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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Blue Christmas

          

        

      

    

    
      The greased-up pompadours of the Elvis dancers glinted in the December sunshine. In Tokyo’s Yoyogi Park, seven men grooved and jived in a loose circle as an almost-but-not-quite-right cover of “C’mon Everybody” blared through a nearby speaker. Ostensibly the men were dancing together, but in truth each was lost in a rockabilly fantasia of his own. Hips swiveled and elbows pumped for an audience of lovesick girls who existed only in the dancers’ minds. Occasionally one of them would burst into the center of the circle for a bit of anachronistic breakdancing.

      Although no live teenyboppers were screaming for their Japanese Elvises (Elvi?), a modest crowd had gathered to watch, nonetheless. Delighted tourists snapped photos and videos to entertain the folks back home. Meanwhile locals looked on with a sort of knowing amusement; the “rock ’n’ roller-zoku,” as the men were known, have been a constant presence in the park for decades.

      Meanwhile Delilah Melrose stood apart from it all: frowning, miserable, lost in her own thoughts.

      Or rather, just one thought: Papa would have loved this.

      When the song ended, the dancers gathered in a clump near the speaker. They whispered to one another, clearly planning something.

      What could this be, wondered the crowd, perhaps some special event?

      Soon the rock ’n’ roller-zoku traded their leather jackets for red coats lined with white fur. They draped strings of battery-powered twinkle lights around their necks. One brave soul even pinned a floppy Santa hat to the top of his pompadour.

      Oh yes, thought the crowd. A lovely Christmas show!

      Oh no, thought Delilah. A goddamn Christmas show.

      Delilah had deliberately, naively, chosen to visit East Asia in December, hoping to skip the holidays. She didn’t realize that going to Tokyo to avoid Christmas is like going to Los Angeles to avoid smog. She’d traveled thousands of miles to avoid the holly-jolly and found herself positively soaking in it.

      As the opening notes of “Santa Claus is Back in Town” echoed across the park, Delilah turned and fled towards Harajuku Station.

      Roughly wiping at her eyes with the back of her hand, she muttered, “Fucking Christmas . . .”
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        * * *

      

      Delilah’s misguided decision to visit Tokyo in December had been made in the worst possible way—in the middle of an argument.

      She was the eldest of three sisters: Scarlett was second, and Luna third. All three were witches, as was their mother, and as were all the women in their small New England town of Oak Haven. The Melrose family was something of a “first among equals” in the town: their lineage dated all the way back to the town founders, who’d fled Salem back in the seventeenth century.

      The girls’ idyllic childhood had come to an abrupt and horrific end with the death of their father when Delilah was nineteen, Scarlett eighteen, and Luna sixteen. Each daughter had responded to the tragedy in her own way. Scarlett fled to the West Coast, swearing off magic and trying to blend in with the normies of San Francisco. Luna did the exact opposite: she focused obsessively on her magical studies, drifting from coven to coven like an excessively curious tumbleweed.

      And Delilah? Delilah was the eldest. Responsible. Reliable. She didn’t wander and study and perfect her witchcraft like Luna, and she didn’t run away and date boys and feign “normality” like Scarlett. No. Delilah stayed.

      She’d devoted the decade after Papa’s death to managing the Melrose family business: Oak Haven’s Stargazer Inn. She worked, and behaved herself, and stood glumly behind the reservation desk as her twenties passed her by.

      When Scarlett finally did return to Oak Haven, she offered to assume her share of the burden in caring for the inn. Which meant Delilah suddenly found herself a free agent for the first time in her life. With great excitement, she’d packed a bag. The only question was, where to go?

      Travel is quite different for Oak Haven witches than for average people. The women of Oak Haven have the ability to create and move through portals: a wall in one place can become a door to any other. For an Oak Haven witch, traveling from the Stargazer Hotel to, say, a Marriott in Sydney was merely a question of the right incantation and a pristine level of mental focus.

      Gifted with the ability to go anywhere, baby sister Luna had ravenously gone everywhere. And in all the places she visited, she sought out magical communities with interesting ways of working and thinking and practicing their craft. It had been an adventurous life . . . but also rather a lonely one. So when Delilah asked to come along, Luna was delighted to have a companion.

      They visited a coven on Mongolia’s Eastern Steppes, where they studied a remarkable form of nature magic that could bend the very air to their will. They visited the fairy chimneys of Cappadocia, Turkey, where the witches cure disease and extend life nearly to infinity. They practiced telekinesis with the Warlpiri in the Great Sandy Desert of Australia. Luna was over the moon: at last, she had a companion in learning about all the mysteries of the magical world.

      As it turned out, what Delilah mainly learned was that she hated sleeping in yurts.

      And she wasn’t so interested in finding out the mysteries of the magical world. She was more keen on finding eight-hundred-thread-count sheets and a bartender who could make a decent Manhattan.

      To her credit, Delilah’s patience with her sister’s vagrant lifestyle stretched for nearly eight months. But when her little sister proposed a lengthy stay with a cadre of reindeer-herding witches in Siberia, Delilah put her foot down in the firmest possible of ways.

      “I’ve had it! Enough ‘roughing it’ in some forgotten corner of the planet. I swear to you, I won’t milk another goddamn yak, no matter what you say!”

      “But Del,” Luna explained patiently, “there aren’t any yaks in Siberia.”

      “Don’t pretend you don’t understand what I mean.”

      “I know, we do rough it, a bit.”

      “A bit!” Delilah exclaimed. “A bit?! Compared to you, Luna, the Donner Party roughed it, a bit.”

      “That’s a cheap shot. We’re visiting the places where truly powerful magic still exists. The forgotten, overlooked places. And it’s so important that we study and understand these practices before the modern world wipes them away completely.”

      “Luna! I’ve been trapped behind a desk for my whole life. The modern world is exactly what I want!”

      “Well . . . okay . . .” Her sister thought for a moment. “Actually, there is a coven of powerful mind readers I’ve been meaning to visit in New York City.”

      “New York City? Okay, now you’re talking.”

      “They live in the subway tunnels under Times Square. Is that the sort of thing you’re after?”

      “Subway tunnels.” Delilah sighed miserably. “No, baby sister of mine, that’s not the sort of thing I’m after. I’m after stuffing myself with duck confit at La Tour d’Argent. I’m after dancing down Bourbon Street in a second-line parade. I’m after singing karaoke in Shibuya. Doesn’t any of that sound appealing to you?”

      “I guess.” Luna shrugged. “But not more appealing than what we accomplished last month.”

      “We stood on a dirt road in Middle of Nowhere, Australia, and learned to levitate rocks.”

      “You were so good at it, though! Telekinesis isn’t a natural part of an Oak Haven witch’s toolkit, but you were amazing!”

      “I don’t care, Luna.”

      “C’mon, of course you do! Telekinesis is very cool.”

      Delilah lifted an eyebrow. “It ain’t cooler than duck confit, sweetheart.”
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        * * *

      

      And so it was that the sisters went their separate ways. Luna, to her appointment with the Siberian witches, and Delilah, to her date with decadence.

      She did indeed find that second-line parade, and she did consume her weight in duck confit. With those two boxes checked, it was on to Tokyo, where Delilah had arrived just yesterday. She’d stepped through a portal inside the colorful street art in Paris’s La Pointe Poulmarch and emerged in an octopus vendor’s stall in the Tsukiji Outer Market.

      As she wandered aimlessly across the city, she was shocked by the holiday light displays and the Christmas cake stands on every corner. Despite the loveliness of Tokyo at Christmas (or, really, because of it), Delilah began to worry she’d made a serious miscalculation.

      Eventually she’d found herself in Yoyogi Park.

      While he was alive, Papa Melrose had devoutly loved three things: his family, Christmas, and Elvis. For Delilah, the rock ’n’ roller-zoku presented quite a personal, though unintentional, punch in the face.

      Determined to salvage the trip, she’d abandoned the park and headed for Karaoke Kan Shibuya. At the bar, she downed a large sake and performed a Bonnie Tyler two-shot of “It’s a Heartache” followed by “Total Eclipse of the Heart.” The crowd ate her up; in fact, she wasn’t allowed to pay for a single drink the rest of the night. One chap liked her so well he’d followed her back to her hotel like a lost puppy.

      He was still snoring beside her when she awoke this morning.

      Haruto? Delilah thought. No, that’s not his name. Hiroshi? Haruki?

      She sighed. Oh dear.

      Once she’d gotten her bedmate dressed and out the door (his name was in fact Haruto, she’d had it right the first time), Delilah pulled on her fuzzy hotel robe, poured herself some room-service coffee, and pulled back the window shades. Gazing out at splashy Shinjuku City below, Delilah was aghast at what she saw.

      The Christmas of it all. The Christmas was absolutely blinding.

      And yet . . . despite how foreign Tokyo was to a Yankee like Delilah, even so there was something oddly familiar about it all. It took Delilah a while, sitting by the window with her coffee, to figure out why. A quick query to her phone revealed that Christians comprise maybe three percent of Japan’s population; interestingly that was roughly the same percentage to be found in Delilah’s witch-dominated—which is to say pagan—hometown. And once the traditional reason for the season is cut loose from its theological moorings, well. All bets were off. With no Christ Child to bring solemnity to the proceedings, Christmas quickly spun off its axis into rock ’n’ roller-zoku Santas and a strange devotion to fried chicken.

      Delilah was still mulling the cultural connection she’d found when a huge crash emanated from the bathroom. It was the sound of multiple haircare products hitting porcelain, followed by a hearty “Oh for crying out loud!”

      Delilah wasn’t startled by the racket. She was barely even surprised by it. With a deep sigh, she hauled herself to standing and moped over to the bathroom door. “What do you want?”

      There behind the glass shower door stood her sister, sopping wet in blue jeans and a grey Stanford University sweatshirt. Scarlett grinned widely. “Finally! There you are! This is the seventh damn bathroom I’ve checked in this hotel.”

      “It took you seven tries to locate my room?” tsked Delilah. “Still lousy at locator spells, I see. And why are you wet?”

      “I was never lousy! It’s not my fault that . . . ugh!” Scarlett freed herself from the pile of shampoo bottles and climbed out of the shower. “You’ve got way too many haircare products—it’s ridiculous. Anyhow, it’s not my fault that the locator spell was invented long before people could live fifty stories in mid-air. The spell gave me your latitude and longitude but not your altitude, which is a bit of a challenge in a building of this—ooh, is that a bidet? How class!”

      Delilah frowned. “It’s very simple to adjust the spell for altitude, if you just . . . You know what, no. I’m not doing Spell 101 with you. Get out of my shower and go home.”

      “Cut me some slack.” Scarlett yanked a towel off the rack and tried to dry herself off. “I’m having a hell of a day. I’ve been all over this hotel looking for you. I’ve blundered into at least two close encounters of the infidelity kind, then a poor chap nearly opened his jugular when he saw me behind him in the shaving mirror. And⁠—”

      “None of which explains why you’re wet.”

      “And . . . I’m getting to that . . . a Belgian woman was trying to enjoy a relaxing bubble bath when I was suddenly in the tub with her. Which made her, shall we say, rather the opposite of relaxed. In fact, we should probably get going because I’m pretty sure she’s summoning the authorities as we speak.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      “We need you at home, Del.”

      “I’m busy. Go handle it yourself.”

      “Haven’t you seen my texts?”

      “I assumed it was obvious that I’m ignoring your texts, Scar.”

      “But I used the little police-car-light emoji! Everybody knows to always respond to the police-car-light emoji! Why haven’t you texted me back?”

      “Oh ho.” Delilah rolled her eyes at her sister’s obvious hypocrisy. “You don’t like being ghosted, eh? Well, little sister, I’ve only been ignoring you for a few weeks. Imagine what it’s like to be ignored for ten years.”

      “Ah.” Scarlett gave up on the towel, dropping it by her feet. “I’m still not forgiven, I see. Okay. And when does the statute of limitations run out, exactly?”

      “Um, not sure. Check back around 2035.”

      “Sis . . .” Scarlett reached out to take her sister’s hands. “We need you. We—hang on a second, where’s Luna? Isn’t she traveling with you? What, does she have her own room?”

      “No, Luna is . . .” Delilah jerked her hands away. “Well, in fact I don’t know where Luna is.”

      “What the hell? Why not?”

      Del just shrugged. “Haven’t spoken.”

      “Did you have a fight with our baby sister? Cripes, Del, who fights with Luna? Picking a fight with Luna is like picking a fight with one of those adorable pink salamanders with the . . .” Scarlett put her hands atop her head and wiggled her fingers. “One of those . . . what the hell are they called . . .”

      “Axolotls, dum dum. And it wasn’t a fight, we just went separate ways. Look, when I agreed to travel with her, I thought I was going to see the world. Like, the whole world. Not just witch covens. But all Luna wants to do is study. Her last idea was us going to New York City, which sounded great until I found out we were going to spend the whole time in the damn subway tunnels! If I go New York, I want to . . . I don’t even know. I want to see Hamilton or whatever.”

      Scarlett made a face. “Hamilton is so 2016. People aren’t still into Hamilton.”

      “Well whatever! What are people into?”

      “I don’t know . . . the new version of Cabaret, I guess?”

      Now it was Delilah’s turn to make a face. “Cabaret? Again?”

      “Never stops being relevant, unfortunately. Look, Del, I don’t have time for Broadway recaps, okay? The hotel needs you. Oak Haven needs you. And⁠—”

      “I told you, I’m not interested.”

      “Mama needs you.”

      Delilah met her sister’s eyes. “I’m sorry to hear that. But I worked that reservation desk for ten years, while everybody around me got to run around and live their lives and get into all kinds of mischief. It’s my turn now.”

      “Listen—”

      “No, I won’t hear it.” Delilah turned away, gazing at herself in the bathroom mirror. “I mean, just look at me. I got old behind that desk.”

      “You’re not old.” Scarlett gingerly moved closer, standing beside her sister, the two of them framed in the too-bright neon light of the hotel bathroom. “You can’t be happy out here on your own, Del. Come on. I mean . . . Tokyo?”

      “Why not Tokyo? Luna traipses all over the world; nobody ever says a thing about it.”

      “Yeah,” Scarlett said gently. “That’s Luna. That’s not you. What are you trying to prove, staying so far away for so long?” She slipped one arm around her sister’s waist, squeezing her in an affectionate side-hug. “And at Christmas, no less?”

      “I hate Christmas. I don’t believe in Christmas.”

      “I know you don’t, kid. But Christmas believes in you.”

      Delilah sighed, staring at her sister in the mirror. “I’m sorry. Really, I am. But I won’t go home. There is nothing you can say that will make me return to Oak Haven right now. Absolutely nothing in the world that would⁠—”

      “The magicians are back.”

      Delilah spun around to face Scarlett directly. “What?”

      Scarlett nodded. “And it’s worse this time.”

      “I’ll pack my things.”
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            Christmas in the Drunk Tank

          

        

      

    

    
      Jasper Hopkins was a man of solemn routine.

      Every morning when he arrived for work at the county clerk’s office, his ritual was the same. First, he’d locate an EV space to plug in his little Nissan Leaf. He’d gather up the wool car coat he carried (even on summer’s hottest day), along with his insulated travel mug of super-hot Earl Grey (again, weather be damned) and his vintage leather attaché case. The case had been gifted to him by his grandfather upon Jasper’s graduation from college and, like the coat and the tea, he never left home without it, despite the vast majority of the clerk’s office having gone digital.

      Once his belongings were organized, Jasper would lock his car and proceed along the buckling sidewalk and through a garden of modest government buildings—the county courthouse, the tax assessor’s office, the parks and recreation department, and so on—before arriving at his destination.

      There, every morning, Jasper would pause on the weathered granite steps and tilt his head back to admire the way the morning light caught the worn cornices of the clerk’s office. The red-brick facade had darkened with age, its original color muted to a deep oxblood that spoke of nearly two hundred New England winters. Four Ionic columns flanked the entrance, their fluting still crisp despite the peeling white paint.

      The building needed care, yes, but it had bones. Character. Not like the institutional nightmare of the interior. The offices themselves were a fluorescent-lit purgatory of drop ceilings and mud-colored carpet installed by 1980s bureaucrats in the name of “modernization.” The building was forever stuck in a sort of design time loop: glorious early nineteenth century outside and nausea-inducing late twentieth century inside.

      Alas, Jasper’s beloved workplace was currently marred by numerous unwelcome additions: oversized wreaths clung to the columns, and a pair of Christmas trees stood sentinel on either side of the entrance. A horrible tinsel garland had been draped with bureaucratic efficiency across the entryway.

      Echhh, he thought. Goddamn Christmas.

      After many years of practice, Jasper was mostly able to put the so-called holiday out of his mind . . . But not when the building he loved was so determined to remind him of it.

      He sighed, clutching his Earl Grey. One more minute. One more minute to drink in the symmetry of the twelve-over-twelve windows, the delicate branching of the cast-iron railings. Then with a sigh, he’d venture inside. The scene of a great crime, where progress had murdered beauty.

      From behind the lobby’s expansive reception desk, Deputy Clerk Toby Hearthstone observed Jasper’s entrance with a wry smile. He reached out with one hand to mischievously turn up the volume on Mariah Carey’s Christmas album, which he knew Jasper detested.

      “G’morning, Jasper. You catch the game last night?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” he said testily. “You know I didn’t. Anyway, the Patriots weren’t the original Massachusetts football team. They were predated by the Boston Bulldogs, who were both founded and disbanded in 1929.”

      Toby blinked several times. “Excuse me? Since when do you know football trivia?”

      “I, uh . . .” Jasper honestly didn’t know. “I must’ve read it somewhere.”

      “Huh. Funky shit, dude. Hey, don’t forget, we’re closing early for the office party. Anita made rum balls. Aaaand I hear she’s scheming to get you under the mistletoe.”

      Jasper grimaced. “Death first.”

      “Hoo boy.” Toby chuckled. “Well, you brought in your Secret Santa gift at least . . . right?”

      “Again, Toby, you know very well that I did not.” Jasper marched by the front desk without pausing. “Eight years working here and I have never attended that ghastly event. I certainly won’t start now.”

      “Aw, c’mon!” Toby called to Jasper’s back in a tone half pleading and half joking. “Anita made her famous rum balls! And I hear Maureen and Dylan are gonna take a whack at singing ‘Fairytale of New York’ this year.”

      “Is that so?” Jasper spun around. “With the original lyrics? Or are they tidying up all the naughty words?”

      “Well . . . it is an office party . . . and some of the language is pretty rough, so . . .”

      “Listen, friend. Shane MacGowan wrote about particular types of characters who lived in a particular time and place. Do we agree with everything they say? No, we definitely don’t. But he was a damn poet and that’s his work whether it’s comfortable to us or not. One does not put trousers on Michelangelo’s David, and one does not fix Shane MacGowan.”

      “You’re getting a little intense over a Christmas song, Jasper.” The deputy’s words echoed off the cold stone floor. “And you’re pretty full of yourself for a charity case. Maybe as a New Year’s resolution you should work on your attitude?”

      “Deal with it.” Jasper marched on toward the stairwell, rolling his eyes.

      Toby’s remark about him being a charity case was a cheap shot about the fact that only part of Jasper’s salary was paid by the county. The half of his job that involved fishing licenses and property deeds—the tedious, clerking part of the job—that was deemed worthy of taxpayer funding. But the good half of his job—the archival research, the historical preservation—that had to be underwritten by an anonymous donor. Every Christmas, a generous check arrived to fund Jasper’s study of county history. Every Christmas, Jasper tried to discover out who his benefactor was . . . and every Christmas he was forced to accept that he couldn’t figure it out and likely never would. All he could do was hope that whoever it was didn’t die anytime soon.

      He strode to the back of the building where the stairwell was flanked by twin elevators, yet another sacrilegious modernization. Yes, of course he respected the need for accessibility. Jasper took a back seat to no one in his love for local government or in his belief that it should belong to everyone. He understood that the elevators were a key part of making the clerk’s office available to every citizen.

      But personally? He detested any changes to the building he loved, even the good and necessary ones.

      Fortunately he didn’t need to confront the elevator very often. Jasper’s domain was archives and records, just a short jog down to the basement. He was reaching for the stairwell door when he noticed a woman standing at the building directory, her finger trailing down the list of offices. Even in his rush to escape the Christmas music floating down the corridor, he couldn’t help but notice her red-rimmed eyes and the way she kept dabbing at her nose with a crumpled tissue.

      Jasper yanked open the door, took one step through . . . and stopped. With a quiet sigh, he turned back.

      “Can I help you, miss?”

      “What?” The woman startled, then tried to compose herself. “Oh, I . . . My mother passed last week, and I have all these papers, but . . . I’m not sure where to . . .” She gestured helplessly at the directory.

      Jasper’s expression softened. He’d seen that lost look far too many times. Given that nothing is certain but death and taxes, Jasper could never understand why the bureaucracy of death had to be so damned complicated.

      He gave the woman’s arm a gentle squeeze. “Fourth floor, probate,” he told her quietly. “When you exit the elevator, you’ll see a receptionist. Ask for Anita, she’s the chief probate clerk. She’ll need the death certificate. And did Mom have a will? Anita will also need that.”

      “Ohh, okay. Thanks very much. Yeah, I’ve got all that stuff here, I’m pretty sure. To be honest I haven’t been able to understand what everybody wants from me at all. Everything is just so . . .” She sighed. “Anyway . . . you think Anita will be helpful?”

      He chuckled. “Not one fiber of my being suspects Anita will be helpful, no. Especially if the rum balls have already come out. Still, though, she’s the probate clerk, so she’s your woman. I wish you the very best.” Jasper patted the mourner on the shoulder and headed for the basement stairs.

      “Thank you, sir,” she called. “And Merry Christmas.”

      “Ugh.” The door slammed behind him.
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        * * *

      

      Jasper descended the stairs, each step taking him deeper into history. The stairwell walls displayed a gallery of his archivist ancestors—his spiritual family. And, in a real sense, his chosen family, given that he made the effort to salvage the portraits from a dumpster during yet another “modernization redesign” in 2018.

      He remembered that day with perfect clarity: standing in the parking lot, watching maintenance workers cart out the “outdated decor” and toss it in piles. The second he spotted that gilt frame poking out from beneath a stack of broken venetian blinds, Jasper was in motion: stripping off his wool coat, rolling up his sleeves, and climbing into the trash container. The maintenance crew had watched in bewilderment as he’d excavated each portrait, carefully wiping away all the coffee grounds and plaster dust.

      Now the portraits formed a perfect timeline on the basement stairs. More recent photos showed archivists from the 1980s, their faces illuminated by the sickly glow of the first IBM computers to infiltrate the archives division. Jasper touched one of these frames lightly whenever he passed it—a silent acknowledgment of the moment when efficiency had first trumped personality, when typed ledgers had given way to databases. The technology was useful, he had to admit, but something had been lost when they’d started reducing human lives to ones and zeros.

      Then came the Sixties and early Seventies crew, who looked like they’d wandered in from a folk music festival. The Fifties bunch were all sharp angles and Don Draper haircuts, while the 1920s portraits showed a fascinating mix of old and new—men in starched collars and women in bobbed hair, all of them gathered around massive ledger books with the same reverent expressions Jasper himself wore when handling original documents.

      The faces kept marching backward through time, clothes evolving in reverse like a fashion documentary being rewound, until photography gave way to paintings and sketches. The oldest portrait of them all hung at the bottom of the stairs: a hand-drawn portrait from the turn of the eighteenth century, showing a woman with sharp eyes and an expression that suggested she’d brook no nonsense when it came to proper procedures. Sometimes, alone in the archives, Jasper would pause beneath her portrait and imagine her approving nod or, on bad days, her stern disappointment. She must have been extraordinary, he thought, to have claimed that role in an age when even a basic education for women wasn’t guaranteed.

      Jasper’s domain had mercifully escaped the modernization plague that infected the floors above. Oh, various committees had tried—for example, a line of atrocious fluorescent lights hung from the ceiling. But Jasper never used them. Instead, he relied on the original wall sconces and a collection of carefully placed desk lamps, creating pools of warm light between the towering shelves. The effect was rather like a Victorian gentleman’s study. The air itself felt different down here: cooler, quieter, thick with the musty perfume of aging paper and leather bindings.

      His desk was placed in a strategic corner position, allowing him to monitor both the main aisle and the research table where the rare visitor would work. The desk itself was a monument to controlled chaos: seven different projects spread out in precise arrays, each one marked with color-coded tabs. A lineup of German mechanical pencils stood at attention in a wooden holder. A place for everything, as his grandmother always said, and everything in its place. Which is why the messy pile of papers dumped in his inbox looked like meatballs dropped on a white tablecloth.

      “Savages.” His colleagues treated the archives division like some sort of paper-eating monster’s lair. Just toss the documents down the stairs and run away, leaving Jasper to maintain order on their behalf.

      Jasper hung up his coat, put away his case, and took a restorative swig on his still-warm tea. Rolling up his sleeves, he attacked the pile with the precision of a surgeon, sorting each document into its proper category. A property deed for the new subdivision in Litchfield. No fewer than three divorce decrees (apparently Jasper wasn’t the only person immune to Christmas cheer). A stack of business licenses for a parade of food trucks and home-based crafting enterprises.

      And then, at the bottom of the pile, something strange: a liquor license for a business he’d never heard of: J&J, Incorporated.

      There was nothing particularly off about the license itself, but the name was unfamiliar . . . and that was the odd bit. To obtain a liquor license, firms had to leap through a complex series of bureaucratic hoops, applications, and committee meetings. Inevitably, by the time the formal approval hit Jasper’s desk, the business owners were regulars at the clerk’s office and well known to everyone in the building. And yet, Jasper was certain he’d never heard of J&J, Incorporated. Not once.

      Then he saw the address, and his jaw dropped low: 278 West 113th Street.

      What?

      Jasper knew the county roads the way parents knew their children’s faces. And this . . . this was impossible. The county’s northwest corner was nothing but protected forest land, all hills and hollows and the occasional startled deer. There was certainly no grid of numbered streets. There was no 112th street anywhere in the county, nor was there 114th. There was no west side, no east side. How could West 113th Street possibly exist?

      “What  nonsense is this?” He reached for his phone, punching in the number for the Liquor Control Board. After sitting on hold for a while, Jasper was informed by a cheerful recording that the office had closed early for holiday festivities. Of course, he thought, annoyed. Because why work when you can Christmas.

      He tried Zoning and Planning, the transportation department, and the tax assessor’s office. Nothing but voicemails and Christmas Muzak. Next he tried the mayor’s office; when someone picked up, Jasper momentarily hoped that maybe he was getting somewhere. But then the very drunk voice of the lieutenant mayor’s third assistant slurred, “Helllloooooo, North Pole . . . hahaha, I said pole, do you get it?”

      Jasper slammed down the heavy old phone.

      He held the license up to the light. The paper was real. The signatures seemed legit. But the address had to be fiction. May as well be a building permit for a summer home in Narnia.

      He drummed his fingers on the desk, the mystery vexing him. Like that feeling of having something stuck in his teeth that he couldn’t remove. He glanced at his watch, then at the license, then back at his watch. He had questions. But everyone who might have answers was busy playing Secret Santa. Maybe tomorrow he could interrogate his hungover colleagues about this. For now, the mysterious J&J, Incorporated had to wait.

      Or did it?

      Jasper reached for his coat. He was already halfway up the stairs when he realized what he was doing. The lobby was empty—everyone else was upstairs singing butchered versions of classic songs and scarfing down Anita’s rum balls. No one would miss him. No one would even know he’d gone.

      The northwest corner wasn’t that far. If there was a new business with a brand-new liquor license, surely it wouldn’t be hard to find. And really, what else am I to do? Go eat rum balls with Anita? He shuddered and reached for his key fob. At least he had a legitimate excuse to avoid the mistletoe.
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      The portal spat Delilah and Scarlett out into Room 301 of the Stargazer Inn. They collapsed in an undignified heap in the back of the closet.

      “For crying out loud, Scarlett!” Delilah complained. “What kind of landing was that?”

      “Oh, stop moaning. I got us here, didn’t I?”

      Delilah untangled herself from her sister and stepped out into the (fortunately unoccupied) room. Instantly she was struck by the scent: gingerbread and mulled wine, with just a hint of peppermint around the edges. It was the smell of Christmas at the inn. It was also the smell of Papa.

      Why won’t they change that stupid scent spell? she thought bitterly. Make the air smell like . . . I don’t know, cranberries or cloves or something. Why do they insist on filling our noses with his memory every year?

      She put down her case and straightened her blazer, hoping to maintain some basic level of dignity. “Scar, you really need to review the fundamentals of portal travel. See if you can get an eight-year-old to explain them to you.”

      “Blah blah blah, Grumpus McCrankypants over here. Would it kill you to admit you’re a tiny bit happy to be home?”

      “That would be false. But I’m here. You got what you wanted. Tell me what’s going on with the magicians.”

      “In a minute. C’mere, you’ve got to see this—” Scarlett moved to the window and pulled back the curtains. “Mama’s gone full Clark Griswold this year.”

      Delilah was horrified by the scene below. Twinkling lights wrapped every tree trunk and branch, creating a glimmering canopy. A collection of enchanted reindeer, crafted from branches and twigs, pranced around the shrubbery. One even had a glowing red nose, because of course. Even the old stone fountain was under a spell; instead of water, it sprayed streams of tiny golden lights, like an explosion at a sparkler factory. The sparkles formed themselves into patterns of stars and bells and wreaths as they dissolved into the air.

      “Good grief . . . Santa’s elves seriously got into the Red Bull.”

      “You’re such a Grinch. You could be a tiny bit impressed, at least. Mama’s had Nate hard at work helping out for weeks.”

      “Aw, good old Nate.” Delilah couldn’t help but smile at the mention of their childhood buddy and Scarlett’s true love. “I’ve missed him. How’s everything going with you two, anyway? Engaged yet?”

      “No, not yet,” Scarlett muttered, “and I really don’t want to discuss it. C’mon . . .” She grabbed her sister’s arm, yanking her toward the door. “Let’s go downstairs—everyone’s dying to see you.”

      “Everyone meaning Mama, who must be furious that I skipped Thanksgiving? Or everyone meaning Zahir, who I’m sure is annoyed that I haven’t been around to help him in the kitchen? Everyone meaning the other witches in town, who all want to know why I’m not married yet? Or everyone meaning the outraged guests whose reservations you’ve bungled because you weren’t paying attention when I taught you how to use the computer?”

      “All of the above, obviously. But I only bungled a few reservations. Now, cheer up and come with me.”

      As they crossed the third-floor hallway, Delilah was hit with a memory so vivid it nearly knocked her sideways: she and her sisters as little kids, racing down this very corridor on Christmas Eve. Papa’s voice calling after them . . . “Girls! Girls, wait! Did you know that the tradition of enchanted evergreen actually dates back to pre-Christian Germanic tribes? The druids believed—” Then Mama’s laughter, cutting him off. “Edward, darling, they don’t need a lecture on etymology. They need to get to bed before You Know Who arrives.” But Papa was already deep into professor mode. He’d yanked a leather-bound tome from his study shelves and was standing in the hallway, waving it around. “But, Kelly, it’s fascinating! The linguistic evolution from the Old English ‘grēne garlēac’ to our modern ‘garland’ tells us about how magic adapted to⁠—”

      That’s when toddler Luna had sneezed, and she must’ve been thinking about candles at the time because she accidentally set the stairway garland on fire. Mama quickly put it out while Papa beamed proudly and announced, “Great job, Luna! Burning the garland is precisely what the Saxons did! We’ll make you a pagan queen yet!”

      Delilah blinked hard as she forced the image back down the memory hole. “Scarlett. Will you please just tell me what’s happening with the magicians?”

      “Patience, grasshopper. There’s lots of time to talk about those goons. Let’s say hi to everybody first.”

      Delilah followed her sister down the staircase into the lobby, which was decked out in enough holiday regalia to make Father Christmas blush. In the far corner, a string quartet had been enchanted to pluck out Christmas carols without the help of human musicians. “God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen” currently filled the air. A massive Fraser fir dominated the corner by the stairs, its branches already laden with antique ornaments. Delilah could hear the ornaments bickering with each other as they moved themselves around, all jockeying for optimal positions on the tree. (“People can see me better from this branch!” “Hey! You’re blocking my light!”)

      Perched atop a tall, rickety ladder near the reservation desk was Nate, who was carefully attaching a long rope of evergreen garland along the crown molding. He had little metal clips clenched between his teeth, and he frowned as he concentrated on getting the spacing just right.

      “Babe, be careful up there!” Scarlett called up to him. “Why don’t you let me just . . .” She wiggled her fingers, suggesting a spell.

      “Don’t you dare,” he replied through the clips. “I’ve got a system.”

      Delilah rolled her eyes. “Why are you letting him do that the hard way? One quick spell and the garland would be perfect. Is your magic that bad?”

      “Oh, stop picking on me.” Scarlett’s face softened as she watched her true love at work. “It makes him happy. Men need projects. Especially Oak Haven men. They all marry witches who can fix almost anything with a quick spell and then spend the next thirty years not knowing what the hell to do with themselves. You gotta kind of . . . you know. You gotta let them do stuff. Besides, sometimes the hard way is the right way.”

      “Said no witch ever,” Delilah replied. But it was true, there was something touching about Nate’s dedication to getting the garland to hang just so.

      The magical string quartet brought “God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen” to a dramatic finish, paused, and began to play the song again.

      “Don’t they know anything else?” asked Delilah.

      “I’ve had some trouble with the spell,” Scarlett admitted. “For some reason they can only play that one and ‘Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer.’”

      “Ah. So. ‘God Rest Ye Merry’ it is, then.”

      Her sister nodded. “We’ve been resting our merry asses for four days.”

      “I can fix the spell for you—it’s very simple.”

      “Oh, Del! I’d love you forever if you could.”

      “That’s all it takes, eh?”

      The sound of raised voices drew the sisters’ attention to the dining room. Through the open doors, they could see their mother, Kelly Melrose, presiding over a gathering of Oak Haven’s most prominent witches. The women were all talking over one another, arms waving and complaints flying.

      “We’d never do something so tacky,” declared Jerusha, who was one of the elders. “I won’t have it!”

      “Tacky?!” shot back a younger witch called Candace. “How dare you?”

      Delilah nudged her sister. “What’s that about?”

      “Planning meeting for the holiday pageant.”

      “I thought Mama swore she was done with it, that she’d never agree to organize it again.”

      Scarlett shrugged. “Doesn’t she say that every year?”

      Like many small towns, the annual children’s pageant was a highlight of every Christmas season. But unlike many small towns—indeed, perhaps unlike any other—the pageant did not concern itself with the birth of a chubby-cheeked son of the Almighty. No, the Oak Haven Holiday Pageant was a pagan affair, recreating the battle between the Holly King, representing winter, versus the Oak King, representing summer. And given that this was Oak Haven, this was a very big deal. Indeed, there were few deals any bigger.

      “The children absolutely cannot wear last year’s costumes,” Jerusha shouted. “Last year they looked like they’d been wrapped in bathrobes!”

      “Well, excuse me for suggesting we be practical,” Candace shot back. “Some of us remember that this pageant is supposed to focus on the eternal battle between light and darkness. It’s not a showcase for a gaggle of six-year-olds dressed like Liberace!”

      “Don’t you lecture me about the pageant! I was organizing this pageant before you were even⁠—”

      Mama Melrose raised one hand, putting an end to the argument with just two sharp words. “Ladies, please!”

      “Sorry, Kelly,” muttered Jerusha.

      “Sorry, ma’am,” Candace echoed.

      “Honestly, I don’t know what to do with you. Of all people, I would expect you two to maintain some level of— Oh! It’s my girls!” Mama’s eyes lit up at the sight of her daughters. She rose gracefully from her seat, abandoning the bickering witches to join her children in the lobby.

      “Darling, you’re home at last!” She embraced Delilah but quickly pulled back with concern. “You’ve lost weight—you’re skin and bones. And my gods, what on earth have you done to your beautiful hair? Is this what passes for fashion in Outer Mongolia?”

      Funny what a year away can do, Delilah thought. Her mother’s critiques, which had been endlessly irritating before, now just made her smile. In fact, if Mama hadn’t complained about her haircut, Delilah would’ve felt a little disappointed. “Hello to you too, Mama. Good to know some things never change.”

      “Things do change,” Kelly protested. “Such as you, missing Thanksgiving this year! I hear you were too busy eating foie gras over in gay Paree to join your family.”

      “Duck confit, actually. I’m here now, okay? What’s going on with the magicians?”

      But the witches’ voices were rising again. Conversation had turned in the direction of choreography, and some feelings were about to be bruised. “The dance of the holly sprites must be completely redone,” Candace announced. “They look like sugar-rushed toddlers playing Ring Around the Rosie!”

      “There’s no need to be rude,” sniffed Belinda Chatterjee, who happened to be the pageant’s choreographer. “The children and I do the best we can, you know.”

      “They’re supposed to be pagan manifestations of mortality and darkness, not the touring company of Frozen!”

      “How dare you, Candace!”

      “All right.” Mama Melrose clapped her hands. “My meeting seems to be spinning out of control. Delilah, we’ll speak later.” She briskly returned to the dining room. “Candace! I must insist you let it go, as it were. No more attacks on Belinda’s previous work, inadequate as it may have been.”

      “Hey!” Belinda protested.

      Delilah turned to her younger sister. “Please, Scarlett, I’m begging you. What have the magicians done?”

      “It’s, ah . . . it’s kind of hard to explain. You need to see it for yourself.”

      “Well, fine, let’s go have a look.”

      From the kitchen came a huge crash of pots hitting the tile floor, blended with Zahir’s voice raised in frustration. “Dammit to blazes!”

      Long ago, Zahir’s parents had been co-head chefs at the Stargazer; as a consequence, Zahir had grown up at the hotel, practically a brother to the Melrose sisters. These days he was the head chef, plus he had recently opened a pub in town, and the complexities of organizing it all had clearly pushed him to the edge of sanity.

      “Scarlett, for crying out loud!” He burst through the kitchen doors and stormed over. “My presence is required for the dinner rush at the pub, but somebody also has to prepare for tomorrow’s breakfast meeting of the Yuletide Planning Commission! And on top of all that, I also⁠—”

      “Psst!” Scarlett gave him a nudge. “Look who’s back.”

      Zahir stopped short, arching an eyebrow. “Oh hello, Delilah. Your hair looks weird.”

      She turned to her sister. “What’s everybody’s problem with my hair?”

      “And hey,” Zahir continued, “thanks so much for all the help you’ve not given me these past months.”

      “Yeahhhh, I knew that one was coming.” Delilah grinned. Her mother wasn’t the only one for whom a verbal jab was a form of affection. “Nice to see you, too, Z.”

      “Scarlett!” He turned his ire on the younger sister. “You must hire me some help immediately.”

      “I have done,” Scarlett said truthfully. “And you fire them all within a few hours.”

      “Well, maybe hire someone competent for a change. Because I cannot be in two places at once!”

      “Buuuuut . . . couldn’t you, though?” Scarlett asked. “We could take another whack at the doppelgänger spell.”

      “Don’t you dare! The last ones were drooling nightmare creatures from the galley of the damned.” Zahir stomped back toward the kitchen, calling over his shoulder, “They needed a recipe to make ice!”

      Scarlett turned to her sister with a wicked grin. “I talked him into letting me try a ‘Sorcerer’s Apprentice’ spell. I ended up with a dozen Zahir clones dancing around the kitchen like broomsticks in Fantasia. It wasn’t especially productive, but man, it was funny.”

      “NOT! FUNNY!” Zahir’s voice boomed from behind the swinging doors.

      Delilah’s head was starting to spin. It was too much. Too many voices, too many childhood memories, too much everything. She needed air. But as she turned to escape, a commotion from above caught her attention. The ladder beneath Nate had begun to wobble precariously. He’d lost control of the garland; his balance was off. Nate was going over.

      From her inside coat pocket, Delilah removed a simple wand, carved from the branch of an ancient yew tree. She raised the wand toward Nate, her eyes closed for concentration. Just as Nate began to fall, an invisible force caught him in mid-air and gently lowered him to the floor, while the ladder clattered down beside him.

      A hush fell over the lobby. Even the argumentative ornaments went quiet.

      “God, Del! Thanks so much!” Nate jogged across the room to wrap Deliliah in a grateful bear hug. “I’m so glad you were here for that!”

      “Holy shit!” Scarlett exclaimed. “Thank you! Since when can you do that?”

      But Delilah only shrugged. “It’s nothing. Something I picked up with Luna, when we were in Australia. Just a goofy magic trick.”

      “Um, sis? Telekinesis is super impressive. It’s not some goofy⁠—”

      A harsh voice cut Scarlett off. A deeply unimpressed voice. The voice of Kelly Melrose. “What in the name of all the goddesses in creation is that thing in your hand?”

      The thing in Delilah’s hand was, of course, a wand. In Oak Haven, a wand was a very unwelcome thing, indeed.

      The power of Oak Haven witches sprang from a grove of oak trees that sits at the top of a hill, just above their little village. Oak Haven’s young witches grew up playing hide-and-seek among the trees, drinking water from the same stream that feeds the grove itself. Magic became part of their bones, their blood, their very souls. As a result, no sacred objects were required. No wands or cauldrons or herbs were ever necessary for Oak Haven’s particular brand of magic.

      But when Delilah and Luna visited a coven in the Dartry Mountains of Ireland, a warlock had presented Del with a wand anyway. It had been carved from a branch of Eó Ruis, one of his people’s Guardian Trees. She thanked him but explained that no, wands were not for her. The warlock demurred. “This is yours,” he’d said. “It has always been yours. It’s been waiting for you here.”

      Alas, Kelly Melrose was taking a rather different view.

      “I ask again: what is that thing?”

      Delilah sighed. She’d known this particular moment was coming; she’d just hoped to be home for more than ten minutes before it arrived. “It’s a wand, Mama.”

      “The witches of Oak Haven do not use props. What, are you a prop comic now? Are you Carrot Top?”

      Nate nudged Scarlett, whispering, “Your mom knows who Carrot Top is?!”

      “It was a gift, Mama. And yes, of course I know that wands are not typically a part of our practice. But I’ve been surprised to discover that the wand actually does help focus whatever I’m⁠—”

      “We do not use wands! Our magic thrums in our flesh and blood—leaning on some foreign object is an insult to your foremothers! Weak men with gout use walking sticks, and weak witches use wands.”

      Scarlett tried to intervene. “Mama, it’s not a big deal. You’re acting like she came home with a face tattoo or something.”

      “I would have preferred it,” Kelly snapped. “And not a big deal? Betraying your ancestry with some phallic shortcut? Not a big deal? Delilah, I insist you put that cursed thing away immediately.”

      “Mama, come on . . .”

      “We do not use wands in Oak Haven!” She turned sharply away and marched back toward her meeting. “Do not let me see you with it again.”

      “I need some air,” Delilah announced. Between her mother’s constant judgment and her father’s inescapable memory, it was all too much. Before anyone could stop her, Delilah was heading out the front door. She heard Scarlett call out, but Delilah didn’t turn back. Whatever was happening in town, whatever crisis had brought her home, it had to be better than drowning in her family.
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      The moment Jasper turned the key in the ignition, George Michael’s voice filled the car with his doleful tenor: “Last Christmas, I⁠—”

      “Nope.” He jabbed the radio off. “You did nothing of the kind, Georgie my boy.”

      Connecting his phone to the car, he scrolled to his personally curated playlist: That Old Man Bach Sure Slaps. The magnificent precision of the Brandenburg Concertos was just the thing to help him work through this mystery in a rational way.

      Back in his office, that liquor license was still sitting on his desk, mocking everything he thought he knew about the northwest corner of the county. Come on, 278 West 113th Street? He’d personally cataloged every road in that region. The very idea that he might have missed so much? No. No way.

      Absolutely not.

      Naturally his GPS selected this moment to go on the fritz, insisting there was nothing but protected forest ahead for miles. But Jasper didn’t need technology to do his job, thanks very much. He had his own mental map of the region, carefully constructed over years of meticulous research.

      As the forest grew more dense, the naked branches wove a skeletal tunnel overhead. Jasper drove on, and drove on, and drove some more . . . and in time he began to wonder if he’d made a mistake.

      That liquor license was probably just a clerical error, right? God knows typing mistakes are a dime a dozen in my line of work. Maybe they just got the zip code wrong? They could’ve meant New Windsor, I guess? They have numbered streets there . . .

      Yes, that must be it.

      This is nonsense. I should turn around, head back to the party, maybe even risk one of Anita’s⁠—

      The trees suddenly parted, revealing a covered bridge spanning a frozen creek. The bridge’s barn-red sides and mansard roof spoke of mid-nineteenth-century construction, though to Jasper’s keen eye, the exposed structural elements suggested at least one renovation, perhaps around the 1920s. The craftsmanship was actually rather extraordinary.

      Jasper parked and got out, his hands shaking slightly as he approached the bridge. He knew every historical structure in the county. He’d written papers about them. He’d given lectures to the local chapter of Daughters of the American Revolution. How could he not know about this bridge?

      The mortise and tenon joints were properly maintained, showing none of the separation one usually encountered in structures this age. Even the roofing material appeared to be original, though how it had survived so long in New England was beyond him. He ran his hand along one of the vertical posts, appreciating the quality of the wood.

      “What else have I missed?” he whispered, equal parts wonderstruck and horrified.

      Back in the car, he drove slowly across the bridge and found himself transported into what could only be described as the bastard child of a Norman Rockwell painting and one of those year-round Christmas shops.

      The homes were textbook examples of
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