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            Prologue

         
         
            Last Christmas Eve

            Queen’s Head Pub, London

         

         Elves really were dickheads.

         
         Not the one currently grinning at Bowen from the chalkboard near the pub’s entrance, a wee little guy sketched out in red
            and white, grinning dementedly next to the evening’s special of venison lasagna and something called merry yule nog!

         
         That fella, with his jaunty cap and overly big eyes, seemed like he might need to lay off the caffeine a bit, but tonight
            Bowen’s grudge was against real elves. The wankers with their long white robes, mysterious mountain homes in the wilder parts of Scandinavia, and nearly
            indecipherable language that he had just spent the better part of a bloody week trying to read, only to realize what he’d spent hours poring over in a dusty back room of the British Library was actually
            a recipe for fucking mead, something that didn’t seem to require more than a hundred pages of text, and yet. 
         

         
         Bastards had better be glad they all fucked off about five hundred years ago, he thought darkly as he sipped his pint and watched passersby hurry down slick streets as Christmas lights twinkled overhead
            and cars threw up sheets of freezing water. 
         

         
         Over the pub’s speakers, a singer warbled about chestnuts and open fires just as a group of shoppers burst through the front
            door, laughing and talking all at once, and Bowen felt his shoulders creeping up closer to his ears. 
         

         
         A week in the city was about six and a half days too long for Bowen’s taste, but he had one more little bit of business in
            London tonight before he could head back to his house—well, “hut” was a better word—in the mountains of Wales. It would be
            freezing and dark and lonely, and he would be far, far more comfortable.
         

         
         Of course, now that this elf thing had turned out to be such a waste of time, he’d have to go back to the drawing board on
            Declan’s spell, but that would be all right. He was always happier when he was working anyway.
         

         
         Thinking of work had Bowen glancing back at his phone: 4:58 p.m.

         
         They were supposed to be here at five, but you never knew with these types. Bowen had dealt with more than one “Acquirer”
            in his day—humans who sold magical artifacts. It was a shady business, deeply secretive by requirement, and too many of them
            didn’t take the time to actually learn about what it was they were selling. Bowen had once bought a crystal goblet from an
            Acquirer. It had been crafted sometime in the thirteenth century, and it had the ability to poison any drink within a fifty-foot
            radius.
         

         
         The idiot had been keeping it with his coffee mugs.

         
         So no, Bowen didn’t have the highest opinions of humans who meddled in things they didn’t understand, but he couldn’t deny
            that they were useful. Unlike witches, they weren’t tempted to keep the things they acquired, and there was no history with
            these kinds of people, no tangled family feud from centuries back that could lead to issues. 
         

         
         And the one he was meeting tonight, this “TLB Acquisitions, Ltd.,” had been especially good. Thanks to their work, for the past year or so, Bowen had gotten his hands on a grimoire no one had seen since 1832, a tarot
            deck that had once belonged to the sorcerer John Dee, and an album that could cause an outbreak of St. Vitus’s dance. 
         

         
         All of it done quickly, discreetly, and, yes, fucking expensively, but worth it as far as Bowen was concerned.
         

         
         Which was why he’d asked for a meeting with T from TLB. Thankfully, it turned out they’d both be in London at the same time,
            and now, as the clock ticked over to five, he glanced toward the door.
         

         
         As though Bowen’s thought had summoned him, a man strode through the door, jangling a bell overhead. He was wearing a smart
            suit, his bald head gleaming under the lights as he shook off an umbrella there in the vestibule. With his shiny shoes and
            rimless glasses, he looked like a banker, which meant he was almost certainly an Acquirer.
         

         
         They all looked like that.

         
         Bowen lifted his chin, but the man only glanced briefly at him before his face broke out into a wide smile as he waved at someone off to Bowen’s right and hurried to a table of other similarly dressed men. 

         
         Bowen watched him pass with a frown, then heard the bell sound again and looked back to the door just as a small figure that
            seemed to be made entirely of white fur came barreling in. A gust of wet sleet rattled on the slate floor before the door
            slammed closed again, and the human-sheepdog hybrid shook itself slightly as it reached up to unwind a tartan scarf from around
            its head.
         

         
         Soft brown hair spilled out over the white fur, and the woman turned, her eyes searching.

         
         They landed on him.

         
         And . . .

         
         Fuck.

         
         It was like a battering ram to the chest. 

         
         A tankard to the temple. 

         
         A . . . Christ, he couldn’t come up with any more similes, because this absolute vision in fake fur was now smiling at him and walking to his table, St. Bugi’s balls and all his other bits.
         

         
         As she approached, he could see that her eyes were the same rich brown as her hair, and she had dimples in each cheek, deep
            ones, and Bowen was suddenly very glad he’d decided to grow a beard all those years ago, because he was pretty sure he was
            blushing.
         

         
         Blushing—kill him now.
         

         
         His thighs bumped the table in his hurry to stand as she approached, but she didn’t seem to notice, offering him a gloved hand that he took without thinking. 

         
         “Bowen,” she said, and how did she know his name?

         
         Had he died? Was this pub heaven? No, he’d done studies of the afterlife in various cultures, and he didn’t think he’d ever
            heard it described as a pub anywhere, and she had an American accent, which seemed odd for an angel in a Welshman’s heaven,
            but surely such things are possible, and—
         

         
         “Tamsyn Bligh,” she went on. “So nice to finally see the face behind the emails!” 

         
         Then her eyes moved over him, and she frowned a little. 

         
         “Well, the beard behind the emails,” she said, and he knew he was supposed to laugh at that, or at least acknowledge that it was a joke, but
            his brain was still hung up on emails and Tamsyn, and . . .
         

         
         This was T.

         
         This was the Acquirer he’d been working with for over a year now.
         

         
         And he was . . . holding her hand.

         
         Giving it a quick shake, Bowen nodded and stepped back a little, gesturing to the table. “Right. Um. Have a seat.”

         
         “Thank you,” she said, and he pulled out her chair for her, catching a whiff of rich, citrusy perfume as she sat down.

         
         The pub suddenly felt too warm, too crowded, and he heard himself say, “Let me grab you a drink,” before turning and heading
            to the bar, nearly smacking into a man wearing a very loud Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer jumper and singing along to “Rockin’
            Around the Christmas Tree.”
         

         
         The jumper may have been to blame for what happened next.

         
         That and the panic he felt when the bartender looked at him expectantly, and Bowen realized that he probably should’ve asked her what she actually wanted to drink instead of flailing off toward the bar like an absolute tit.
         

         
         He could’ve gotten her a pint.

         
         A glass of wine.

         
         Even a plain old gin and tonic.

         
         Instead, he had pointed at the little easel on the bar reading rudolph’s rosé, £7 and said, “I’ll have that.”
         

         
         A few minutes later, he was back at the table, and Tamsyn turned slightly in her chair, a smile already on her face.

         
         It faded as she looked at what he was holding.

         
         “The, um, the . . . glitter wasn’t advertised,” he told her as she took the drink with wide eyes.

         
         “And the light-up curly straw?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “The fact that it looks like blood?”

         
         “No. Or the, uh . . . the tree.”

         
         Picking the huge sprig of rosemary out of her drink, Tamsyn gave the tumbler an experimental sniff before taking a sip.

         
         Terrible as the thing looked, it must not have tasted bad, because Tamsyn drank again and then gave a shrug. “If you can’t
            drink a tacky holiday cocktail on Christmas Eve, when can you?”
         

         
         Bowen had just slid back into his seat, but now he frowned, looking outside. It was still sleeting, but he could see the little shop on the corner had already closed for the night, and there was a family making their way past the pub dressed in various patterns of Christmassy tartan, the father carrying a bottle of wine underneath one arm as he laughed at something the mother was saying. 

         
         Tamsyn set her drink down and leaned forward, folding her arms on the table. “Did you not know it was Christmas Eve?”

         
         Bowen absolutely had not, but after Rudolph the Nightmare Rosé, he needed to cling to a little bit of dignity here.

         
         “Witch,” he reminded her. “We celebrate Yule, and that was a few days ago.”

         
         Not that he had celebrated it. He’d been too busy with the elves—bastards—and their mead, after all. In fact, Bowen wasn’t sure he could remember the last time he’d participated in Yule. Ten years
            ago, maybe? Before everything with Declan. Before he’d made fixing this fuck-up his life’s work. 
         

         
         Which was why he’d made this meeting with T.

         
         With Tamsyn.
         

         
         Who was now watching him with those bright eyes and a slightly quizzical smile, like she was trying to work him out. She’d
            taken off her coat and gloves while he’d been fetching that abomination currently sparkling and blinking in front of her,
            and the deep green turtleneck she was wearing brought out golden lights in her dark hair. 
         

         
         Her name suited her, pretty and soft, but there was something about it that was ringing a faint bell. Had she used it in any
            of their emails? She couldn’t have, or he wouldn’t have been so surprised she wasn’t a bloke. Maybe he’d read it somewhere
            else or heard another witch mention her.
         

         
         “I have to say,” she said, resting her cheek on one hand, “I was really surprised you’d want to work with me, much less want to have drinks with me.” 

         
         “Why?”

         
         She blinked at him. “Because . . . you’re Bowen Penhallow?”

         
         Bowen grunted in the affirmative, and she looked even more confused. 

         
         “And . . . your family hates me?”

         
         Now Bowen frowned. “What?” Like any magical family, the Penhallows had grudges and feuds that went back centuries, but Bowen
            couldn’t remember anyone named “Bligh” ever being a part of those. Unless . . .
         

         
         “Do you mean my da? Simon Penhallow? Because he hates everyone.”

         
         Including all three of his sons at the moment, he added silently. Bowen hadn’t spoken to Simon in over a year, and the saddest part of that was how sad Bowen wasn’t about it. It wouldn’t have surprised him one bit to learn his father had started some kind of magical beef with an Acquirer,
            especially one as talented as Tamsyn.
         

         
         But she just shook her head. “Rhys, actually.”

         
         “Rhys doesn’t hate anyone,” Bowen replied automatically, but then a thought occurred to him, one that made his stomach drop and his hands go a bit sweaty
            on his pint glass. “Are you . . . did the two of you . . . ?”
         

         
         Of the three Penhallow brothers, Rhys was the youngest and—much as Bowen and their oldest brother, Wells, hated to admit it—the only actual charmer in the family. Bowen definitely couldn’t blame Rhys for being interested in a woman as gorgeous as Tamsyn, but after the Katie Evans War back in ’07 (and also ’09 and then again in 2013, which put an end to it until hostilities unexpectedly resumed in 2016), the brothers had all agreed never to date the others’ exes. 

         
         Not that this was a date, of course. It was a business meeting, which was why it was absolutely fucking ridiculous for him
            to feel this disappointed at the idea that she might have dated Rhys. 
         

         
         Even worse, though, was how thrilled—how bloody elated—he felt at the look of horror that crossed her face at the very idea of her and Rhys.
         

         
         “Oh my god, no,” she said quickly, shaking her head. “No, no, no, he was very much attached when I met him.”
         

         
         Sighing, Tamsyn took another sip of her drink, and Bowen got the impression that she was steeling herself. 

         
         “I might,” she said, tilting her head to one side, “have been trying to acquire a certain . . . item, using . . . less than aboveboard means, let’s say.”
         

         
         And now he remembered why her name had sounded so familiar.

         
         Rhiannon’s tits.

         
         “Tamsyn Bligh,” he said, nodding. “Pretended to work for the College of Witchery in Graves Glen, gave Rhys and Vivienne a
            Eurydice Candle to—”
         

         
         “To capture a ghost so that I could sell a possessed candle to a very lucrative client, yup!” she finished up brightly, like if she said it nicely enough, it wouldn’t sound that bad. “But then the ghost was way more dark energy than I was prepared for, your brother and his girlfriend had to save my ass, and I left Georgia a reformed woman. And now I am the very professional, very not-shady Acquirer you see before you now!” 

         
         Holding both hands out to the side, Tamsyn wiggled her fingers with an implied Ta-da! 
         

         
         “Huh” was all Bowen found he could say. And then: “She’s his wife now. Vivienne. Not his girlfriend.”

         
         “Congrats to them. I’ll send a gravy boat. Now”—Tamsyn placed both hands flat on the table, patting out a quick rhythm—“It’s
            Christmas Eve in London, and you’ve brought me out in the freezing rain for what, exactly? I assume a job?”
         

         
         Bowen took another sip of his Stella, trying to get his thoughts in order. From the moment she’d walked in, he’d been playing
            catch-up, and if he wasn’t careful, he was going to say this all wrong.
         

         
         “I want you for me.”

         
         Fuck fuck fucking fuck, mate.

         
         “I want you to work for me,” he clarified as Tamsyn’s eyebrows vanished beneath her heavy bangs, her lips slightly parted. “As an Acquirer, obviously,
            that’s . . . that’s the job I’d be hiring you for. The job that you do already. Only you’d do it for me, as in there are certain things I need—magical things, nothing weird. Well, weird because they’re magic, but nothing dangerous, and you could . . . acquire them. How you do now, but . . . different? Not different in the means you’d use, that is, but—”
         

         
         “You’d like to offer me an exclusive contract to acquire magical artifacts for you and only you,” she interrupted, and Bowen closed his eyes briefly, blowing out a deep breath. 

         
         “Yes. That.”

         
         She studied him in silence for a few beats, long enough for Bowen to wonder how many Rudolph’s Rosés he’d have to drink before
            the memory of these last few minutes was permanently swept away. Five? Half a dozen? Maybe he’d try ten just to be safe.
         

         
         “Why?” she asked, and when he didn’t answer right away, she gave another careless shrug. “I just mean I’ve been acquiring
            for you for over a year now on an as-needed basis. What’s changed?”
         

         
         What had changed was that Bowen had the sense he was running out of time. Ten years now he’d been trying to find a spell that
            would save Declan, and he was no closer than he was the day he started. He couldn’t waste time running down every piece of
            every spell that might work, and no other Acquirer he’d ever worked with had been as good at the gig as Tamsyn was.
         

         
         But no one knew what it was Bowen had been up to for the last decade, and he wasn’t ready to start sharing now. 

         
         “Does it matter so long as my checks clear?” he asked, and Tamsyn rocked back in her chair, grinning.

         
         “Now you’re speaking my language, Bo. Can I call you Bo?”

         
         “Please don’t,” he said, to which she chuckled, folding her arms over her chest.

         
         “Fine. Bowen. How much?” she asked, and Bowen sat up straight, relief coursing through him.
         

         
         This part, he’d been ready for.

         
         He said a number.

         
         She said a different, bigger number.

         
         He said a number smaller than that, but bigger than the first offer, and after a few more back and forths, they settled on
            a price that made them both happy, even if Bowen’s savings account would undoubtedly be wincing. 
         

         
         It would be worth it, though.

         
         The sleet had let up some, and both their glasses were empty as Tamsyn reached for her coat. Bowen stood up, too, grabbing
            his beat-up leather jacket from the back of his chair. The pub wasn’t nearly as crowded now, so there was no need, really,
            for him to put his hand lightly on her lower back as they maneuvered their way to the door, but Bowen found he was doing it
            anyway. She was close enough to him that if he lowered his head just the smallest bit, he could smell her hair.
         

         
         Luckily, even a man who’d spent most of the last decade alone on a Welsh mountainside was more civilized than that.

         
         Barely.

         
         As they reached the vestibule, Tamsyn suddenly turned, looking up at him. Once again, Bowen got the sense that she was trying
            to figure him out, her brain whirring behind those big brown eyes. 
         

         
         “So that’s that?” she said, fluffing her hair out from under the collar of her coat and hitting him with another wave of that
            perfume that somehow smelled like Christmas. Warm, spicy. Like clove and orange. “No paperwork? No contracts? We just shake
            hands like gentlemen, and boom, I work for you?”
         

         
         “Long and short of it, yeah,” Bowen said, sliding his hand out of his pocket and offering it to her.

         
         But Tamsyn didn’t take it. She just stood there in her fuzzy coat as rain pattered on the glass panes in the door, and the plinking synthesizers of “Last Christmas” started up over the speakers. 

         
         “What?” he asked, his voice gruff even as he looked a little more closely at his hand. He’d washed up before sitting down,
            but the kind of magical substances he worked with didn’t always go away with a little soap and water. But there was no stain
            of ichor on his palm, no stubborn dusting of powdered dragon scales (worse than glitter, that shite was), and therefore no
            reason he could think of for her not to shake his hand.
         

         
         And then she said, “Once we shake on it, it’s official, right? We’re coworkers?”

         
         Still confused, Bowen frowned even harder. “Aye,” he confirmed with a nod, and she matched it with a nod of her own.

         
         “Right then. Better do this first.”

         
         With that, she reached out, fisted her hand in the front of his jumper, and yanked his mouth down to hers.

         
         Bowen had a moment—just the briefest spark of a second—to think, What—?

         
         Then no more thoughts at all.

         
         Just taste. Her mouth, sweet and cold from the wine.

         
         Scent. That perfume, but also a deeper, softer scent that he knew was just her skin, the way her sheets would smell.

         
         Feel. Christ, the feel of her. Her lips pliant, mouth wet; her tongue against his with no shame, no hesitation. Like they weren’t in the shadowy
            alcove of a pub, but in her bedroom, alone and far from any eyes. 
         

         
         Somehow Bowen’s hand had fallen to the curve of her hip, his fingers digging into the denim of her jeans as he held her close to him and kissed her back just as thoroughly. He was dimly aware of someone giving an approving whistle, but that was impossible, because there was no one else here, no one else in the whole world, no doubt, except him and this woman. 

         
         And then it was over.

         
         He felt the cold air slide back between them as she stepped out of his arms, her face flushed, her lips almost obscenely wet,
            and those big dark eyes of hers glassy with desire.
         

         
         Bowen’s chest was heaving, his hand still out, fingers curled in the space between them, and Tamsyn gave a shaky laugh as
            she smoothed her hair back from her face.
         

         
         “Personal rule,” she told him. “Never get involved with a coworker. But. Also a personal rule: Never let a good mistletoe moment pass by.”
         

         
         She pointed above them, and Bowen saw the gathered cluster of green leaves, white berries, gold ribbon. 

         
         He was still dazedly staring at it when Tamsyn grabbed his hand and gave it a firm shake.

         
         “See you later, boss,” she said, and with a jingle of the bell and a gust of cold air, she was gone.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            January

         
         
            
               
                  From: BGPCymru@gmail.com

                  To: BlighAcquisitionsLLC@aol.com

                  Subject: (none)

                  T—

                  Attaching description/last known location of 13th century goblet mentioned in last email. Supposed to be a necromancy thing,
                     probably bollocks, but keep an eye out.
                  

                  B

               

               
               
                

                  From: BlighAcquisitionsLLC@aol.com

                  To: BGPCymru@gmail.com

                  Subject: RE: (none)

                  B—

                  “Probably” bollocks? PROBABLY? When it comes to necromancy, I feel like that “probably” is doing a lot of work, my friend!
                     Pay and a half. For hazards.
                  

                  T

               

               
               
                   

                  From: BGPCymru@gmail.com

                  To: BlighAcquisitionsLLC@aol.com

                  Subject: RE: RE: (none)

                  We didn’t negotiate hazard pay.

               

               
               
                   

                  From: BlighAcquisitionsLLC@aol.com

                  To: BGPCymru@gmail.com

                  Subject: RE: RE: RE: (none)

                  Okay, then this is me doing that! Because “zombies” are a hazard, I feel we can both agree. Any items related to necromancy
                     are double my usual fee. (See, this is the negotiating, because before I said “pay and a half,” but then you wanted to argue about it, so now I’m going even higher, and it’s not going to be easy to talk me down, just so you know. 😉)
                  

               

               
               
                   

                  From: BGPCymru@gmail.com

                  To: BlighAcquisitionsLLC@aol.com

                  Subject: RE: RE: RE: RE: (none)

                  Fine. 

               

               
               
                   

                  From: BlighAcquisitionsLLC@aol.com

                  To: BGPCymru@gmail.com

                  Subject: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: (none)

                  Bowen, please stop sending me these long, flowery messages, I don’t have time to read all that, SHEESH! 

               

               
               
                   

                  From: BGPCymru@gmail.com

                  To: BlighAcquisitionsLLC@aol.com

                  Subject: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: (none)

                  Taking the piss out of me is fun, I know, but it doesn’t pay double. Finding that goblet will, so maybe get started on that.

               

               
               
                   

                  From: BlighAcquisitionsLLC@aol.com

                  To: BGPCymru@gmail.com

                  Subject: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: (none)

                  Oh, Bowen.

                  Bowen, Bowen, Bowen.

                  My good buddy Bo. 

                  Didn’t I tell you I was the best? And don’t you think the best can make fun of you and find the goblet? Because while I’ve been engaged in this extremely tense salary negotiation with you, I have also been emailing my buddy Hollis, because I was pretty sure I’d seen this goblet in his collection, and sure enough, it is! Hollis is wrapping that bad boy in bubble wrap as we speak, and I should have it to you next week. 

                  Now admit I fucking rock, and remember my 30% finder’s fee!

                  Xoxo!

                  Tamsyn

               

               
               
                   

                  From: BGPCymru@gmail.com

                  To: BlighAcquisitionsLLC@aol.com

                  Subject: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: RE: (none)

                  Christ Almighty, Tamsyn, you’re a bloody wonder. Bit terrifying, but a wonder all the same. 

                  Cheers. (And double your fee is 20%, but nice try.)

                  B

               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            May

         
         
            
               
                  Remember how I get hazard pay for necromancy stuff? Well, I have an addition—gonna need at least quadruple pay for anything
                     involving slime. 
                  

                  Do I even want to know?

                  You definitely don’t, but I’m going to tell you anyway. (Also, did you know sea monsters are real? Okay, not MONSTER monsters,
                     these were just weird little specimens in jars. Or rather they WERE in jars, until yours truly was reaching for your stupid
                     cauldron.)
                  

                  Did you get the cauldron?

                  Awww, Bo!! Your concern for my well-being is so touching! Now I’m really sad I put back that “World’s Best Boss” mug I almost
                     got you at the airport! 
                  

                  I’ll pay your dry-cleaning bill.

                  And I’m sorry you got slimed. 

                  Although I know Dr. Lewis’s collection pretty well, and those aren’t sea monsters. They’re attempts at re-creating dragons
                     on a small scale using lizards.
                  

                  Obviously not a successful experiment in the end.

                  Anyway. 

                  (Not slime is the point I’m making, more a mix of saline and I think amniotic fluid.)

                  (Not magic slime, just normal human organic stuff.)

                  (If that makes you feel better?)

                  Hello?

                  Sorry. Everything about that series of text messages sent me into some kind of fugue state. 

                  I am a different person now than I was before I read any of that. I was so much younger just two minutes ago. So innocent.
                     So unknowing.
                  

                  Ha-ha. 

                  I love texting with you, Bowen, truly. It’s either like talking to a GPS or it’s full-on campfire shit, nothing in between.

                  “The artifact is located in the northeast quadrant of the home.”

                  “DID YOU KNOW THESE MAGICAL THUMBSCREWS ONCE WENT ON A THUMBSCREWING RAMPAGE IN 15TH CENTURY BELGIUM?”

                  Really wish you would’ve rephrased “thumbscrewing.”

                  Big words from Mr. It’ll Surely Make Tamsyn Feel Better to Learn She Is Currently Covered in Amniotic Fluid and the Remnants
                     of Frankenstein Lizards.
                  

                  When you put it like that, I can see where I fucked up.

                  THANK YOU.

                  (Still not going back for that mug.)
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                  TamOShanter: Why are you awake and online at 3 in the morning?
                  

                  BGPCymru: Working
                  

                  TamOShanter: I figured that. On what?
                  

                  BGPCymru: Spellwork. Boring, trust me.
                  

                  BGPCymru: What time is it where you are?
                  

                  TamOShanter: I’m home right now, so a little after ten p.m. 
                  

                  BGPCymru: You have a home?
                  

                  BGPCymru: Sorry, that sounded rude. I just meant that I always picture you in motion.
                  

                  BGPCymru: Traveling, I don’t picture you moving.
                  

                  BGPCymru: Like your body, I don’t picture that.
                  

                  TamOShanter: Exactly what every girl longs to hear!
                  

                  TamOShanter: And I know you’re over there typing out a long response to this that is just digging the hole deeper and deeper, so let me
                     spare you from that and tell you that I knew what you meant, I am absolutely BEGGING YOU not to explain any more.
                  

                  TamOShanter: And home is South Carolina, btw. Low Country. Not far from Charleston. I bought a plot of land and an Airstream trailer a
                     while back.
                  

                  TamOShanter: Honestly, you’d probably love it. I can go days without seeing another person out here.
                  

                  BGPCymru: I’ve gone months without seeing someone up here.
                  

                  TamOShanter: Ooooh, are we having a Lonely Loser-Off? Because I will cede that title to you, friend. No one hermits better than you.
                  

                  BGPCymru: Thank you.
                  

                  BGPCymru: I think.
                  

                  TamOShanter: I actually was thinking of you just last week. I was in London and dropped into the Queen’s Head. 
                  

                  TamOShanter: Sadly no Rudolph Rosé until next month, but they assure me they’ve got an even twirlier straw this year!
                  

                  TamOShanter: Just in case you didn’t have plans on Christmas Eve—sorry, YULE—this year. 
                  

                  TamOShanter: I mean, it did take me three days and about a thousand teeth-brushings to make my teeth not pink after drinking that thing last year, but if we wanted to make liver poisoning an annual tradition, I’m available!
                  

                  BGPCymru: I’ll be in Graves Glen this year. 
                  

                  BGPCymru: Taran’s first Yule.
                  

                  TamOShanter: Oh, right! The new addition! How is your nephew?
                  

                  BGPCymru: From the pictures Vivienne sends, bald. Happy. Really interested in eating his hands. 
                  

                  TamOShanter: Please tell me you’re bringing him a developmentally appropriate gift and not, like, an elk horn dagger for scrying or something.
                  

                  BGPCymru: You couldn’t use a dagger for scrying, and in any case, a witch doesn’t get his first elk horn until he’s thirteen. 
                  

                  BGPCymru: (That was a joke.)
                  

                  BGPCymru: (There’s no age limit on elk horn.)
                  

                  BGPCymru: Anyway, not sure how long I’ll be there. I think they’d like me to stay for most of December, but that feels like . . . a
                     lot.
                  

                  TamOShanter: Bowen, two hours in another person’s company is probably “a lot” for you. A month with family? Family with a BABY??? You
                     will need an entire TANK of Rudolph Rosé by Christmas Eve.
                  

                  BGPCymru: Too fucking right. All right then, sorted. I’ve got a Traveling Stone, so getting there from Graves Glen won’t be hard. Christmas
                     Eve, the Queen’s Head. You and me. Twirly straws.
                  

                  TamOShanter: Red dye 40 and glitter.
                  

                  BGPCymru: Pink teeth and liver failure.
                  

                  TamOShanter: Mistletoe and bad choices.
                  

                  BGPCymru . . .

                  BGPCymru . . .

                  BGPCymru is typing

                  BGPCymru . . .

                  BGPCymru is typing

                  BGPCymru: Was that a bad choice?
                  

                  BGPCymru: The mistletoe?
                  

                  TamOShanter: Ohhhh, it is too late to be having this conversation, Bowen. That way lies danger.
                  

                  BGPCymru: You’re right. Sorry. 
                  

                  BGPCymru: Honestly, I should get some sleep. Words are starting to blur, and I’m clearly at the talking bullshit stage.
                  

                  TamOShanter: And I have a hot date with several Real Housewives currently saved on my DVR.
                  

                  BGPCymru: Clearly time to go to bed because every bit of that sentence sounds like a hallucination to me.
                  

                  TamOShanter: Ha-ha. Okay, off you go! Have fun in Georgia, and see you Christmas Eve.
                  

                  BGPCymru: See you then.
                  

                  BGPCymru: Oh, and check your email tomorrow, I might have a lead on a dagger I need you to track down for me.
                  

                  TamOShanter: Classic Friday at the office! Will do. Night, boss.
                  

                  BGPCymru: Night, Tam (still not your boss).
                  

                  BGPCymru: (And I didn’t think it was a bad choice, by the way. The mistletoe.)
                  

                  TamOShanter: (Neither did I.)
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            This December

         

         “Santa hat.”

         
         “Absolutely not.”

         
         “Santa. Hat.”

         
         “Just repeating the words is not an effective argument, you know.”

         
         “A hat in the style of Santa.”

         
         “Rhys, I will chuck you straight out of that window if you come any closer to me with that abomination.”

         
         Bowen had been in Graves Glen for—he checked his watch—about twenty minutes now, and this was the third argument his brothers
            had had. The first had been over peppermint lattes (Rhys was in favor, Wells was not). The second had been about . . . well,
            Bowen hadn’t really been paying attention until Wells and Rhys had gotten pissed off enough to lapse into Welsh, and by that
            point, it had mostly just been insults. 
         

         
         Now Rhys stood on the other side of the counter at Penhallow’s, the magical shop Wells ran in Graves Glen, dangling a red-and-white hat at his eldest brother with a decidedly demented gleam in his eye, and Bowen wondered if he should get involved. 

         
         Of course, the last time he’d done that—the Yule Brawl of ’02—he’d ended up with a dislocated elbow, bright green hair, and
            the unfortunate “talent” of only being able to speak in iambic pentameter. It had taken their father nearly a week to find
            a reversal for that spell, and even now, Shakespeare made Bowen shudder, so yeah, probably best to sit this one out.
         

         
         Luckily, there was another Penhallow happy to put a stop to this nonsense.

         
         Just as Rhys went to lean in a little closer, hat still dangling from one crooked finger, it was snatched out of his hand
            by the baby strapped into some kind of contraption on Rhys’s chest, and as the three brothers watched, Rhys’s son, Taran,
            attempted to shove the entire thing into his mouth.
         

         
         “Oh, no, fy machgen, let’s not do that,” Rhys said, tugging the hat from his son as Wells chuckled.
         

         
         “See? The boy is clearly on my side.”

         
         “He is not,” Rhys said, putting the now slightly mangled and damp hat on the counter. “He just doesn’t want us arguing on
            Bowen’s first day back. A peacekeeper, my son. A pacifist. Isn’t that right, Taran?”
         

         
         At the sound of his name, the baby tilted his head back, giving a gummy smile to his father before releasing what, to Bowen’s ears, sounded an awful lot like a banshee’s cry and flailing out with one adorably small hand to try to grab a handful of wands from the ceramic vase on Penhallow’s counter. 

         
         Both Wells and Rhys made nearly identical shouts of alarm as they reached out to steady the vase, but a few wands escaped
            anyway, rolling to where Bowen sat perched on the arm of a velvet wingback chair.
         

         
         He leaned down to pick them up, but before he could, one slowly floated up from the floor, wobbling a little before clattering
            back down.
         

         
         Taran gave another happy shriek, kicking his little feet and waving his arms, and Bowen got up and walked over to Rhys, crouching
            down to look in his nephew’s eyes. 
         

         
         They were the same clear hazel as Vivienne’s, but the expression in them was pure Rhys Penhallow, and Bowen frowned as he
            straightened up.
         

         
         “One of you was really enough,” he said, nodding toward the baby strapped to Rhys’s chest. “Not sure I’m up for going through
            this again.”
         

         
         “First of all,” Rhys said, wrapping one arm around Taran’s middle, “I was a delight as a child. All my teachers said so.”
         

         
         “You know the words ‘handful’ and ‘chaos personified’ and ‘perhaps actual demon, has your family been dabbling in sorcery?’
            do not mean the same thing as ‘delightful,’ don’t you?” Wells mused.
         

         
         He’d turned away, pulling a massive black ledger out from under the counter, so he didn’t see the deeply offended glare Rhys
            shot his way.
         

         
         “And ‘pleasure to have in class’ is what they say when you’re a stuck-up swot who will never know the touch of a woman, but you don’t see me pointing that out to you, do you?” Rhys replied. 

         
         “Stuck up, yes,” Gwyn, Wells’s girlfriend, chimed in, clomping up the stairs from the storage room, a cardboard box cradled
            in her arms. “And I don’t know what a ‘swot’ is, but that does kind of sound like Esquire, so I’ll allow it. However!”
         

         
         She dropped the box on the counter next to Wells, its contents rattling as she leaned over to throw an arm around his neck,
            pulling him close even as he began to write in the ledger. 
         

         
         “Trust me, he knows this particular woman’s touch very, very well.”
         

         
         Wells smirked, finally lifting his gaze from the book. “Thank you, my darling,” he said, turning to press a kiss to Gwyn’s
            temple.
         

         
         Rhys’s hands hovered around Taran’s head, landing briefly over his ears before settling over the baby’s eyes instead, and
            Bowen grunted in amusement.
         

         
         “See what you did, being a smart-arse?” he asked Rhys. “Now we have to think about Wells shagging, and that’s on you.”

         
         Rhys’s hands flew back to Taran’s ears, the baby giggling and kicking his feet again. “Yes, I realize that backfired on me,
            now let’s all just stop talking about it before Taran’s first word is ‘shagging’ and Vivienne curses me yet again. Justly
            this time.”
         

         
         “It was pretty justly the first time,” Gwyn said just as Wells muttered, “You honestly did deserve that,” and Bowen added,
            “Complete wanker behavior.”
         

         
         Rhys straightened up to his full height, looking as dignified as a man could with a small child wearing a onesie proclaiming “Daddy’s Li’l Turkey!” strapped to his chest. “You are all horrible influences on my son, and I can no longer risk his potential moral degeneracy by staying in your company. Come, Taran. Let’s go see if the nice ladies at the Coffee Cauldron have one of those cake pops for you to mangle.” 

         
         With that, he left the shop, the bell overhead jangling.

         
         “I don’t think I’m ever going to get used to Rhys being someone’s father,” Bowen said, watching his brother walk past Penhallow’s
            window, one hand still firmly on his son’s stomach, his dark hair flopping over his forehead as he leaned down to press a
            kiss to Taran’s head. It was strange, the way that casual, affectionate gesture made Bowen’s chest feel a little tight. 
         

         
         “The hell of it is,” Wells said with a sigh, “he’s really bloody good at it. No idea how he picked it up so naturally.”

         
         Bowen glanced over at his older brother. The estrangement from Simon Penhallow had been necessary for all three brothers,
            but Bowen knew Wells had taken it the hardest. Of course, Wells had been the most hurt by their father’s scheming in the end.
         

         
         Wells must’ve been thinking the same thing, because he sighed and seemed to shake himself a bit before saying, “Anyway, his
            propensity for chaos aside, Taran is a delightful child. Thank Rhiannon for those Jones genes, I suppose.”
         

         
         “Aww, babe, you think I’m delightful?” Gwyn replied, then pointed at Bowen. “You are my witness, Bowen. He said it.”

         
         Smiling slightly, Bowen lifted his hand in acknowledgment. “I was also witness to how absolutely shattered he was when he thought he’d fucked it all up with you, if you want to hear that story. Again.” 

         
         “You know I do,” Gwyn said with a wink, and the tops of Wells’s ears went slightly red. “Anyway,” she went on, “Esquire is
            right about Taran being delightful. I’ve asked Vivi to start bringing him into Something Wicked whenever she can, because
            he may be only ten months old, but that kid is a natural born salesperson. He’ll point at something in the store and start
            cooing over it, and the next thing you know, everyone wants whatever it is he liked. It’s like . . .”
         

         
         “Magic?” Bowen supplied, his eyebrows raised, and Gwyn’s smile faded.

         
         “Shit. I’m letting a baby ensorcell my customers, aren’t I?” Then she shrugged. “Oh, well. He usually likes the cheapest stuff
            in the store anyway.”
         

         
         “So when you two have kids, are you going to make them split their time between the stores?” Bowen asked, but Gwyn shook her
            head.
         

         
         “Oh, kids are not for us,” she said. “We already decided that. A of all, we have the Baby Witches, and that’s all the parenting
            we can handle.”
         

         
         Bowen was fairly certain the “Baby Witches” Gwyn and Wells so often referred to were all people in their twenties, but he
            wisely held his tongue as Gwyn went on. “And B, Sir Purrcival has very strong opinions about babies, turns out. The first
            time Taran tried to pet him, he used
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