
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Charms & Chin Hairs

      
        THE ORACLE OF WYNTER BOOK 8

      

    

    




      
        LISA MANIFOLD

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Lisa Manifold

      Charms & Chin Hairs

      The Oracle of Wynter Book 8

      Cover by Molly Burton, Cozy Cover Designs

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter One

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      
        Chapter Eight

      

      
        Chapter Nine

      

      
        Chapter Ten

      

    

    
      
        Cranberry Cake

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Lisa Manifold

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This is for Drusilla, who encouraged me to think bigger in all the ways this summer.

        I’ll always be grateful.

        xoxo
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        December Twenty-First

        Morning

      

      

      “Hello! Welcome!” I walked out onto the porch, arms open. Embraced the sweet, sticky smell of kids who had been traveling, had more snacks than they probably needed, and were glad to be at their destination.

      Nathan, Natalie’s son, hugged me tightly around the middle. “Hi, Wynter,” he said, his voice muffled as he velcro’d himself to me.

      Sophie, Natalie’s daughter, waited her turn, and then tucked herself under my arm. “I’m glad to be here. Your house is so pretty. Your skirt is pretty, too.” She leaned back to take in the lights that were on every surface of the house.

      “Thank you,” I said, smiling down at her. “On behalf of both my house and my skirt. It’s very nice to have them both appreciated.”

      They wouldn’t know that just thirty minutes before, I’d been glaring at my reflection in the mirror, peering at my face with tweezers in hand, plucking out the offending hairs that seemed to have sprouted overnight on my chin.

      Really? This had to happen now? Merry Christmas indeed. But I’d done what I could with Caro and Florry fussing at me to get downstairs in anticipation of company, and I hoped no one would notice. I’d never had chin hair before.

      There were lots of things I’d not had to deal with before going into full-blown menopause. When would it end? Seriously? The hot flashes had eased, although occasionally they still hit. They weren’t as bad as they’d been. I was hoping this was the trend that would continue.

      But not if I was going to be sprouting a beard.

      It’s not a beard, Goldie said. It’s just part of aging.

      Says the golden tattoo, I shot back.

      I could swear I heard him laughing. Pushing any retort away, I focused on my newly arrived guests, and how happy they seemed to be here. I wanted them to be happy, so this was a good start.

      We’d gone all out this year. All three of my kids, waiting behind me, were home. Contrary to my suspicions, not one of them had brought home a significant other. I was sure at least one would. But I didn’t pry, and none of them, not Kris, Theo, or Rachel, had breathed a word.

      This was one year I wouldn’t have minded. I mean, I was having half the county in, so what were a few more?

      Natalie came up the steps of the porch, pushing a strand of brunette hair out of her face.

      Letting go of the kids, I opened my arms to give her a hug, too.

      You wouldn’t have thought about it, a year—no, less than a year ago. Natalie was also a Chastain. A Mrs. Derek Chastain, to be more precise. She’d been married to my husband, and the two kids, Nathan and Sophie, were Derek’s kids.

      There were times I was glad Derek was gone, because had I discovered this dual life while he was living, I might have offed him before the helicopter that crashed and killed him did. I wouldn’t admit that to anyone else, ever, but what he’d done to me, to all of us, was unforgivable. The fallout would have been worse had he been alive.

      None of that mattered now. Me, Natalie, all the kids—we were all in a better place. This Christmas holiday was both proof and hope for that fact.

      “Thank goodness we’re here,” Natalie said into my shoulder. “This has been the trip from hell. Leaving so early,” she stopped and shook her head. “Although you said you had fun things planned, so that will be good.”

      They’d flown in from Arizona, so it was a long trip. When she’d told me they were taking a red eye, I’d gotten together with all my friends here to do something special. I wanted something that would mark this time as a family.

      Hopefully, we would do it again.

      “How did the ferry ride go?” I asked.

      Natalie laughed. “It was a saving grace. They were so tired that I wasn’t worried one would fall in, but still awake enough to look over the edge and be quiet.”

      We laughed together. “Come in,” I said. “All the kids are here,” I stopped, hearing my three welcome their two younger siblings.

      As one, Natalie and I stopped, watching all our kids together. Earlier this year, the kids and I had gone to meet Natalie and her two, and while part of my skin had crawled—then—at meeting the woman my husband had been cheating on me with, I wanted my kids to know their brother and sister. Watching the five of them now—I knew it had been the right thing.

      “I’m so glad you took that first step,” Natalie whispered. She turned to look at me, her arm still around my waist. “I don’t know if I would have, and then I’d be missing this.” Her eyes sparkled with tears.

      “Oh, no, missy,” I said, leaning over to kiss her cheek. “None of those tear things. Not now. We have so much to do, and you have no time for tears.”

      “Mom!” Nathan shrieked. “Look at the tree!”

      Everyone stopped, gazing at my current pride and joy. A ten-foot-tall Fraser fir, still in a pot with its root ball. I already had a hole dug in the back yard for it to go into, courtesy of Logan. He’d had it dug within an hour, and on December 27th, Mr. Fraser Fir would head out to the corner of my front yard, ready to settle into his new home. Initially, I’d planned to put it in the back yard, but every time I went out and tried to pick out a spot, nothing felt right.

      Like, my back garden was definitely off. But I hadn’t had the time to investigate, or ponder what it meant, or anything, because this year, I was on a timeline. My Oracle senses told me the back yard required more investigation, but not yet.

      Why did they, whoever the ‘they’ were this time, always go to my back yard? The baddies always did. The place was supposed to be my refuge. I put aside my grumblings about Oracle stuff to look over the tree, which had every ornament that had ever come into this house on it. It was that big.

      I didn’t always get a live tree, but this year, it had felt like the thing to do. You only had a week where they could be inside because they dried out. So when Natalie told me they’d be here on the 21st, I’d made plans to get this beauty from L&W Tree Farm, our local place on the island for trees.

      “It’s so tall,” Sophie said beside me, coming back from where she’d been talking to Rachel.

      “Well, I have high ceilings, and I figured since all the people I love were going to be here, we should get a really amazing tree.”

      She beamed at me.

      I felt Natalie’s hand squeeze around my waist.

      “Hey, Natalie,” Logan said easily. “The car still unlocked? I’ll get your luggage.”

      “Thank you,” Natalie said gratefully. She turned back to look at me once Logan moved out the front doors. “Still going strong?”

      I nodded, feeling a warmth move through me. Over the summer, I’d defeated Davina, a demon who wanted Logan’s soul, as well as a trio of witches who were after my consultant, one Fingal Mackay of the Fae. Once all the bad parties were properly sorted—that sounded like something my mother would have said—Logan and Caro and I went to Scotland, to bury the remains of my Fae consultant as he’d asked.

      Logan and I had made a commitment to one another then, even though we’d been kind of doing that all year since we’d moved from consultant and Oracle to friends to something more. My kids had confronted me, right before we went to Scotland, when I’d had a family picnic. They wanted to know that Logan was the real deal, and for me to know that if he hurt me, there would be hell to pay.

      He wouldn’t hurt me. I also knew, although I couldn’t tell the kids this, that Logan and I were together until the end, whenever that was. This was forever. I knew like I knew my name. I’d been sure that Derek and I were forever, and one might say, Well. Look how that turned out.

      But Logan?

      I knew.

      “I’m happy for you,” Natalie said.

      “What about you? Someone under the mistletoe?”

      She shook her head. “No. Not yet. I haven’t been able to find the peace that you have. Of course, the hot man helps, and there has been no shortage of men, but…” she sighed.

      “They’re just not the one.” I finished for her.

      “No,” Natalie said. She smiled. “They’re just not. And I’d rather be alone right now. It’s still difficult with the kids. They keep looking for him.”

      Him. Derek. The man who had married us both, lied to us both, and tossed fate to the wind, hoping for the best.

      “Well, without Derek, none of us would be here. And I, for one, am glad you’re here,” I said.

      She hugged me with one arm, leaning her head against mine. “Me, too,” she said.

      “Are all these presents for all of us?” Nathan bounced over, his eyes sparkling. There was no trace of the tired kid from just five minutes ago.

      “There are a lot of us,” I said. “Ms. Caro, and then Ms. Shelly, and her beau, Hubie. All five of you monkeys,” I said, ruffling his hair.

      Nathan giggled.

      All three of my kids behind him smiled.

      “And me and your mom and Mr. Logan,” I continued.

      “So nice to not be part of this rigamarole,” Florry grumbled from somewhere above me. “At least the tree smells nice.”

      Hush, grumpy. This is a good thing, I thought to my ghostly mentor.

      “Very noisy. I’ll be up here, minding my own business.” I caught a flash of a very red housecoat as she zoomed up toward the ceiling.

      While my house was small, being a cottage built by the Methodists for summering here in Oak Bluffs, it had high ceilings. They weren’t only good for Christmas trees. Zooming away to the top of the ceiling was one of Florry’s favorite things.

      Kind of like a hair flip, I thought. Which made me snicker.

      “You all right?” Natalie asked.

      “I’m good. Look, here’s Logan. Listen, I had to cram you and Sophie into a room with Rachel. I hope that’s okay. Nathan’s in with Theo and Kris.”

      I smiled at Logan. “They’re up with Rachel, if you wouldn’t mind taking their tings up. At least the ladies are,” I said.

      “Got it,” Logan grinned at me, and then turned toward the stairs, taking them two steps at a time with all the luggage under his arms.

      Goddess, I loved that man.

      “Oh, he’s excited,” Natalie said, watching her son and both of mine. “He loves having brothers.” Then she looked back at me. “We’re just glad we don’t have to go anywhere else. You have such a lovely, warm home.”

      “It’s because Caro’s always cooking, and something always smells good,” I said, welcoming my friend Caro over.

      She’d been at the stove with her back to the open living room when Natalie and the kids came in, but now she reached for Natalie with open arms.

      I’d learned that Natalie had little family, and I’d introduced her to Derek’s parents earlier in the year. The look on Natalie’s face told me all I needed to know. When I’d considered, while still in Scotland, that Natalie and her two kiddos were part of my family, it was the right move.

      I wasn’t even angry about Derek anymore. Because of him, I had these three wonderful extra people in my life. I was and would probably always be sad for my kids, for losing their father too soon. For me, I was glad that I hadn’t known of Derek’s deceit, and I was sorry he was gone. I would have been happy to divorce him.

      But then I wouldn’t have this. I looked around the room and smiled. Shelly and Hubie, who had been out back having a glass of wine, came in, and the noise level rose as everyone started talking.

      With Natalie talking with Shelly, I took a moment to check on the things in the kitchen. At the request of my witch friends—yes, Martha’s Vineyard had a coven—Caro had made a proper wassail. There was cider, smelling wonderful, with apples and cinnamon sticks floating in it.

      And most of all, Caro had made a feast. She’d asked everyone to tell her what their favorite food was. So we had doughnuts, yellow cake, buffalo wings, cream of crab soup, lobster rolls, fried chicken, garlic mashed potatoes, and many salads and sides that Caro loved. It was a complete mish mash, but I loved the idea behind it.

      Once the rest of the Chastains were settled, we all sat down to eat. It was noisy, and full of laughter. All five of the kids, led by Theo, got up and cleared the table, and filled the dishwasher. I was happy, full, holding Logan’s hand, and so very content.

      “What’s next?” Sophie asked. She sat across from me.

      “What do you mean? Why do you think there’s something more?” I teased.

      “It feels like that. Like the night’s not going to end.” Sophie’s normally cautious expression broke into a grin.

      “You’re right,” I said. “Hey, once everyone is done tidying, will you come back and sit down? I want to tell you what’s next on the program,” I smiled at Sophie, “And I don’t want to do it more than once.”

      More excited chatter, but within fifteen minutes, everyone was back at the table. Nathan and Sophie weren’t the only ones with bright eyes.

      Only Caro and I—well, and of course, Florry, my ghostly mentor, and Goldie, my Oracle tattoo, knew what was coming. Not even Logan knew. But that was all right—he’d been focused on making sure the tree was in, and the hole for it was dug for after Christmas, and other practical matters.

      It was nice to have someone else around to help me plan. Caro was a damn miracle, which was putting it mildly.

      “Okay, so who knows what tonight is?” I asked.

      No one answered right away.

      Then Shelly said, “It’s the night of the Winter Solstice. What that means is that it’s the shortest day and the longest night. You notice we’re eating a little early today. That’s because at precisely 4:48, it will mark the shortest day, moving into the longest night. And then, starting tomorrow, the days get longer.”

      “So what do we do for the Solstice?” Rachel asked.

      “We do what we’ve been doing. Eat, enjoy one another’s company, have cider, tell stories, and laugh. But I also have some friends who like to celebrate tonight.”

      “What do they celebrate? Who are your friends?” Theo asked.

      I remembered he wasn’t all that comfy with the idea of me being the Oracle, and I decided to keep it light.

      “They’re all ladies who follow the seasons. I guess you’d call them pagans,” I said. Elizabeth would understand if I downplayed them a bit. The coven certainly didn’t advertise that they were here. “Most of them work in the herbal apothecary on the island, so they’re very in tune with nature.”

      Theo nodded, although he didn’t look totally relaxed.

      Oh, well. I couldn’t please everyone.

      “And then tomorrow, we’re all going to hang out in our pajamas all day, and drink hot chocolate, and read, and watch movies. A slow day, a day of rest. Or maybe we’ll go see Santa. We can decide later.”

      “Yay!” Nathan cheered.

      “Can we sleep in?” Natalie asked.

      “Can we come over?” Shelly chimed in. “I don’t want to work tomorrow. How ‘bout you, sweetie?” She leaned her head on Hubie’s shoulder.

      “I already took the rest of the year off,” Hubie said, smiling at her.

      “If I didn’t love you already, I would now.” Shelly laughed and kissed him.

      Seeing my best friend so happy made me smile. “Good to know that everyone likes the plans. We’re going to need to bundle up, though, because we’re doing a fire pit outside.”

      The little kids cheered and raced toward the back door. I heard Natalie half-yell about coats and gloves, and I left her to it.

      Elizabeth had left me a list. I had red and green candles on a small table outside, near the fire pit. There were candles to give light, and then some for each of us to hold. All the furniture was moved, so we could stand in a circle together. Pinecones and pine garland surrounded the candles. It smelled amazing. I’d also, at Elizabeth’s request, mixed in some myrrh, cedar, and cinnamon.

      It wasn’t a true Solstice celebration, but a variation in something they did at the store. This year, at my request, they were coming here. She’d told me they’d do their own ritual later. The important thing was to be there at the time of the Solstice, and to be surrounded by positive.

      Everyone in this house was radiating positivity. Of that, I was sure.

      Elizabeth didn’t know it, but Caro had prepared a feast for them to take with them. I’d talked with Nayla, one of the women in the coven, and the first member of the coven I’d met, right after I’d found Logan on my porch, asking for the help of the Oracle. Nayla was in charge of the food, and was delighted to not to have to do a thing.

      I figured, fair’s fair, right?

      After all, I knew Elizabeth would be strengthening the wards that ran around my home and adding a layer of protection over the people here. I hadn’t had a consultant in nearly three months, and I was feeling antsy. Like the off feeling in my backyard, I knew a consultant was coming. It was like an itch I couldn’t reach in the middle of my back. Gradually, it faded, but it was still there.

      Hopefully, I could get my company through the visit and make it through Christmas with no consultants. There were just too many people to try to explain. Hence the Solstice ritual here. I was hoping to head off anything less than all Santa, all the time.

      Just as everyone got themselves bundled up, the doorbell rang. “I got it,” I called. “Everyone out back. Come on, no dawdling.”

      I watched as everyone, even Logan, although he stopped to kiss the top of my head, walked out back. Then I went to the front door to bring in the witches.
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        December Twenty-First

        Late Afternoon

      

      

      “Hey!” I exclaimed, smiling at all the women gathered on my porch. “I am so glad you’re here!”

      “Thank you for inviting us. You’ll be glad to know the wards are in place, holding well, and there’s nothing even remotely suspicious hanging around.” Elizabeth, leader of the Martha’s Vineyard coven, smiled at me in that calm, graceful manner that she wore, like it was part of her uniform.

      “Good,” I hugged her. “Thank you. I’ve gone so long without someone needing my help, I can tell something’s coming.”

      Elizabeth frowned as she followed me inside. “Something bad?”

      “No, not bad. Not good. Just something.”

      “Well, pay attention to that, and let me know if there’s something we should know.”

      “Of course. You know I will. Let me thank all of you for coming tonight, and being willing to be here with me, rather than at the shop. To thank you, Caro has made your dinner tonight, so you all don’t have to do a thing later.”

      There were appreciative murmurs from the woman, thirteen in all.

      “Nayla, did you arrange this?” Elizabeth asked.

      “I offered,” I said. “Who doesn’t love Caro’s cooking?”

      Some of the women laughed. “Who, indeed?” I heard one ask, although I couldn’t pinpoint who it was. To say that the mood was jovial was an understatement, and that made me happy.

      Everything was making me happy. Every single thing. Even though I knew it was time for a consultant to pop up. In all honesty, I was hoping to make it to sometime past New Year’s Day.

      You can hope, Goldie whispered.

      I’m hoping, I thought.

      It sounded as though he chuckled, but it was so noisy, I couldn’t tell.

      Enjoy Solstice, Wynter, and don’t worry about what you can’t do anything about.

      Thanks, I thought. Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof? It was one of my favorite quotes, bringing back memories of my gran, who had taught Sunday school every week of her life, and it was one of her favorite quotes.

      This time, there was definitely a laugh. I wouldn’t call this evil. I’d call it you have enough on your plate.

      Agreed. Now I need to focus, or people are going to look at me funny, I thought.

      What makes you think they don’t? Goldie teased, and the laughter was clear in his words. But he didn’t speak again.

      I turned my attention to my guests, who were still delighted at the surprise meal. “Everyone’s outside, and Shelly got all the things you asked for together,” I said to both Elizabeth and Nayla.

      “Even the tree for the birds and other animals?” Nayla asked.

      One thing they’d asked me to do was make an edible tree for the little animals that were still around, still looking for food, even though it was cold. Shelly and the kids and I had made peanut butter pinecones, seed ornaments, stuck dried corncobs on screws on the fence, and made some citrus bird feeders. The idea was to share in our abundance with all those around us, not just our human friends.

      “Yes.Would I dare ignore instructions?”

      Nayla laughed.

      There were candles all over the house, and two of the coven members were going around and lighting them. I’d done some reading on the Solstice, and all the sites I’d read said to spend some time in candlelight. Out in the garden, I could see Shelly and the little kids lighting the Mason jars we’d decorated with sun, moon, and star shapes in colored tissue paper and then modpodged onto the outside of the jar. Drop a tea light in, and Bob was definitely your uncle.

      And of course, the wassail. Hot chocolate and cider. And food. Even after eating, there was so much food. From my reading, my thoughts on Solstice were to be with the ones you loved, celebrate what you had, let go of the old, and welcome the new.

      I was ready.

      Hopefully, all the rest of my guests were as well.

      I blinked as one of the coven members—I still didn’t have all their names, which I think they preferred—turned off the lights. The room darkened and warmed, lit only by the large amount of candles Caro and I had bought.

      “It’s time,” Elizabeth said, her tone more formal. She walked toward the door and into the back yard.

      There were greetings from my family, but Elizabeth didn’t speak right away, only smiled. The rest of the coven filed out behind her, and they made a circle around the fire pit, where Logan had lit a fire. There was a Yule log, traditionally the trunk of a tree, in the fire pit. I did not know where he’d found it, but I’d asked, and a day later, he’d come back with a tree trunk. It crackled merrily, shooting off small sparks.

      We’d burn it a bit tonight, and each night thereafter until Twelfth Night, January 6. I wasn’t a practicing witch, per se, but I wanted to honor their traditions. Elizabeth had told me to leave the ash in the fire pit and collect it after Twelfth Night. It was supposed to be good for plants.

      And the sparks happening right now we're supposed to guide us all to consider the future.

      “Happy Solstice to you all,” Elizabeth said. She took one of the tall, slender candles from the table and lit it.

      Without direction, everyone had moved into the circle with the rest of the coven.

      “Happy Solstice,” the witches said in unison.

      “What are we doing?” Sophie whispered, standing next to Natalie.

      “This is the celebration of the shortest day and the longest night,” Elizabeth said. “It’s the night when the sun is reborn, when we invite a new year in, when we look for ways to begin anew, to let go of the old, and welcome that which is coming in the year ahead.”

      “Like third grade?” Nathan piped up.

      Laughter rippled around the circle of people.

      “If you like,” Elizabeth inclined her head. “Each of you makes your own choices, decides what you wish to let go of, and what you want to bring into your life in the new year. If you will all light your candles?” She smiled at Nathan, and leaned over to light the candle of Rachel, who was standing next to her. Wrapping her fingers around her green candle, Elizabeth watched in silence as the rest of us lit our candles.

      As I watched, the candles lit, one after the other, lighting up the garden that seemed darker than usual. Logan was next to me, his presence warm and comforting. I could smell his spicy outdoorsy scent, and I wanted to lean into him, feel his warmth—but now wasn’t the time.

      Sadly.

      “Time for that later,” Florry cackled, as though she were reading my mind.

      I ignored her. I saw Caro glance up at her friend as she rolled her eyes—Caro was the only one outside of me, who could hear Florry on the regular. My last consultant, Fingal, had been able to, but that was because he was Fae and a Ban-He and magical and who knew what else.

      “As you hold your candle and see the flames, take a moment. Consider your blessings.” Elizabeth paused, and the silence was heavy. Waiting.

      “Be thankful for what you have. Do not weep at that which you do not have. You are blessed with all that is yours. We are all blessed, and we are thankful.” Elizabeth closed her eyes as her head tilted back. A smile played around the edges of her lips.

      Several of the coven closed their eyes as well. “Blessed be,” a few murmured.

      Well, when in Rome… I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. I felt the words all the way to my toes. I was grateful for my children, for Logan, for my friends, for my new family.

      Do not weep for that which you do not have.

      This was the end of the year that changed my life. I’d lost Derek just over a year ago. Last Christmas, we went through the motions, but none of us—not me, not the kids—were really there. And just as I’d started to get my feet under me, I’d learned about Natalie, and my life changed again. I’d gone out, wanting to drown my sorrows, and I’d found Goldie.

      For which I was grateful.

      You weren’t in the beginning, Goldie’s voice whispered.

      No, I wasn’t. But now, I wouldn’t change a thing.

      Older and wiser, he replied.

      Easy on the older bit. I’m already struggling with that as it is. Which was true. I’d actually had to do a bit of preemptive plucking of facial hair before all my guests arrived. And without Logan seeing me, which I knew was based more on vanity than anything else.

      Damn chin hairs.

      Elizabeth was humming, and the rest of the women in the coven joined in, bringing me back to the present.

      The present where I was grateful, and thankful, and enjoying my blessings. Chin hairs aside, there were many. I opened my eyes to look around the circle of people crowded into my back garden, and I couldn’t help but smile.

      Your beauty of spirit shines through regardless of small physical irritations, Goldie said.

      Thank you, I thought. I’ll try to remember that.

      “Lots to be grateful for,” Florry said from above me, closer to the house.

      I glanced up but didn’t see her. I saw Caro smile, although she didn’t look around.

      “We thank you for the abundance of our lives,” Elizabeth said. “For our families, our homes, our health, and our community. Blessed be.”

      “Blessed be,” I breathed, in unison with the other women.

      All three of my kids had their heads bowed slightly, and to my surprise, all three had their eyes closed. I hadn’t been sure how they’d handle this, but decided that it didn’t matter. They were adults. This was my choice to celebrate the Solstice, and they could manage their own feelings. It was hard, but I had to let my kids go a bit. I had to let them be adults, and that meant that I had to potentially face negative feedback from them.

      I didn’t think that I’d get any—at least, I hoped not—but I knew they weren’t entirely hunky dory with my Oracle life.

      And that was too damn bad. The thought came to me as though someone was speaking in my ear. I was the Oracle of Theama. This was my life. I’d chosen to accept it, to take on all that came with it. And most importantly, I loved who I was, who I was becoming.

      In that moment, I felt Logan take my hand, his large hand warm as it curled around mine. I smiled, feeling the warmth radiating from him. Logan, as a panther shifter, always ran hotter than non-shifter people. But when he touched me, that warmth ratcheted up several notches. I smiled, anticipating when we could be alone—at least, as alone as you could be in a house full of guests.

      I glanced over to see Shelly and Hubie also holding hands. Shelly had her eyes closed, but Hubie was watching Elizabeth. He’d been entirely uninterested in knowing anymore than he needed to about my supernatural life, but his face was relaxed, and happy.

      Natalie held her candle in one hand, and both Nathan and Sophie leaned against her. Neither kid had their eyes closed. Sophie looked somber, older than her years.

      Nathan’s eyes met mine, and he grinned.

      I grinned back. How could I help it? He was a delightful child—they both were. And in both of Natalie’s children, I saw some of my own.

      “Take a moment, now, and consider what you would like to bring into your life for the coming year. On this, the shortest day, the longest night, as we begin the journey to welcome the sun back into our lives, what do you want to follow the sun?” Elizabeth’s voice was calm, soothing, almost hypnotic.

      Natalie still had her eyes closed, and I thought I saw a tear snake down her cheek. I felt for her. She’d said she was still grieving, and I hoped, sending out the thought into the world, that she could find peace sooner rather than later.

      I, too, had grieved for Derek. But I’d grieved more for the lies he’d left us, and all the pieces of the shattered life that came from those lies.

      Natalie deserved better. Hopefully, she’d find it soon.

      Across the circle from me, I saw Nayla start, and look around, her eyes wild.

      Instantly, I was on alert. I felt Logan stiffen next to me.

      Whatever Elizabeth was saying faded, still calm and soothing, but in the background. All I could do was watch Nayla.

      Nayla blinked a few times and then looked around the circle of people. As her eyes met mine, she offered a smile that wasn’t quite steady, and gave a little shake of her head.

      Whatever had startled her wasn’t an immediate threat, or danger. I felt my shoulders drop, but only a little. Whatever it was, we’d talk about it later.

      “We practice the winter solstice in many ways, but one thing I enjoy about it is the giving of gifts,” Elizabeth’s voice broke into my thoughts. The hypnotic quality had gone, and she was speaking normally.

      She handed her green candle to the woman next to her, pulling a cloth bag from her pocket. “I have brought something for each of you, and although it is small, it can, as many small things, be mighty.” She moved and stopped in front of each person—my guests, her coven members—and put something into their hands.

      “This is made from bloodstone, which I thought was an excellent choice for this solstice,” Elizabeth continued. “And each one has a carnelian crystal on it, or a sunset stone, as carnelian is sometimes called. Because Solstice is in part about the return of the sun, this seemed fitting. Carnelian also represents courage, endurance, and motivation. Those are all things I like to have at my side as I enter the new year.”

      “What’s the bloodstone for?” Sophie asked.

      “Does it bleed?” Nathan chimed in, looking at whatever it was Elizabeth had given him in his hand.

      I was so glad the little kids were here. They asked the questions that I wanted to ask.

      Elizabeth laughed out loud, stopping for a moment to grin at Nathan. “No, it doesn’t bleed, but it is a stone of courage. Ancient warriors used to wear it when going into battle. It was supposed to bring out the best in people when they were acting for the good of others.”

      Nathan looked at Elizabeth, his smiling expression gone. At that moment, I saw Derek, and my son Theo. “Are you a witch?” He asked.

      Elizabeth laughed again; this time softer. “Some people would call me that,” she said. She didn’t sound bothered in the least. Perhaps it wasn’t the first time she’d been asked this. “But I think I’m someone who pays attention to the natural world around me.” She turned to look at Nathan over her shoulder as she put something into Hubie’s hand. “If that makes me a witch, I can live with that.”

      Nathan smiled then, looking once more like the little boy he was. “I’ve never met a witch before,” he said.

      “You might be surprised,” Logan murmured beside me.

      When Elizabeth was in front of me, she put something to my hand. It was hard and cold. As she kept moving, I opened my hand to see what it was. It was a stone bracelet, the beads dark in the night, with a larger, light crystal standing out from the polished beads. That must be the carnelian. I slipped it onto my arm, the same arm Goldie resided on.

      The beads, cold in my hand, were warm on my wrist.

      She’s cast a protection spell on these, Goldie said almost immediately. I can feel it.

      Good, I thought. We probably can all use it.

      He didn’t reply.

      Elizabeth handed the last bracelet to Kris, who had been standing next to her. Then she took back the green candle she’d been holding at the start of the ritual from the woman next to her. She turned and faced all of us. “Now, wet your finger and thumb like this—” she licked the tips of the fingers mentioned, “And put out your candle.” She snuffed her candle expertly.

      All around the circle, the small flickers of light went out, and only the flame from the fire pit with the Yule log lit the back yard.

      “Let’s all go in and have something warm to drink,” Elizabeth said. “Where we can be thankful for Caro and Wynter putting it together.” Her voice was cheerful. She stood back, shepherding people inside.

      “Wait,” Nayla was beside me, hand on my arm. “We can go in last.”

      I paused. “What is it?”

      She shook her head, clearly not wanting to talk in front of others.

      Logan hung back with me.

      When everyone else had gone in, Elizabeth looked at the three of us. Her face was somber, her eyes dark in the white of her face. “You three will put out the Yule log? That way, you’ll have enough to burn each night.”

      “Yes, we will,” Nayla answered before I could say anything.

      Elizabeth nodded. She closed the sliding door behind her as she went inside, leaving us out here to deal with… whatever.

      “What is it?” I turned to Nayla.

      “Logan, will you put out the Yule log?” Nayla asked. “I don’t want it to have any of the Yule joy.”

      One of Logan’s exceptional qualities, one of his many, was that he wouldn’t dawdle by asking questions. If someone he trusted—and like me, he trusted the coven witches—told him something needed to be done; he did it.

      Questions could, and would, come later. Sometimes, action needed to come first.

      “On it,” Logan said.

      “Wynter, will you come with me?” Nayla was headed for the far right corner of the back yard, her hand reaching out behind her for me.

      I took her hand, and together, we walked into the darkness.
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      “What is it?” I whispered.

      The light from the fire pit winked out, making it even darker.

      “There’s something back here,” Nayla said. “Whatever it is, it’s well hidden, but I got a glimpse of it while Elizabeth was chanting. Intention, maybe?” She made a noise. “Wish fulfillment?”

      “So there’s a baddie in my yard.” Why did they always come to my backyard? “And you felt it making a solstice wish?”

      Nayla’s head turned, and I saw the flash of her teeth as she grinned, although there was no humor in the expression. “I know. Sounds weird. But even baddies have dreams.”

      I opened my mouth and then closed it. It was true. I knew it was true. However, the last year had been so clear on showing me that while life could be shades of grey, there were definitely black and white situations.

      “I wish they’d do their thing elsewhere,” I muttered. “Or at least, after the holidays. Can’t they see I have a house full of guests?”

      Nayla snorted. “Not sure that falls under something the baddies consider,” she said.

      “Unfortunately,” I replied.

      She stopped at the far-right corner of the garden. Her hands moved onto her hips and she bent over part way, peering into the darkness of the corner garden bed.

      “What is it?” I whispered.

      “Why are you whispering?” Nayla looked over her shoulder at me. “Nothing’s out here.”

      “Why are we over here in the darkness, then?”

      “Something was here. There’s something off. With the ground, with the plants—” she stopped. “I don’t know. Something isn’t right.”

      I stifled a sigh. Why was it always in my garden? And why after such a nice day? Yes, this was whining. I knew it.

      Nayla straightened up. “I’d like to come back, maybe with Elizabeth, and look around. I don’t know what it is, but something that doesn’t belong here has been here.”

      “Should I be worried?” I asked.

      “You should always be worried about things that you didn’t invite in wandering around your place,” she said. Her tone was normal, brisk, even. “But there are always things in this world, magical and otherwise, that don’t respect boundaries.”

      “Isn’t that the truth?” I asked.

      Nayla laughed and walked back toward the fire pit. “It is. Don’t worry, we’ll come back and help you to boot it out on its overstepping ass.”

      “That’s what I like to hear.”

      “But you know, Wynter, I’m not sure you really need our help much anymore.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I know we haven’t talked about it, but I—well, we—know about the demon. I don’t know how you did it, and I haven’t asked, out of courtesy. I tend to feel that people share when they are ready to share, when they want to. I know that there’s a lot more going on with you than you want to share. It’s powerful.”

      We were back in the puddle of light that spilled from the sliding glass door.

      “So you know we’re always happy to help. It’s been so much more interesting since you started coming into the shop.”

      The coven ran the apothecary on the island; I’d met Nayla the first time I’d gone into the apothecary to get herbs for my burner. I didn’t know what to say to her, though. I had more magic than I’d ever wanted—not only Goldie, the snake tattoo on my arm that was my tie to the Oracle of Theama, but also what I called the wild. It was a wild magic, born out of nature, and thunderstorms, of angry ocean, earthquakes, and sky.

      And it was mine.

      Davina, the demon that Nayla was referring to, had been after Logan’s soul—and the wild, working with me, had helped to get rid of her. I still didn’t like to think about it, because it had been awful and scary and, frankly, horrible.

      But it had happened because of me. There was no way the witches on this island hadn’t felt it.

      Nayla patted my arm. “Don’t get in a twist. We’re all good, lady.” With a smile, she ran up the steps from the yard into the house, and as she opened the door, I could hear the happy chatter from all the people inside.

      With a last look at the far right corner, and wondering again what had moved in without me knowing, I went inside, closing and locking the door behind me.

      Logan was at my side. “What is it?” He murmured.

      “I’ll tell you later,” I said.

      “Should I be worried?”

      “Not right now,” I smiled up at him.

      He leaned down and kissed me lightly on the lips.

      Warmth moved all through me.

      “Oh, lord. Here we go. You and Cat Boy need a vacation,” Florry cackled overhead.

      Hush, I thought.

      Florry is right, much as I hate to admit it. I’m glad she can’t hear me, Goldie said. You both need a vacation.

      Who would watch the store while I was away? I thought. The idea of going away hadn’t occurred to me. Plus, I lived in one of my favorite places in the world—which made it easier.

      It’s not a cage, Goldie said.

      I don’t know about that. Now you hush, too. I don’t need people looking at me while I’m standing here staring into space. I was conscious of not letting what I called the Oracle B&B get a lot of attention. Goldie talked to me regularly, and Florry, who usually spoke out loud, could also talk to me telepathically. If I got too involved in a conversation with either of them, I stood there, probably with a furrowed brow, and I’d already seen where the silences became uncomfortable for those around me.

      It was a balancing act, for sure. Usually, it was me and Caro at home, and as Caro knew all about the Oracle, could hear Florry, and didn’t mind any of it, I didn’t worry about it. Same went for Shelly. My kids knew, although they weren’t overjoyed. But here and now? With a full house? I had to work to not fall into my normal habits.

      We ate more, which didn’t seem possible, given how much we’d eaten earlier. The coven took their leave, with all of Caro’s packed food in hand, and Elizabeth gave me a hug as she left.

      “Thank you for your hospitality,” she said as she hugged me.

      “Thank you for doing this for me. I really wanted to do something special for everyone,” I said.

      “I have a feeling you’re going to get questions, especially from the little ones. Good luck with that.” Elizabeth stepped back, laughing. “I think we’ll come and see you after your company leaves. Blessed be, Wynter.”

      “Blessed be,” I replied.

      When the women had all gone, Natalie came to me. “That was interesting. I didn’t know you were a pagan,” she said.

      “I’m not, not really. But I met a lot of these ladies when I started burning herbs for mediation. I buy the herbs at the local apothecary,” I explained. It was true, mostly.

      “Does it help?” Her eyes were red.

      I remembered that I’d seen tears sliding down her face during the Solstice ritual. “Are you all right?” I lowered my voice.

      She shrugged, even as her eyes glistened. “It’s like I told you earlier. It’s been hard. I wish I could find the peace that you have. I’m still angry, and sad and heartbroken, all at once.”

      I put an arm around her shoulders. “Don’t rush it. Things will happen when they’re supposed to.” I met her eyes. “Seriously. I mean that.”

      She inhaled deeply. “I hope you’re right. That’s what I wished for tonight. To find peace. To let the anger go. I keep it in for the kids, but…” her voice trailed off as she shrugged again.

      “Are you seeing a counselor or anything?”

      “I was. I didn’t care for her, so I haven’t been back in a couple of months.”

      “You need to,” I said. “You need someone who you can yell and carry on to. I think it’s better sometimes if that person isn’t related to you.”

      Natalie laughed. “My mom is tired of hearing it. She hasn’t said it, but I can tell.”

      “It’s really hard. I struggled not to be angry with him, and then those letters…” it was my turn to trail off. I shook my head. “I never knew that he had such a selfish streak.”

      “He was, wasn’t he?” Natalie’s eyes filled with tears. “He was selfish. To do this to both of us? And  yet, he was also a wonderful dad, and a good man.” She made a huffing noise as she wiped at her eyes.

      I noticed Sophie was watching us from across the room, where she sat next to Rachel. Rachel looked up and took in the situation immediately. She said something to Sophie, taking the younger girl’s attention away from me and her mom.

      “He was a good dad, and in many ways, he was a good man, too. But he also lied his ass off to both of us, and that, I can’t reconcile. I keep a lot of my thoughts to myself, because the kids love their dad. They still do, even though I think they struggle with wanting to be loyal to me. But I also think it’s okay that they love their dad. He’s their dad. He always will be.”

      “You’re so calm.”

      “Not really. I’ve walked out on the beach and screamed my head off. I was so mad. But being mad didn’t hurt anyone but me. Derek is gone. He doesn’t have to face my anger. Only I get to live with it.”

      Natalie blinked. “That’s a good way to look at it.”

      “I can’t look at it any other way. I’m sure a psychologist would tell me something different, but this was how I found my way out of the white-hot anger I felt.”

      “Thank you.” Natalie leaned into me. “Thank you for letting me go on, for being my friend and having us here.”

      “You’re family,” I said. “Not just friends.”

      She smiled, and this time, the tears fell. “I feel like all I’m doing is crying.”

      “Don’t worry about it. It happens. Come on, let’s not be so serious. Have some wassail. Caro made it, and it’s a bit sneaky.” I led her to the kitchen where the wassail sat in a pot on the stove to keep it warm.

      Natalie accepted the cup I ladled out for her.

      I made one for myself, thinking that I needed to sip slowly. Caro’s adult beverages packed a punch, and with me being the Oracle twenty-four seven, I couldn’t afford to get blotto. “Why don’t we play a game? Give people something to focus on before bed?”

      “That sounds great. What were you thinking?”

      I laughed. “Exploding Kittens. My kids love that. I love it. I think it will be a hoot with this crowd.” I went to the table behind the sofa and pulled out the game.

      “Oh, no,” Kris saw me and groaned dramatically. “Everyone get ready. Mom’s about to get cutthroat.”

      “You’re cutthroat?” Logan was behind me once more.

      One thing I truly loved about him was that he gave me all the space in the world. He was there when I needed him to be, and he was there as an active partner—but then, in times like this, he wasn’t stuck to me like glue, as enjoyable as I found having him close.

      “With this, I am,” I said. Waving the game box in the air, I asked, “Who’s in?”

      A chorus of ‘yes’ greeted my question.

      “Then come on over and prepare to be vanquished,” I said dramatically.

      We stayed up too late, playing more rounds of Exploding Kittens than even I’d planned. Caro was equally cutthroat, and so was Sophie. But I could see that all the kids, both big and little, were drooping.

      “That’s my signal to retire from the field and tackle the dishes,” I said, getting up.

      “Let me help you,” Natalie said.

      Caro got up as well.

      “No, all of you get yourselves to bed. Logan and I will clean up.”

      There were some protests, but in the end, everyone trooped up the stairs.

      “You women are scary,” Logan said as he wrapped his arms around me as we stood in the kitchen together. “Us poor menfolk didn’t stand a chance.”

      I leaned into him. “You’re only just figuring this out?”

      He laughed.

      I could feel the thrum of his laughter through his chest. Sighing, I let myself relax into him. He felt so good. So right.

      I wished that Natalie could have something like this. Not my something, obviously. I remembered when I didn’t want her to meet Logan, because I was still dealing with some anger, and damned if I’d let her get to another one from me.

      But I’d been able to move away from that because it was Derek who had made the choice to bring Natalie into my life, and Derek who had made the choice to not give Natalie all the truth.

      Not Natalie.

      Letting go of that anger had felt better than I thought it would.

      “What are you thinking?” Logan’s voice was husky in my ear, sending chills through me.

      “About how I got here.” I turned and reached up, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      He lifted me onto the island so I didn’t have to reach so much, and kissed me deeply.

      “And what did you conclude?” Logan whispered against my lips.

      “That I’m lucky that I was smart enough to do the things I needed to do in order to get here.”

      “You are brilliant,” he said. He kissed me again.

      The warmth of his lips on mine, along with some of the wassail, must have been what made me wrap my legs around him and pull his body closer to mine. Right here in my kitchen. On my island. With all my family upstairs.

      “You wicked temptress,” he whispered, pressing himself even closer.

      “Let me tempt you some more,” I whispered. Pulling up my skirt, I gave him what I hoped was a sexy look.

      Logan ran his hand up my leg, letting his nails, always sharp even when he wasn’t a panther, scrape against my skin.

      I moaned against his lips, wanting to be quiet but unable to help myself.

      “Shhh,” he whispered. “Unless we need to move.”

      “No.” My response was immediate. It was foolhardy, it was risky as hell with everything as it was—“No.”

      Logan kissed me harder, with more purpose. His hand moved up between my thighs, and in a flash, my panties were gone.

      My hands slid down to his waist, fumbling with the button on his jeans.

      Within moments, we were together, and his hand came down under my chin. “Look at me,” he whispered.

      We stared into one another’s eyes. This had always felt so intimate to me—to be watching someone as you were as close as you could be with them. My breath caught, and I bit my lip to keep myself from crying out.

      Logan moved fast and hard, and I felt every single movement he made. It was as though my skin was electric, with every centimeter alert and tingling.

      To put it mildly.

      Within moments, we were kissing, gasping, trying desperately to stay quiet. It was hard.

      The thought of all that was hard made me giggle as I tried to catch my breath.

      I felt his release as I fell down into the intense wave of my own. It was exquisite. It was amazing I could still think coherently. I let myself relax and lean into Logan.

      “You are the most amazing woman I’ve ever met,” he murmured into the top of my head.

      “Go on.” It almost sounded like I was purring. When had I become some kind of sex kitten?

      When I started having sex with Logan. That was the turning point. I grinned into his shoulder.

      “I can’t believe we kept it quiet,” he continued. “That no one walked in on us.”

      “Part of the fun.” I could hear the grin that spread across my face in my words.

      “Yes, it is, my amazing Wynter.” He cupped my face with both hands and kissed me tenderly. Lovingly. Possessively. In a way that showed I was his. He was mine.

      “I love you, Wynter Chastain.”

      “I love you, too, Logan. I am so glad you stepped up on my porch and stole my Chinese food.”

      He stared at me for a moment, and then we both laughed, trying not to be too noisy.

      A thumping overhead, and then steps coming down the stairs, had me scrambling off the island and both of us straightening our clothes. I turned and scooted over toward the sink, flicking on the faucet.

      Nathan appeared at the foot of the stairs, rubbing his eye. A single tuft of hair stood up at the back of his head. “Hey,” he muttered.

      “What’s going on, honey?” I asked. I didn’t think that we’d been… er… involved long enough for this much sleep to happen for anyone, but apparently, that was exactly what happened.

      “Kinigettadrinkawater?” Nathan still mumbled.

      “Of course,” I said. I got him a plastic glass of water.

      “Mmmphnthankyou,” he said, taking the glass, still rubbing his eye. Without missing a beat, he wheeled around and started back up the stairs.

      Logan and I watched him shuffle back up the few stairs we could see, one step at a time. It didn’t seem out of the ordinary for Nathan. The footsteps receded, and I could hear Nathan walking toward the room where I’d put a cot for him in with Theo and Kris.

      Logan let out a breath at the same time I did. “That was close,” he said. He laughed.

      “That was.” I turned from the sink to wrap my arms around him again. “Kiss me again.”

      He bent his head to his work. Logan was good at focusing on the matter at hand. He didn’t stop kissing me until we got to my room and shut the door behind him. At that point, he stepped away to pull the shirt over his head.

      Afterwards, we drifted into a deep sound sleep.

      Until about four in the morning, when Logan sat straight up in bed. “Be quiet,” he hissed, and slid out of the bed to pull on his pants and ease out the door.

      Throwing on my robe, I followed, nowhere near as quietly. Logan moved noiselessly.

      He was already down the hall and moving down the stairs when I heard it.

      There was a knocking at the door. It wasn’t loud, and I never would have heard it in my room. Dating a panther shifter came in handy in more ways than one.

      When I came around the corner from the stairs into the hallway with the double doors, Logan stood in the outermost door, half crouched, and I could tell that he was close to shifting.

      “What do you want?” His voice came out in a growl.

      “I’m here to see the Oracle,” a soft, feminine, extremely cheerful voice said. “I burned the herbs, and did the Fire Ceremony, and now, here I am!”

      I could practically see her cheery hand movements that I was sure accompanied her words. Because Logan was in the doorway, I couldn’t be sure—but this was one of those times where I’d bet real money on it.

      This might have come as a surprise if my Oracle spidey sense hadn’t been tingling for a couple of weeks now.

      And as per usual, they showed up on my front porch.
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      “It’s all right,” I said to Logan.

      “I’m right here,” he whispered, his voice low and hoarse. He eased out of the doorway, still close to shifting.

      Touching his arm as I walked next to him, I tried to communicate with my touch.

      The woman on the front porch was as cheerful as I’d pictured. She had honey colored hair, perfect warm, creamy skin, red lips, and a smile that had its own megawatt listing. Her dress was long and red, covered by a long bright green woolen coat that had poinsettia flowers and snowflakes embroidered around the hem and up the front. She was a walking Christmas commercial.

      “Hello! Am I speaking to the Oracle of Theama?” She inquired, teeth still on display.

      “You are,” I said. “You can call me Wynter.”

      She trilled with laughter. “If that’s not a sign that I’m in the right place, I don’t know what is.”

      “Come in,” I said. “It’s better if we’re not out in public.” I stepped back, looking to make sure I didn’t step on Logan.

      He’d already eased from the corner and was in the kitchen.

      A quick glance showed me he wasn’t in near shift mode, so that was good. I guess that meant he wasn’t sensing danger. If this woman was dangerous, it was an amazing disguise.

      “Thank you,” the woman said, stepping in. She stopped in the doorway. “It smells very festive in here. Were you celebrating Solstice?”

      “We were,” I said.

      As she stepped in further, her nose in the air and sniffing, she smiled. “This is my favorite time of the year. I mean, it should be. You know, as part of the job.” She looked at me and smiled. “But I genuinely love this time of celebration, no matter how people choose to celebrate.” The smile dropped from her face.

      “Come in and tell me about it,” I said. Closing the door, and locking it securely, I walked toward the kitchen. “And please, tell me your name.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry! How rude of me!” One hand fluttered next to her face. With a flourish, she twirled her hand and dipped down in what looked like a curtsey. “My name is Fayette. It means the Little Fairy. I’m the Yuletide Fairy.” She stood and smiled. “Most people just call me the Christmas Fairy. Everyone forgets it wasn’t always Christmas, but you know, what can you do?”

      I blinked. “Um. Okay. Why are you here looking for my help?”

      The smile faded from Fayette’s face as though it had never been there. “Because without you, Oracle Wynter, there will be no Christmas.”

      I blinked again, trying to process what I’d just heard. “I’m sorry, but what? No Christmas? Fayette, you’re going to need to explain a bit more.”

      She sighed, sounding like someone who carried a heavy burden. “May I please sit down? And may I have some of the wassail that I smell? It’s not often I find wassail in human abodes.”

      Glancing at Logan, I moved into the kitchen and ladled her a cup of wassail from the pot that still sat on the stove. “Have a seat,” I said. I pointed at the chairs on the other side of the island. When Fayette was seated, I handed her the cup. It was warm, but not hot.

      Fayette took the cup, wrapping her hands around it and inhaling deeply. “Oh, this is good. Is someone here Fae? Because this is much like I’d find in my world.”

      “No, no Fae that I know of,” I said. “A really superb cook, though.”

      Fayette took a long drink. “That is so good. I would very much like to compliment the cook, if I may.”

      “Well, she’s sleeping right now,” I said.

      “I can get her,” Florry volunteered from over near the fireplace.

      “You have a ghost?” Fayette asked, whirling around. “Aren’t you colorful? Are you cheerful, like the colors you wear?” She waggled a hand at Florry.

      Florry floated down, hands on her hips. She was colorful this evening, in a bright green robe, with a red nightgown underneath it. Her slippers were cactuses with red flowers. It was quite the look, as were most of her looks. “Let me guess. Fae. So you can see me.”

      “Of course.” Fayette inclined her head a little.

      “Well, pretend you can’t. I’m here for Wynter, and no one else.”

      Fayette blinked rapidly, and then said, “As you wish, spirit. It’s not my intention to cause you any affront.”

      “Florry, no need to wake Caro. Fayette, please tell me how I can help you. If you’ve done the Fire Ceremony, they have judged your quest worthy.” I figured I’d better get this show on the road. Fayette seemed very chatty. Her statement of “… there will be no Christmas” was pretty dramatic, and I could see that this could bring a great deal of disruption to my plans over the next few days.

      Plus, it was nearly December twenty-second, and that meant I didn’t have a lot of time for whatever was going on here.

      Fayette took another drink of the wassail and then set the cup down with another heavy sigh. “I am the guardian of the Spirit of the Yule. Essentially, the Christmas spirit. I’m a sprite, and I’m closest to what the Christmas spirit is—”

      “There’s an actual Christmas spirit? What does it look like? What does it do?” I interrupted, unable to help myself.

      “It’s kind of like me, but smaller, more…” Fayette hesitated. “Well, it’s got a lot more glitter going on. And it’s not as solid.”

      “What do you mean, not as solid?”

      “When the sun hits the spirit, you can see through it. It’s not as solid as say, me.” Fayette smiled as she drank some more of the wassail.

      “Okay, so she’s small, and see through.” I nodded.

      “Don’t forget the glitter,” Logan interjected. The laughter was plain in his voice.

      “Never forget the glitter,” Fayette agreed. “Glitter makes everything better. But she’s not tiny. More like the size of a human child. Maybe this tall?” She held a hand up to waist high level.

      I left the glitter comments alone. “All right. So what happened to it? Why won’t Christmas happen? Where do I come into this?”

      “As the Oracle, you help the rest of us in the magical world with what we need help with. For me, that means help me find my spirit, my Christmas spirit.” Fayette’s smile faded.

      “What happened to it?” I asked.

      Her eyes glistened like snowdrops in the moonlight.

      It was really amazing. You almost couldn’t look away. I forced myself to focus on what she was saying rather than staring at her.

      “I thought the Spirit was happy. We have been together for so long and we work together so well. This time of year,” she stopped. Wiped at her eyes. “This time of year has always been so, so wonderful.” Her head dropped. “I don’t know what happened!” The last word came out in a wail.

      And then Fayette put her head down next to the wassail mug and cried.

      Watching a Fae cry was interesting. Not that I didn’t feel for her, because watching the tears drip down her cheeks and onto the island was like watching a waterfall of diamonds. I couldn’t get over how absolutely darling and lovely this woman was.

      But the Fae aspect—that was different. The only Fae I’d met were kind of cool, and aloof, and usually scary. Fayette looked anything but.

      Which could also be a trap.

      Shaking my head, I reminded myself that no matter what she looked like, she was Fae. And while my experiences hadn’t been great, they hadn’t killed me, either. I’d kept my wits about me, mostly.

      I needed to do the same thing with Fayette the Christmas Fairy. While I looked for the glittery Christmas Spirit.

      Fayette raised her head and patted at her eyes. “I am sorry. I don’t normally get so emotional.”

      “That’s all right,” I said. “It’s hard not to be emotional when you’re worried about those you love.”

      “I do love her. Very much. She does like to have a wander now and then, but this doesn’t feel like that. Not so close to Christmas itself. She knows she has to help hold the focus for the human world.”

      “So you suspect that someone took her?”

      “What else could it be? We are both ancient, Christmas and me. We know what has to be done.”

      “Why is this her—and your—responsibility?” I couldn’t seem to help myself with asking the questions that probably weren’t pertinent to me finding this spirit.

      Fayette shrugged. “That, I can’t tell you. So many of the Fae just… just are. We don’t know why we were made the way we are, but it’s who we are. Such is the case with Christmas and me.”

      “What does she look like outside of short and see through?”

      Fayette smiled. “Have you seen the cartoons, the ones that are based on a book, the ones where the little green fairy is there, and there’s glitter that follows her around, like a sparkling trail of magic?”

      “Yes,” I said. My kids had watched the film as a kid, and I’d read them the original story as well.

      She nodded. “Yes. I remember when I first saw that image, and then read the book. It made me wonder if the creator hadn’t met Christmas. Oh, the cartoon is far tamer, less wild. But it’s her.”

      “Are you telling me the author of the story met Christmas?”

      Fayette shrugged. “I believe he did. To have such a description of her. I asked her, of course, and she laughed merrily, and her glitter intensified, but she didn’t give me an answer.”

      “What does that mean if her glitter intensifies?” I asked.

      “It’s a sign of more involved emotion, that she’s feeling whatever it is more strongly.”

      “She doesn’t just wander around, does she? Are you sure she’s actually missing?”

      “She has the ability to visit those here in the human realm.”

      “Are you a jailer?” I asked. If so, I wasn’t sure how she’d made it past the Fire Ceremony. I didn’t want to be part of locking up someone who didn’t want to be locked up.

      “She looks like a sprite, like a small fairy, but she’s not, really. She’s a feeling in a recognizable life form. And she’s big, and large, and can be overwhelming. Long ago, the Fae decided she should be in a form recognizable to other Fae, a form that could contain itself.” Fayette tilted her head. “While Christmas looks small, she is immense. How else do you think that her essence could be something that affects the entire human world?”

      “Not everyone celebrates Christmas,” Logan said.

      “But so many have legends and stories and traditions around this time of the year. Do you think that’s by coincidence?” One perfect eyebrow went up as Fayette looked between Logan and me. “Everything gets its start somewhere, when you’re talking about legends, about…” she laughed softly. “Fairy tales.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “So you’re asking for help to find her?”

      “Please. She’s old, but she’s more like a child than anything else. It’s why Christmas brings out the child in so many. I worry. She’s also, as I mentioned, hugely powerful, and in the wrong hands, that could go badly.”

      “Not to mention that somehow Christmas won’t happen?” Logan asked.

      “Is he your protector?” Fayette asked.

      “Yes,” Logan said before I could respond. “I am.”

      This didn’t seem to faze Fayette. “It’s a good thing to have, a protector,” she said to me. “That was a wise move on your part, Oracle.”

      “Please, call me Wynter,” I said. I didn’t comment on my having a protector.

      “Of course. Wynter.” She nodded, almost as though to herself. “We live in that place between the world of the Fae and that of the humans. It’s an in-between, but it offers us the ability to see into both worlds. And this is one of our favorite times. I love seeing the world get ready for Christmas. The more preparation humans do, the more brightly the Christmas spirit shines.”

      “That’s interesting.”

      “Have you never noticed that there are some Christmases that don’t seem to be as merry as others? That’s because it goes flat, or people aren’t as celebratory, or something is happening in the human world—and it affects the Christmas spirit as well. She’s a powerful force, but she can’t sustain that on her own. There is life that comes from your world as well.”

      “Okay. Go on.” Clearly, Fayette liked to share all aspects of a story. I could appreciate it, but we were on a deadline here.

      “We were here—and by here, I mean in this part of the world. Christmas was interested in the coast, on the shoreline, and the many lighthouses that are decorated for the holiday. We visited many, some even in human form.” Her eyes filled with tears.

      “Is that where she disappeared?”

      “No.” Fayette shook her head. “We were in Maine—what’s it called?” She stopped for a moment. “The Hubble—no, the Nubble lighthouse. There’s a whole day, they bring up a tree that’s all lit up from underwater, and there are carolers.” She smiled. “It’s beautiful. We watched it from a park across the island where the lighthouse is.”

      “Sounds lovely,” I said.

      “It is. The beach there, it’s not really a beach. It’s rocky. As I watched, Christmas walked down to the water’s edge. She knelt down, and she was there for quite a while. There were a lot of people, and it was very cheerful—I knew it would be good to help Christmas, all the energy. I call her Misty, by the way.”

      “So she’s an energy vampire?” Logan asked.

      Oof. That wasn’t quite what I was thinking.

      “Sort of. She gives away far more than she takes. But there must be a taking in order for there to be a giving,” Fayette said. “That’s balance.”

      Logan crossed his arms. “That’s fair,” he said.

      “We Fae are many things, but we understand and support the idea of balance,” Fayette smiled. “Even if it doesn’t seem that way. Regardless, after a time, Misty walked back to where I sat on the rocks, and her eyes were shining. She was practically glowing. She said she was ready to go. We found a quiet spot in the park, more in the darkness, and we left.” Fayette stopped.

      “And then?” I asked.

      “We slept. We’d visited more than one lighthouse that day. When I woke the next morning, she was gone.”

      “Can she just leave on her own?” I asked.

      “Yes and no. We have protection in place, because there are both magical and human beings that would use her, or rather, the power she has, if they could. There are barriers that protect us from anyone approaching.”

      “But you both can leave on your own?” Logan asked.

      “Yes.” Fayette’s smile slipped. “Why would Misty leave now, though? She knows what we have to do this time of year. She knows her responsibilities.”

      “Maybe she’s tired of them?” Logan spoke again.

      “Everyone tires of doing what they must at times. It’s normal. I do, she does. We all have our place, however, and we do our part.”

      “There was no sign that someone came and took her? Anything like that?” I pulled the conversation back to where it needed to be.

      Fayette shook her head. “No. Nothing. Our wards were in place. There was no sign that anything was amiss. She was just… gone.”

      Logan and I exchanged a glance. Taking a breath, I said, “I hate to be full of gloom right now, but I think your spirit, Misty, left on her own.”

      “No, that can’t be.” Fayette was shaking her head. “She wouldn’t.”

      “Wouldn’t she?” Now it was Logan’s turn to raise a brow.

      “You’re quite negative, shifter,” Fayette frowned.

      I could feel the weight of her displeasure. She’d said that the actual power rested with the missing Christmas Spirit, but Fayette was no small potatoes herself with power. Hers was almost tangible.

      The thought came to me she was probably old, ancient, and my experience as the Oracle had shown me that those in the magical world with age were—rightfully so—far more powerful than those like me, new to their power.

      Not to mention that I was human.

      You have me, and Florry, and you are the keeper of the wild magic. You’re powerful, even as you are new. Goldie spoke up.

      People always underestimate me, I thought. It’s kind of irritating.

      We’ve had this conversation before, Goldie said.

      I don’t remember that.

      Well, we have. Use it to your advantage. You are small, petite, attractive, and utterly harmless looking. But look what you did to the demon. You are a favorite of Tethys, who is known for not being friendly to anyone. You haven’t died. If he’d been standing next to me, Goldie would roll his eyes.

      Well, that’s certainly a feat. I’m still alive. I rolled my eyes at this point.

      It is a feat. You have had powerful foes over the year.

      It hasn’t even been a year, I thought.

      “Are you talking to one of the beings I can feel?” Fayette wasn’t frowning anymore, but regarding me with intense interest. “This is fascinating.”

      “What’s going on?” A small voice asked before I could say anything.

      Sophie was at the bottom of the stairs.

      Oh, shit.
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        Still Early Morning

      

      

      “Hey, honey, what are you doing up?” Moving fast, I walked to where Sophie stood. She was eying all of us, I had to be honest, with great suspicion.

      “I heard people talking. I thought it might be Santa.” Her eyes narrowed.

      Clearly, she was disappointed that none of us were Santa. And her expression said that we were also to blame for this somehow.

      “Oh, Santa’s not here yet,” Fayette said, turning in her chair to face Sophie. “But he will be.”

      “How do you know? Do you work for him? You look like you do.” Sophie turned her gaze to Fayette.

      “I work with him, yes,” Fayette said.

      Honestly, she might be telling the truth.

      “He’s so busy tonight, and for the next couple of nights. That’s why he has people helping him,” Fayette continued.

      “That’s what my mom says,” Sophie said. Her tone showed she wasn’t sure she believed her mom.

      She was at that age where, as a parent, you’d need to decide if you told her the truth. It was clear that Natalie had not busted the myth of Santa. Given that Sophie lost her dad this year, I could one-hundred percent understand why Natalie made the choice she did.

      “Your mom is right,” Fayette said.

      “Do you need something?” I asked. We needed Sophie back in bed.

      “No,” Sophie replied slowly. “I just wondered why everyone was up so late.”

      “I was passing by, and texted my friend, asking if it was alright if I could stop by. This time of year, people aren’t following their normal schedules,” Fayette said.

      “That’s true,” Sophie said. “We’re here, not at home.”

      “Do you miss home?” I asked.

      “No. Dad’s not there.” The naked pain and longing in the little girl’s voice nearly broke my heart.

      Going to her, I wrapped my arms around her. “It’s really hard when you have to have a Christmas without all the people you love,” I said, dropping a kiss on the top of her smooth hair. “That’s why I invited all of you to come here.”

      “Because you miss him, too?” Sophie looked up at me.

      “I have three kids who miss their dad like you do,” I said. “They’re older, but they miss him, too.”

      “Our dad was married to our mom and to Wynter,” Sophie said to Fayette. “At the same time. He was a… a gamist.”

      “I’m sorry?” Fayette’s perfect brow wrinkled as she looked between me and Sophie.

      “A bigamist,” I said. “You almost got it right, honey. You don’t have to tell people about that if you don’t want to.”

      “I don’t want to lie,” Sophie said. The little frown on her face and the stubborn expression told me that this was an argument she’d had before, probably with Natalie.

      Poor Natalie.

      “You don’t have to lie. It’s not something that you have to share anytime people talk about your dad, if you don’t want to.”

      “So your father loved Wynter, and loved your mom, and couldn’t choose between them?” Fayette interrupted.

      Glaring at her, I thought hard that she needed to shut up.

      Fayette paid me no mind. “Sometimes that happens. Sometimes people have so much love, it spills over, and they need more people in their lives.” She smiled at Sophie. “That doesn’t make it easy, mind you. If anything, it makes life very complex. Unfortunately, and I don’t know your situation, it usually means that someone isn’t being honest.”

      Fayette spoke to Sophie as though she were an adult.

      “He did lie,” Sophie said. “A lot, I think. Mom cries about it still.”

      “Well, when people aren’t honest, the people around them get hurt. It’s very sad, because it makes life harder than it needs to be.”

      “So my dad should have just told my mom and Wynter?” Now Sophie was pushing.

      I needed to push her to bed, but I didn’t know how to break through this conversation. Glancing at Logan, I widened my eyes in a ‘help me!’ gesture over Sophie’s head.

      He shrugged.

      Which was right. Not much we could do about this—it was clear it needed to play out.

      “Yes,” Fayette said. “Then your mom and Wynter could have made a choice on their own. That’s the problem with not being honest. It takes choice away from people.”

      Sophie gazed at Fayette for what seemed like a long time. It felt like a long time. Sophie let go of me and walked over to where Fayette stood. “I’m Sophie Chastain.” She stuck out her hand.

      Fayette shook the offered hand solemnly. “I am Fayette, and I’m delighted to meet you.”

      “Why delighted?” Sophie asked.

      “Because I work a lot, and don’t get to meet new people all that often, so it’s delightful when I do.”

      “What do you do?”

      “I take care of people. I have people I look after. That’s my job.”

      “Do you like it?” Sophie asked.

      “I do. It’s an honor.” The simplicity of Fayette’s words was powerful.

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you,” Sophie said. “I should probably go back to bed before Mom comes down.” She flashed a smile at me. “Please don’t tell her.”

      “Promise,” I said. I mimed zipping my lips.

      Sophie walked toward the stairs, stopping to give me a one-armed hug. “Thanks, Wynter.”

      “Love you, sweet girl,” I said. It just came out. Once I said it, I knew I meant it.

      Sophie flashed a brilliant, grateful glance up at me, and threw her other arm around me.

      For a moment, I felt enveloped in love. Mine. Sophie’s. It made me rest my head on hers. “Get some sleep, sweetie. We have a busy schedule.”

      “Night,” Sophie said, and she padded back up the stairs.

      The three adults watched her.

      “What a darling little girl. She loves you, you know,” Fayette said. “It’s interesting. I don’t think she meant to, but she does.”

      “Thank you. Let’s stay focused, though. I mean, we’re on a really tight deadline.” The weight of this new consultant fell back onto me.

      “We are.” Fayette smiled. “Look at that little girl, though. That’s why we’re on the deadline. She deserves—she needs a Christmas. And there are millions like her.”

      “Way to up the pressure,” Logan said. He was leaning against the stove, his arms crossed.

      “There’s no way to make the pressure strong enough,” Fayette shot back. “If Christmas doesn’t happen, what do you think the world is going to look like on December twenty-fifth?”

      “What will it look like?” I asked.

      “Christmas isn’t only just a day. It’s a feeling, a time in this winter when everyone comes together and celebrates. It’s a great deal more.” All smiles were gone from Fayette’s face.

      “Can’t people just celebrate on their own?” I asked.

      Fayette made an impatient noise. “Of course they can. It’s not about an individual celebrating a holiday. It’s about the entire season. If we don’t get Misty back, yes, Christmas, the day, it will happen. But it will be different. I don’t know what the fallout would be specifically. But it would the be loss for the season, for the world.”

      I held up my hands. “All right, all right, peace. I just wanted to know if Christmas would just disappear.”

      “You need to think of it as Christmas will disappear. While it’s not a case of all the Christmas trees, for example, vanishing in a puff of smoke, you will feel it. I already feel it,” Fayette said. “Things are a little sharper, a little less giving. You’ll find that donations to charities, usually up this time of year, are down.”

      “I get it. I’m not doubting you. So where do you think the spirit might be?”

      “That’s just it. I don’t know.” Now Fayette looked like she might cry. “We’re close, but she’s always had a core that’s hers, that she keeps private. It makes sense when so much of you goes outside of yourself.”

      I sighed. “Well, I have an idea.” Tapping my mouth with my finger, I thought about whether I had everything. There had been no need for me to use my scrying supplies. I ought to check them. They might go bad, like spices.

      “Excellent!” Fayette beamed. “That’s a good place to start. I’ll be on my way, then.”

      “Where are you staying?” I asked.

      “That’s not really a concern, so please don’t worry about it. I have one question, though. Are there any other magical beings on this island? A wizard? Or maybe a witch? Any known Fae? Anything that you know of?”

      “You’re asking me to invade the privacy of others?” I asked. This was weird.

      “What I am trying to ask is if there are witches. I would like to consult with a witch, or a sorceress, or something of that nature.”

      “Why?”

      “Those are my concerns.” She was frosty.

      “Oh, so it’s all right to expose others, but now it’s all about your privacy and concerns?” I hadn’t gotten a bad feeling from Fayette, but this was making me itchy. I didn’t like it.

      We glared at one another.

      Then Fayette gave an impatient huff. “Fine. I want to see if they can look at my memories, see if there’s anything I missed.”

      I studied her, trying to weigh the truth of her statement. The Fire Ceremony had judged this quest worthy. Which meant that Fayette herself had been judged, as well. I sighed. “Okay. That’s fair. I have someone who will be able to help you.” I went to the pad I kept on the far counter, and wrote Elizabeth’s name, and the name of the apothecary. “Go here first thing in the morning. Ask for Elizabeth and tell them I have sent you there.”

      “Are you part of a coven?” Fayette took my note.

      “No. I just prefer to get along with the other magical people nearby.”

      “That’s a wise policy. Thank you Or—I mean, Wynter. I will visit this place tomorrow. May I come and see you later?”

      “Of course. I’m open to you coming to see me whenever you need to,” I said. “This is your quest, and I’m here to help you.”

      “Thank you. It’s so nice to have someone to share this with.” Her eyes filled with tears, and again, she was just… just lovely. Even in grief.

      “Then I’m going to take my leave. I will see you tomorrow.” Fayette walked to the door. “Let’s hope that we both have a good day tomorrow.” With a smile and a wave, she floated out the door like a large, colorful Christmas light.

      Logan and I watched in silence as she left. Once the outer door closed, we looked at one another.

      “Well, nothing like pressure, huh?” Logan asked, opening his arms as he did so.

      “Not what I expected when we got up.” I sighed and walked to him, letting him envelop me in his arms. Leaning against him, I felt his love, his strength. “I love you,” I said.

      “I love you, you amazing woman.”

      “What a nice thing to say,” I said. I smiled against his chest.

      “Not many people can hear someone say, Find this fairy chick, or Christmas is toast. You heard that and kept on going.”

      “What else can I do? This comes with the job.”

      Nice to hear you so enthusiastic, Goldie commented.

      Hush. Timing is everything, and this timing sucks. Even you have to admit that.

      I will admit that, Goldie said. He sounded utterly reluctant.

      I stifled a laugh. I rarely got one over on my golden Oracle tattoo.

      “So what’s next? What’s your idea?” Logan asked.

      “First, we’re going back upstairs. Then I’m going to check my closet and see that I’ve got everything. And I’m going to get some sleep. Once I wake up, I’m going to scry for this lost spirit.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Can I help with that?” Logan reached down to kiss me.

      “What did you have in mind?” I murmured.

      As we made our way up the stairs, whispering, and I had to admit, giggling, it turned out that Logan was very helpful.

      Very helpful indeed.

      Although it was a good thing I already had a solid idea of what I wanted to do, because his help didn’t do a damn thing for my current consultant.
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      Even with my late night, I managed to get some sleep. I woke and didn’t move right away. Instead, I laid in bed, listening to the noises outside, Logan breathing next to me, and the sounds in the house.

      Caro was already up. I heard her going down the stairs. We’d talked before everyone got here, and she had done an entire menu, a full spread for the length of the visit. She hadn’t been kidding when she said she enjoyed the larger scale entertaining.

      Caro was the only one up, although I heard a murmur of voices. Florry must be with her. I remained thrilled that I’d made it possible for Caro and Florry to talk. I still didn’t have the full deets on the specifics of their relationship, and even now, I didn’t think I could ask. It felt too personal. But it was crystal clear they loved one another deeply.

      That was good enough for me, even as my nosey self wanted more.

      None of the kids were up. They all, young and old, thundered around like a herd of mad oxen. I hoped that meant Natalie was sleeping in. She’d slept through the kids creeping out of bed last night. I knew she was tired. I’d seen it on her the moment she arrived.

      There was something else, too. I could feel it. She was carrying a weight, and I had a sneaking suspicion she wanted to talk but wasn’t ready to. Not just yet. That was fine. She’d talk when she was ready.

      Since no one was up, and we had nothing that had to happen today outside of walking downtown and going to see Santa if everyone was up for it, I slid out of bed—reluctantly, because the floor was chilly and the bed was so warm—and went to my closet.

      Formerly Derek’s closet, I’d cleared it out and put all my supplies that I needed for being the Oracle. My grimoire, the next best thing resource after Goldie and Florry.

      Glad I rank above the book, Goldie said.

      “’Bout time you got up, lazy bones,” Florry appeared in the bathroom doorway.

      “I am entitled to sleep in, even with Christmas in the balance,” I said in reply to both of them as I unlocked the door. I’d put a keypad lock on the closet when I first became the Oracle, because I was paranoid about someone getting hold of the grimoire, mostly.

      Right now, my closet was doing double duty as a stash closet for Christmas presents. I always brought down presents after everyone went to bed on Christmas eve. There was something magical about getting up and seeing presents all around the tree. At least, I thought so. Since I’d been the one who organized everything for Christmas, I did things how I wanted.

      As I walked into the closet, the smell of the herbs I’d collected—some from the apothecary here on the island, and some from a client as payment once I’d completed his quest—hit me. I found I enjoyed it. It smelled of nature and the mysterious all at once. I liked the way it felt when I came in here.

      I pulled my burner down from the upper shelf and gave the grimoire, which sat on a small plastic lectern, a quick pat. “Maybe later,” I said. “I want to try this first.” It wasn’t crazy that I talked to my book. I talked to a ghost and a tattoo on my arm. The book was no big deal.

      Pouring the herbs into the burner, I stopped to inhale the desert sage. All the burning herbs were nice, but I particularly liked the sage. Then I grabbed the lighter and carefully brought the burner out to my room.

      Normally, I liked to go lie on the couch downstairs to do this, but that wasn’t going to happen with all the people in the house. I didn’t like an audience when I scryed, even if they knew about me being the Oracle. I got comfy on the small couch at the side of the room and then pulled my hair into a loose bun.

      I’d never forget the entry in my grimoire that detailed how to scry, and then, in a different ink, a little note: Tie back long hair. Burnt hair ruins the spell. It made me laugh even now, just thinking about it.

      Then I lit the herbs and let them burn for a while.

      A shifting in the bedclothes told me that Logan was probably awake, but I said nothing to him. He knew what scrying was. He’d leave me be until I was done.

      When the burner was smoking, I leaned forward and let the fumes waft into my face and over me. I loved this smell. I loved going to the place of seeing. Of hopefully learning. I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply, letting the vision come.

      The space all around me was both dark and light, shifting, always in motion. It felt as though it should be cold, but it wasn’t. I knew that whatever I was seeing was somewhere different, somewhere unexpected. I couldn’t pinpoint where it was.

      The shadows shifted. A face, one of incredible beauty, was now before me. The person’s mouth opened, and they were speaking, but I couldn’t hear it. A sudden motion nearby, and flickers of light in the shadow moved around me like fireflies.

      Where was I? I tried to look around, get a better sense of what or where this place was, but I couldn’t. I was moving in the shadows, and when I moved, a trail of magic sparkles—I couldn’t think what else to call them—moved.

      This had to be the Christmas Spirit. What had Fayette said? She left a trail of glitter wherever she went? Her name was Misty?

      Normally, I was on the outside, watching things in my scrying. Sometimes, I was a participant in whatever was going on. Sometimes, it was as though I was at a movie. In this, I was the person in this moment. Whether it was the past or current—I didn’t know.

      And I could feel it—a sense of someone other than me. I wondered if she could feel me, too. Something to ask if—no, when—we found her.

      So I tried to look around, find something in the shifting shadow and light that would allow me to pinpoint where she was.

      There was nothing.

      Abruptly, it felt like something pushed me, and I was no longer in that shadow world, but sitting on the couch in my room, feeling sweaty. Oh. Eww. Really sweaty. I leaned back, my head touching the wall, closing my eyes. It felt like I’d run a marathon. Not that I’d ever do anything that crazy. Not for me.

      “You all right?” Logan’s voice was soft.

      I waved a hand but didn’t open my eyes. I could hear him get up, and then his arms went under me.

      Logan scooped me up and brought me to the bed. “You’re soaking. What happened?”

      “It feels like the aftermath of a hot flash. But it’s more.” I stopped. The exhaustion was hitting. And I didn’t have time for this.

      “Like what?” He wrapped me in his arms.

      “I was the person in the scrying. I think it was the Christmas Spirit. Usually, I’m a spectator. This time, I was the person.”

      “What did you feel?”

      “Oh. I hadn’t thought about that.” I considered his question. “Frustrated, annoyed, and a little scared.”

      Logan sighed. “All the more reason you have to find her soon.”

      Laughing softly, I said, “Yeah, I really don’t want to be the scapegoat for Christmas falling apart.”

      “Definitely not. Can you tell where you were in the scrying?”

      I opened my eyes then. “No. It’s frustrating. I was the person, the Spirit, but I couldn’t move my head, or move around, or do anything that might give me a clue where she is.”

      “It will come to you,” Logan said. He kissed the top of my head. “It always does.”

      “You say that, but what if it doesn’t?”

      “You just keep working until it does,” Logan replied. “You need some more sleep?”

      “I can cat nap if you take a shower first,” I said.

      He kissed me again, and after easing away from me, bounded out of bed.

      Watching him, I admired not only that energy, but his lithe form. He truly was a beautiful man. And while said man showered, I let myself doze.

      Once Logan finished, he nagged at me until I got out of bed. Despite my reluctance, when I went downstairs, the smell of coffee, eggs, bacon, and something sweet made me think it was a good call to get up and around.

      Kris and Rachel were up, as were Nathan and Sophie. My boys sat at the table, and the younger kids were at the island, watching Caro.

      “You’re a good cook,” Sophie was saying.

      “Thank you, darlin’,” Caro looked back over her shoulder from the stove. “I love doing it.”

      “Did you go to school for that?” Sophie rested her chin on her hands.

      “I did. And then I got a job where I cooked all kinds of interesting things for a family I worked for.”

      “Before you moved to Last Chance—”

      “Lost Springs,” Caro corrected the little girl. “Although it might as well have been called Last Chance!” She hooted with laughter.

      “You didn’t leave,” Florry grumbled from near the back door.

      I covered my mouth, so I didn’t laugh. “Hey, where’s your mom? You let her sleep in?” I asked the younger kids.

      Nathan nodded. “We told her we’d come help with breakfast, and then Caro said we didn’t need to.”

      “Well, good. I hope she gets some rest. You all ready to go exploring today? We’re going to go look at Christmas lights tonight, go on a sleigh ride, and go see Santa, if you were so inclined. Or stay in. Whatever you want.”

      “And food?” Nathan looked between me and where Caro was cooking.

      “Always food, darlin’,” Caro said. “You can’t stop me.” She laughed again.

      The kids joined her.

      I took the moment to give each of my boys a kiss. It did not surprise me Rachel wasn’t down yet. She liked to sleep.

      “Let’s go out and see the lights and Santa, and then stay in tomorrow,” Sophie said.

      “You got it.” I smiled at her.

      “Today is going to be great,” Nathan said. He looked like he might burst with glee.

      Next to him, Sophie nodded.

      And my heart stretched a couple of sizes. Not that I was being a Scrooge. Not at all. But it made me happy to see these children, children I never thought I’d like, much less love, so happy.

      “That’s the plan,” I said.

      Theo smiled at me. I guess he could tell how pleased I was.

      A bit later, Caro served up a breakfast that would have worked for ten people, rather than the six of us. Natalie came down in pajamas and a robe, and she looked more relaxed than she’d been the day before. That was a good thing.

      When Rachel joined us, Natalie had already gone up and gotten ready, and the little kids were getting antsy. We all piled into two cars and headed off for the tour of the island. Shelly and Hubie joined us later when we went to go see Santa.

      By the time we returned to the house, cold, happy, full of sweet treats, clutching hilarious pictures of some of us and all of us with the very patient Santa, I could feel the happy exhaustion from all my people. Shelly and Hubie came back with us.

      I noticed that my best friend was glowing in a way that had nothing to do with the cold. And I hadn’t thought all that much about the place of shadows and light all day. Once we got home, however, it was sitting in the back of my brain.

      You know, in the worse way. Like a telemarketer. Who kept calling.

      Where was that shadowy place?

      Was it actually where the Christmas Spirit was? If so, why was she there?

      Could I do this in time?

      But I managed to keep it under wraps from everyone else. Or so I thought.

      Natalie had taken the kids upstairs, and my three were lounging in front of the television, watching old Christmas movies.

      Which gave Shelly time to sidle up to me in the kitchen where I was washing dishes. “All right, Chastain. Spill. What’s been going on?”

      In a whispered voice, I told her about Fayette and my latest quest.

      Shelly held up a hand. “Wait. Wait just a minute. You have to solve this, in like two days and counting, or everything goes to hell?”

      I looked at my bestie. “You have such a perfect way of putting things, thank you.”

      Shelly nodded. “Okay. I just wanted to know what we were up against here. You do any scrying?” She asked this like she was asking if we had milk.

      I stared for a moment. My friends really were amazing. “Uh, yeah. But it didn’t help.”

      “You want to talk about it?”

      Turning back to the dishes, I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s properly vague and unhelpful. I’ve already gone over it a thousand times in the course of one day.”

      Shelly chuckled. “Well, kind of par for the course.”

      I stared again. “You’re right.”

      “You’re getting so much better at this Oracle thing.”

      “Are you surprised?”

      “No. You’re the strongest woman I’ve ever met, Wyn. I know you’ve doubted yourself since all this started, but Snakey knew what he was doing.”

      Yes, he did. Even your friend sees it.

      No need to sound smug, Snakey, I thought.

      You… Goldie stopped. We’ve been over this. Never mind. Wynter, I have a suggestion. You need to get outside, go for a walk.

      I snickered. What? Why are you changing the subject, Snakey?

      Enough. I mean this. Get out, get back in touch with your natural side. Your magic demands it.

      All right, all right. Keep your hair on.

      He didn’t speak again.

      “What do you need from me? Or from Hubie? Or both of us?”

      “Nothing outside of helping me cover. If I need it?”

      “You got it. Hey, you got any hooch in this joint?”

      “What? Why?”

      The glow I’d seen earlier appeared, almost as though a light was lit from within.

      “Shelly? What’s going on?”

      “You’ll find out in a bit,” Shelly said. “Come on. Finish the dishes, and let’s find out whatever you call alcohol in here.”

      We finished the dishes in silence. The silence that happens between best friends who don’t need to talk. Even if both of us were dying to talk.

      After we were done, I went looking in the cabinet. We had some whiskey, and I found a bottle of champagne in the back of the fridge. Pulling it out and grabbing the whisky, I set them out on the counter.

      Just in case.

      Natalie came back down and, as she did, Hubie stood up. “If I could have a moment of your time?”

      Everyone stopped talking to look at the guy who was always with Shelly, but was often really quiet. There was a lot of my life that was part of what Hubie, an amazing shark of an attorney with both feet fully in the human world, called “need to know.” He’d had to learn some of my Oracle life, especially when he’d had to get me out of jail on a murder charge.

      So he preferred to be quiet.

      The murder charges had thankfully been dropped. And Hubie had gotten me a settlement and an apology out of the city. He was amazing.

      “I have been fortunate to find wonderful people in my life. All my life, that’s been the way it’s been. Thankfully, that situation has continued, and I have found Shelly.” Hubie held out his hand.

      With a blush that I couldn’t remember seeing on her face ever, Shelly joined him, curling her hand in his.

      “I asked Shelly to marry me tonight, and she said yes. So whenever it is we decide to make this official, I’ll ask you all to be there.”

      If I wasn’t mistaken, Shelly was gazing into Hubie’s eyes. Completely besotted. Hubie was gazing right back.

      Holy shit.

      “All of you are starting to feel like family. Definitely Shelly’s family, and if my streak of luck continues, I’ll get to have you in my life as well. So I’ll ask you to wander over and get a glass of something, so you can raise it to my darling wife-to-be.”

      That had to be one of the sweetest things I’d ever heard. “Oh, my god,” I said, joining everyone in clapping.

      Hubie drew Shelly in close and kissed her.

      Logan was behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist. He kissed my head, close to my ear. “I love you, Wynter.”

      I reached up to touch his cheek.

      It was a perfect moment. The lights on the tree, the room a little darker than usual to make the tree really stand out, everyone warm, the house smelling like food and family and Christmas. Looking around, looking at the smiling faces of the people I loved, I knew this was a moment that I would remember forever.

      Then Caro bustled by. “Do we have something to drink?” She hissed. “Just like Shelly, springing this on us!” But she didn’t sound mad.

      I patted Logan’s hand and turned to help Caro. “It’s on the counter,” I said. “Calm your apron.”

      Caro stopped, hands on her hips, and turned around. She was smiling, although it looked rueful. “Oh, there’s the dragon. I was very good at my job, back when I used to cook, but I scared them all.”

      “I can see it,” I said. “Didn’t you and Florry face down a dragon?”

      “She didn’t have a lot to do with it,” Florry asked. “Hope that Hubie’s worth all the fuss. They get more of a pain in the ass as they get older, these men.”

      “Oh, ya, sure. Women are so much better,” Caro said, rolling her eyes exaggeratedly, so that Florry could see her.

      Florry blew a raspberry and disappeared.

      Caro chuckled. “She’s always such a hard ass. And yet she’s up there, eating this up. Grin on her face, no doubt.”

      “What do you mean?” I pulled glasses out.

      Caro popped the champagne bottle. “She’s the biggest romantic you ever met.”

      All right. I’d been wondering about this since I met Caro. “How would you know that?” I asked, trying to keep my tone neutral.

      Caro just looked at me out of the side of her eyes, a sly grin on her face. And then she poured out the champagne. “I know things,” she said.

      Logan was next to me. “They were totally together,” he said.

      “You were wondering, too?” I asked in a whisper.

      “Absolutely.”

      I looked up to find him grinning at me. “I agree. Totally dating.”

      “Mind your own business,” Florry’s voice came from somewhere overhead.

      The champagne disappeared quickly. I hugged Shelly so many times, and we talked about what to plan for the wedding.

      Caro produced a couple of bottles of wine and then Hubie and Shelly had to beg off and go home, “before the coppers pulled them over.”

      Laughing, we all waved them out of the house. I could go to bed happy.

      Except for the fact that it was December twenty-second, and I still had no clue where the Christmas Spirit was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        December Twenty-Third

        Early Morning

      

      

      I woke in a sweat, my heart pounding. I had less than two days, and I was waking up from a dream I couldn’t remember in a full body sweat. That could be the panic of not knowing what to do, or maybe I was dreaming of the shadowy place.

      Logan was already up, and he was downstairs, if I was hearing the sounds of the house correctly. I hurried through my shower, wanting to get the day started.

      You didn’t listen to me yesterday, Goldie said as I was drying my hair.

      What did you say? There’s a lot going on. I knew I sounded sulky.

      I said that you needed to get out, go for a walk. You haven’t been doing that this week, and now, especially with your connection with Tethys, and the wild, you need to be outside, in the natural world.

      Is that an official mentor suggestion?

      He sniffed. Absolutely. Stop ignoring me.

      Fine, I thought. I’ll go after breakfast.

      Good. Don’t be a brat.

      I ignored him after that. We were both in less-than-prime-time moods.

      As I was walking out of my room, Natalie stopped me in the hall. “Can I come in?” She asked.

      “Sure,” I said, stepping back in. “Come in and sit.” I led her over to the couch.

      “I wanted to talk with you, away from the kids,” Natalie said.

      “I’m glad. You seem so sad, and this is a time to enjoy being together,” I said. I’d known something was coming. I just wasn’t sure what. I was glad that Natalie had decided to finally share whatever was on her mind.

      “It’s been hard. I think I’ve made that pretty clear,” Natalie said.

      Nodding, I didn’t speak. I wanted her to say what she needed to say without me getting in the way.

      “And I’ve been struggling.” Tears spilled down her cheeks.

      “With what?” I thought Derek didn’t deserve all this struggle, if he was the cause. Not after how he’d chosen to live, and what he’d left us with when he passed on. I didn’t hate him—not at all. I just would not mourn someone who had done things he knew would harm those he loved.

      But I couldn’t say that to Natalie. She wasn’t ready to hear that.

      “When I found out about you, I wanted to hate you. I was so angry, and rather than be angry at Derek, I focused on you. But then you contacted me, and you were so kind, and it was clear that you weren’t operating from a place of hate. You could have been.”

      “I was pretty angry, too,” I said.

      “But you didn’t show that to me or direct it to me and the kids. You were what I wanted to be and couldn’t manage to be.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” I said. “This isn’t a straightforward situation. Most people wouldn’t understand why we’re here, now, celebrating as a family. They can bugger off. We don’t have to explain what works for us.”

      There was a lot more to it than that, but this seemed like the simplest explanation. It had taken work for me to get to this point. It was for my kids. For Natalie. For her kids. None of this had happened by accident.

      “We chose this,” I said. “I’m glad we did.”

      Natalie cried in earnest.

      I wrapped my arms around her and let her cry. Sometimes, you needed to get it out. When her sobs decreased, she pulled away.

      With one hand, I grabbed the box of tissues on the bedside table and handed her one. She took it and mopped her face. I waited. Silence was often the best listener.

      “I’m being eaten alive by guilt,” she managed finally.

      “Why? You did nothing wrong.”

      She hiccuped, and then said, “Because I like you a lot more than I loved Derek.” And then burst into noisy sobs.

      Oh. Well. I hadn’t been expecting that.

      A noise at the door had me peering over my shoulder.

      Logan stuck his head in. He took one look at the scene in front of him, and then his head disappeared, and the door closed again noiselessly.

      “If it makes you feel better, I like you better, too,” I said.

      Natalie looked up. “How do you live with the guilt?”

      “There’s no guilt,” I said. I meant it. “You and I—we didn’t do anything wrong. Nothing. We believed in our husband. We both loved him. We both gave it our all for our marriage. At least, I did. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t speak for you.”

      She nodded; her eyes were wet. “I did. I thought it was forever.”

      “So did I. We were wrong. And that wasn’t because of anything we did or didn’t do. That was all Derek. He said he couldn’t help it. That he loved us both and wasn’t willing to lose either of us.”

      “He took care of us.”

      I had to take a breath there. Yeah, he’d taken care of us all right, but the insurance that we’d worked hard to afford had mostly gone to Natalie and the kids. I didn’t begrudge her, or them—but it still frosted my hind parts a bit that I’d paid for that.

      It was petty. I knew it. I knew it, and I couldn’t completely let go of it, although I was trying. I mean, if Derek hadn’t shown me who he was—I wouldn’t have gone out that night. I wouldn’t have met Ash, found Goldie, become the Oracle, and then met Logan and all the people I now called family. Florry. Caro. They wouldn’t be in my life.

      Honestly, I needed to let this insurance thing go. But damn, it was hard!

      “Actually, I know I ended up with more of the insurance, and I’ve struggled with if I should split it with you. I didn’t even know he had insurance until that guy—”

      “Cody?” My voice was frosty. I might learn to fully forgive Derek—because let’s be honest, I wasn’t totally there yet—but I would never forgive Cody. And now to learn he contacted Natalie first?

      That weasel. I hoped his kids got Legos for Christmas, and that they never, ever picked them up. Ever.

      “Yes, I think so,” Natalie said. She shook her head a little. “It was really confusing then. Anyway, I have felt guilty about that.”

      Sighing, I said, “I won’t lie. I was furious about that insurance policy. He was older, so it was a risk, and it cost more. I was angry he’d do this to us, rather than getting one for you and the kids. It was irresponsible, given what he and I had discussed.” I inhaled again. “But that’s not your fault.”

      Her head dropped, and she cried some more. When she looked up, she said, “How do you not hate me?”

      Laughing, I replied, “I did at first. Hated both of you with the heat of many suns. Then I realized you might be just as in the dark as I was, which is why I reached out to you. Then I met you, and…” I sighed. “I could see why Derek loved you.”

      Natalie laughed then, too. “I thought the same thing. I was sure you were the textbook wife, mean and nagging and all the things you hear—and then I met you, and I thought, she’s really great, damn it.”

      As one, we moved to hug one another, laughing and crying.

      When I let go of her, I said, “Don’t worry about the insurance. My kids are grown, and we’re doing okay. I talked to them about it, before you ask. I let them know what Dad and I had planned, and then what was happening. After they met Nathan and Sophie, they said they would not make a fuss about anything.”

      “You’re so much better than I am.” Natalie sighed. “Damn Derek Chastain.”

      “No, don’t damn him. I think he lived with a great deal of guilt, and it ate him alive while he was with us. He earned it, so I don’t feel sorry for him. I mean, he did what he wanted, and left all of us to pick up the pieces. But I had a good life, and it sounds like you did, and our kids were loved, and loved their dad. That’s all I can wish for at this point.”

      “I’d like to kick him in the ass,” Natalie said.

      “It’d feel good, that’s for sure. And if it wasn’t for him, you wouldn’t be here. We wouldn’t be part of each other’s lives. The kids wouldn’t know each other, and you wouldn’t have met Derek’s parents.”

      “That’s true,” Natalie said. She smiled suddenly. “Thank you. You’re such a good person, Wynter. I’m sorry I didn’t like you before I met you.”

      I laughed out loud. “I can say the same. I was so mad and had similar stereotypes in mind.”

      Which had us both laughing again.

      “I think we’re in the best place we can be with the crap sandwich we got handed,” I said. “And I want you to know that you and the kids are family. I mean that, one hundred percent.”

      “Thank you.” Natalie gave me another hug. When she pulled back, her eyes were wet again. “I feel really fortunate.”

      I smiled. “So do I. I think we’re going to be all right, Natalie. Don’t you?”

      She nodded without speaking.

      “Then let’s go back down and get this party started again.” I got up. “It’s a little too quiet for a house full of kids.”

      Natalie laughed softly, and tucking the tissues in her pocket, walked out of the door in front of me.

      As I closed my room door, I felt like there was more than just this door closing. It was a chapter in my life. I’d dealt with the feelings about Derek, and Derek and Natalie, and Natalie and I had cleared the air. We’d been doing that in small steps since the first time we’d met, but this was the most open and most honest.

      And now, in my opinion, it was done. The man had two wives, and once he’d left this earthly plane, it left us to manage all that was still here.

      We’d done that. Pretty darn well, if I said so myself.

      “All’s well that ends well?” Florry asked.

      Looks that way, I thought. I held onto the railing as I followed Natalie down the stairs.

      “Except for the fact that you still don’t have the Christmas twinkle toes, or whatever she is.”

      You’re not helping. I looked up, looking for her so I could glare. She wasn’t there.

      Maybe you should go for a walk on the beach, Goldie said. Like I suggested. Like I keep suggesting. That always seems to help clear your head. You have natural magic. You must nurture it.

      Or I find dead people, or demons show up to kill me, I countered.

      That can’t happen all the time.

      I’ll think about it, I thought. I mean, I’ll try. I have to manage to get away.

      You need to make it happen, Wynter.

      Shit. He rarely used my name. Are you worried? I thought.

      His answer was stark and alarming.

      Very, he said.
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        December Twenty-Third

        Early Afternoon

      

      

      We’d all been lounging all morning. I found I was antsy, unable to sit still, and so I was doing dishes from breakfast. I’d insisted on giving Caro a break, because she didn’t need to do everything. She’d agreed, as long as I’d agreed to vacate the kitchen for lunch.

      “I have plans,” Caro announced.

      Which made everyone laugh.

      Once the dishes were done, I gazed around the living room. Natalie and Sophie were in the front room, both reading. All three boys were playing on their phones or a game console. Florry was floating along the ceiling, smoking a cigarette, and humming ‘Silent Night’. Logan had gone out back for something. Caro was staring at the cabinets, deep in thought about the next meal. Rachel had gone up to nap.

      It was the picture of domestic holiday bliss. No one was paying attention to anyone else.

      Which gave me the chance to think about how to find this little Spirit. I wish I had more of an idea. Even just a place to start.

      “Burning the midnight oil, huh?” Florry floated down close to me.

      I don’t know what to do. Where to look for that shadowy place? I’ve never seen anywhere like it. I went through pictures of all the places I’d been, all around the island, what I could see from the ferry.

      Wait. A thought hit me. Wait. Wait a minute. It hit me so hard that I couldn’t even move for a moment. It took a reminder to make myself breathe. That couldn’t be it, could it? The thought blossomed and took life the more I thought about it.

      Was it really that simple? I set my hands on the island and leaned forward, trying to organize my thoughts.

      “What is it?” Logan, who had come in without me seeing him, was watching me.

      Although I’d seen it, I’d been ignoring him watching me. I wanted to just think, let things mull over in my brain. Had I done this earlier, I might have seen this before.

      Told you, Goldie said.

      Stop gloating, I thought.

      I guide as you need it.

      “What am I missing? Are you talking to Goldie? You know it’s hard for me to hear you unless you think real hard at both of us!” Florry was at eye level with me, hands on hips, and looking irritated.

      While I hadn’t noticed it before, I realized everyone was looking at me. I waved Florry away. I couldn’t think with her right in my face.

      “Mom, are you all right?” Rachel stood up. When had she come downstairs? I must have been deep in thought longer than I realized.

      “I am,” I said, standing up straight and breathing in deeply. “I’m just working through a problem—nothing to do with Christmas, and I got a sudden burst of inspiration.”

      “Is that a good or a bad thing?” Rachel asked, still looking worried.

      “It’s a good thing,” I said. I gave her a wave that I hoped was casual and put a smile on my face. “I think I’m going to take a quick walk though, if no one minds.”

      “You go ahead. It’ll get you out of my kitchen,” Caro said.

      “You want me to come with you?” Logan asked.

      I hesitated.

      “Go.” He smiled. “If something goes badly, I’ll be there.” He lowered his voice. “Although it would probably be some kind of clean up.”

      “Hush,” I whispered. Louder, I said, “I think Shelly and Hubie are coming for lunch. So maybe be helpful to Caro?”

      A lazy chorus of agreement answered me.

      With no more hesitation, I grabbed my coat, hat, and gloves, and went out through the back to cut through the back gate to get to the beach faster. I noticed I didn’t want to even look at the far-right corner of the garden.

      That wasn’t good. I didn’t know what that meant, but I knew, in my bones, that it wasn’t good. The second my company left, I had to get the witches over here.

      Or—I could use the wild and figure it out myself? I’d been so used to the idea that I was just a human, and not capable. But that was definitely not true.

      You were just starting to see yourself as The Oracle, Goldie said. Now you have to see yourself as more. You’re not human any longer, Wynter. You’re the Oracle, and you’re the Keeper of Wild Magic. That makes you a great deal more.

      It’s hard to wrap my head around it, I thought. As I walked, I was breathing deeply, feeling the burn of the cold air in my lungs, and loving the fresh, tangy sea air.

      Get a move on. The longer you take to adjust to who you are, the more danger you put yourself in.

      Thanks, I thought. Let me focus, okay? I’m not sure I’m on the right track here, so I need—

      Got it. Shutting up now.

      I didn’t reply, feeling a sense of coming home as my feet touched the rocky sand that was on the beach. I nearly reached out to Tethys, but I wanted to see if my suspicion was correct before I did so.

      Heading right for a group of rocks near the water—not the same one where I’d found Jasper-the-dead-guy-whose-murder-I’d-been-charged-with—I knelt down on the rock closest to the sea. Then I closed my eyes and summoned the wild.

      I need to see, I thought. Reaching down, I put my hand in the water. Show me below, I thought.

      Immediately, the cool air that had been brushing my cheeks was gone, replaced by a feeling of coolness all over. I opened my eyes to shifting light and shadow all around me. The color was different, but the light was the same.

      I was right. She was underwater.

      Pulling my hand out, I sat back down. Okay. The Spirit was underwater. Why? Carefully, I went through what Fayette had told me, looking for anything that might help. The only thing that was of note was that the Spirit had spent a lot of time at the water’s edge when they were at the lighthouse in Maine.

      Damn. I wished I’d brought my scrying things with me, but I hadn’t thought of it, and that would have attracted too much attention.

      I think you can try it with no aids, Goldie said.

      When he read my mind, I hated it. But I closed my eyes again and imagined the scent of the smoke from the burner. Show me, I thought. I pulled the wild to me. Since my fight with the demon Davina, the wild had changed. It no longer fought me. We were… one.

      Add one more to the Oracular B&B.

      Show me the waters where the Spirit is, I thought. Let her look around.

      I was back in that world of shifting light once more. I knew it wasn’t the water close to here because the light was different. But now that I knew, this was clearly somewhere underwater.

      Show me what you see, I thought.

      My vision shifted and became both sharper and distracted. I was full of emotion.

      Fear. Anxiety. Excitement. Lust. Want. Desire. Fear. Fear and anxiety were the strongest, but the rest were equally mixed in.

      What do you see?

      My eyes turned underwater, caught by a flash of silvery movement off to the left. Then the object came into focus.

      It was a man. A man with a tail.

      And oh, my Lord. He was beautiful.

      He had long silvery hair that floated around him almost artistically in the water. He was bare-chested from the waist up and his skin was tan, flashing golden in the shafts of light that pierced the water.

      From the waist down, he had a tail. It was a dark greenish blue, but the fins on the bottom of the tail, and along his spine glowed a lighter blue. Like phosphorus. There were fins on the back of his arms.

      His face was sharp, with high cheekbones and a straight nose and a powerful jaw.

      A merman. I didn’t know they were real, but it shouldn’t be a surprise. Everything else I’d ever read about was real. This merman was absolutely stunning.

      He swam in front of where I was, and his mouth opened.

      After a moment, I heard his words.

      “You must not be afraid. As I said to you, I saw you. I felt your longing, your desire. I brought you here, to me. You’re free now.”

      The me underwater turned away. “I’m not free.” A high, soft voice answered the merman. “I want to go back to Fayette.”

      It was her! It was Misty, the Christmas Spirit!

      Who are you? I felt her thoughts. Why are you here? Why are you in my thoughts?

      A moment, then the tenor of her thoughts changed. Are you working with him, with Roka? Are you here to soothe my fears until I forget all about them?

      No! I thought.

      I felt the body that was her and me start. Who are you?

      I’m here to help you home.

      Then I was back on the beach, leaning back on my elbows, like someone had knocked me over. It felt like I’d been pushed from the Spirit. By what? The merman? What had she called him? Roka?

      Okay. Okay. Now I knew the Spirit was underwater, somewhere. She was with a merman named Roka. However, he’d managed to get her down there with him. She wanted to leave. So she was being held a captive?

      All the more reason to get her away.

      A buzzing on my phone brought me back to my present. It was from Logan.

      Hubie and Shelly here.

      OMW I replied.

      Standing, I brushed off my pants and headed home. A plan was forming. I just needed to get through the rest of the day.

      When I came through the door, Caro was the first one to see me. “Hey! Where have you been? There’s a lot of food here to be eaten!” Caro called out.

      “I’m going to gain fifteen pounds,” I muttered to Natalie, who was closest to where I was shedding my outdoor gear. “Easy.”

      “But what a way to do it. She’s amazing.”

      “She is at that,” I said, smiling at Caro. “What do you have? I asked her.

      “Cranberry cake,” Caro replied.

      “Oh, my god,” I whispered. “How did you do that so fast?”

      “I can’t share my secrets, darlin’” Caro said with a smile.

      “Don’t fight it,” Florry advised. “She’ll just make you more and more delectable stuff until you give in and eat it.”

      “I already snuck a piece. A corner piece, and it’s delicious.” Logan was next to me.

      “Mom, where have you been?” Rachel came over from where she’d been standing at the table with the boys and the younger kids.

      “Just out at the beach, like I told you. Clearing my head and working through some stuff.”

      “Can’t give up secrets for Christmas, can you?” She shook her head, kissed me on the cheek, and went back to sit at the table.

      It looked as though the kids were gearing up for a massive game of Monopoly. It sounded like a lot of trash talk was happening.

      Christmas secrets, indeed. If I didn’t get myself in gear before tomorrow—what happened? Fayette had said Christmas wouldn’t happen, but what did that mean? Would we all just forget?

      “Caro, what can I help you with?” I asked.

      “Darlin’, there’s nothing. I have to tell you; I’m enjoying a house full of people. My last roommate,” she raised her voice and rolled her eyes at the ceiling, “Wasn’t all that sociable.”

      “Like you’d be sociable in a dump like Lost Springs,” Florry said. She perched on the hood of the oven.

      “Why wasn’t she sociable?” Natalie asked.

      Shelly, who was sitting with Hubie on the other side of the island and knew all about Florry even as she couldn’t hear Florry’s side of the conversation, snickered.

      Natalie glanced at her but didn’t say anything.

      “She was an old lady when I met her, set in her ways. Didn’t mean I didn’t love her dearly, because I did. But I didn’t get much of a chance to cook a big spread like this,” Caro said.

      “Again, who would you invite in Lost Springs?” Florry asked, leaning back against the pipe of the stove’s hood and pulling out a cigarette.

      I thanked whatever deity or department that controlled ghosts I couldn’t smell anything in relation to ghosts. Florry smoked like a chimney. Although how she got anything out of it as a ghost, I didn’t know. I’d asked, to a degree, but decided that some things were better left to not knowing.

      “Where did you live?” Natalie asked.

      Natalie and Caro chatted about Caro’s past while Caro expertly cut and plated the cake.

      I brought some over to the kids, who all murmured their thanks, with Kris grabbing my hand and giving it a squeeze.

      “Thanks, Mom,” he said, looking up at me.

      Kissing the top of his head, I left the kids to it. I sat with Shelly and Natalie at the island while we all ate some of Caro’s amazing cake. I let everyone talk around me. I couldn’t stop thinking about my scrying on the beach.

      “I can smell the smoke from all that burning from here,” Florry commented.

      While I was eating, I was considering the problem. How to go about finding a merman somewhere in the waters of the world? Could I just go down and use the wild? That seemed almost too simple.

      Sometimes the simplest answer is the correct one, Goldie said.

      Are you sure about that? I thought.

      “What am I missing? Are you talking to Goldie again? Damn it, Wynter, think to both of us.” Florry was at eye level with me once more, hands on hips, and looking irritated.

      I think I have it, I thought hard to both my mentors. I think I might know how to get her. But not until later, until everyone’s asleep. Florry, ease up.

      While I hadn’t noticed it before, I realized everyone was looking at me. I must have gotten all trancelike again. Or worse, someone asked me something, and I hadn’t answered.

      “Mom, are you all right?” Theo frowned.

      “Yes,” I said. “Just brainstorming.”

      “You’re doing a lot of that, Mom.” Rachel said. “Your eyes got that glazed doughnut look, and your mouth fell open a little.”

      “Why thank you, darling girl.” I made a face at her. “What a lovely way to describe your mother, who works so hard to make a magical Christmas.”

      Rachel and the boys started laughing, and I joined them.

      “Is this funny, ha-ha?” Natalie asked. “I don’t want to laugh if it’s not really a joke.” She looked between me and the kids.

      Shelly snickered. “Oh, it’s funny ha-ha. You can always tell when Wynter’s deep in thought. She does do the glazed doughnut look. In her defense, however, she also comes up with the best ideas after some time in doughnut land, so it’s only a small laugh, missy.” She turned and gave a mock glare at Rachel.

      “Whatever. I spent my life having to repeat myself because Mom would be lost in thought.” Shelly’s reproof did not bother Rachel.

      “Hey,” I said with a shrug. “I kept us going.”

      “You did,” Theo said.

      “Suck up!” Rachel gave him a flick on the ear with her finger.

      “Well, I spent most of your life having to repeat myself as well,” I said to Rachel, also giving her a mock glare. “Thankfully, your hearing is better than it was in your teenaged years.”

      There was a moment of silence, and everyone laughed then, even Rachel. She blew me a kiss and sat back down. But she was looking at me with raised brows, asking a question.

      Giving her a slight nod, I turned to Logan. “We need to go back out tonight,” I whispered, barely moving my lips.

      This was one case of when panther hearing was a good—no, a great—thing.

      Logan gave the smallest of nods. I wouldn’t have seen it if I hadn’t been looking at him.

      “What is it? What did you figure out?” Florry asked.

      Did inspiration hit? Goldie asked at the same time.

      Sometimes being the Oracle B&B was a bit of a trial. I told you both I think I have it. The way to find that Spirit, Misty. Later, though. Ease up. I can’t do anything right now.

      But Fayette hadn’t been by since this morning. I hadn’t heard from any of the coven, where she’d said she was planning to visit, either. Since there had been no explosions, I figured things were going all right. At least, I hoped so.

      As though she’d heard me thinking about her, Fayette burst through the two front doors. She didn’t knock, but came inside like a whirlwind. She also smelled of pine trees, and a tart, spicy smell. “Wynter! Wynter! Are you here?” She stopped as she walked into the kitchen. “Oh, my. Oh, I am sorry.” Her face fell slightly.

      I moved over to give her a hug. “Not everyone here knows I’m the Oracle. So please keep your comments non-magical and non-Oracle, please.”

      “Okay,” she whispered back. “Your witch friends are delightful.”

      “Good to know,” I said. Then, louder, “Fayette, what brings you over tonight? Fayette’s a friend from—”

      “I’m one of the ladies who does some work at the apothecary,” Fayette said smoothly. “It’s been a pleasure getting to know Wynter.”

      Shelly was watching me intently. She knew my friends in town, and the women of the coven who worked at the apothecary, and that Fayette wasn’t one of them. Although Fayette hadn’t lied. She was doing some work with the coven ladies.

      “I brought you something from all of us,” Fayette said. She handed over a small rectangle wrapped in brown paper and tied with twine. There was a small branch from a pine tree tucked into the twine. “We weren’t sure when we’d see you again.”

      Fayette was good. I saw Shelly relax. She’d figured out this was the Oracle thing.

      “Thank you,” I said, as I took the item. A book? What could they think I needed right at this moment? “Would you like some cake? Caro made a wonderful cranberry cake.”

      “That sounds like Christmas in cake form,” Fayette said. “I would love some, please. You’ll want to open that before Christmas. Call it an early Christmas present.”

      Caro had already cut another piece and had it ready when I turned away from Fayette. “Here,” I said, sliding the plate to where I’d been sitting. “Have a seat.”

      “You were here the other night,” Sophie said from over at the table. “You said Santa was coming.”

      “And so he is, young lady,” Fayette replied. “I meant what I said then.”

      “When will he be here?” Sophie asked.

      “When does he normally come? Christmas Eve, correct?” Fayette didn’t look at anyone else, only Sophie.

      Sophie nodded.

      “Then you still have a couple of days,” Fayette said, and she sat down in the chair I’d offered. “Sort of. More like a day and a half.” She met my gaze then.

      I felt the weight of her words, the weight of the entire world. Good hell, this was the worst. Even worse than the worst, because I had less than two days.

      “Why was she here the other night?” Caro asked quietly.

      I gave her a look.

      Caro looked away, needing no more explanation. Thankfully, no one else seemed to care that Fayette had already been here once.

      Kris walked over, eying Fayette with an expression that wasn’t just curiosity.

      Oh, hell.

      “You look like you came right out of central casting for Christmas,” he said.

      Fayette laughed. “I tend to go overboard at this time of the year. It’s hard not to, given how many wonderful things are available at Christmas.”

      Kris smiled at her, and I saw my son as a man, rather than my little boy who’d gotten tall. Oh, sweet baby Jee. My kid could not fall for, even as a crush, the Christmas Fairy. A Fae.

      I stood frozen, watching it happen in front of me and feeling powerless to do anything about it. You can’t help you who like. Or love. Or want.

      Then reality set in. It was December twenty-third, in the middle of the afternoon. I had less than two days to get this together if I wanted a definitive answer by Christmas eve. It was unfortunate that my son was giving the googly eyes to a Fae who would never be available, but there was nothing I could do about that at this moment.

      Which as a mom broke my heart. You never wanted to see your children walk into a situation where the outcome looked as though it would make them unhappy. Even had Fayette not been a Fae, there was nothing I could do once the heart of another was involved.

      And in the meantime, I had Christmas to save.

      Dear hell.
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        December Twenty-Third

        Late Evening

      

      

      Fayette stayed for the luncheon snack, and then for dinner. Kris made the effort to sit near her as much as possible.

      I’d been hoping that Fayette would brush him off, but she didn’t.

      My poor Kris was going to be all broken-hearted when she vanished back to Fae land, or wherever she and the Christmas Spirit lived.

      Well, I couldn’t worry about that now.

      What I could do was open the gift that the ladies from the coven had sent me. I got it from where I’d set it on the hall side table, in order to deter prying eyes. Untying the twine, I saw it was a small wooden box, open at the top. Inside were two cards.

      One was a piece of notecard stock, with Elizabeth’s spiky handwriting on it.

      Wynter,

      At Fayette’s request, I pulled a card for you. I do not know what it was for. Fayette said you needed greater detail for a quest. This is the card that came up. The Seven of Swords upright represents dishonesty and manipulation. Something may be won, but it has been won by cheating. This, to me, suggests that things are not as they may seem, and there is something to be seen beneath the surface.

      I hope this helps.

      E.

      The card had a man creeping away with five swords in his arms and two next to him. He looked like he was up to no good. At least, that was my impression upon seeing him.

      Dishonesty. Manipulation. Look beneath the surface. Given what I’d seen at the beach today, all I could do was to shake my head at how accurately Elizabeth could see. Even things she didn’t know, couldn’t know.

      Which meant, if this tarot card was correct, that the merman had lured Misty away. There was deception in whatever he’d told her. He’d said she was free in my scrying, and she had objected.

      He’d kidnapped her?

      It didn’t matter. She wasn’t supposed to be there, and the scrying showed me she didn’t want to be there. So it was time for her to come home, and I had to be the one who brought her back.

      Tucking the tarot card into my back pocket, I went back into the living room to enjoy this time with my family. I couldn’t get away until later, and I might as well enjoy them being here.

      You know, in case Christmas was cancelled.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After we’d all gone up to bed, after Fayette had left, having exchanged glances with Kris that made my mom radar go haywire, and Shelly and Hubie had left, promising to come by on Christmas, Logan and I laid in bed, still clothed. I shared with him what had been happening, and my idea of trying to get the Christmas Spirit back tonight.

      “Oh, shit!” I sat up.

      “What?” Logan was on alert.

      “I forgot, in all that was going on tonight, to ask Fayette to stay.”

      Logan frowned. “Do you think you can do this without her? I mean, I’m pretty sure you can, but what I’m trying to say is, do you need her?”

      I thought about it. “No. It would be good if she was there, but I can do this.”

      He nodded. “All right. What do you need me to do?”

      “Be there, ready to grab her, or kick a mermaid in the face, or something.”

      “That sounds interesting. You have the funnest ideas for dates, Ms. Chastain.”

      Even though I could feel a knot of worry in my stomach, I laughed. “That’s me. Never any dull moments.”

      “Oh, we have enough,” he said. He kissed me.

      I must have dozed off, because the next thing I remember, Logan was gently shaking my shoulder. “Wynter, everyone’s asleep. We should go.”

      Together, we went downstairs and out the back gate to the path that led to the beach. I’d brought along my mammoth beach bag tote, tossing a few blankets in. Even though she was Fae, she might be cold and uncomfortable when we got her out of the sea.

      I led Logan to the rocks where I’d seen the merman in my scry. “Sit here, and don’t let me fall in the water,” I said.

      “You got it.” Logan gave my hand a squeeze and took a couple of steps back.

      I sat down on the rock and focused on bringing out the wild. We need to find someone. I think she’s being held when she doesn’t want to be.

      The wild had a very definitive streak of justice, and I felt it move angrily within me.

      No, no. I don’t know that we need that. Not just yet. We need to find her and bring her back. Nothing more.

      If a magical power could sulk, the wild was doing it.

      You can’t get to kill demons every day, I thought.

      There was a feeling of intense satisfaction from my wild.

      Yeah, me, too, I thought. I was glad Davina was dead.

      The wild leaped from me, and I felt it dive into the water. Roka, I thought. We seek a creature named Roka. He has the Spirit we’re looking for. Find Roka and bring the Spirit. Find Misty.

      Faster and faster, the wild and I flew through the water, surprising fish, a large turtle, and more than a few whales. I didn’t even feel the cold. We were moving so fast.

      And then I saw it. In the dark shadows of some part of the seas, I saw shifting light, and the trail of magical glitter.

      There, I thought. There she is.

      We moved closer to the glitter trail. As we came closer, I could see a small girl, maybe the size of Sophie, maybe smaller. She had blond hair, but where Fayette was perfectly coiffed and put together down to the last detail, this girl was far more feral.

      Her hair was long, and even in the gentle current that fanned her hair out around her, it looked jagged, with many shades of blond mixed in. Her eyes were bright green, flashing and intense. I could see them even in the gloom. She wore gauzy garments of varying shades of green. Like her hair, they floated around her.

      The glitter trail danced and shifted as she moved her arms and legs. She looked to be struggling, but she wasn’t getting anywhere.

      Are you the Spirit that lives with Fayette? I thought. I didn’t know how else to communicate.

      I know you, the Spirit said. I have heard you before. Her eyes widened and darkened, making her look dangerous.

      Yes. I am the Oracle of Theama. Fayette has asked for my help to find you, Misty.

      Even though we were underwater, the Spirit looked like she might cry. I didn’t mean to worry her. He was so handsome. When we went to see the lights, he sang to me from the water. I thought he loved me.

      Did he tell you that? I thought.

      He did. He said we would be together forever, and that I brought light to his dark world. One hand waved. But since I came with him, he doesn’t let me go anywhere. I cannot move more than a few feet around me.

      To demonstrate, she whirled around, first one way, then the other. She tried to make her circle of whirling bigger, but it was as though she hit a wall, even though I couldn’t see anything that looked like a barrier.

      We need to take her. Get through whatever’s holding her.

      The wild circled, becoming larger than me, all around me. It swirled and twisted, stirring up the water. Without warning, I got hit in the face with a stream of glitter magic.

      Do you have her? It felt like I was screaming inside my head.

      There was no answer. Do you have her?

      I saw a cyclone of water and energy and magic and within the cyclone, there was a space with me, surrounded by glitter. The anxiety I had been feeling eased. We had her. Of course, we did. The wild and I, we got it done.

      Around me, the sense of satisfaction increased.

      But then there was an inhuman screech, so strong and piercing it could shatter glass.

      “Nooooo!”

      I jerked, as though pulled from behind. Twisting to see what it was, I could see the blue, glowing fins I’d seen in my scrying. This must be the merman, Roka.

      I knew we were underwater, just as I knew I wasn’t really there. But opening my mouth to speak, stepping past the fear of opening my mouth in the water—it took me a second. “You cannot have her,” I said. My voice sounded deeper.

      There was fear, very close to me. The glitter swirled. Where was the Spirit? I tried to look around and I saw the glitter, and her hair, alongside me. Like a child clinging to their mother’s hip.

      And I saw what Fayette meant. This was a powerful being. I could feel it. I could also feel how she needed the woman who cared for her, loved her, as a child needed a mother.

      It was kind of a weird mix.

      “She is mine!” The screeching voice was close by.

      Oh, god. This was what sang to the Spirit? No wonder she wanted out.

      Deception. Manipulation. The words came into my brain, but they weren’t from me. The wild was sharing.

      You’re right. So let’s kick this guy to the curb and bring her back.

      The level of power around me increased, like shifting gears in a sports car. We were moving, and I got glimpses of hair and glitter alongside me. There was a terrible screaming, sometimes getting closer, sometimes fading a little. On and on it went, making me want to cover my ears and hide away. But I couldn’t do anything. We were moving too fast, and I couldn’t move.

      Misty sobbed.

      With a gasp, I was back on solid ground, no longer in the watery realm. I’d fallen backward again, and Logan was holding me.

      “Spirit?” I got out the word. “Misty?”

      Looking around me, there was a small, bedraggled figure about three feet away.

      I pushed off Logan, scrambling to my feel. “Misty? Are you all right?”

      She coughed, but she, too, was trying to stand.

      I got to her and helped her make it to her feet.

      Like Fayette, she was beautiful. Wilder, more natural, but still stunning.

      “Thank you,” she said. “I didn’t know how to get away from him.”

      Logan was at my side, holding out a blanket. “Let’s get you back to Fayette,” he said.

      Misty looked up, and seeing a man, she shrank back.

      “It’s all right. He’s with me. He helps,” I said.

      The large green eyes met mine, then flashed to Logan. Carefully, she stepped forward and allowed Logan to drape the blanket around her.

      “Wynter? Take this.” He wrapped me in a blanket as well.

      We hadn’t even taken two steps when Misty stumbled.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Logan moved quickly, so fast I thought he must have shifted. He grabbed the hand that had snaked over the rock and was holding tight to the trail of magical glitter.

      What was this merman’s problem?

      The wild roared back into life. I stepped next to Logan and reached for the hand with the lovely blue fins. “She is not yours,” I said, and like before, when underwater, my voice was deeper.

      “She is mine!” I heard from the water.

      It wasn’t as screeching as before. In fact, it was melodious and alluring.

      Deception. Manipulation.

      It must be done; I heard the voice from within me say.

      I know. I sighed and prepared to let the wild completely free.

      Daughter. The large, booming voice shook the very air.

      Everyone—me, Logan, Misty, Roka—we all froze.

      Which was a smart move. Tethys was bigger than all of us.

      Tethys?

      Yes, daughter. I ask that you spare my creature. He has done harm. I do not deny that. But as with many who create harm, there is a reason.

      He kept her against her will.

      Tethys sighed. I agree, daughter. I ask this boon of you. He lost his mate recently, and it has driven him mad. Your Spirit looks very much like Kristiaane.

      What will happen to him? Is it normal to allow men to just take women?

      No, it is not. I have compassion for his loss. I can assure you, however, that he will be punished.

      How?

      He shall be confined to my home, and he will labor for me. For the merfolk, they take boundless joy from swimming the seas. It will be agony for him.

      I looked down at Misty. She was watching me intently. “Can you hear her?” I asked.

      She nodded, her eyes still large and wide. “How is it you communicate with the sea goddess?”

      “Luck. Great, good luck,” I said, smiling. “But it’s not for me to say if this punishment is just. He will not be free, and it will be painful for him.”

      She looked down at the water.

      We could see the tail of Roka thrashing, and his fins still glowing. He wasn’t held by me, though. It was the power of Tethys that kept him restrained.

      “I am sorry for the loss of his mate. But he didn’t listen to me when I said that I had to return. That there were those who loved me, that I was not able to go where he wished.”

      “What do you want to see?” I asked.

      She sighed, and for a moment, she was as an old, old woman. Only for a moment, though. “The sea goddess is fair. He asked me to come with him, and I did, by my choice. He is not bad. It is only that he loves too hard. I agree with the terms of punishment.”

      “You’re sure? There are no changes once we agree.” I didn’t know how I knew that, but I was pretty sure Tethys didn’t deal in take backs, to use a term from my kids.

      “I agree,” Misty said again.

      “Okay.” Tethys, we agree.

      Thank you, daughter, for this boon. I know that you and the Fae are within your rights to demand his death.

      He’s lucky you stepped in.

      I care for all my children, great and small.

      I smiled then. I know that, I thought.

      You do, daughter. I thank you.

      You can thank Spirit. Thank Misty. For me, there is no need. You owe me nothing, Tethys.

      There was a silence, and then, You are worthy, daughter. Every time we meet, I see more and more that I have chosen wisely.

      Not able to help myself, I laughed. Do you choose otherwise?

      While she didn’t laugh, I could feel Tethys’ amusement.

      Often.

      I doubt that.

      A warmth, full of affection, enveloped me. This was one thing I really loved about Tethys. She was all-encompassing. Unlike some magic, I didn’t find this threatening.

      Thank you, my daughter. I will take the merman now and leave you to care for the Fae.

      I’m glad to have seen you, I thought.

      Be well, daughter.

      She was gone, and the glowing blue fins of Roka disappeared with her.

      I looked down at Spirit, who was still wrapped in the blanket, and stared at the now dark sea. “Let’s get you home,” I said.
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        December Twenty-Fourth

        Just Past Midnight

      

      

      “I hope we can get Fayette from wherever she’s staying,” I said.

      “I can summon her,” Misty’s small voice said.

      We were sitting in the darkened living room. Logan had stoked the fire, and Spirit was huddled on the couch, a new drier blanket around her.

      “Oh, good. She’s very worried for you,” I said. “Will you call her now?”

      Misty nodded.

      Within moments, there was a soft, urgent knocking at the front door. I went to open it, and Fayette flew in right past me.

      “Spirit? Misty? Is it you?” Fayette called out.

      “I am here,” said the small voice on the couch.

      Fayette rushed to Misty, kneeling in front of her.

      Standing back with Logan, I gave the two Fae some space. There was a lot of emotion in the room even as no words were spoken. Then Fayette got up, and with a smile at Misty, walked over to me.

      I saw Misty lay her head back down on the arm of the couch.

      “Thank you!” Fayette threw her arms around me, and I smelled butter cake, cinnamon, oranges, and ginger. I also felt like I might be swimming in vanilla.

      “You’re welcome. You know I’m happy to do it. Not just because it’s my calling, either.”

      “That’s true. She’s shared everything with me, including how you saved her. And exacted justice with the sea goddess.” Fayette eyed me.

      “You’re very powerful, Oracle Wynter. You’re very committed to your calling.” Fayette stepped away. “And I thank the Mother Goddess, because otherwise, tomorrow would be a very sad day all around the world.”

      “What will you do now?” I asked, nodding my head at where Misty seemed to sleep again. She’d fallen asleep in the short walk back from the beach in Logan’s arms. She seemed drained, on what was the eve of her big day.

      “I’m going to take her back, and we’ll get through Christmas. Oh, don’t worry. We Fae are tougher than we look,” Fayette said, clearly seeing my concern.

      “She seems worn out.”

      “She is. This has taken a good deal from her. But I’ll give her a lot of hot cocoa, and maybe some s’mores, and even more love, and Christmas will be wonderful. Then we’re going to talk about not wandering off with magical beasts we don’t know. No matter how lovely they are, or how nice they seem.”

      “In her defense, he was really beautiful,” I said.

      “I’m right here,” Logan teased.

      “I know. The merman was beautiful. That is a fact. Just as you being right here is a fact.” I reached for his hand, and he took wrapped his larger one around mine.

      I turned my attention back to Fayette. “I didn’t see what you meant about how she was both powerful and innocent until I met her,” I said. “But I think she liked Roka because perhaps she needs some more in her life.”

      Fayette smiled, her eyes softening. “She is that delightful mix. Like a child, who still believes in Santa, but is on the cusp of something more. That’s why Christmas is so special when seen through the eyes of a child or remembered from when you were small.” Even though she was still smiling in my direction, she was watching the sleeping fairy spirit on the couch. “You’re right, though. The time has come for her to expand her world as she wishes.”

      As she watched Misty, I could see that Fayette’s eyes were filled with love, even for all the worry and angst she’d been feeling. She loved her charge. The snow-white teeth still seemed over the top, but that was really Fayette in all her glory.

      Had we gone to a mall, she would have been drafted for Santa’s Village instantly, and they would make a killing.

      Fayette nodded and dabbed at her eyes. “Thank you, Oracle. I cannot thank you enough. I asked before I came to visit, about how one compensated the Oracle, if everything went well. The general thought was that it was something mutually agreed upon between the two of us.” Fayette’s eyebrows went up.

      “It is,” I said. “What would you like to offer? I can’t think of anything I need.” The thought of the whatever it was baddie in my garden popped into my head. It would be nice if I could magic it away—but I might, considering what Nayla had said. I didn’t need to keep asking for help. I was my own help.

      “You will have some troubles ahead,” Fayette said, her smile gone. “I am going to soften them.”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” I said. I held up my hands. “You can see the future?”

      “No, not the future. I get a sense of the emotion, of how you will feel in the future. I feel fear and pain and sorrow. I am going to ease that.” She pulled out a branch from a pine tree from thin air.

      “What are you going to do? Take away my memory?”

      “No, my dear Oracle.” Now Fayette sounded like an ancient, an elder.

      She kind of reminded me of Fingal. Hmm. Both of my last two consultants were Fae, both of their names started with ‘F’—did that mean something?

      Stop, Goldie said. You’ll drive yourself mad with that kind of wondering. It’s just a coincidence.

      I thought we didn’t believe in those, I thought.

      Generally, no. But here? I think you’re reaching.

      It can’t be helped. Something is off, and it’s like that spot you can’t reach in the middle of your back that is itching like mad. It’s making me crazy.

      I can feel it, Goldie said, his tone dry. You’re right. Something is not all together right, but it’s not Fayette or the spirit.

      You sure?

      As sure as I am about anything.

      You’re awfully finite. It made me nervous, to be honest. Goldie was rarely sure about anything. He preferred vague.

      It happens. What’s that saying? Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth? Merry Christmas.

      Thanks, I thought.

      Take the gift she’s offering. Whatever it is she sees, she’s trying to help you. Even if she is a Fae, he added.

      That additional comment was necessary. Fae were notorious in saying something that didn’t always mean what you thought it did. I’d learned that firsthand with Fingal.

      “I’m going to make it easier for your heart to bear,” Fayette said.

      A chill moved through me. Whatever would be difficult for my heart to bear was something happening to those I loved—my extended family. “Who’s in danger?” I snapped.

      “That I cannot tell you. All I can tell you is that I see pain and sorrow, and I want to ease that.” She put her hand over mine. “We can’t change what’s going to happen. But sometimes, we can make living through it easier.”

      “That doesn’t bode well,” I said. The hamster wheel where my worry lived in my head began to spin.

      “It’s not a matter of good or bad. It’s just what is. And there’s always a chance that what I’m seeing won’t happen. That’s the thing about seeing anything into the future—there’s no guarantee that it will happen. The future is a capricious thing.”

      “Well, thank you for trying to make it better,” I said.

      “It’s the least I can do. You saved the Christmas Spirt. My Misty.” She smiled down at where Misty was curled up, sleeping. “I love her so. Take this. Tuck it under your pillow, and leave it there for the present time.” She handed me the pine branch.

      “For how long?” I asked.

      “You’ll know.” Fayette gave a smile.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I hope I don’t need it, but if I do, thank you. I’m glad I could help you in time.”

      “Three days—that’s a record for you,” Florry mused overhead.

      And more gray hairs, I thought.

      “As am I,” Fayette said. She looked up and smiled. “Goodbye, Florry. I enjoyed not meeting you, and not speaking to you, and pretending that you’re just not there.”

      “Likewise.” Florry crossed her arms and frowned, but I could feel the pleasure coming from her.

      It was tough to be stern in any way with Fayette.

      “You did well, Oracle. You have my thanks for all time, and I also hope that my gift is not needed.” With a last smile, Fayette walked to the couch and picked up Spirit, who was still sleeping. Then she was at the hallway to the door, and then both of the Fae disappeared.

      The room was darker after they left.

      “Wow, that was a whirlwind,” Florry said, breaking the silence. One hand ran through her wild hair. “I keep feeling that there’s something else.”

      I didn’t answer. I was waiting for it—for the click, the sign that things were done with this consultant. After a long moment, in which was I sure that I would not feel it, I felt a faint click, like the closing of a small box next to me.

      It was what I’d been waiting for, and I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. “Whew,” said. As I walked around to the couch and fell back into it, Logan appeared in the doorway from the hall.

      “Hey.” I leaned my head back, stretching. “Where’d you go?”

      “Just to do a quick check around the house. Habit. You look like something delicious,” Logans said, coming over to bend down and kiss me. “I saw Fayette and Misty leave. Everything all set?”

      “It is,” I smiled. “It is. Just in time, too.”

      “Nothing like waiting to the last minute. But you did it.” He smiled down at me and kissed me again. “I had no doubt.”

      “Really? Because the timeline was so short, I had many, many doubts. Thankfully, because I was so focused on the deadline, I didn’t have the time to worry about all the doubts.”

      “Wynter, my love, if it wasn’t for you, no one else would have found her either.”

      I considered that. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

      “You just won’t accept that you’re truly special, even outside of being the Oracle.” He kissed my nose. “That’s all right. It just means I need to tell you more often.”

      “I can accept that,” I said, leaning back and letting him kiss me again. I’d revisit this idea of how I needed to see myself, because clearly my lack of self-awareness was a theme with those around me.

      With a smile, Logan straightened. “It goes to show you everything and everyone likes a little freedom from time to time. I hope they, Fayette or whomever it is that makes the rules, allows her to be more social over the next summer. I suspect that might help.”

      “I have the same suspicion,” I said, laughing a little. “But what do we know, right? Not being Fae or anything.”

      We both laughed. I wrapped an arm around his waist and leaned into him. Now, I could relax, and enjoy tomorrow morning. We’d done it. We’d pulled it off—I was well aware that there was no way in Hell I could have done this alone. And not on this timeline, either. Logan, Caro, Shelly—they had all made all the weirdness seem normal. Natalie and the kids didn’t know. I wanted to keep it that way.

      Now we’d be able to enjoy the rest of the visit, and there would be nothing to distract me.

      There was a banging on the door.

      “Oh, good hell. What now?” I asked. “It’s Christmas Eve!”

      “I’ll get it,” Logan said. He strode back down the hallway.

      Regardless of my irritation, I took the moment to admire his long, confident stride. There was always time to admire and be thankful for the people in my life.

      Especially when they looked like Logan did in jeans, I thought, holding in a snicker.

      Logan came back in without saying anything, but his face said a heck of a lot.

      Behind him, Nayla was red-faced, and looked like she’d run a mile.

      Standing up, I went over to her. “Hey, are you all right? What’s going on?”

      “I figured out what’s in the back yard,” she said, and her voice sounded like she’d run a mile as well.

      “Okay, but are you all right?”

      “No, Wynter, I’m not.” With her hand on her chest, she looked at me. “And neither are you.”

      Well. As Christmas presents went, this one was the worst.

      “Sit down,” I said. “And tell me what’s coming.”

      
        
        The End

      

        

      
        * * *

      

        

      
        Well. That was certainly something, wasn’t it? I don’t know if you all saw some of my social media posts, but this entire plot line, this book and the next three (yes, I meant to write three!) came to me while I was standing in the shower. I raced out and started making notes.

        And this story, Charms & Chin Hairs, was always slated to end this way.

        So there you go. The next book, Grimoire & Gum Disease, will be out in February. You don’t have long to wait.

        Xoxo,

        Lisa

        Keep reading for more info on Grimoire & Gum Disease!
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        The adventures of the Oracle of Theama continues in Book 8 of The Oracle of Wynter.

      

        

      
        And the twists this adventure takes are going to surprise everyone, Wynter included. No one saw this coming.

        Not even the Oracle.

        (Which kind of sucks, doesn’t it?)

      

        

      
        Order your copy now!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Cranberry Cake

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I found the recipe for Caro’s cake (buttery! Cranberry! CAKE! OMG!) on barefeetinthekitchen.com under Cranberry Christmas Cake. If you click the link, it will take you directly to the recipe itself. The woman who runs the site is named Mary, and I really love a lot of what she stands for with her thoughts on food. So I’m sharing her here with you all.

        I was looking for something that I could make Christmas Eve for my family celebration, and this recipe rolled across the screen. (It doesn’t seem overly involved, which, as someone who isn’t an expert in the kitchen, I appreciate. She also has a lot of comments on how to make the process easier, and the recipe better. Also appreciated!) I’m in a no carbs moment in my life, or I would have already made this and posted a review, but the pictures, and the idea of cranberries in buttery cake do enough for the imagination that I wanted to share it with you all. If you do make it before I’m allowed to eat carbs—share your review!
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        Lisa
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      Lisa Manifold is a USA Today Bestselling Author of fantasy, paranormal, and romance stories. She moved to Colorado as an adult and has no plans of living anywhere else.

      Lisa writes the things she does because she really, really wants to live in a world where these kinds of stories happen. This could explain her room of costumes, addiction to fan conventions, and her hope to meet the Goblin King (if he takes her away right now, she's staying).

      She lives in the mountains of Colorado with her children, #reddogs, and one murderball cat, camping whenever she can.

      
        
        Sign up for her Newsletter to

        keep up with the latest releases!

        You can also follow her on her website:

        www.lisamanifold.com
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