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      Sunlight streamed through the broken roof creating strange shadows in the ancient horse training ring. Mia imagined she could still smell the faint odor of horse manure and hay around the edges though the ground was covered in low weeds that had cropped up in the long years of disuse. If there had been walls enclosing the ring, those were gone, leaving only the heavy columns of wood and metal that held up what was left of the roof.

      At some point, the center part of the roof had caved in and disintegrated. There were plenty of wood splinters on the ground, probably building up the soil for all the weeds. The ground was soggy in places from rain earlier that week.

      One day rain, the next a hundred degrees. The weather didn’t know what it wanted.

      Sheri’s tiny house was across a field overgrown with wild flowers and tall grasses. Mia saw what she thought was the start of an oak tree, not that she was an expert. For all she knew it could be some sort of little bush, though the branch arched over most of the other weeds that grew in the field. The weeds in the narrow path everyone took to the ring were trampled down into a green and gold carpet.

      Sheri did full moon ceremonies in the ring. She liked the fact that there was a delineation of what she saw as the mundane world and the circle she created. Mia didn’t know about that. Sheri gave her a knowing look.

      “You’ll understand when you get your powers,” Sheri always said.

      Witches usually came into their powers around twenty or twenty one. It wasn’t an exact time, but usually that beginning of adulthood. Mia hadn’t gotten hers and she was nearly thirty. She figured she was a throw-back, someone from a witch family without power at all. She’d studied magic because the rest of her family had it, but she’d never been able to use what she’d learned.

      Still, her best friend, Sheri, also a witch, was certain that some day Mia would come into her powers.

      “The summer solstice is a great time to be part of a circle, even if you don’t have power,” Sheri said. “It’ll move your body, maybe stretch those magical muscles and get you closer to the power you know you have.”

      In the quiet space of the old ring, Mia wasn’t at all certain. She wasn’t really certain she wanted to be part of a circle in a place that was so desolate and rather dead. She shuddered. Some witches were drawn to places like that. Mia wasn’t. Even if she had her powers, she didn’t think an ancient horse ring would the sort of place she would want to practice.

      Although she didn’t have a refined sense of places, this one made her skin crawl. She’d rarely come out to Sheri’s when she was doing ritual, even those times when she’d been invited. The strange dancing shadows reminded Mia of why she avoided it. She loved her friend, but Sheri was drawn to darker places than Mia.

      Turning, Mia went to head back to the tiny house. She’d make her apologies and tell Sheri it just wasn’t right. It wasn’t that she wasn’t right about summer solstice. Power was high when the sun was up, particularly for someone drawn to things of light like Mia, but there were other witches who could let her join them in their ritual. It might be too late for that year, but she’d already waited a long time for her power.

      “You aren’t going, are you?” Sheri demanded, hurrying along the path. She carried what looked like a doctor’s bag, which would be filled with the things she wanted and needed to create the circle later on. Some witches did the solstice ritual at noon. Sheri liked to do hers at six.

      The sun was still high in the sky.

      “The sun might be high enough for magic, but the day is starting to turn. Even though it’s sunny, it’s evening,” Sheri had told her.

      The idea of the day turning, as if to become something other than it was bothered Mia. Maybe her friendship with Sheri had run its course and they were diverging in who they were. Mia wanted nothing to do with a turned day. She liked the day as it was, bright and alive.

      Even winter solstice was ultimately about the return of the light. Mia always focused on that when she did her own small rituals at her home, without magical enhancements. She figured if there were gods up there watching them, they appreciated her poor offerings.

      “I’m just not sure…” Mia trailed off.

      Sheri frowned and shook her head.

      “You’re afraid. I get it. You’re worried that if you do this and your powers still don’t manifest, you’ll want to give up, but that’s just wrong,” Sheri said. She tugged at Mia’s t-shirt and turned her around to head to the ring.

      Mia let herself be pushed. Maybe she was afraid of that. It was the creeping fear every time she joined in a ritual, the hope that maybe this time something would spark in her and in the weeks after the ritual, being surrounded my magic, caught up in the celebration, her own would suddenly manifest. And then the depression of nothing happening, again.

      “Help me set up,” Sheri ordered. Mia felt the pull. There had been magic in the order.

      Technically, ordering someone like that was frowned upon. Mia didn’t call her friend on it, though. Sheri meant well. Even if her solstice ritual wasn’t exactly a fit for Mia.

      “I don’t know if this is the sort of magic I want to practice,” Mia said. Sheri set her bag on a metal table near the shaded edge of the ring. The ground had been cleared near the table, or perhaps the fact that someone always walked around there at least once a month had kept the weeds from growing around it.

      Sheri gave Mia a long look. “I have powerful magic. Even if it’s not the sort that you think should fill you, you’ll be triggered by it. Or you should be.”

      It wasn’t a brag when Sheri said she had powerful magic. Mia had seen her work. She knew enough to appreciate the level of magic her friend had. Mia’s mother was probably as powerful or more so, but her sister and brother weren’t. Nor was her father. Chances are, at this late stage, even if Mia’s magic suddenly appeared, she’d be a fairly weak witch.

      A breeze blew through the ring. The wood left on the roof, laying at odd angles around the edge of the ring creaked and groaned. Mia worried that if the wind really came up that the rest of the roof would collapse, not that it had in all the years the ring had sat in the weather, rotting.

      At least the breeze was sort of cool. Clouds were moving in.

      “Too bad it looks like a storm is moving in,” Sheri said.

      The low gray clouds thickened in the west, moving towards them slowly but surely. The sun was still bright but it took on an ominous tone as the darkness approached.

      Mia hadn’t brought a rain coat or poncho. An umbrella wasn’t likely to help.

      The trees around the ring rattled and whooshed as more wind blew through the ring making the wood groan further. Mia really didn’t want to be in the ring during a thunderstorm, particularly not a windy one.

      “It’s moving slowly,” Sheri said. “We’ve only got another half an hour before people arrive and we start the ritual.”

      Mia wasn’t certain she agreed. The clouds appeared to be moving more quickly than that. They’d get wet before the end. Even if the ritual wasn’t interrupted, the walk through the field and to the cars would be ugly.

      Still, she didn’t have a good reason to say no. She had a feeling Sheri had a reason for her to stay no matter what she said. It occurred to her to wonder why her friend was so insistent this time.

      Mia helped Sheri set out the ritual items on the table. There were candles to be set around the edges of the large ring. It was too big and there was too much overgrowth to safely set real candles so Sheri had battery operated ones. A single large candle with a flame would work for the center of the circle. Not ideal, but in this situation it would work. Plus, if the rain came, the battery candles wouldn’t go out.

      Two women holding hands walked up the trail. They carried raincoats. Both wore sleeveless sundresses that swished around their calves, one in blue floral and the other in a dark green and black.

      Sheri looked up and smiled, leaving Mia to continue setting out the candles. The ring had been used that way so often that the spots she needed to set the candles almost always had a slight depression in the weeds. A couple of times, the weeds had been cleared. It looked like with a pair of clippers.

      “We brought clippers!” one of the women said. Probably so that they could trim down the weeds.

      “We really need a weed whacker,” the other said quietly. “It would make the ring nicer.”

      “They’re natural,” Sheri replied, ignoring the ideas.

      Mia stood up and looked around. She smiled and nodded, being polite, although she didn’t know the women. There were plenty of people she didn’t know.

      She finished with the fake candles and two men and another woman walked up the path. One of the men wore shorts. The other wore jeans. The woman was in shorts and brushing at her legs. Sweat was already beaded on her brow. Probably a hot car on the drive over.

      “It’s going to storm,” she said quietly, arriving at the ring.

      “It’ll hold off,” Sheri said confidently.

      Looking around, Mia thought that no one looked as if they believed her.

      The six of them talked and Mia listened. Sheri didn’t introduce her, although everyone seemed to know her. One of the men called her by name. It made Mia uncomfortable that they seemed aware of her but she didn’t know them.

      More people arrived until there were a dozen of them and Mia.

      Sheri looked at her phone.

      “It’s six. Let’s get started.”

      Everyone took their places in the circle. Four people, the two men from earlier and two women who arrived later, one of which had gray hair and looked at Mia sadly, and kept opening her mouth to say something to her and closing it again, went and stood at the quarters, or directions of the circle.

      Everyone else gathered inside, though no one stood to close to anyone else and Mia hung back behind the others.

      Sheri began by invoking the circle. She went around with her knife and pointed to the line around the ring. She bent to turn on the candle light on each candle as she did so. Mia felt the energy change inside. The ring had always felt bad to her. Now it was worse. She couldn’t believe the others didn’t feel it, nor why they’d want to hang out in a place that felt that way.

      Mia rubbed her arms despite the heat. The ring felt cooler than it had. Maybe it was the clouds coming in or the breeze that kept rattling the boards on what was left of the roof. She and the others were standing in area that was open to the sky. A single black and rotting beam crossed the opening above them. The sky remained blue, though there were white fluffy clouds.

      Looking to the side, Mia saw the dark clouds, hanging low and flat. They were the sort that brought straight winds and tornados. A thunderstorm was one thing. A tornado while they were out there would be another. They didn’t get many in that part of Central Kentucky but it wasn’t an impossibility.

      Sheri finished calling the gods.

      “And now to open the doors to the other side, to bring magic into the world on this summer solstice!” Sheri called, her voice rising a bit louder on each word.

      Thunder rumbled in the distance punctuating her words. Mia would have laughed if she hadn’t been so puzzled. She’d been to other solstice celebrations, both summer and winter, and never heard of the call for doors to the other side.

      The ground rumbled, seemingly in response to the thunder.

      The air got colder. Goosebumps rose on Mia’s exposed flesh. They rose on the other witches, too, so high she saw them from where she stood, a little apart. Even Sheri shivered.

      Just as quickly the air heated, like a fire flashing up and burning through the ring. Mia began to sweat. A light glowed from a space in front of Sheri. It got wider and brighter, then became
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