, how old it was and where it had been created.

      This was Whit’s job, his life. Every day, he cared for the once-beloved things that were left behind or discarded. These things, this touchable history, were people’s lives to him. So much energy went into acquiring and using them that he could see entire lifetimes in their surfaces.

      He loved each and every piece in his shop, whether someone had sold it to him directly or he’d found it at an estate or garage sale. Each one was precious to him, and he especially loved finding them a new home with the right people.

      He was so absorbed in the images of the box that he didn’t hear the bell above the door chime as someone entered the shop.

      “Hey!” Alexandre popped his head into the back room a few minutes later.

      Whit’s heart jumped as he nearly dropped the box. “Jesus!”

      Alexandre’s dark face brightened as he flashed a smile. “You haven’t called me that in a while.”

      Whit snorted at his friend’s joke.

      “What are you doing back here?” Alexandre glanced around. “Chatting with the dead? I don’t see anyone.”

      Shaking his head, Whit placed the box on the work table. “Not today.”

      Alexandre crossed his arms and leaned against the doorframe that led into the shop proper. “You okay? Your phone was off, and you didn’t answer when I called out to you.”

      Whit sighed. “Sorry. I didn’t really want to talk to anyone.”

      Alexandre stared at his friend for a long while. “What happened? I haven’t seen you look so serious since your grandmother died. Is your grandfather all right?”

      Whit nodded. “Yeah, he’s fine. He…he called me down this morning to tell me he’s leaving the house to Caldwell.”

      Alexandre lifted one side of his lip as his nostrils flared in distaste. “You’re getting evicted?”

      Whit sighed again before continuing, “If I don’t get married before the solstice, I guess I am.”

      “What?” Alexandre’s voice rose in surprise. “That’s crazy! You’re not even seeing anyone… Are you?”

      Whit shook his head. He would have to do the math on how long it had been since he’d had a date.

      “Why would he make that a requirement to stay in the house?”

      Whit shrugged.

      “Where are you supposed to find someone to marry before then? Unless…” Alexandre grinned. “Are you going to Vegas? Take me with you.”

      Whit just stared at his friend. Nothing in the years they’d known each other should ever have made Alexandre think Vegas was a place Whit would go. “No. And in any case, I need a witch. He was specific about that.”

      Alexandre raised one eyebrow dramatically. “You think you’re going to convince a winter witch to marry you on the fly? That’s impossible. Those women are way too serious to do something like that.” He groaned suddenly. “You’re not thinking about calling Faustina, are you? Don’t tell me you’re getting back with her. Do I need to remind you how much she messed you up? I’ll lock you in a basement and feed you under the door until New Year’s if that’s what you’re planning.”

      Whit hadn’t thought about Faustina in a while. As far as he’d last heard, his ex-girlfriend had gone to visit extended family in Europe. He’d never been as ambitious as she’d hoped. She wanted that high life, and the fact that he didn’t become a doctor or lawyer or politician disappointed her to no end. But despite everything she’d put him through, he’d been absolutely decimated when she’d left him.

      Whit shook his head. “Not if she was the last woman on earth.” He needed a woman quickly, but he didn’t need one like her. The hopelessness of his situation crashed down on him again. How could he even get to know someone well enough to ask her to marry him before his deadline?

      Alexandre sighed in relief. “Thank the winter gods! So…are you still going to your family’s ritual tonight?”

      “I don’t know. My mom will be mad at me if I don’t, but I’m just not in the mood.” Whit tilted his head as he looked at Alexandre’s expression. “Why…?”

      Alexandre’s eyes gleamed with mischief. “I don’t have to visit my family for Fèt Gede until tomorrow…”

      Whit knew that look in Alexandre’s eyes too well. It had gotten him into more than his share of trouble over the years.

      “Okay…”

      Alexandre grinned. “So I thought you might like to go to a party.”

      “Ugh, a Halloween party? I don’t have the patience for ordinaries tonight.”

      Alexandre raised a finger and wagged it. “Not a Halloween party. The summer sorcerers are celebrating the end of summer. I heard they got a campsite in Forest Haven woods.”

      Normally, Whit would have avoided such an outing at all costs. Even with his magic on the rise and the summer sorcerers’ magic waning, even with him having the advantage, it wasn’t worth the potential fallout if they were caught.

      The hostility between the two factions had been going on for centuries. They likely never would have come together at all had it not been for the mutual threat of puritan witch trials—not that their treaty was entirely peaceful or long lasting. The animosity between the two factions had cooled to a rivalry rather than a proper war in modern times. Though every now and then, things went too far, and someone really got hurt.

      But the thought of going home that night and being surrounded by people he wasn’t particularly happy with at the moment made him reconsider his standard rejection.

      Sensing his hesitation, Alexandre doubled down. “We don’t have to do anything big. Even just showing up is prank enough for me. They’ll never know we were there. You know they’re going to have tons of food and drink. A good party is a good party. You won’t have to go to the ritual, and you won’t be sitting around moping.”

      “I’m not moping,” Whit grumbled.

      Alexandre raised an eyebrow, clearly unconvinced.

      “They’ll recognize us as winter sorcerers. They’ll at least know they don’t know us.”

      Alexandre lifted his chin with pride. Then reaching behind him outside the door, he held up two masks. “I got you.”

      He handed Whit a silver masquerade-style mask. It covered only the nose and above and had the ears and spiral horns of a ram; the surface featured etched floral designs.

      Alexandre nudged Whit with his eyes.

      Finally, Whit gave him a small smile. “All right. Who can say no to free food?”
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      Clover straightened the cloak over the dress she’d borrowed from her mother. It had been made for the founders’ day play a few years ago. It was a little scratchier than what she was used to, being made of wool, but it was warm, especially with the petticoats underneath.

      She’d planned to pull her long hair up and put a cap over it as her mother had done for the play, but she figured it would be warmer if she left it down and simply covered it with a kerchief.

      Clover was plunged into darkness as she stepped out of the parking lot lights and onto the path through the woods to the campsite. She could distantly hear the sounds of merrymaking, but she couldn’t see the bonfire she knew would be burning.

      The good luck charm, still hanging around her neck, glowed brightly in the night though not enough to see by.

      Pulling her phone from her apron pocket, Clover flipped it open and found the flashlight icon. The LED light illuminated the mulched path before her, and she strode on with confidence.

      The nocturnal creatures were quiet this evening, and the only sounds were the wind rattling what was left of the dry autumn leaves hanging from the branches above and the distant murmur of laughter.

      Clover shivered. She never much liked the night, especially at this time of year when the days were getting shorter and each dawn felt like a miracle. Too much was hidden from sight; it felt cold and dangerous. She knew she wasn’t alone in that feeling; many summer sorcerers and witches felt the same.

      She gathered her skirts in her free hand and quickened her pace. A few minutes later, she finally saw the warm flicker of the fire surrounded by a circle of tents. Ari hadn’t said whose party it was, not that it much mattered. It was always an open invitation to all summer sorcerers and witches for things like this.

      As she approached the fire’s glow, she could feel the dimming magic of the sorcerers and witches around her. It was there, no mistaking it, but it was sleepy—a faint hum to what it had been over the last few months.

      There were probably fifty people there from what Clover could see—talking and laughing, eating and drinking—in the area around the campsite. She scanned the costumed figures for Ari.

      “Clover!” Ari cheered, hopping up from her seat on Rhys’s lap. She flitted over to Clover, the bells hanging from her lace fairy wings tinkling as she walked. Her short golden hair shined in the firelight, as did her summer tan, which had yet to fade.

      Embracing her best friend, Clover relaxed as warmth spread through her.

      Ari pulled back, grinning at her. “You’re glad you came, right? I can already tell. Come sit by me.”

      After taking Clover’s hand, Ari led her back to where Rhys sat. Rhys nodded and waved in greeting, which Clover returned.

      “Babe, would you get Clover a drink, please? I brought that lingonberry cordial just for her.”

      “I see how it is,” Rhys grumbled. “Your wife is here, so I’m thrown to the wolves.”

      The women chuckled at the long-standing joke.

      “Love you, babe!” Ari called loudly after him as he headed over to a picnic table bursting with food—even the benches had platters on them.

      “So how was your day? Did you—” Ari started.

      “Babe!” Rhys interrupted. “Which one is it?”

      “It’s right there. The one labeled lingonberry cordial.”

      “I don’t see it.”

      Ari sighed heavily. “Ugh, I’ll be right back.”

      Clover snorted, quirking a smile at the couple’s dynamic. It had been a while since Clover had been in a relationship, but she’d never found anything like what Ari and Rhys had. She could never quite mesh with the men she’d tried dating—sorcerer or ordinary.

      Clover settled herself onto a log near the fire, glancing around to see who else she might know. She recognized a few faces from open rituals and dipped her head at them if they made eye contact. But many of the people there looked closer to her brother Llew’s age, which was probably why they seemed only vaguely familiar.

      As she nodded to the youngest daughter of the potter family who made the vases they used in the flower shop, someone sat down beside her.

      Clover jumped, surprised at the arm suddenly pressed against hers. Her head turned to see the slicked back hair and high-collared cloak of a Dracula costume.

      “I vaunt to suck your blud,” Rune said in the worst impression Clover had ever heard. Then he flashed a set of plastic vampire fangs at her with a hiss.

      Clover’s stomach rolled. I wouldn’t have come if I’d known he was going to be here.

      Rune laughed and removed his false teeth, smiling that predatory smile he always seemed to wear. She couldn’t believe she’d ever given him a chance; even one date was too good for him.

      “Hey, Clover, how have you been? I haven’t seen you in a while. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were avoiding me.” He smirked as if he knew that wasn’t possibly the case.

      You’d be right.

      The sense of peace and belonging Clover had felt upon arrival dissipated. “Hello, Rune,” she said flatly.

      He kept going as if she were happy to see him. “Wow, that’s a great costume.”

      Clover cringed as his green eyes flashed with lust. She didn’t want to know what he was imagining while his gaze traveled over her.

      “What’s that?” he asked, reaching toward the three-leaf clover charm glowing at her chest.

      She flinched away from him, jumping to her feet. Sighing in relief as Ari and Rhys headed back toward her, Clover stepped away from Rune without another word.
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      Whit stood near the picnic table with all the food, watching the summer witches and sorcerers mingle amongst themselves. They wore a variety of costumes—everything from grotesque zombies to the good witch of the north.

      “Dude, this party sucks,” Alexandre whispered beside him before shoving half a piece of pumpkin bread into his mouth.

      Whit shrugged. He’d never crashed a summer party before, but he took Alexandre’s word for it. There were a few tents around the central fire, and the picnic table had good food. But the summer sorcerers and witches mostly just stood around talking.

      As it was, it was pretty close to a winter party in atmosphere. Although, winter sorcerers and witches tended to celebrate with family and close friends only, unlike the summer faction who invited anyone and everyone. A typical winter party was a dinner with maybe some games afterward. Charades was as boisterous as the winter faction got.

      “At least they know how to cook. Oooo, pie!” Alexandre turned his attention back to the food table.

      Whit snorted at his friend. Even though the party was a bust according to Alexandre, he was glad he’d come. Well, he was glad he wasn’t with his family or sitting alone in his shop, anyway.

      “I vaunt to suck your blud,” a man in a cheap Dracula costume pronounced to the woman beside him not far from where Whit stood.

      Whit watched as she shrank away from him, clearly uncomfortable with his attention. She jumped up from her seat a few moments later and started walking toward Whit. With the fire behind her, he couldn’t see her face. She was a silhouette, her long hair fluttering in her wake.

      Whit took a sip of his hard apple cider, turning toward Alexandre as he returned.

      Alexandre looked down at the cupcake in his hand, then back up at Whit. “Did you want one?”

      Whit shook his head. “No, thanks.” He’d eaten more than enough already. He’d have to get up early to run for a month straight to counter what he’d eaten tonight.

      Once again, he marveled at Alexandre’s stamina when it came to food. Where does he put it all? And the fact that the man was still as skinny as he’d been as a teenager was just annoying. Whit’s only solace was that Alexandre was a foot shorter than him.

      The sound of a tambourine jangling sliced through the night, and everyone turned in that direction. It came from a man in a chef’s hat, a fake mustache, and a bow tie who stood on a stump with the tambourine raised high.

      Whit tilted his head. Is he dressed as a Muppet?

      “All right, everyone. It’s time for us to say goodbye to summer. Let’s make a circle around the fire,” the man dressed as the Swedish Chef instructed. “We’ll raise our energy by singing, but feel free to dance as well.”

      He jangled his tambourine again, then hopped down from his stump.

      Whit glanced at Alexandre, who shrugged by way of consent.

      As they were told, the summer sorcerers and witches formed a large circle around the fire. There were enough of them that, even standing close together, there was room for dancers in the middle.

      The Swedish Chef started out the first round, and the others picked up the song a few words in.

      
        
        “Hail ye gods of summer,

        Mother and Father to those gathered here.

        Hail ye gods of summer,

        Thank you for another fruitful year.

      

        

      
        “Goodbye gods of summer.

        Your gifts were bountiful and sweet

        Goodbye gods of summer.

        Until at next we meet.”

      

      

      The song repeated over and over—raising in strength and volume as the summer sorcerers and witches combined their voices—and a cone of magic surrounded the fire.

      A woman with short golden hair, her fairy wings chiming as their bells jingled, grabbed the hands of a woman near where Whit stood—the one who’d earned Dracula’s unwanted attention. The woman needed little encouragement as she followed the fairy into the circle to dance.

      She wore a historical-style dress—late seventeenth century from what Whit could tell—under a dark cloak. She smiled, laughing as she twirled, swaying her hips to the song of farewell. Her long hair, flaming in the firelight, fluttered and swirled around her as she and the fairy danced.

      A glow at her chest winked at Whit like a green firefly as he watched her twirling motions. His eyes lost focus.

      Finally, the song reached its pinnacle and stopped. The magic zipped all around the circle, but the only sound was the soft crackle of the fire and the breaths of the summer sorcerers and witches around him.

      Quietly, the dancers stepped back into the circle, the woman in the cloak slipping in beside Whit.

      The Swedish Chef stepped into the center of the circle near the fire. “Our ritual will be short tonight. I know you all want to get back to the party. So a quick prayer to whatever gods you worship, and we’ll be on our way.”

      Silent understanding answered him.

      “Tonight, we bid farewell to summer. It’s a sad time for all of us. Another year is gone, and we face the cold darkness ahead. But remember, when your magic is low and you shiver from the New England wind, the light will return. The sun will get warm, the leaves will grow back, and our magic will get stronger. For now, it’s a time of rest. So thank your deities, whomever they may be, for the bounties they have given you. Shout their names to the skies so they may know you still worship them even when they’re at their weakest.”

      Shouts came from all around the circle in a mingling of voices. “Apollo! Freyr! Demeter! Lugh! Mercury! Ra!”

      “Brighid!” the woman beside Whit called.

      Whit didn’t say anything and neither did Alexandre on his other side.

      “Farewell ye gods and goddesses of summer! We will keep our fires burning to strengthen your return,” the Swedish Chef proclaimed.

      With a sudden gust of wintry wind, the warm campfire was blown out, and everyone was plunged into darkness.

      Gasps and murmurs traveled through the group. “A bad omen,” someone whispered near Whit over the sound of Alexandre’s snickering.

      Of course, Alexandre wasn’t about to let an opening like that go.

      “Don’t worry,” the Swedish Chef said. “Even the darkest night comes to an end. Take the hands of those on either side of you.”

      Whit took Alexandre’s hand and squeezed it in warning. That’s enough. Even if their magic is waning, they could mess us up with this many of them here. We aren’t at full power either.

      Whit stiffened as a jolt ran through him when the woman on his other side slipped her hand into his.

      Her hand was small and thin but warm.

      “Fear not the darkness, fear not the night,” the Swedish Chef said.

      Everyone else, including Whit and Alexandre repeated his words.

      “We spark this fire with inner light.”

      As everyone repeated the spell, the magic of the summer witch holding Whit’s hand flowed into him. It was heady and intoxicating like a humid rain in a garden bursting with violets, lilies, orchids, and gardenias. The sweetness of honey and plum were mellowed by the depth of amber and vanilla. Whit’s head spun as her magic filled him with giddiness.

      He turned his head toward her while the fire sparked back to life, reawakened by the collective magic.

      Her face tilted up at him, and their eyes met in the dim flicker of the fire’s glow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Clover stared beyond the horned mask of the man beside her, her hand still in his as their gazes met. He was tall and wore a sleek black suit. In the dim light of the fire, she couldn’t see the color of his hair or eyes, but she saw the strong line of his jaw and the plump curve of his lower lip. His facial hair was short, maybe a week’s stubble—certainly not long enough to pull off the goat mask he was wearing.

      Did I imagine it? For a moment during the conjuring of fire spell, she’d exchanged magic with him, and it had felt like nothing she’d ever experienced before.

      Small snowflakes drifted lazily down from the sky, sparse but unmistakable.

      She squinted, trying to see past the mask in the firelight. But she was already sure she didn’t know him. At the very least, they’d never done magic together.

      “Now that the ritual is over”—Brandr, who was dressed as the Swedish Chef from The Muppets, grinned—“we’re going to play satyrs and nymphs.”

      Clover’s fixation on the sorcerer beside her broke with this announcement, and she pulled her hand from his, her face heating at having held it for so long.

      Her eyes found Rune across the circle, and she marked his progress toward her. “Hey, I think I’m going to head out,” Clover told Ari, who stood next to her.

      Ari frowned even as Rhys wrapped his arms around her from behind, nuzzling the back of her neck in anticipation of the game. “Aww, already?”

      Clover nodded. She didn’t want to be anywhere near Rune during a game like satyrs and nymphs, though she was a little disappointed to let him ruin what could have been a nice party. “Yeah, I was up early anyway. Call me tomorrow, okay?”

      Ari agreed.

      Lifting her hand in farewell, Clover gave her friends a little wave, then turned to head back to the van. She could feel the excitement in the atmosphere growing as the summer witches giggled, some of them already running into the woods with happy squeals—completely ignoring the freezing temperature and drifting snowflakes.

      Clover reached into her apron pocket for her phone as she stepped out of the circle of light the fire provided.

      “Clover?”

      She flinched at hearing Rune’s voice call out for her. Shoving her phone back into her apron, she decided walking carefully along the dark path was preferable to being easily found by Rune.

      Her heart pounded in her ears—as loud as the shrieks of mirth echoing into the night. She could feel the mulch beneath her shoes, and she knew as long as she stayed on the path, she would reach the parking lot. Concentrating on her footing, Clover slowly made her way.

      “Clooooveeeeer,” Rune called cheerfully after her, farther than before.

      She clicked her tongue. Dude can’t take a hint. Shaking her head, she sighed and glanced up at the sky. Now that she was deeper in the woods, well away from the light of the campfire and not yet close to the parking lot, she saw the night wasn’t so dark after all. The moon was two days past full, and it shone through the trees, their branches crisscrossing over its surface like veins.

      She still didn’t like the night, but she understood its allure. There was something so mysterious, so magical, about the moon’s distant glow. It filled her with wonder as well as fear. It was indirect, providing no warmth, and changeable. Did its shadows hold truths or simply illusions? It was beautiful. It was dangerous.

      A stick cracked nearby, and Clover jumped.

      “Clover? Is that you?” Rune asked, much closer than Clover expected.

      How did he find me? Glancing around herself, her eyes dropped to the green glow at her chest. She cursed internally, clutching her pendant in her fist to cover it.

      Out of the night, a hand gripped her wrist, snatching her off the path.

      She gasped and filled her lungs to scream. Her eyes whirled around to her attacker.

      “Shhh,” the sorcerer in the horned mask hushed, putting his finger to his lips.

      “Hey! Where’d you go?” Rune said, not far away now, his light flashing as he searched.

      Clover’s heart ran wildly as her body pressed against the solid warmth of the masked sorcerer. She lifted her chin to gaze up at him, trying to see more than just his outline in the moonlight.

      Releasing her wrist, he laced their fingers. “Shadows surround us, hide us from sight / let us be one with the darkest night,” he whispered.

      Magic swirled around them, flowing between them in an alluring but unfamiliar exchange. Clover shivered as his magic poured into her. It was sharp and refreshing like balsam fir and cedar wood and had the sweetness of candied apples and winter berries and the spice of cinnamon and clove, tickling her stomach like sparkling wine.

      “As long as you don’t make too much noise,” he murmured to her in an intimate low voice, “he’ll walk right by us without seeing us.”

      Clover strained her eyes to see the masked sorcerer. She was sure now. She’d never felt anything like his magic. Who is he? It was strong and serious with just a hint of mischief.

      “Clover?” Rune’s voice was uncertain now, and it came from not five feet away.

      Clover hunched her shoulders, curling into the sorcerer who still held her hand. She strained her ears, closing her eyes as if that would hide her from Rune’s view more effectively.

      Rune groaned in frustration before retreating back to camp, his light dimming with distance.

      Releasing the breath she’d been holding, Clover pulled back a little from the shelter of her savior’s arms though she didn’t yet release his hand. “Thank you,” she said in a hushed voice, still trying to see something of him in the darkness.

      “You’re welcome, Clover.” His voice caressed her name.

      She smiled as her stomach fluttered. “I’m at a disadvantage. You know my name, but I don’t know yours. Who are you?”

      He hesitated.

      Clover huffed a laugh through her nose. “You want to stay a mystery, huh? Well then, I’ll just think of you as a merry elf out for a stroll while the veil is thin. Shall I? That way, I can excuse you not sharing your name. What would you have in trade for your assistance? I’d hate to be in debt to one of the Fair Folk.”

      Silence answered her question. But a moment later, he unlaced their fingers and brushed his thumb over her cheek, wiping away a stray snowflake.

      Her breath caught at the gentle stroke. There was something so tantalizing about not being able to see him properly. It made his every move, his feathery touch, his soft breath, all the more vivid.

      She tilted her face upward, wetting her lips. “Would a kiss suffice, my merry elf?”

      She could hear his smile. “A kiss is far more precious. That is not a fair exchange.”

      A tingle ran over her skin. “I’m fine with that,” she murmured. Clover waited, her breath slow but shallow, as anticipation mounted within her. For a shadow, he was solid and warm. And though the cold night blew its promises of winter around them, she felt flushed and feverish.

      His soft lips met hers in the darkness, fleeting and delicate as the memory of a dream.

      Clover’s heart leapt, and her chest swelled as she tasted his sparkling magic—his essence as a sorcerer—on her lips.

      He was the dancing fire on a snowy night. He was the twinkle lights shining off the silver and blue baubles on their solstice evergreen. He was the creamy melted marshmallow in a steamy hot chocolate.

      And as Clover languidly opened her eyes, he was gone.
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