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Lily yanked the dead pansy stems out of the cold ground with a terrific pull.

If Nia had been able to, she’d have done the same thing to my heart when she broke up with me.

The thought came, unbidden, to her mind. It sobered her, making her long to run back to her bedroom, close the curtains against the icy winter sunlight, and stay in bed until spring rolled around again…in four months from now.

Forget about her. Violet said you can do better, and she meant it, she told herself.

Lily wiped her eyes and flung the dead plant away. At the sight of the pixie hole underneath the frozen dirt, she nodded, satisfied.

“I knew I saw you jerks on the windows yesterday,” she said to herself. Reaching in, she pulled one out—a male, by the looks of the loincloth on its nethers, instead of a jumpsuit that covered it from shoulders to groin. Holding it aloft, she locked it, squeaking and squealing, in the cage she’d brought along.

“Excuse me. Could you tell me where to find Symphony Hall?″

A thrill went through Lily at the depth of the voice speaking to her. It purred, making something deep in her belly shiver in pleasure. Lifting her gaze from the bed of dead flowers outside the Cedar Beach Sanctuary, she gasped.

A real, live, breathing angel stood next to her, all six tall, broad, and handsome feet of zir. Straight, sandy-blonde hair had been swept back off their forehead to kiss the collar of zirs shirt—a t-shirt, as a matter of fact, a casual contrast to the black suit jacket and pants that ze wore. Still, it suited zir, giving zir a professional air without turning them into a stuffy, elitist business person.

Then there was the matter of the instrument case at zirs side—violin, by the looks of it. She’d run into a number of orchestral members on her way into town that morning, and each one had had a black or blue case just like this danging from their hands or shoulders.

She was so entranced, she barely even remembered the Pansy Pixie wriggling in her grasp. Not until it squealed in fury and bit her hand through her gardening glove.

With a yelp, Lily squeezed the creature and then flung it away. It hit the side of the Sanctuary, hard, and then rolled into the beds, unmoving. Lily’s jaw dropped and she went cold.

“Oh no,″ she whispered, diving into the flowers after it.

“Here, let me help.″

Before she could even start searching, she glanced over to find the angel at her side, on zirs knees, rummaging through the leaves with her.

“Oh, no, you don’t have to,″ Lily said, breathless with both her attraction to the angel and her carelessness with the pixie.

The angel laughed a little. “What kind of angel would I be if I didn’t help those in need?″ ze asked. 

Lily dug faster, and let out a cry of relief at the sight of the pixie, half-lost behind a mound of faded brown mulch. Far more tenderly than when she’d first caught it, she picked it up and offered it to the angel.

“Is there anything you can do?″ she asked.

The angel’s golden brow furrowed, the chiseled plains of zirs face going tight with concentration. Ze waved a long, strong, square hand over the creature. After three passes of this, the poor thing took a deep breath. Color returned to its green cheeks.

“Oh, Goddess bless you,″ Lily whispered, stroking the pixie with her pinky finger.

“She often does,″ the angel whispered back.

Their gazes met over the pixie, and the angel gave her a small, joyous smile. Lily’s neck went so hot, she unzipped her jacket.

Clearing her throat, she picked up the wicker cage she’d brought with her and opened the door. Only one other pixie sat inside, glaring. At the sight of its injured companion, it squeaked at Lily, but pulled the injured one out of the angel’s grasp, curling around it at the back of the cage and wrapping it protectively with its own, dragon-fly-like wings.

Sighing, Lily closed the door. “I’m sorry,″ she said, putting the cage aside. Sitting back, she rubbed her hands over her face and shook her head. “And I’m sorry to you, angel. This wasn’t what you came out here for, and yet you get dragged into pest control with me.″

The angel stood up. “Not at all. I didn’t realize how tenderly pixies cared for each other. It’s cute.″

Lily nodded. “Cute, yes, but they’re still pests. They’d be cuter if they weren’t ruining our flower beds,″ she said, motioning to the garden. When she turned back to the angel, ze was brushing zirself off. She couldn’t help noticing just how well zir shirt fit zir...and how well ze kept zir body in shape.

“Well, I don’t mind the detour. It’s one of the better ones I’ve been on, though I seem to have lost the rest of my group,″ the angel said, shaking Lily from her current examination of zir.

“Sorry, what was the question?″ Lily asked, flustered all over again.

The angel smiled and stuck a hand in zirs pocket. “Could you tell me where the Symphony Hall is?″

Lily relaxed. “Oh! Yes, of course. You’re close, actually, though everything in Cedar Beach is pretty close. Down the road, at the center of town. It’s labeled with enormous letters, you can’t miss it unless you’re as near-sighted as I am,″ she said, tapping her glasses with a self-depricating shrug.

“Thank you,″ the angel said, holding out a hand as if to shake hers.

When Lily’s fingers met zirs, ze bent zirs head and pressed zirs lips so lightly to her knuckles, she shivered again. She’d never felt anything as soft as that kiss before.

“I’ll let you get back to your work. It’s beautifully done, by the way,″ ze said, nodding to the plants. “You and your team should be proud.″

Lily ducked her head. “Thank you. It’s for the Yule Bash.″

“Maybe I’ll see you there, then,″ the angel said, turning to leave.

Before ze could disappear entirely, Lily got to her feet. “Wh-what’s your name?″ she called after them.

“Domiel,″ the angel said, turning and smiling at her, but never stopping walking. In moments, ze was gone down the street.

Lily let out a breath, feeling swoony, and checked to make sure her jacket zipper was still open. Even with the sides of her lapel flapping in the winter wind, her entire body had become hot enough to warm the Sanctuary for a weekend. She lifted the hem of her cream-and-gold sweater, fanning herself.

“Who was that?″

Lily grinned and looked the opposite way down the street. Her sister, Violet, cousin Enna, and the Sanctuary’s assistant, Ansley, strolled up to the Sanctuary in their stylish wool coats. Violet’s, a peachy pink, made her look like a cupcake, while Enna’s blue one made her look like an ice princess, and Ansley’s gray one kept her looking like she’d just sauntered out of a high-fashion magazine.

Enna was the one who’d spoken. She was also the one still staring in the direction the angel – Domiel – had gone in.

“An actual Angel,″ Lily said, unable to keep the amazement out of her voice.

“No way! Are ze coming to the Yule Bash?″ Violet asked with a gasp. Her already pink cheeks went red with excitement.

Lily shrugged. “Maybe? Ze’re performing at Symphony Hall, at any rate. At least, I think ze are. Ze had a violin case with zir.″

Violet clapped her hands, a dreamy look taking over her expression. Ansley stepped around her, already taking in the outside of the Sanctuary.

“How’s it going, by the way? I didn’t realize you were coming in on Cherie’s day off, or I’d have been here, too,″ she said. The concern in her voice touched Lily’s heart.

“Oh, I’m not here, not really. There was a pixie in the bushes, and with Cherie and the custodial staff being so busy, I decided to take the matter on myself,″ Lily said, picking up the cage.

“You could’ve gotten hurt!″ Ansley said, taking it from her. The disapproval in her tone scalded Lily. “What if they’d swarmed? Cherie would be so angry if something happened to you.″

“She’s right—my sister would have multiple words, with both of you, trust me,″ Enna said, coughing a little.

Lily held up her injured hand. “Yeah, it wasn’t the smartest idea. They know how to fight back, even one-on-one,″ she said, showing off the bite.

Enna clicked her tongue, taking off Lily’s glove to get a better look. “Let me get you something for this,″ she said, her deep voice resonant in the winter air. Compared to Violet’s breathy tone, and Ansley’s proper enunciation, Enna always struck Lily as deep and mysterious...which was silly. They’d been friends their whole lives. They barely had any secrets from each other.

Which was why Lily made a face at her cousin’s offer. “I’m not sure I need a love potion to heal this,″ she said.

Enna gave her hand a friendly smack. “Haven’t you heard? Love heals all wounds, including pixie bites. You’ll see,″ she said, a smug smile on her face.

Lily snorted, and then waved a hand towards the Sanctuary. “Alright, if you insist. Ansley, can you unlock the door?″

Enna shook her head, pulling Lily towards the street. “No, no, let’s go to the shop. I’m not using holy herbs and spices for this,″ she said.

Lily hung back, searching for Cherie’s assistant. “Will you be okay while I’m gone? It’ll only be a few minutes,″ she said.

“I’ll be fine. In fact, I’ll take care of the pixie,″ Ansley said, giving Lily a push.

“Can I watch?″ Violet asked Ansley, leaning close.

“Oh absolutely. Come on, I’ll show you the best place to release them,″ Ansley said, leading the other woman around the back of the building.

Enna pulled Lily’s hand. “Stop worrying about them. Ansley’s tough enough to handle a couple pests, and we need to clean you up before the Sanctuary gathering in – dear Goddess, less than two hours.″ She grimaced, checking her glinting gold watch.

Lily picked up her pace. Within five minutes, after waving hello to a great many neighbors along the way, they made it to the Six Sisters’ Spells and Solutions Shop on main street. From the outside, it looked like an apothecary, with nothing much to boast about. Except Enna gave Lily a saucy little wink, and produced the key with a flourish.

“I still can’t believe Kylie let you have that,″ Lily said, rolling her eyes at her younger cousin’s theatrics.

Enna turned the handle and flung open the door. The bell inside jangled loudly. “I guess she thinks I’m trustworthy. Maybe years of love potions and spellwork has opened and softened her heart,″ she said, leading the way inside.

Whatever the reason, now that Lily was inside the shop, she stood in stunned silence. The place, with the lights turned on, gleamed and glowed. Warmth oozed from the floating lanterns overhead. The bottles, formerly in the middle of the main area, stacked on shelves, now lined the walls in rainbow-colored formations, broken up by first what they were used for, and then alphabetically.

The center of the room still had tables, but they’d been shifted into a U-shaped reception area, opened in the center, and filled with glass walls so that they resembled jewelry counters. Plush couches sat by the windows looking out onto the street. Soft, soothing music, sung by sultry voices, drifted through the air. Best of all, the air smelled...fresh. Clean. Only the lightest hint of something sweet, like candy, caught the back of Lily’s throat: too subtle to really hold alone, and just sweet enough to not be cloying.

In other words, it felt like home.

“It’s wonderful,″ Lily said, genuinely in awe. She went to the counter, staring at the copper bowls, spoons, and equipment inside.

“Tell that to Tia. She thinks it looks too much like a salon in here,″ Enna said, disappearing into a back door.

“That’s the nice part about this,″ Lily said with a laugh, admiring the sparkling bottles. “What do Bea and Ilana say? Have they seen it yet?″

Enna shuffled around for a moment, and then came back with a small box. She lined the tiny jars inside it on the countertop, waving Lily over. “Neither of them have been home much. I guess there’s more demand for traveling love potions than we guessed,″ she said. The discouragement weighed heavy in her voice.

Lily took her hand. “Well I think it’s fantastic. Kylie can travel if she doesn’t think so, and so can Tia.″

Enna gave her a half-hearted grin. In a few deft twists, she had a potion mixed and a salve spread across Lily’s bitten hand.

It tingled, but didn’t hurt. As they watched, the redness faded away. “You’ve gotten really good at that, En,″ Lily said, turning her hand over to examine it.

“Thanks. It makes me think of the days when you’d be working alongside me,″ her sister said, tucking the bottles away again.

Lily heaved a breath. “Please don’t, En. Please?″

Enna shrugged. “I’m just saying. I miss you here. I miss us. I mean, what am I supposed to do? Cherie won’t come back, either. We’re not the Six Sisters without a sixth person.″

“Maybe one day,″ Lily said.

Enna accepted that with a nod, and then pointed to the door. “Sure you don’t want to try your hand at another love potion? For the angel?″

Lily laughed and shook her head. “See you at the party, En,″ she said, and left the shop.
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Lily’s mom threw her arms around her daughter’s shoulders, hugging her tight. “The Goddess has done great things through you, my dear. Cedar Beach is going to have the best Yule celebration because of your work with us,″ she said.

Lily hugged her back. “Thanks, Mom.″

“And you! You helped!″ her mom said, pulling Cherie in, too.

Cherie, only a few years older than Lily, but dressing like a queen instead of a princess, laughed, hugging her back tight. “Thanks, Aunt Dahlia. It means a lot. Truly. And thank you, too, for putting in a good word for me with the Board. I don’t think I’d have be able to join the Sanctuary team without your support.″

Lily’s mom pulled away and cupped Cherie’s face in her hands. “Of course you would’ve. They’re smart people, and smart people hire other smart people to get the job done. Now, enough talking shop. We have a party to enjoy.″

Cherie let her aunt take her arm and lead her from the Sanctuary foyer to the main room, Lily trailing behind them. There, Violet, and Violet’s girlfriend, Goldie, put the finishing touches on some streamers hanging around the door. Violet did a happy twirl in her petticoated circle skirt, and Goldie caught her, pulling Violet close for a soft kiss, and looking ever dapper in her tailored suit.

At the sight of the pair, Lily let out a sigh.

Yet another couple in Cedar Beach. The town seemed to be filled with them, these days.

Then again, that was what the holidays did. Red and gold decorations filled every window, and people who thought they had no chance at love suddenly had it in droves. Usually.

Lily, among probably a handful of others, hadn’t been able to count herself so lucky this year.

Not that she hadn’t tried. In fact, as she greeted her sister, and watched Cherie welcome Goldie into the fold, she spied no less than three romantic prospects who’d turned her down over the last three months, all of whom Lily could watch mingling and dancing over the shoulders of her family members.

It didn’t make her want to go inside the room. It didn’t make her want to spend an hour trying to revel in the end of the year, and the excitement of the holiday season. No matter how warmly the lights glowed, no matter how sumptuous the decorations, no matter how enticing the cider smelled, all it made her want to do was retreat to her office and bury herself under her to-do list for an evening.

Or head into the basement proper, and fight off the winged mice that liked chewing holes in last-season’s decorations. Or just plain head home, where she could curl up on her sofa, have a small but stiff drink, and lull herself into an early night.

Except being on the Sanctuary’s volunteer team meant she couldn’t do any of those things. She’d learned that the hard way at lunch, after making the mistake of joking about such alternative plans in a public space.

“If you don’t show up, people will think we’re working you too hard,″ her fellow volunteer, Joy, had joked at lunch. The older woman had said it with a smile, but the light of that expression had not remotely reached her eyes.

Their Low Priestess, the one in charge of this particular Sanctuary, had snorted into her food. It had lightened some of the tension that Joy had invited with her comments, but once they were finished eating, the Low Priestess had sat back, hands in her lap.

“We know how hard it is, coming to these things. It’s a busy season, we’re all tired, and the last thing anyone wants to do is throw yet another party on top of all the other festivities we’re hosting and joining over the next week,″ she said, by way of apology.

“But we have no choice,″ Lily said, playing with the cap on her water bottle. The magic there sparkled, releasing strawberry flavor into the spout for the next time she took a drink.

The Low Priestess nodded, opening her hands in a “what can you do″ kind of way. “It’s tradition. We, too, need to celebrate our victories as an organization. 

“It’s not easy, day in and day out, to help the people in our community. There are needs that not every part of our government can meet, no matter how smoothly they run, though they try as hard as anyone here to do so. We don’t give ourselves enough credit for the work we do.″

“Can’t work all the time,″ Joy said, with a huff of a laugh.

The Low Priestess shook her head, staring at the bright sky above them. “No. We cannot. We should not, either. So try to enjoy this while it lasts. The New Year will be here soon enough, and then we’ll be hard at work once more.″

She’d made a fair point then, and Lily hadn’t been able to argue with it. She still couldn’t, though she was starting to wonder if the Low Priestess could argue with her stance on not spending lots of time around people who broke her heart. Probably she’d say “then we’d never spend time with anyone!″

The Priestess was also a much more outgoing person than Lily had ever been. Even now, with her actual job as lead dance teacher at the Celestial Bow studio, Lily wasn’t good at letting the entire world into her arms. She didn’t have that same desire.

It made her glad she’d chosen not to become a Priestess of any kind, way back when she’d been in school and deciding what to do with her life. Some people found it easy to pick their next direction, and some people want to be friends with everyone.

She felt neither of those things. With this volunteer opportunity, she hoped she’d find some answers. They wouldn’t be found at this party, though, so for the time being, her quest for love and purpose in life had to be put on pause.

She did her best to greet everyone on her way to get a drink. Now that the group of them were in a room together, it astonished her just how many people had become involved in Sanctuary life over the years. She sipped her cider and studied the myriad faces of majority volunteers and teachers mingling with the threadbare Sanctuary staff and Board members.

Then again, maybe it shouldn’t have surprised her. Most of these people were people they’d once helped, coming back to return the favor. It was one of the reasons Lily herself had gotten involved with the organization.

Glancing at the door, she spied a couple of members of her dance troupe wandering in. They wore matching uniforms, with bags on their shoulders. Lily smiled and made her way over.

“Ready to dance?″ she asked, helping them store their things.

The women nodded, straightening and smiling as Lily led them to the center of the room. Not minding the other dancers, they got into a triangle formation. A hush filled the room.

“Announcing, the Celestial Stars,″ Lily said in her loudest voice, and started their performance.

A minute in, people dancing around them slid out of the way. The audience clapped. The band met their tempo and quickened it. Soon, it was just Lily and her dancers, leaping, lunging and lolling around the dance floor, flinging magic from their hands.

Twinkle lights sparkled down over everyone. By the end of the dance, the air buzzed with magic-made birds and stars.

Lily bowed. The audience roared their appreciation. Breathing hard, she embraced each of her troope members and pointed them to the refreshments table.

“Thank you for doing this, please help yourselves,″ she said.

As the applause died down, the Low Priestess stood on a small stage at the front of the room and a hush came over the group. Everyone turned to listen, their smiling faces shining with pride.

“Congratulations to us all on another successful end of the year,″ she said, raising her cup in a toast.

A cheer went up, applause filling the room. Lily let out a little whistle.

“I want to celebrate doubly tonight by thanking our volunteer fundraiser, Lily, for the hard work she’s done collecting money to fund our Yule Bash gift giving. Because of her, we’ve out-earned our annual goal by almost double, and more families than ever will be able to count themselves fortunate this holiday season. 

“Because of Lily, not a single member of Cedar Beach will go without food, clothes, and toys for Yule.″

Lily blushed as the entire group turned to her and cheered. The applause was almost deafening. Ansley appeared from the side, giving her a huge hug, and Lily couldn’t help clinging to the woman a little bit under such overwhelming attention.

“Please present us with the final numbers, if you will,″ the Priestess said.

Lily put her drink down and waved. “I’ll go get them and be right back,″ she said, to more thunderous applause. Motioning to Ansley, she made her way from the room and into the cool emptiness of the foyer.

“Whoa,″ Cherie’s assistant said with a laugh, wiping her brow. “That was a lot! Was it getting hot in there, or was it just me?″

Lily let out a laugh, lifting her deep blue skirt as she walked. “No, not just you at all. In fact, I think I was about to faint from all the attention. Thank you for showing up when you did. If I’d fallen, you’d have had to catch me.″

Ansley elbowed her, and then tossed a golden banana curl over her shoulder. “Anytime, Lil.″

At the office, Lily found her water bottle—forgotten in between so many other things—and took a long drink while Ansley worked the safe. A couple of whooshing noises later, the lock clicked. Lily wiped her face of sweat, and turned.

Cherie’s assistant stared at her, her white face sickly green, her jaw wide open.

“You need to see this,″ Ansley whispered, backing up like the box was a beast rearing to bite.

Confused
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