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To Aveline, for whom I would break any curse
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ALICE

Ensorcelled roses always bloomed in winter.

Summers were crisp and cool, with tiny pink buds and slumbering vines. While the rest of Maine bloomed, Chanterbrooke’s flowers wilted.

But when the air hardened, a cold so raw, it grew teeth—when the sky spent its hours dipped in moonlight, the town square overflowed with steaming mugs of hot chocolate, and snow danced on rooftops, the first rose would bloom.

And then the second.

And the third.

Until there were hundreds.

People across the world thought autumn was beautiful—and it was! But nothing could compare to the winters of Chanterbrooke, Maine, rose petals aswirl with snow and ice and the misty spray from a violent sea.

It was Alice’s favorite time of the year.

And she wanted to touch every piece of it.

She trailed her fingers over the familiar vines crawling up the stone walls inside her family’s inn, heart swelling. Ensorcelled Cottage was dressed for the deepest night of winter—stone glittering with icicles, holly and ivy cascading over the heavy oak door, pines beyond the windows trembling under a thick coating of hoarfrost.

It was dressed for magic.

For while the whole village brimmed with enchantment, flowers blooming when they shouldn’t, dreams dangling from the sky like stars at midsummer—the magic started here.

In Ensorcelled Cottage.

Ensorcelled Cottage was many things.

The best seaside inn along Maine’s stretch of craggy coast. A store for her great-aunt, Jackie, to sell her latest hobby art to tourists passing through their small town. Alice’s home.

But most significantly, most infamously, and most wonderfully, a place where couples fell in love.

It didn’t happen every day.

Or even every week.

But every year, on the winter solstice, when couples or strangers or people somewhere in between stayed at her family’s inn, they fell in love. Not everyone believed people fell in love at Ensorcelled Cottage because of the magic. Some called it luck. Or “good vibes.” Or really strong mulled wine.

Because there was no wave of a wand. No clear tell.

But Alice knew.

The women in her family were enchantresses. And they swore by the magic of the solstice. The magic of love—true love—is far too strong for petty potions and spells, Aunt Jackie would croon in the cold winter nights. This magic has roots.

True love had never struck Alice’s heart.

Not that she would ever admit to her mom that she wished for it. She and her mom were close. Best friend close. But even Alice wanted to sink into a puddle of embarrassment at the thought. Why would you want to fall in love? Mom would ask. You’re only thirteen. Don’t you know there are better things to do with your time?

Considering she ran a magical inn known for its romance, Alice’s mom was shockingly unsentimental. Love was a distraction. A curse. Love—romantic love—was worse than hatred. Or selfishness. Or cruelty. Or any of the other qualities Mom turned up her nose at.

Falling in love was for the greatest fools who had ever lived and could only end one way: in tragedy.

Until tonight.

Alice’s mom secretly wanted to fall in love—she just hadn’t let herself yet. She had always been too busy. Raising Alice, running the inn, thwarting Aunt Jackie’s attempts to sell love potions to unsuspecting strangers.

But Alice knew her mom’s heart better than anyone. She knew how many nights Mom quietly cried on the couch alone.

Alice and her mom had made it their mission to watch every romantic movie they could find, so Alice also knew that people who found love never cried on the couch alone. When they cried, they had their one true love to hold them close and whisper that everything would be okay.

There was only one person in this world Alice had ever met who could make Mom’s eyes brighter than sunlight shimmering on the sea.

Only one who could truly tell her that everything was going to be okay.

Only one who could be her one true love.

Dad.

He was always traveling for work, but the world changed when he visited. It was warmer, merrier, bursting at the seams with big belly laughter. Why they’d never gotten married, Alice never understood. He made Mom dance in the kitchen, laugh at broken mugs, and shrug off unwashed dishes. He’d even convinced her to let Aunt Jackie keep a pet crow.

And tonight, for the first time, he would be here on the winter solstice. They would be together… to fall in love.

And Alice would no longer be one of the broken ones. The broken family with their loveless lives and quiet cries on the couch.

They would finally be whole.

Alice had planned the evening perfectly. Steps one and two were already complete.

One: The bouquet of roses was waiting in the living room. Dad knew that as soon as he arrived, he was supposed to text her, use the key in the ceramic toad to slip from the inn’s gardens into the Ambroses’ private backyard, sneak into their living room, and grab the bouquet to give to Mom. When Alice brought Mom into the living room, her parents would make eye contact, and at last, love would strike.

Two: Mom wasn’t wearing goggles.

This didn’t sound like a big deal, but it was actually the best solstice present Alice could ever imagine.

Ensorcelled Cottage’s magic of true love only worked with direct eye contact. By some stroke of fate, the solstice enchanted people who were truly meant to fall in love, so Alice was protected from falling in love with, say, Aunt Jackie’s crow or a boy she’d already decided she didn’t like. Even so, her family took no chances—the magic was potent, so the number one rule of attending the Ensorcelled Cottage Winter Solstice Festival was that one must wear goggles to prevent unwanted direct eye contact.

Convincing Mom to go goggleless had been nothing short of a miracle. I have to set the example, she’d protested every day for two weeks.

It was Mom’s cousin Valerie who’d changed the game. What harm would it do, Brise? Honestly. You set the example by breathing better than everyone else. She’d winked, bumping hips with Mom, wrenching a reluctant smile from her. You’ll be fine.

Goggleless parents on the most romantic night of the year? Alice should start planning their wedding.

Except… She triple-checked her phone, nerves swirling in her belly. Dad was late. Maybe he’d just forgotten to text that his plane had landed?

He’d be here any minute, she assured herself. Then after true love blossomed, Alice would slip upstairs, shower, and be back in time to help Aunt Jackie with her fortune-telling booth as she’d promised.

But the seconds stretched into minutes.

Ten.

Fifteen.

Thirty.

Alice lingered by the door as the inn’s staff wove around her, setting up tables and lighting candles. Heat rose in her chest as each second passed, which did nothing to help the “gross and sweaty from ballet practice” situation she had going on.

A ballet practice that was quite possibly the worst and best of all practices ever. She shoved the memory to the back of her mind. A problem for another day.

Forty minutes.

Alice really needed to shower.

But if Dad arrived when she was in the shower, and she weren’t there to help orchestrate the moment between her parents, Dad could fall in love with someone else. And then what would Alice do?

“Hey, skulker.”

Alice nearly jumped out of her shoes. It was Valerie. Though technically her mom’s cousin, she felt more like an aunt, as she’d moved in with her, Mom, and Aunt Jackie to help run the inn when Alice was five.

Humor danced in eyes lined with metallic makeup; a silver clip pulled her cropped black hair from high cheekbones, and with each subtle movement, her light-brown skin glimmered with the signature shimmery lotion she’d concocted. Valerie was glamour itself.

And hawkeyed.

Alice’s throat closed.

The sweetness of vanilla lotion enveloped Alice as Valerie wrapped an arm around her shoulders in a viselike hug. “So.” A mischievous smile. “What are we doing?”

“N-nothing,” Alice squeaked.

Valerie’s gaze snagged on the phone Alice was holding in a death grip. “‘Nothing’ wouldn’t happen to involve a certain charming businessman, would it?”

The trouble with living in a house full of enchantresses was they always sensed things. They knew when she lied, when she cried. They knew her secrets.

Not trusting her voice, Alice shook her head.

Valerie’s small, knowing smile didn’t disappear as she steered Alice away from the wall and into the dining room cleared for dancing, filled with the magic of cinnamon and holly and sweet silver bells ringing in a new year of light.

“‘Nothing’ wouldn’t also happen to have anything to do with you wanting your mom to go goggleless, would it?”

“No,” Alice replied, a beat too quickly.

Valerie tapped her nose, eyes of smoky quartz sparkling. “Your nose grows with your lies, my love.”

Alice pulled out of the hug, wincing. She was caught. “Fine. But they both know the rules about the goggles, I’m just making sure they see each other first.”

Valerie placed a hand on her hip, metallic dress swishing around her tall frame with a casual sort of elegance Alice could only dream of capturing in her dancing. Heat flooded her cheeks at the thought, her ballet instructor’s last words still ringing in her ears.

She pushed it aside.

“You can’t change the rules of fate, kid.”

“I don’t want to change them,” Alice protested, though even she could hear the whine in her voice. “I’m just trying to… poke them.” Because fate alone wasn’t good enough.

Fate had done nothing to make them whole.

Valerie’s gaze cut to the swirling snowy darkness through frosted glass, where cars were beginning to crunch gravel. Guests were arriving. And Dad still wasn’t here.

You knew this would happen, a tiny part of her heart snipped. You knew your plan would fall apart.

Alice tugged on her silvery-blond hair. Fine, maybe sometimes Dad messed up his schedule, but of course he did. He was busy. It’s not as if he didn’t think of her. He always brought her presents.

“Don’t you need to get ready?”

“But Dad’s almost here.” If Alice missed him, and her plan didn’t work, she would have to wait another whole year. And Dad was always dating. Nothing ever lasted—he was far too in love with Mom—but what if this year was the year something stuck? What if Alice ended up with a whole second family she never asked for?

“They’re meant to be together. Dad makes Mom laugh!”

Valerie rolled her eyes. “I can make her laugh. Reruns of Friends make her laugh. Tell her to marry one of those guys, but without any celebrity drama.”

Aunt Jackie burst into the dining room—hair intentionally styled to resemble a bird’s nest, complete with twigs and crinkled leaves sticking out of the silvered black—as midnight-colored witchy robes swished across the gleaming mahogany floors. “If someone doesn’t tell Mr. Gibbins to keep his pet goose off my holy altar this year, I will boil him in my next potion!”

“And you don’t think we have drama?” Alice muttered as her great-aunt marched straight past them to her fortune-reading table by the window.

Valerie shot her a wink. “It’s all about the poison you know.”

“Aunt Jackie, you cannot boil the goose!” Mom shouted from the hallway.

“I’m not boiling the goose!”

“You can’t boil Mr. Gibbins, either!”

Valerie raised an amused eyebrow at Aunt Jackie’s foreboding silence.

“He’ll only be a goose for a day, and then I’ll turn him back!” her great-aunt finally croaked.

“No, Aunt Jackie!” Mom hurried into the dining room but stopped short at the sight of Alice. “Oh, sweetie, there you are!” Mom always reminded Alice of a pale springtime daffodil—willowy and pretty, and a bit windblown. Her blond hair had slipped out of its messy bun, and she’d somehow managed to get flour on her cheek. She wrapped her arms around herself, chocolate-stained apron covering her leggings and lumpy sweater. “Ugh, you don’t really think Aunt Jackie’s going to boil the goose or Mr. Gibbins, do you?”

Valerie eyed her outfit. “More important question: Why am I the only person in this family actually dressed for a party?”

Mom waved her off and kissed Alice’s cheek. “How was ballet?” She frowned, as though taking her in for the first time. “Why are you still in your practice clothes? Did it go late?”

“Well—” Alice started, inwardly scrambling for an excuse, but Valerie cut her off.

“Oh, she needed an extra lesson in the dangers of matchmaking.”

Alice’s breath hitched. If Valerie told Mom—if she ruined Alice’s plan—

“At ballet?” Mom’s pale forehead crinkled as she glanced between the two of them.

Valerie smiled with all her teeth. “It’s a new move she was learning.”

Alice’s cheeks turned to raspberries.

“Okay…? I can’t wait to see it. Should we start—oh, shoot, give me a sec, I forgot something.” Mom whirred back into the kitchen.

Alice spun toward Valerie, who looked positively gleeful. “A new move I’m learning? That doesn’t even make sense!”

“Would you rather I tell her?”

“They’re my parents!” Alice protested, skirting the question. “They’re meant to be together.”

“Alice…” Her voice… It was not gleeful at all. It had turned brittle. A crackling kind of irritation she tried and failed to hide whenever Dad visited. But that was just Valerie. She liked who she liked, and didn’t care who knew it, but she loved fiercely when you were in her circle.

Dad had just never gotten that ticket into her circle.

Valerie placed her hands on Alice’s shoulders. “Alice, I love you more than I love my morning cup of coffee.”

Alice blinked. Those were not the words she’d expected. “Thank you?”

“There is no greater love in my life. Not your mom, not Aunt Jackie—though don’t tell her, because I think she might put frog spawn under my pillow again.”

Alice pressed her lips into a smile.

“You, girlie, are the star of our show.”

Alice’s cheeks burned the way they always did when too much came her way. Too much anything. Love, stares, words—any of it. She couldn’t hold it all without wanting to sink into the floor.

“So know that I say this with love: You are out of your freaking mind for thinking this in any way resembles a good idea.”

Alice chewed the insides of her cheeks, ignoring every word, every warning, everything but the only truth she knew: Her parents made each other happier. It hurt Dad too much to live nearby and not be married to Mom, but if they were together, he wouldn’t be in London or Berlin or New York or wherever work took him.

He would be here.

“Will you tell?” Alice whispered.

Valerie sighed the longest sigh in the world. “No.” She linked pinkies with Alice. “Girl pact.” Alice beamed, but something flickered across Val’s face. Words left unsaid.

Aunt Jackie marched over to them. “Are we going to stand here hissing like fiends all night, or are we hosting a party? Brise!” she barked. “Get your bony butt in here!”

Outside, guests had arrived, the headlights of their cars flooding the dark room lit only by candles and floating snowflakes. Ready or not, the winter solstice was here.

Soon, they had to open the doors.

But tradition was tradition.

They did not need to speak to begin it. A spell as old as song. Linking arms, they chanted as one, in rhythm with the distant sea crashing and churning in the darkness.

“Oh, soul of the sea, the selkie and mer, the wind that churns the waves, I call upon thee to bless this space, and ask for thy undying grace. Roshi-siliania.” Their inn would ensorcell people with or without the Ambrose women’s spell, but Aunt Jackie insisted the ocean would curse them if they didn’t bless the space.

Alice’s phone buzzed.

She dropped her arms as soon as the enchantment ended and grabbed it. Dad was here, as if the magic of their spell had summoned him, at last. Her heart warmed, and every piece of her locked into place.

“Mom!” She stopped Mom’s approach toward the front door. “Val will let people in. This way!”

Ignoring Valerie’s gaze boring into her back, Alice all but pushed Mom down the hallway, through the secret bookcase door in the library, into their private home, and then into the living room, where—

She nearly sagged in relief. There was Dad. See? she said to the taunting voice inside her mind. He came, just like he promised.

His crisp white button-down shirt smelled like cigar smoke, and his jacket was rumpled from his flight, but he was here. “Hey, kid!” He wrapped her in a hug, sandy-blond hair tickling her forehead. “What’s it been, two months? How are you already taller?”

Alice’s whole body relaxed in the hug, as if she’d stepped into a warm bath. He was here, grinning, and holding the bouquet of roses, just as she planned.

And Mom was beaming back. “Charlie?!”

Alice stepped aside, and he handed Mom the bouquet with a flourish. “These are for you. I mean, I know you already have a million of them this time of year, but at least I know you like them.”

She pulled him into a hug. “Aw, thanks. I thought you weren’t getting here until Christmas!”

Dad winked at Alice over Mom’s shoulder. “Wanted to see my girls a bit early. I know you witchy Ambrose women make a thing of the solstice.”

“We’re not witches; we’re enchantresses.” Mom breathed in the roses. “And I told you: The magic is real.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Mom exchanged a small smile with Alice, silver eyes sparkling. Everyone in Chanterbrooke knew the Ambrose women were different, but it was a funny thing, telling people you had magic—no one truly believed you.

And they were perfectly fine with that.

Dad was smiling indulgently. Alice could nearly bounce from excitement. Any moment now, love would tangle their souls.

“When I start seeing you bend spoons, I’ll believe it.”

Any second.

Dad’s brow furrowed. “Hey, you’re still wearing your apron.”

“That’s because there’s always work to do.”

“Not for the belle of the ball. Don’t you hire people for this stuff? Come on, let’s go, apron off.”

Mom protested half-heartedly but then laughed as Dad spun her around and helped untie her apron.

The dragging seconds sent claws raking down Alice’s heart.

It… it wasn’t working.

They were being sweet, sure. They were always sweet. But the magic of love hadn’t ignited. Alice would know; ordinary people didn’t notice it, but her enchantress senses were stronger, and the ensorcellment of true love smelled like rose petals and an ancient salty sea, and made the air between souls glisten with pink-and-gold magic.

But this was just… ordinary. And ordinary wasn’t good enough. Ordinary wouldn’t make them whole.

Alice gripped her fingers, anxiety pulling her into a riptide. Why isn’t the eye contact working? What’s happening?

The words were stuck behind her teeth, for letting them free would mean revealing her plans. And the last time she had secretly arranged a date for her parents, Mom had been so furious, they’d barely spoken for days.

A chill from outdoors wended through the air and nipped her soul. She didn’t want an argument. She didn’t want to figure out what was wrong. She just wanted everything to work out.

Tears burned the back of her eyes.

Before Mom could notice, Alice whirled away. “I have to help Aunt Jackie,” she squeaked, then rushed back into the dining room.

It… it hadn’t worked.

Guests poured inside, merry and eager for another winter enchanted by the Ambrose women. Alice tugged on her goggles and tried to smile at familiar faces, but her soul was a hollow ice cave, swirling with a howling, dead wind.

“The technology they must be using to make this!”

“Have you tried their ‘ensorcelled’ mulled wine yet? It’s even better than last year’s!”

Soon, the entire inn burst with laughter and love. Waiters passed trays of Mom’s gingersnaps, enchanted to sweeten your dreams, and Valerie reigned as Hostess Supreme, encouraging kids to tap silver bells dangling from pine trees and ask the mer to grant their wishes this solstice. As for Aunt Jackie, the line to her velvet-shrouded oak table was almost as long as the line for Mom’s chocolate Yule log.

Alice couldn’t enjoy a second of it. Her best friend, Marcela, was probably here with her family somewhere. Maybe I’ll find her to take my mind off things, she mused. Marcela had been giddy over the phone about a “French surprise” earlier.

But Alice couldn’t muster the energy to care.

The magic of the inn was definitely working; already, rosy light beamed between people, the air ripe with ensorcellment.

It just wasn’t working for her parents. And Dad—

Her heart crashed.

He’d left the living room and was talking to a pretty woman by the crackling fireplace. Goggleless. No. No, no, no. The air wasn’t glowing, which gave Alice the tiniest glimmer of relief, but how long until he fell in love with someone else? What if he fell in love with someone who lived on the West Coast, and then with Dad’s work schedule and his second family, he visited even less?

More tears scratched her eyes. She made to wipe them but the annoying goggles were in the way. Suddenly, she could hardly breathe, the tears were fogging her goggles, all she wanted to do was spin and scream—and the room started to tilt. “I’ll be back,” she mumbled to no one in particular, slipping out of the crowd and into the empty living room, where she could tear off her goggles and wipe her tears. Mom had disappeared, making the roses Alice had plucked look all the lonelier.

Mom hadn’t even put them in a vase. They just sat on the wooden coffee table, forgotten.

Somehow, the sight of them made Alice’s failure real. She leaned over to pick them up, but just before her fingers grazed the flowers… they withered. Every last one of them, magic sizzling from the petals until they were dry enough to crunch.

She snapped back her hand, heart hammering. She had never seen anything like it before.

A thousand questions spilled through her, each one more terrifying than the last. Was… was something wrong with her family’s magic? With their ensorcelled roses and enchanted love? Was something wrong with Alice?

Was the magic of Chanterbrooke… dying?




OEBPS/images/9780316524186.jpg
'SPELLBOUND
g;CHLSﬁEE‘?‘T'

ALEX Nogw(b
author of The Witch, the Sword, and th sed nghts

f ’

n





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
#HOBs,

SPELLBOUND
OLSTICE
RSy 4

AALEXANDRIA ROGERS

NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN
oooooooooooooo





OEBPS/images/Art_ded.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_CHorn.jpg





