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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.

      “Can someone tell me what’s happening?” Lila called, a tinny voice from the phone still pressed to my shoulder. The smoke detector fell silent with a final squawk as Conri stabbed at it with a broom handle. Something bubbled up inside me, and I was unsure if it would turn into a sob or a scream.

      “Belinda?” Lila called again. “Are you alright?”

      A chuckle spilled out of me, shifting into a giggle and finally a hysterical cackle. Conri started to laugh too, nervously at first as if he didn’t know if I was amused or unhinged, which I wasn’t too sure of myself.

      “Lila?” I said, wiping tears from my eyes. “What time should we come over?”
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      Russet trotted along beside us, eager as ever to get out for a walk even though it was forty degrees. I still didn’t think it was a good idea to bring the mutt to someone else’s family Christmas, but Conri insisted. Given the amount of ham the dog had eaten, Conri wanted to watch him for any signs of pancreatitis. The joys of living with a vet.

      Lila’s parents lived two blocks away from us, a distance I trudged with enough winter gear to get me through an Arctic expedition, while Conri strolled along in jeans and a coat. Bless him, under the coat was his ugly Christmas sweater we’d never got around to putting on the night before. His willingness to indulge me these holiday insanities was one of the things I loved most about him.

      The first Valentine’s Day we’d been together had been a mess, long enough ago now to call it hilarious. Like this Christmas, I’d demanded an insane level of perfection, which had translated into me buying a ridiculous corset and garter belt on a whim when Becca White had hosted a lingerie party. The whole night had been a laughable failure. I couldn’t figure out how to fasten half the ribbons and buckles, and once I finally got it done, neither of us could get it off short of cutting through the fabric, rendering a hundred bucks wasted and both of us too flustered and frustrated to get on with the romance.

      Hadn’t I said that would be the last holiday I’d try to go all out on? Conri hadn’t mentioned it since, so I supposed, and hoped, he’d forgotten and wasn’t about to use it as further ammunition against my Christmas demon.

      Mr. and Mrs. Silva’s house was something straight out of a fairy tale. When I’d first visited, I’d marveled at how spacious it was inside, despite the neat little exterior.

      “It’s a house the Doctor might live in,” Lila’s father had said. It had taken me a while to get that he was talking Doctor Who, an oddly hip reference for a retired chemistry professor in his seventies who seemed more at home with his model trains and World War Two documentaries than pop-culture sci-fi references. I’d soon learned that, thanks to a swag of enchantments, the house really was bigger on the inside.

      The Silvas weren’t magical in themselves, though the fae bloodline passed through Lila’s mother. Mrs. Silva had a rare ability to hold someone else’s magic, even if she wasn’t able to conjure or direct the spell herself.

      “Mom’s a spell collector,” Lila had explained to me once. “She buys spells, often exchanging them for bits and pieces. She’s always hoarding something or other away in case it comes in handy later. Magic is no different. And she can mix one heck of a potent charm too.”

      I rapped on the door with the shiny bird-claw-shaped brass knocker. Delicious aromas wafted from within, and I tried not to think of my failed Christmas fantasy and the mess that was still all over my kitchen.

      Lila greeted us. She wore a flowing festive cascade of green, red and white scarves, a garish glittery T-shirt printed with a Christmas elf, and the tired, bemused smile of someone soul deep in a family Christmas.

      “Feliz Navidad, joyeux Noël,” she said. Lila had pulled out a different Christmas greeting with every customer all week. Most people had no clue what she was saying but accepted in good cheer.

      “Suh christ-a-mas,” I said slowly, giving the Hindi she’d tried to teach me a shot.

      “Śubh krisamas,” she corrected, kissing me on the cheek. She hung my coat on the hook. “That’s quite a sweater, Conri.”

      Conri gave her something between a grin and a grimace and pointed at me. “It’s her fault,” he said. “Ask why she’s not wearing hers.”

      “I told you, I didn’t have time to get it. We didn’t want to be late, did we?”

      “Yeah, because it takes such a long time to pull a sweater over your head,” Conri said.

      “Exactly.”

      Lila bustled us into the warm heart of her family home. “Welcome to Christmas Insanity Headquarters,” she said.

      “No idea what that could be like, do we?” Conri said. I ignored him and followed Lila through to the kitchen. Conri took Russet to lock him in the laundry room, where he wouldn’t be able to destroy anything else.

      If what I’d turned my back on in my place was the equivalent of a mad Christmas meltdown, what was taking place in Mrs. Silva’s colonial-style kitchen was a Yuletide Apocalypse. Flour and powdered sugar-coated every surface. Gravy, cranberry sauce, and cooking oils were dripped and drizzled all over the place. The big difference between this merry maelstrom and my own Christmas catastrophe was that the Silvas’ counters were heavy with amazing food—mounds of roasted vegetables, a resting roasted bird, mountains of sugar cookies delicately decorated, each one a work of art in itself. Also, I noted with a regretful amusement, she had a tray of perfect gingerbread men.

      “Mrs. Silva, this all looks incredible.”

      Lila’s mother looked up at me over her piping bag and another two dozen cookies. She beamed. “Belinda, I’m so glad you’ve come! Please excuse the mess while I pull a few little things together for our meal this afternoon.”

      “A few little things?” Lila said. “What you really will have to excuse is my mother’s delusion. Don’t worry. She always gets this way when Gran comes to town. It’s some weird mother-daughter thing.”

      “It all looks beautiful. Thanks for inviting us. I brought this.” I held out the package of gingersnaps I’d brought, the only thing vaguely festive in my house that was also edible. I felt foolish offering her store-bought cookies in the midst of this gastronomical event.

      “Oh, darling, that’s so delightful of you,” she said. It really did come across as if I’d done her a truly special favor. I put them in the pantry, where she’d have an excuse to overlook them.

      “Where’s Sean?” I asked. It was unusual not to see Lila and Sean together. Dating, they’d been inseparable. Since they’d been engaged, they’d practically fused into a single person.

      “In the living room with Dad and the trains. They’ll probably come sniffing for Conri now there’s another man to drag into their cave.”

      Lila pushed a cup of eggnog into my hands. It was warm and delicious, and with a single sip, the heat spread to my head with a buzz, bringing with it a happy inkling that this Christmas might turn out pretty good after all.

      “Is there anything I can do to help, Mrs. Silva?” I said.

      “You just make yourself at home. I’ve got two hours until Gran arrives, which gives me plenty of time to finish up here, set the tables, and chill the gin the way she likes it.”

      “Mom, you’re going over the top. Gran doesn’t need her gin chilled. Just relax and enjoy the holiday.”

      Mrs. Silva erupted in a choked cackle. “Two hours, and then I’ll relax.”

      The sharp tap of the door knocker broke the conversation.

      “Who’s that, I wonder?” Lila said, leaving the kitchen to answer whoever was calling.

      “You know Blackthorn Springs. Everyone comes calling on everyone, no matter what time of day it is.”

      The close community of Blackthorn Springs was the thing I both loved most and hated most about living in the mountain village. On the one hand, setting up my life here led to my being adopted into a warm and welcoming family of kindred spirits. On the other hand, I often missed the anonymity of the big city. Most Blackthorn locals learned the hard way, on the end of a scowl and a firm word, that my front door wasn’t one that welcomed a knock at every hour of the day. The Silvas’, in contrast, was an open house.

      “Who is it?” Mrs. Silva called.

      Lila swept back into the room wearing a flustered look and breathing visibly harder, a spark of wild panic in her eye.

      “Now, Mom, don’t freak out, okay. It doesn’t matter.”

      “What doesn’t matter, Lila? Please. I don’t have time for this. Your grandmother will be here in mere hours.”

      A figure appeared behind Lila, a smaller, older bespectacled version of Mrs. Silva with the same gray-streaked hair framing the same circular face. “Hello, darling,” she said. “Merry Christmas. Oh, you’re still cooking? On Christmas Day? I would’ve thought it’d all be prepared well in advance. That’s what I’d do.”

      Mrs. Silva looked up with a shriek, squeezing the piping bag so hard that icing erupted all over the cookies and her hands.

      Gran was here early.
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      “Mom? Why are you here so early?” Mrs. Silva said.

      “Some greeting, after I’ve traveled all this way. This backwater town isn’t exactly easy to get to.”

      Lila’s eyebrows shot up at the same instant her mother’s dropped into a furrow. “You seem tired, Gran. I’d offer to take your luggage to your room, but… didn’t you bring a bag?”

      “What’s that, Lila? I couldn’t hear you properly. What’s with you young people mumbling all the time? Is something burning, Margaret? What’s that smell?” Gran said.

      Everyone sniffed. I couldn’t smell anything except a feast my stomach was grumbling for.

      “No, I don’t think so,” Lila’s mother said, checking the oven and the stovetops.

      “Oh, I guess it’s supposed to smell burned, whatever it is you’re brewing up in here.”

      Gran cast an eye over the food-laden counter. “You know, in my day, there was always a theme to the holiday meals. This looks like you’ve piled together a bunch of random dishes off some internet cooking eblog, or whatever it’s called.”

      “Gran,” Lila said, a note of benign warning in her voice. “Mom’s put up something of everyone’s favorite here. How special is that?”

      “Speaking of favorites, I suppose there’s no Seagram’s on ice the way I like it.”

      “If you hadn’t arrived two hours early, your gin would be ready.”

      “I guess not all of us can be prepared for the curveballs life can throw at us.”

      “What’s that supposed⁠—”

      “I’ll fix Gran’s drink,” Lila said, interrupting her mother. “In the meantime, Gran, would you like some eggnog? Sean made it himself.”

      “Eggnog? Why don’t you fetch me a nice cup of shit instead?”

      I choked on the last sip of my own eggnog. Mrs. Silva froze midstep, eyes wide and glistening with the beginnings of tears.

      “Gran!” Lila gasped. “What’s gotten into you?”

      “Hmm? Nothing, dear.” The old lady smiled sweetly. “Don’t care for eggnog is all. Nasty stuff, so sweet and milky. Urgh. As I said, I’d rather drink a mug of warm fresh⁠—”

      “That’s enough, Mother,” Mrs. Silva cut her off, her voice icier than the winter climate.

      “What’s wrong with you all? This Christmas nonsense has got you all worked up and out of sorts.”

      The three generations of women eyed one another, uncertain and outraged. The room was so tense you could have walked the high wire on the energy in the air.

      I knew people’s perceptions of their families were sometimes skewed. Still, the image Lila had given me of her grandmother was one of a kindly old lady, a gentle soul with a fondness for a tipple and a good laugh, who at worst could get a touch too competitive around the canasta table. This woman before me was a harpy in comparison.

      “I swear, Margaret. I really can smell smoke,” Gran said, breaking the silence.

      “I can smell it now too,” I said. I pointed to the oven, where a tendril of smoke was starting to weave out. “Something is burning.”

      Mrs. Silva shrieked, running to the oven.

      “How on earth did that happen?” she cried, fanning the smoke away and pulling out a tray of charred things resembling lumps of coal I think were meant to be cranberry tarts. “They’d only been in there a short time.”

      “Maybe you set the thermostat wrong,” Gran said. “It’s hard for some people to concentrate with so many hectic things going on.”

      Mrs. Silva didn’t say anything. Lila held her grandmother’s arm, leading her away from the time bomb that was Mrs. Silva staring at the tray of burned tarts. “Gran, why don’t I get you settled, and you can have a nice lie-down upstairs.”

      “Upstairs? That would be lovely, dear,” she said, suddenly sounding like the frail lady she was supposed to be.

      Lila led her grandmother out of the room, leaving me alone with her mother.

      “It’s okay, Mrs. Silva. You’ve made so much amazing food; one dish less won’t make a difference.”

      She didn’t need to know how much of a hypocrite I was.

      “It’s the principle. I had an idea of what this Christmas would look like, and it’s just not shaping up that way. Do you have any idea how it feels to fail your family like this?”

      “Oh, I understand all too well,” I said. “You should see my kitchen after my own Christmas failure. I burned every tray of gingerbread I made. So, trust me, you’re doing an amazing job. This is perfect, and really, it’s more than enough for all of us, and then some.”

      “It’s awfully nice of you to say, dear, it really is. But there’s something about mothers and daughters of a certain age that makes about as much sense as to why I need four dessert courses and enough food for seventy people, not seven.”

      “Here, let me help.” Maybe it was the eggnog softening my edges, or perhaps I just wanted to help Mrs. Silva in whatever way I could. I didn’t want any of my Christmas preparation fueled by magic, but the Silvas’ was a different case, wasn’t it? Without really knowing what I intended to do, I waved my hand over the pan. The burned lumps glowed and transformed into puffy golden delights of delicate crust and glossy fruit filling.

      “Remarkable!” Mrs. Silva squeaked, clutching her hands to her chest and beaming as if I’d given her the Christmas gift she’d always wanted, which perhaps I had.

      “It’s nothing, really,” I said. “Cooking is just chemistry. Magic is kind of the same. I just reversed the physical changes. Somehow. Honestly, I understand it about as much as you understand what’s going on with your mother.”

      “Whatever it is, you’ve saved the day from ruin, Belinda.”

      “Oh, it’s nothing,” I repeated. “Look, let me show you how easy it is.”

      I flicked my hands again, and the countertop cleared, dishes and utensils sliding neatly into order by the sink, layers of spills and messes dissolving into nothing as my magic swept along like something out of a Disney movie.

      “Wondrous!” Mrs. Silva gasped. “Where does all the mess go?”

      “Not sure,” I shrugged. “Not here, that’s the important part.”

      “Do you think you might be able to, you know… the rest?” She looked at me with a sheepish grin.

      “Sure, why not?” I said. I waved both my hands again, my fingertips warming as the magic passed through. It wasn’t a serious spell; I barely needed to go anywhere near the white place magic usually created in my mind. The power flowed through me as naturally as an exhaled breath, tingling like electricity beneath my skin, as all spells had since that night in the woods with the Grey Mountain coven. Sometimes these new feelings scared me, but right now, in the heady buzz of the alcohol and the radiance of Lila’s mother’s joy and relief, it felt right.

      The air in the kitchen shimmered, plates and cups floated into place. Cleaning spells were one of the first I’d been able to figure out back when magic was more difficult for me, when I’d thought of it as just a trick and not part of who I was or who I was meant to become, whoever that was. It was fun to get back to the basics.

      In minutes, the place was sparkling. The food was ready to serve, the dishes clean and neatly packed away, the counters clear.

      The dining room off the side of the kitchen was ready to be set. I moved to the doorway and flicked my hand, releasing a spell into the room. A glittering of golden lights hung above the table, twinkling like little stars.

      “Belinda Drake, you might just be my newest most favorite person in the entire world,” Mrs. Silva said.

      I smiled back. It was good to be appreciated.

      “She’s your favorite person too?” Conri said, coming into the room behind me, trailed by Mr. Silva and Sean. They all stopped when they saw the transformation in the kitchen.

      “You two have been busy,” Mr. Silva said. “Does that mean it’s time to eat now?”

      “Soon. Belinda helped out with a bit of the tidying up,” she said, winking at me.

      “Did she now?” Conri said, his words edged in disapproval. What new level of hypocrisy had I now reached?

      “What’s everyone doing?” Lila said, joining us in the kitchen, with Gran following close behind. “Oh, wow!” she said, looking around.

      “Belinda did it,” her mother said with pride. Still, some of the joy had tarnished around her, and the tight grip of tension returned to the room.

      Gran sidled up beside me. “Witch,” she whispered, all accusation and contempt.

      Like a punch to the stomach, cold guilt hit me. I shouldn’t have done it. I shouldn’t have interfered. Had my magic ruined another Christmas?
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      We all sat around the table as Mrs. Silva set out the incredible Christmas feast. My cleaning up and rescuing the cranberry tarts from a charcoal fate might have been supernatural, but the spread Lila’s mother had pulled together was the real magic. Mounded platters, jugs of gravy, dressings, sauces, sweets, and savories, all complete with a white linen tablecloth hand-embroidered in holly leaves. At the center of it all was a golden roast turkey.

      “This all looks marvelous, darling,” Gran said, smiling sweetly at her daughter.

      “Thanks, Mom. I’m glad you think so.” It was easy to see Mrs. Silva was genuinely glad to have her mother’s approval.

      I stole a glance at Lila opposite me, who was busy heaping peas on Sean’s plate like a mother helping a child. Did Lila carry the same feelings towards her mother as I witnessed in the older generation, a constant seeking of approval, a struggle to demonstrate her worth? Or did that kind of thing develop later in life? From the outside, I saw nothing but goodwill between Lila and her mother. Maybe that was an effect of Mrs. Silva’s strained relationship with her own parent.

      “Pass the corn, please,” Lila said. I reached for the bowl, and Gran leaned away from my arm.

      Oh, please, I thought. I hadn’t been expecting to find a bigot under this roof, especially not one with fae blood. If it hadn’t been Christmas, I might have made a comment, but I was a guest, and my hosts had wanted the perfect Christmas as much as I had—I wasn’t about to let ignorance ruin that for Mrs. Silva after all the hard work she’d put into the meal. Besides, there had already been enough friction in the ranks, and I didn’t want to stoke that fire.

      “Will you carve the turkey now, Hassan?” Mrs. Silva asked her husband.

      “Don’t we get enough turkey on Thanksgiving?” Gran sneered.

      “We like turkey, Mom,” Mrs. Silva said, sighing.

      “In my day, we went out hunting. If it wasn’t a goose or pheasant on the table, it wasn’t Christmas.”

      “Blackthorn’s not exactly known for its wild geese, is it, Mother? Hassan? The carving. Please?”

      “Why’s it up to the man to cut the animals up?” Gran said.

      Mrs. Silva pressed her fingers to her temples. “Because that’s the way we’ve always done it,” she said, sighing again.

      “I don’t understand why a dead beast has to be a symbol of gender power,” Gran said. I suppressed a smile behind my glass of wine and took a sip. The musty rankness of a corked bottle soured my mouth. I swallowed, trying to remain neutral, glancing around to see if anyone else had tasted their wine, or if it was only me.

      Sean peered into his glass, his nose screwed up. Lila wore the same look of horrified puzzlement, so I waited until the hosts said something.

      “Mom, I’m not getting into a fight over Christmas dinner,” Mrs. Silva continued.

      “Well, if you don’t talk about these problems, especially at the domestic level, then they’re never going to get righted in the world.”

      “Hassan carves the meat. It’s the way we do it. It’s the way you and Dad did it for decades.”

      Gran pulled a bitter smirk. “I’m sorry to have you repeat my mistakes, then,” she said. She nodded toward the roast in its bed of golden potatoes, her smile too big. “Please, Hassan. Proceed with the ritual.”

      Conri cleared his throat loudly, coughing into his napkin as he put his glass down.

      “Are you alright, Conri?” Mrs. Silva asked.

      “I think the wine’s bad, Mom,” Lila said.

      “Nonsense,” Mrs. Silva picked up her glass, which she’d already drunk half of, and raised it to her nose. “This is a Chateau Contesenta. I’ve been drinking from it for half an hour.”

      “Yours never was the most discerning palate though, was it, Margaret?” Gran said.

      This was a family Christmas dinner alright, following the worst kinds of traditions.

      Lila’s father looked to his wife for permission to proceed with the turkey, which she gave with a subtle closed-eye nod.

      It was good to have something to divert our attention away from the awkward family situation and the rancid wine, both of which had left a lingering bad taste. My mouth watering, I was ready to forget all the unpleasantness and get on with having a real Christmas.

      Mr. Silva pressed the tip of the carving knife to the breast. Ribbons of steam curled off its golden skin. He slid the blade through the meat, glistening juices flowing. As he brought the fork down to steady the slice, he jumped back with a shriek to rival that of any nineteenth-century damsel.

      The bird heaved, the meat tearing apart, erupting as three tiny black-and-white-banded snakes slithered out of the main meal and across the table, whipping in and out of the bowls and tipping glasses of spoiled wine all over the tablecloth.

      Mrs. Silva shrieked as loud as her husband had, leaping to her feet and sending her chair backwards into the wall. Lila did the same, clutching Sean in horror. Conri skidded his chair away from the table but remained silent and seated, his usual stoic expression disturbed into a frown. Gran and I were the only ones who didn’t move.

      The snakes wound around the tabletop. One slithered its way to me and stopped at the edge of my still-empty plate, flicking its tongue, its red eyes fixed on me. There was magic in the air.

      I breathed in through my nose slowly, filling my lungs and then exhaling gently. As my breath touched the serpent, it flicked backward, it and its siblings retreating into a writhing panic. All three dropped to the floor and squirmed off in all directions around our feet.

      “If I’d known Christmas dinner would be inundated with witchcraft, I might have stayed home,” Gran said, though I don’t think anyone besides me heard it over the clamor of shouting. Lila squealed as she climbed into Sean’s lap while he looked on, more quietly, but no less terrified.

      The three tiny snakes wound across the dining room floor, meeting with each other against the wall. They slithered together in a serpentine dance, and as their bodies entwined, they began to morph into a single and much larger snake. The black-and-white beast hissed as it licked the air.

      “Shh,” I whispered at it. The snake lowered its head and made a quicksilver thrash out of the door, headed to the living room.

      “Hassan, you have to do something. I’m not having a snake loose in my house,” Mrs. Silva shrieked.

      “Me?” Mr. Silva’s voice cracked at his wife’s suggestion. “But I⁠—”

      “I’ll call Jerry Herigold,” Conri said, pulling out his phone. “He does snake catching on the side, though usually it’s nuisance snakes in barns.”

      “I’ll get it,” I said.

      Conri held up his hand. “Belinda, snake handling should be left to those with the proper wild animal training. Which, sure, I have, but not even I want to go after that thing. It’s magic. You don’t know what it is.”

      “I know it’s supernatural, and supernatural handling shouldn’t be done by well-meaning retired farmers as a side hustle, no matter how good he is with garden-variety pythons. No offense to Jerry Herigold.”

      “Conri’s right, Belinda,” Lila said. “You don’t know what it is. Whatever parseltongue you pulled was pretty neat, but I don’t want you going on getting bitten, or worse. Not on Christmas.”

      “Any other day you’d prefer I get bitten by a magic snake?” I said, folding my napkin and getting to my feet. “Come on. I’m not having Christmas ruined by a cursed turkey.”
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      “I don’t like this one bit,” Conri said.

      I circled the living room, tapping the side of my shoe along anything solid as I went, hoping to flush the serpent out from wherever it hid. “I don’t like it either. I guess the perfect Christmas for me has to involve some kind of catastrophe and magic ruin.”

      “Why do I get the feeling there’s more to your determination to make this Christmas something peeled off a greeting card than just your usual insanity?”

      “Because it should be special,” I said. “Everyone deserves a perfect Christmas, at least once in their life.”

      “I’m guessing Christmases for you as a kid were less than ideal?”

      “Not only as a kid,” I said, nudging an armchair and stomping the floorboard. “And since when did you get all sensitive about this kind of stuff?”

      Conri placed his hand on the small of my back. I didn’t realize how tense I was until my muscles relaxed at his touch. “I’ve almost gotten used to the Belinda Drake way of approaching life, but this Christmas thing has taken your peculiar brand of living to a whole new level. I want to make sure you’re okay.”

      “This is the first year in forever that I’ve felt like part of a family, even if that’s just you and me and the fur babies. Don’t tell Hemlock I called him a fur baby, okay?”

      “Hemlock hates me no matter what I tell him.”

      “When it was Quentin and me growing up, moving around to so many different families, it didn’t matter what they did for their Christmases—we were never really part of it. We were always the add-ons. It would go one of two ways: either our inclusion was really forced and fake, or we were left out, reminded Christmas was a family event and therefore not for us.”

      “That’s rough, especially for kids.”

      “I don’t think Quentin cared,” I said. “But this one year, we were with what I thought at the time was the best family ever. It was a huge house, total Better Homes and Gardens stuff. Our foster parents, the Herberts, were great in the beginning. They gave us all the stuff kids should have, like they genuinely wanted us. Then we had this Christmas. We’d been there not quite a year, which was a big change for us. Quentin accidentally set fire to the tree.”

      “Accidentally on purpose?”

      “He said he was trying to make the lights look better. That could’ve meant real fire. Who knows? He might’ve been trying to burn the place down. Anyway, it was only a tiny flame, but the tree smoldered like a stogie, which meant the small fire that could’ve been doused with a dishtowel set off the sprinklers, which flooded the entire living room, Christmas presents and all. I panicked and did a spell—me, a young witch who could only do magic without meaning to in times of heightened emotion.”

      “Like a Christmas tree on fire followed by a flood?”

      “Exactly. My first thought was to get rid of the water, which somehow translated into me turning it into ice.”

      Conri chuckled, then covered his mouth with his hand. “That doesn’t sound like you at all,” he said, smirking against all his efforts not to smile.

      “It gets better. Our foster parents come running in; the smoke sirens are wailing. Quentin and I are standing there in a panic, as frozen as the water. Our foster father slips over and pops his knee out. Our foster mother falls over in a scramble, wrenching her back so badly it puts them both in the emergency room for the rest of Christmas.”

      “Oh, boy.”

      “And that was the end of our time with the Herberts. And we never stayed in another home for more than three months after that.”

      “Was it the witchcraft they were reacting against?”

      I shrugged. “We never directly told anyone about our magic back then. Usually, the fostering types are fairly conservative, or jerks out for the government pay. Most of the time, if Quentin didn’t like something about the place, he’d do some spell to set everyone off and get us moved on.”

      “And so I guess there was never an opportunity for a Drake family Hallmark Christmas after that?”

      “By the time we were out on our own, we didn’t have enough money to do much for Christmas, and Quentin always said he didn’t care.”

      Conri put his hands on my shoulders. “We’ll get it next year, as much fruitcake as you can handle. I promise. I’m sorry this one didn’t happen for us.”

      “The fact you said all that makes it ten times better than any other. Besides, I’m not sure it’s ruined. I mean, nothing says perfect Christmas like hunting down an enchanted snake that slithered out of a cursed turkey.”

      “You think this is a curse?” he said.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Silva don’t seem the kind of people to attract foul magic. Maybe it’s a coincidence, some enchantment in the bird before they bought it?”

      “It’s fowl magic alright. Get it? Foul? Fowl? Turkey?”

      “Seriously? Puns now?”

      “Sorry, couldn’t help it. The bird already being cursed before they got it is probably most likely,” he said.

      As easy as it would be to wrap the disaster up with a nice bow of coincidence, something still didn’t sit right with me, and that something was five-foot-two and silver-haired and wore bifocals. “You don’t think there’s something a bit weird about Gran?” I said.

      “She’s sure colorful. But aren’t some old folks like that? They get to a certain age and stop giving a rat’s ass?”

      “I’ve just got a bad feeling,” I said.

      “Yeah, my spidery senses are tingling too.”

      I was about to tease Conri for his off-the-mark Spider-Man reference when I saw the serpent. It was under the armchair, the tip of its tail twitching with a threatening vibration.

      “Let me call Jerry,” Conri said.

      “I’m not about to ruin someone else’s Christmas by calling them out to work. I’ve got a vibe here, okay?”

      “That’s what worries me.”

      “It’s not exactly a spidery sense, but you trust me, don’t you?”

      Conri nodded.

      I got down on my haunches, nervous but strangely confident. The snake wound into a tight coil. I inhaled as I’d done before and let the breath go, slow and hissing. It slithered toward me. I reached out my hand, and it climbed up my arm like it was exploring a tree branch.

      “For hell’s sake, Belinda! What are you doing? Do you want to repeat your Christmas emergency room disaster tales by a trip to the hospital for antivenom? There probably isn’t even an antivenom for a magic snake.”

      “Shhh,” I hissed. “You’ll scare her.”

      “Then it will be mutual,” Conri growled.

      I lifted my arm so the snake’s head was in line with mine. “Hello, beauty,” I cooed. “Where did you come from?”

      The snake’s tongue flickered, tasting my words. “No one here is going to hurt you, okay? But you want to go home as much as we want to send you there, right? It’s winter; you shouldn’t even be awake. So let’s work together on this and get you home, warm and safe.”

      With my free hand, I pressed a gentle finger to its head, running a feather touch along its smooth, cold scales. As I reached the tip of its tail, it began to curl, winding further up my arm, over my shoulder, and around my neck. I grinned, the sensation of it slithering against me almost a tickle. It twisted down my left shoulder and its full length stretched across my body. Conri wasn’t moving except a slow blink of disbelief. I unwound the snake from my shoulders, and without so much as a twitch, it allowed me to lay it gently on the rug.

      “Time to go, little one,” I whispered and blew out another breath. The snake shimmered, black and white dissolving into gray and then fading into nothing as it disappeared.

      “There,” I said, wiping my hands on my shirtfront.

      “How on earth…?”

      I shrugged. “Don’t ask me. The snake kind of just told me what to do, and I knew what to say.”

      “Say? You were hissing at it.”

      “I was? Then maybe Lila’s parseltongue reference wasn’t that far off?”

      “I don’t even begin to understand what that means.”

      “Just another kind of magic.”

      “Well, whatever it was, it was amazing. You’re amazing.”

      “Coming from a man who, if not for the power of a magical necklace, turns into a wolf every full moon?”

      “I guess we all have our talents,” he said.

      “Well, that’s taken care of. I don’t think anyone will be eating the turkey, but let’s get the others and try and salvage what’s left of this day.”

      The living room door flew open, and Gran stumbled into the room, waving a bottle of gin and flopping onto the sofa. Mirth twisted her face, and she could barely breathe from laughing so much.

      “Now that’s festive cheer,” Conri muttered.

      “Mrs.…Gran? Are you alright?” I said. “Can I take that bottle? Maybe get you a glass? Some tonic? Or a nice black coffee?”

      “No need, witch,” she said, taking a swig.

      Before I could say anything else, breaking glass and loud crashes came from the other end of the house, followed by a chorus of hysterical barking from Russet, still locked in the laundry room prison of shame. “What is that dog doing now?” Conri said, marching away to the sound of the chaos.

      “I’m coming with you.” I followed him, eager to have the excuse to get away from Gran.

      We were halfway down the hall when Lila and Mrs. Silva came running. “Skunk!” Lila shrieked. “There’s a skunk in the house!”
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      “Skunk!” Mr. Silva bellowed, fleeing up the hallway after his daughter and wife. Sean followed not far behind, his face contorted with the kind of fear usually reserved for ghastly ghouls coming to skin you in your dreams. Or encountering the world’s most repulsive-smelling mammal in one’s home.

      We followed them into the kitchen.

      “How did a skunk get in?” Lila said.

      “Some fool left the back door open.” Mrs. Silva’s whole body heaved in terror and the exertion of the short run.

      "Skunks are timid and avoid people as much as they can. I doubt one would just wander into a house unless something was wrong," Conri said.

      Something certainly felt wrong.

      Gran swayed in after us, still clutching the bottle. “A skunk? Well, that’s a spot of good news, then, isn’t it? Skunks are born snake hunters. They’ll sort out that other problem.”

      “Belinda already got rid of the snake,” Conri said.

      Gran whipped her gaze on me, her drunken humor dissolving into stern contempt. “Did she now? What a clever witch she is.”

      Russet continued to scratch and howl, throwing himself against the door, a hairy tornado trapped in the laundry. With a particularly heavy slam and a triumphant yelp, the door unlatched. The scrabbling scratching of frantic dog claws on floorboards followed. A tiny black-and-white streak shot down the hall and up the stairs, pursued by a hysterically barking red streak.

      “If that dog gets skunked, there’s no way he’s coming inside tonight,” I said.

      “Someone get that thing out of my house,” Mrs. Silva wailed.

      “It’s alright. I’ll take care of it. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had a showdown with a skunk,” Conri said. "Besides, it's a baby. They don't hold much, and can't spray properly until they're a few months old."

      “If you get skunked, you’re not coming inside tonight either,” I said. Conri’s sly grin told me he didn’t think I was serious.

      “I’ll help you, Conri,” Mr. Silva said.

      “Sean?” Gran pointed a sticklike finger to Sean’s chest.

      “Yeah?” he said.

      “It seems the menfolk are stepping up to take charge of the intruder.”

      Sean swallowed hard. “They’ve got it covered, right? Conri’s a vet; he knows what he’s doing with animals. And I wouldn’t want to get in the way.”

      “Seems the perfect time to prove your valor to your fiancée, no?”

      “It does?” Sean dropped into a lighter shade of white.

      “You don’t have to do anything of the sort, honey,” Lila said. “You’re a chocolatier, not a beastmaster.”

      “And I’m a retired chemist,” Mr. Silva said, clapping Sean on the back. “We all must do our tour of duty at some point. Ready, son?”

      Gran snorted and took another gulp from her bottle.

      “Mother, don’t you think that’s enough?” Mrs. Silva said.

      Gran waved a dismissive hand.

      “At least pour it in a glass and pretend to have some standards,” Mrs. Silva sighed.

      Sean puffed up his chest. “You’re right. I should help out.”

      The boys marched off to war, and I smirked at the sink in their shoulders that gave away what they really felt about this show of courage.

      “I’m going to take another lie-down upstairs until we’re all ready to finally eat,” Gran announced.

      “Good plan, Mother,” Mrs. Silva said, exasperated. She pinched the bridge of her nose, rubbing the back of her neck with the other hand. “I think I’ve got one of my sick headaches coming on. I need some sugar.”

      

      I was alone in the kitchen with Lila and her mother.

      “This is like the worst day of bad luck in the history of bad luck,” Lila said. Her mother stuffed a cranberry pie into her mouth.

      “If it’s any consolation, this isn’t the most disastrous Christmas I’ve been a part of,” I said.

      “That does help, Belinda. Does it make me a terrible person to say so?”

      “It’ll be okay, Mom. Once they get rid of the skunk, we’ll all sit down and finish the meal. Well, maybe not the turkey. But there’s heaps of other stuff. Then we’ll open the presents as planned. It’ll be lovely.”

      “Unless the tree catches fire in the meantime,” Mrs. Silva said through a mouthful of pastry.

      “Don’t even joke,” I said.

      A cacophony of shouting and running footsteps came from upstairs, accompanied by Russet’s joyous barks. At least someone was having a good time in all of this.

      “Is it just me being oversensitive,” Lila said, “or is Gran acting weird and horrible?”

      The relief washed over me. At least I wasn’t going to have to be the one to bring it up now.

      “Your grandmother is having a hard time getting used to life without your grandfather, Lila. Show her some patience.”

      “I know she’s still adjusting, and that’s fine, I get it. But she’s being downright mean and rude, and I don’t remember her ever drinking so much.”

      “Perhaps we should ask if she’s worn a novelty mask of any kind lately,” I said. It wasn’t exactly a joke, but Lila’s eager nods and fearful expression said she took it more seriously than I’d intended.

      “And since when has Gran been so against witches? Have you heard half the stuff she said to Belinda today?”

      “Yes, that is a bit odd. But you know how the older generations can get about such things. The history between fae and witch hasn’t always been a good one.”

      “No excuse, Mom. Plenty of generations older than Gran are open-minded about all kinds of stuff. Besides, Gran’s never had a problem with witchcraft before, has she?”

      “No, you’re right, I don’t think she has. But maybe it’s something else. She didn’t exactly sound thrilled when I suggested she come to Blackthorn today. Just between us, I have a suspicion there may be a new gentleman friend in her life in Willowswood.”

      “Nice. Gran’s got a boyfriend and turned into a boozing hellion,” Lila said.

      “Lila, mind your manners. You don’t speak about your grandmother like that.”

      “I think we should ask her if something’s wrong.”

      “Are your grandmother’s fae powers the same as yours?” I asked.

      Lila and her mother both shook their heads.

      “Mother’s a strong empath, but not psychic. She had some energy-weaving skills when she was younger, but the way she tells it, her powers have been diminishing with age. It happens to some fae. Which is why I’ve always told Lila she has to make a life for herself not based on magic. Power is fickle, and you never know when it’s going to change.”

      That was the truth.

      “The skunk we can maybe put down to a wacky coincidence, but that was no ordinary snake. It might also have something to do with Gran acting off. She might not even be aware she’s doing anything. Do you think we should ask her?” Lila said.

      Mrs. Silva bit into a second pie, chewing through the mouthful before answering. “I don’t want to invite any trouble in, not on Christmas.”

      Another crash came from upstairs, followed by Conri throwing a curse word to make anything Gran had said that day angelic.

      “I think trouble has already found us either way,” I said.

      “Alright, I’ll have a word to her,” Mrs. Silva said. She reached for another pie. “But not until after this whole skunk business has settled, okay?”

      Conri’s boots thundered on the stairs, Russet scrambling behind him, yapping with pleasure. The putrid stench of sulphuric horror filled the house. I guessed the baby had at least a little stink power.

      “Coming through!” Conri bellowed. He had a quilt bundled up under his arm, and I assumed the offending Christmas guest was wrapped inside.

      “That’s my best bedspread!” Mrs. Silva shouted.

      “Sorry, I’ll get you a new one. In the meantime, it’s the only thing standing in the way of this little fellah’s toxic anal glands.”

      “Oh great, we’ve reached the toxic anal glands level of Christmas disaster,” I said, darting ahead to open the door. Conri barreled through like he was running for a touchdown.

      Russet chased his master and his prey to the back corner of the yard, where thick bushes bordered the boundary before the woods. There was no surprise a woodland creature would wander by with this much wilderness around. But didn’t skunks lie low in the winter?

      Conri set the blanket down and jumped back. Russet went into statue mode behind his legs peeking out, sniffing the air. Such a brave hunter. The mound in the quilt didn’t move. Conri toed it with his boot, nudging the stinking creature within. Nothing happened.

      “Did he kill it?” Lila said, sounding more horrified than she had at the prospect of getting sprayed.

      Conri gingerly bent down and pinched the quilt, pulling it slowly upward and away. He looked back at us, three faces pressed against the fogging window, all of us wide-mouthed with the same shock.

      The skunk was gone.
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      “Are you sure you had it in the quilt?” I said. Conri gave me a look that might have been accompanied by some impolite words if we hadn’t been in polite company.

      “It was there the whole way from the bedroom to the yard, right up until I put it down. And then, gone.”

      “Like the snake vanished?” I said.

      “No doubt about it, we’re in magic trouble right now,” Conri said.

      “Oh, my favorite place of all,” I said. I certainly did seem to spend most of my life here. You’d think I’d be more used to it. “So, what now?”

      “Disappearing skunk or not, the stink of it hasn’t vanished, so I’m going home for a shower and a change.”

      “You can’t leave me now,” I said. I was about to grab hold of his shirt but didn’t feel like having the stench on me, so I just settled for some frantic hand waving instead.

      "Can you do anything about the stink, Belinda?" Lila asked.

      "Easy," I said, still looking at Conri. "Just a cleaning spell." I lifted my hand and thought of sweet, clean things. In seconds the eye watering stench was gone.

      "Now you don't have to go anywhere," I said.

      "I still want a shower and a clean shirt. I’ll be right back, I swear. Besides, Russet is about to destroy the Silvas’ laundry room. I can’t put him back in there.”

      “Let him have at it, Conri,” Mrs. Silva said. “Life can’t get much worse at the moment.”

      “Mom! You’re totally asking for another catastrophe saying that.”

      “Bring it on, I say,” Mrs. Silva said. “I’m going to open a bottle of champagne and toast this disaster. The turkey is out, but who wants to help me eat the rest of the meal off our laps in front of the television?”

      “I think Gran is taking a nap in the living room,” Lila said.

      “No, she’s upstairs. Your father and Sean are back playing with the trains in there,” Mrs. Silva said.

      “No, they’re not. Dad and Sean went upstairs with Conri, but I haven’t seen them…” Lila trailed off. “Where’s Sean?”

      “Where’s your father?”

      “They were upstairs with me, but once I caught the skunk, I didn’t see where they went. I did see your mother upstairs, though,” Conri said.

      Wringing her hands, Mrs. Silva hurried back inside. Minutes later, she was back wearing a dark cloud of dread. “Gran isn’t in the guest room, or anywhere. No one is inside.”

      “I told you not to say anything about things getting worse,” Lila said.

      
      The men, the old lady, none of them were anywhere in the house or yard.

      “There’s a bad feeling about all of it,” Mrs. Silva said. Lila put a comforting arm around her mother, but I saw the same sense of foreboding weighed on her. It was on all of us.

      Now it was my turn to shove a cranberry tart into my face, chased by a sip of sparkling wine that was too delicious to be drinking like this.

      Conri had left with the promise he would be back as soon as he showered and changed. I was annoyed at him for deserting me in a crisis.

      “I’ll be back within the hour. You’ll be fine,” he’d said when I’d cornered him by the front door.

      “Yeah, until a gorilla comes through the window after the skunk.”

      “I’m pretty sure gorillas don’t hunt, and particularly not skunks,” he’d said. “But if that’s the case, it’ll be a good thing me and Russet are out of the way.”

      He’d given me his “I’m only kidding” smile, which usually came out when I was too annoyed at him for it to do anything but infuriate me further. “Fine, leave,” I’d said. “But I’m not happy about it.”

      He’d leaned down and kissed me. Maybe it was the champagne getting ahead of my irritation, but, even with the skunk stink, it was something I wanted him to do again.

      “Is there anywhere else they could be?” I said.

      “The attic. That’s the only place we haven’t looked,” Lila said.

      “No one goes into the attic,” Mrs. Silva said, a warning in her voice along with a sternness I’d never heard before.

      “They can
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