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      It was magical.

      Glittering lights on a festive banquet table, a cornucopia of holiday delights I’d been up late making, baking, and trimming. All my own skill and no witchcraft. A glazed ham, a spiced Christmas cake soaked in enough rum to curl a pirate’s beard, the house awash in the rich scent of freshly baked gingerbread. A fire burning in the hearth, Ella Fitzgerald crooning from the stereo, Hemlock and Russet dozing peacefully on the rug together. Conri and me cuddling on the sofa, sipping eggnog. We would even have matching ugly Christmas sweaters, and in this fantasy, they’d be as perfect as the rest of it.

      “I don’t know why you’re making such a big deal, Belinda,” Conri said.

      I’d already told him why I didn’t want to do any Christmas preparation using magic. Sure, with a few basic conjurings, this place would be giving Martha Stewart a run for her money, but a perfect Christmas was something I’d always wanted to create, so it was important I did it, not the witchcraft. No matter how many batches of gingerbread I’d already burned, or the fact that my Christmas cake turned out more like a football than anything anyone could actually eat.

      Conri scratched at the beard he’d been cultivating since the start of December and took a sip from his beer bottle. “You’re always saying your magic is a part of you,” he said. “What’s the difference here?”

      “It’s the principle. Christmas has to be special,” I said and hoped he wouldn’t ask me anything more about something I didn’t know how to explain.

      He was right—for as long as he’d known me, I’d said my magic was my truest core. But ever since I’d taken in the power of the Serpent’s Disc, there was a niggle in my mind that that core was now not as true as I’d once believed. The only thing I knew for sure was this was the first Christmas with us living together as a family. It would be the most perfect holiday ever, and I was going to pull it all together using my own sweat and, yes, if it came to it, blood and tears.

      I wiped my brow with the back of my hand, leaving a smear of flour across my face. There was flour everywhere else, so it didn’t make much of a difference.

      Conri stood behind me and placed his huge hand on my shoulder in what I tried to remember was meant to be a supportive, affectionate gesture, even though it landed more like a heavy annoyance, another thing weighing me down. “It already is special,” he said. “You don’t have to go to all this trouble for just the two of us.”

      “I want to, okay?” I said. “It’s important to me, so it should be important to you.”

      “It is important to me. But so is you not going crazy with enough food to feed the whole town rather than two people.”

      “If you don’t want me to go crazy, maybe you could put your beer down for thirty seconds and give me a hand.”

      “But you told me to back off when I tried to help before. Isn’t it better I stay out of the kitchen?”

      “Isn’t it better you do what I tell you to do when I tell you to do it?” I snapped.

      I witnessed my insanity as an out-of-body experience—I knew I was acting crazy. Rational behavior was about as far from this situation as my Christmas reality was from my Christmas fantasy. And there was the problem. Where was my Christmas fairy-tale magic?

      Conri poked at the miserable cake. “Most people don’t even like fruit cake. I’m totally fine without it.”

      “Well, I like fruitcake, and I like fruitcake at Christmas. Just because it’s the butt of a national joke, you think I shouldn’t make myself a Christmas treat I might actually enjoy for once?”

      “Okay, okay, we’ll have the cake,” Conri said slowly, stepping away from both me and the hardboiled mess.

      “Have you lit the candles on the tree yet?”

      “I still don’t think it’s a good idea to have open flames on a tree. What about Russet and Hemlock?”

      “My cat will be fine. It’s up to you to control your dog.”

      “Or maybe we could not put an extreme fire hazard in his path in the first place? That’d be easier, right?”

      “You want things to be easier? Help me out. You can start glazing the ham, can’t you? It’s easy. Even a man could do it.”

      Conri stepped away and drained the last of his beer. I knew he was swallowing his temper along with his craft pilsner, and the rational part of me, which was taking a back seat to this Christmassy demon I’d somehow conjured, loved him and thanked him for it. Silently. The Christmas demon just huffed and kept on cooking.

      “Where’s the ham?” he said, his head in the refrigerator, which was so full it was hard to get the door closed.

      “In the refrigerator. Obviously.”

      “Obviously, that’s where I’m looking, and obviously it’s not here. Otherwise, I’d be obviously seeing it.”

      “It’s right there, Conri. Front and center. I put it there myself.”

      “Do you want to show me, then?” he said, the testiness he’d been suppressing rising to the surface.

      My Christmas demon slammed the rolling pin down on the counter, sending another plume of flour across the surface and dusting Hemlock’s already graying fur. He hissed and swiped at my ankles, never one to hide his annoyance.

      Since we’d moved into the new place with Conri and Russet, Hemlock hadn’t been shy about expressing his displeasure at our changed living arrangements. At first, it was just a scratch here and a hiss there, usually directed at Conri and his dog, but then he’d ramped it up by attacking the furniture—only when he knew we were watching. He rarely spoke to me unless he desperately wanted something, but I sometimes heard him whispering to the endlessly sweet but ever-so-stupid dog, who looked on dumbfounded. I waited for Hemlock to get over it and thanked heavens that, no matter how cantankerous he was, he wasn’t the kind of cat to express himself by not using his litter box.

      “Out of the way,” I said, giving Hemlock a soft kick. “You get out of the way too.” I moved in front of Conri, ready to yell at him when I produced the seven-pound ham he’d been too blind to see.

      The ham wasn’t there.

      “I put it here this morning when I came home from the supermarket,” I said. “Where is it?”

      “How should I know?” Conri said. The defense smothering his words annoyed me as much as my missing main course.

      “Well, it can’t just get up and walk away,” I said.

      “Always a risk with leg ham,” Conri said. I wanted to slap the smirk off his face. My perfect Christmas was well on the way to being ruined, and he was making jokes?

      I shoved stuff around in the fridge, knocking over the bowl of glaze and watching the oily, sticky mess dribble down to the next shelf all over my pre-prepared vegetables.

      “It has to be here somewhere,” he said.

      “Well, it’s not.” I slammed the fridge door, hearing something else fall and probably spill inside. What did it matter now if anything else got ruined?

      Maybe I’d left it in the car? Did I imagine I’d even bought it in the first place?

      “You might want to ask the idiot hound,” Hemlock said.

      I spun to face my familiar. “What do you know?”

      “Oh no,” Conri said. “I did see Russet skulking out back earlier, I thought he might’ve been upset about the cold, but if he’s got something to hide…”

      “Go and find him!”

      Dinner was done for. I was done for. Christmas Eve, seven p.m., and we hadn’t even put on our ugly sweaters yet. The whole event was done for.

      Hemlock perched silently on the stool beside me, his measured blink saying it all.

      “Shut up,” I said.

      Was a perfect Christmas, once in my life, too much to ask? When you grow up in foster homes, Christmas always seems like something you’re never really a part of. Sometimes the better families did something to make us feel included—a small gift, a role in the family tradition. Still, I always knew it was an empty gesture and could practically hear them thinking how much better the holiday would be without the foster kids everyone sensed were somehow strange.

      Now that I lived a life resembling something close to perfect—the friends, the job, the house, the man, the magic—I expected a perfect holiday was the next logical eventuality.

      I picked at a blob of raw dough. At least it tasted okay, and at the rate I was going, it would be all there was for Christmas dinner.

      My phone sprang to life on the counter, half-buried in empty bags of flour and heavily dusted with ground cinnamon.

      “Hi, Lila,” I sighed, glad for the distraction.

      “Merry Christmas Eve,” she said. “How’s your night?”

      “If complete chaos is what I was aiming for, then it’s going exactly to plan,” I said. “What’s up?”

      “I know you said you wanted to do a small and quiet holiday, just you and Conri.” Small and quiet. I had said that, hadn’t I? I’d honestly meant it before the Christmas demon had come along to take root in my brain. “But Mom is making me call you and ask if you want to come over to our place tomorrow. Samir can’t make it, and she’s made so much extra. He was supposed to be bringing his new girlfriend, and Mom was going all out for it. If you ask me, I’d say that’s why he’s not coming. Too much pressure. It’s so weird how this holiday makes people go crazy and overdo things, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, totally weird,” I said, casting a guilty glance around my exploded kitchen.

      “So? Should I add your name to the guest list? Gran is coming in from Willowswood too. I’d love for you to meet her.”

      Lila spoke often and fondly of her grandmother, who she swore was the sweetest, funniest person in the known universe, and the closest relative she had with any fae power. I was curious to meet the lady, but not quite curious enough to spend Christmas with someone else’s family.

      “Thanks, but I have things going on here,” I said. “And I don’t want to impose.”

      “No imposition, I swear. I’d love for you to come. It would give me someone normal to talk to with amidst all the Christmas madness currently swamping my parents’ house. Sean and I are staying the night, and I think that was a mistake. Dad has him cornered in the living room, forcing him to watch his model trains go around and around, and you know Sean, far too polite for his own good. Tell me you’ll come.”

      “I really can’t. I’m already cooking for tomorrow.”

      “Then bring your stuff.”

      “Didn’t you say your mom has already made too much? Why would she want to have anything else brought in?”

      “Extras on top of extras. Isn’t gluttony what Christmas is all about?”

      “No, I can’t come. I’ve fully committed here, and Conri wouldn’t like a day of people he doesn’t know.”

      “Conri or you?” Lila said. She always said she couldn’t use her psychic fae magic on someone over the phone, only when she was standing in front of them. So I guess she just knew me well enough to understand me spending Christmas amongst people I hardly knew was my idea of a holiday horror.

      “It’s not gonna happen, sorry,” I said. “I’ve gone too far on this little celebration to back away from it now.”

      “How little is this feast you’re putting on if you can’t turn away from it?”

      “Just a couple of dishes, Conri’s favorites,” I said, gnawing the inside of my lip.

      The back door closed with a gentle click, very unlike Conri, who usually let it slam behind him. Slow, heavy steps echoed down the hall toward the kitchen.

      “You might want to stay sitting down,” he said. He held something behind his back.

      “Hold on, Lila,” I said and covered the phone with my hand. “Do I want to even know?”

      Conri held up a mangled pink lump that had once been my ham, half-devoured, torn plastic wrap hanging off it, smudged with dirt and dripping with Russet slobber. I erupted with a squeal that came very close to a scream.

      “That damned dog,” I started.

      “This is going to be good,” Hemlock said.

      “What’s happening?” Lila’s voice came through the phone.

      “Now, let’s wait a second before things get crazy,” Conri said. Always the diplomat when it came to his can-do-no-wrong hellhound. Sure, I loved Russet, but at that moment, seeing the last shreds of hope for my Hallmark Christmas dissolved in a pool of dog saliva and crusty mud, the pound might have been a good option.

      “What am I going to do now?” I wailed. “The dinner is ruined.”

      “It’s fine,” Conri said. “Well, the ham is screwed, but it’s not like Christmas is altogether over.”

      “We can’t have Christmas dinner with a pile of raw cookies, a rubbery cake, and half-baked gingerbread.”

      Conri sniffed the air. “I smell something,” he said.

      “Oh, really? You’re going to get all werewolf instinct on me now?”

      “No, it’s smoke. Can you smell smoke?”

      He was right. I could smell it too. “Oh no, the gingerbread! Not again!”

      Conri ran to the oven, tossing the dog ravaged ham on the counter and flicking its juicy muck all over my rolled-out cookie dough.

      “Don’t open it,” I yelled a second too late as he opened the oven door, releasing a billow of smoke into the kitchen. The smoke detectors shrieked. Hemlock shot off the stool and vanished into one of his many hiding places. Russet howled from outside, tormented by having his prize meal stolen. Conri hopped around fanning the air with a dishcloth as the last shreds of my magical Christmas fantasy literally went up in smoke.

      I sank back onto the stool, defeated.
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