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A Note from the Author

	 

	Mama, Me, and the Holiday Tree is set in Appalachia, in the mountains of Northeast Tennessee, in the year 2017. That said, the characters, faiths, and spiritual paths presented in this novella are diverse on multiple levels. This includes my usage of the pronouns they and them. I’ve chosen to use they and them to identify the elemental spirits because they are genderless shape-shifters, meaning they cannot be defined in binary male/female terms. Such magical creations cannot be limited by Human constructs, though my Human characters often try for their own understanding. The elementals in Mama, Me, and the Holiday Tree can also be seen as non-binary if readers so choose because I include non-binary, sometimes referred to as genderqueer, Human characters within my writing. The main character in the novella, Centenary Rhodes, identifies as genderqueer.

	The Human characters within Mama, Me, and the Holiday Tree also include pansexual, gay, transgender, and heterosexual identities, and their faiths vary from Protestant Christianity to pagan spiritualities to mixes of the two because no one faith or identity defines us all.

	I also address parent-child relationships where one, in this case the parent, is mentally ill. This is drawn directly from my own experiences as the parent of a mentally ill child, but no matter who is in what role, the dynamics are much the same as they are between Cent and her mother, Nida. There’s distrust, doubt, and frustration at every turn from everyone involved, but there are also moments of laughter and tenderness, and there’s always love, though it’s sometimes at arm’s length.

	As for the magical characters in Mama, Me, and the Holiday Tree— please remember that this is a contemporary fantasy novella, a work of fiction, so the liberties are mine to take. But if you don’t believe in magic, find a quiet, wooded spot somewhere, relax, and open your eyes to the possibilities. You might be surprised by what you find.

	 

	


Concerning the Scots Gaelic Used in This Novella

	 

	The Scots Gaelic version of Psalm Twenty-Three comes directly from the site Gaelic.co . On this page you’ll find the psalm sung to various tunes, all beautifully so.

	https://gaelic.co/psalm-23/

	 

	


The Mama, Me, and the Holiday Tree Playlist

	 

	https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLlfRTJ_vkiJdzLUrSNB_wYM5qfDvb35-X

	 

	


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	For Bobbi. May we make snowflakes and ribbon chains as we strive to understand each other.

	
	- Love, Mom

	-  



	


I

	 

	A Cedar in the Corner

	 

	December 19, 2017: 5:30 p.m.

	This is what I get for marrying an earth elemental. I stare with dismay at the dirt trail leading across the porch and through the front door. I don’t get rare gems or sparkling geodes placed lovingly at my feet by my elemental spouse. No, I get a cedar tree, bare roots caked with half-frozen mud, wedged into the living room corner.

	Stowne’s dragged a holiday tree into our home while I was at work today.

	“No one saw you do this?” I scratch my head as I consider the leaning mass of fern-like, scaly, sticky needles. “And I thought we’d talked about getting a tree tomorrow.”

	“No one was here.” Stowne’s grinning ear to sandy ear. “It is a surprise. You have worked so hard lately that you have forgotten how close it is to Yule.”

	Yeah, Yule. About that. This is my first Yule with Stowne. No, let me correct that. This will be my first Yule celebration this life, and they’re trying to make it special for me, so I can’t sound as upset as I’m feeling at present. “Two days. I know. Thanks, honey, but can we do something about the mess?”

	“I’ve got it.” Stowne’s fire elemental friend, Pyre, rolls into the living room on a cloud of white smoke, and they’re holding the old half-barrel planter from beneath my Aunt Tess’ trailer’s back porch. “I found something to line it.” Pyre holds up a faded canvas tarp they’ve found Gods know where.

	“Thank you.” Stowne’s smile still spans their face. They’re happy about this, about the tree in the corner, the leaky planter, and faded tarp, so I try my best to look happy too. “Go to the kitchen, relax, and drink some coffee, Centenary. Pyre and I will finish setting up the tree.”

	“Sure.” I tuck my messenger bag under my arm and head to the kitchen, where Rayne is waiting for me, an earthenware mug of steaming coffee in their translucent, watery hands. Water elementals make wonderful coffee, by the way. Rayne claims the secret is spring water filtered through their form, and I’ve no reason to doubt them.

	“Stowne’s really excited about the tree.” Rayne gives me the mug and takes my bag, setting it on the kitchen table. It’s a huge piece of well-loved furniture, a good eight-foot-long trestle, and handmade from American Chestnut, a species that’s widely considered extinct. “They’ve been looking for the perfect one since Samhain.”

	“They have?” Who knew there was so much to Yule? Certainly not me, at least that I can remember. See, I’ve got this whole multiple-lives thing I’m sorting through. Most of those lives, I’ve been with Stowne, and I remember a lot, but some issues, like their excitement over holidays, have eluded me. I’ve been reading about different Yule traditions online and in the stack of magical books I left behind, but I feel I’ve barely scratched the surface, and I’ve been asking Stowne questions every night while we cuddle in bed. “They’ve gotten excited every sabbat and esbat since we’ve been together, but they seem even more excited about Yule. Why is that?”

	“You don’t remember?” Rayne shifts the lower portion of their form to what resembles flowing blue pants, making it easier for them to sit. “You’ve celebrated Yule with Stowne for centuries, and during your last two lives, you actually let them bring in a tree every year as long as it could be replanted afterward.”

	“Yeah, Stowne told me.” I sip my coffee then rise from the table in search of the quart of cream we keep in the homestead’s old Kelvinator fridge. “But that doesn’t explain why they’re so happy.” I add three heaping teaspoons of sugar to my cup, deep in thought as I stir. I remember that Stowne and I built this homestead together in the early nineteenth century. That version of me was Irish and desperate for a home that resembled Ireland, and this place certainly looks like pictures I’ve seen. My motivations might change each life, but I’m in many ways the same, and I always try to come here, to reach Stowne and this mountain. That’s what I’m told, anyway, but I don’t actually know.

	My heart, however, says this is correct.

	Here’s the thing about me and my memories. This life, I left Northeast Tennessee when I was eighteen years old. Actually, I didn’t just leave, I ran. I ran from my mother and her chronic mental illness, from everyone I thought wouldn’t accept me as genderqueer, from the magic I wasn’t ready to understand, from the looming pile of memories I’m now sorting through. But mostly, I ran from myself. Now I’m back, and I’m trying to cram three thousand years into my head, but I sometimes think space is running out.

	“Stowne loves every sabbat, but especially Yule.” Rayne shrugs hard enough to fling water across the table top. “Oops.”

	“It needs cleaned anyway.” I return with a dishrag, sitting across from Rayne as I wipe up. “Why Yule?”

	“It represents rebirth.” Rayne stares at me with their blue eyes wide and one pale, translucent brow cocked, the look they always give me when I should be remembering something. “Re-birth.” Their stare becomes hard.

	“Oh.” I bite my bottom lip to hide my embarrassment. Sure, rebirth. My rebirth. Stowne sees Yule as a chance to celebrate my return to Embreeville Mountain. I’m almost thirty years old, a tiny blip in the grand scheme of time and infinitely younger than Stowne, even when you add all my lives together, but they want to celebrate like it’s something new. More so this year because it’s our first Yule together as eternal lovers.

	Yeah, I’m immortal now too, but that’s a story for some other time.

	“So…” I take a deep breath and scratch beneath my undercut at the stubbly hair that’s already growing back. “What do I need to do?”

	“Act happy and don’t get in their way.” Rayne takes the dishrag to the old enamel sink, wrings it out, and drapes it over the side before turning to face me. “All elementals love the Winter Solstice, what you call Yule. Even death elementals like Exan. But you don’t remember that either, do you?”

	“Afraid not.” I finish my coffee and go to the sink to stand beside Rayne, looking out the window to where the mountain rises behind the house in shades of tired brown splashed with winter evergreen. “I wish I did.” And I really do. It might help me to understand all this. “It’s like Christmas, isn’t it? I mean they’re similar, right?”

	“In some ways, yes. But others…” Rayne shakes their head, this time slinging water from their deep blue locks. “Drains and dribbles. I’ll call it back.” They chant low, drawing the water to their form, smiling as it disappears into their bare, puddling feet. “I think you need a holiday refresher.”

	“A refresher?” The house smells like cedar so I breathe deep. It’s not a bad smell. In fact, it’s fresh, clean, and familiar. Yes, I remember having a tree in this house before and Stowne’s joy each time. “Are you going to tell me about all those holidays?”

	“You’ll do best to remember for yourself.” Rayne smiles as they glide toward the living room. “That tree needs water.”

	 

	


II

	 

	Chow-Chow, Beans, and Grace Under Pressure

	 

	December 19: 6:30 p.m.

	“Now that’s a Christmas, I mean, holiday tree.” My cousin Aubrey gapes at the big cedar. It’s standing straight in the corner and looks happier now that its roots are balled inside the barrel planter and covered with dirt. Stowne’s fed the tree energy too, keeping it healthy despite the inevitable shock that came with being uprooted. “Wow.” Aubrey moves his gaze to me, the corners of his eyes turning up with his smile. “Smells like a giant cedar closet in here.”

	“You should have seen it before Stowne and Pyre trimmed it.” I point to the cedar greens spread across the fireplace mantle. Pyre’s in the firebox, happily ensuring the front room stays warm without any wood. There’s a wood fire burning in the kitchen’s old cookstove too. Overall, the house is warm, more so when I look to where Stowne sits reading in their rocker. “Go change. Dinner’s almost ready.” I nudge Aubrey toward the old house’s kid-sized bunkroom.

	“Yeah, I smell it.” He hangs his coat on a peg beside the front door and heads to the room he shares with Rayne. They’re a cute couple. Aubrey’s as queer as I am, though we’re at different points on the spectrum, but Rayne doesn’t care any more than Stowne does. It’s not our gender or sexuality that matters. It’s our souls. Elementals become whatever their human lovers prefer, meaning Rayne opts for a more masculine form whenever Aubrey’s around, and Stowne stays androgynous, mysterious, and full of surprises when I’m nearby, exactly what I like most.

	But I think I’d like Stowne any way they presented to me. Scratch that, I’d love them no matter the way. I look at Stowne as I think about this, smiling when I hear laughter rise from the bunkroom.

	“Aubrey apparently needs Rayne’s assistance changing out of his scrubs.” Stowne closes their book and raises their brows as they look at me. “Rather like—”

	“Dinner’s ready!” My great-aunt Tess is standing in the doorway between the living room and kitchen, her long, silver ponytail stirring gently in the breeze Gan creates to circulate heat inside the house.

	Yep, Gan’s an air elemental, and their name is short for Ganolesgi, which is Cherokee for breezy.

	Earth. Air. Fire. Water. Our old log house is a sandy, windy, well-heated, watery mess of energy and love. And there’s Exan, my grandparent, too. They’re cuddly, comforting, calming death with a classy-goth edge and nothing at all to be frightened of.

	“Are you hungry, Cent?” Aunt Tess smooths her hair and waves me toward the kitchen. “We got a big pot of soup beans cooked with a hambone and a skillet of cornbread.”

	“Do we still have some chow-chow?” My stomach’s grumbling loud enough that Stowne chuckles.

	“Those peanut butter sandwiches you eat for lunch are not filling enough.” Stowne follows me into the kitchen, not to eat but to keep me company. Dinner’s a family event on the homestead whether you eat food or not, and even Jack, Aunt Tess’ Border Collie, comes when it’s ready.

	“Here you go.” Gan whistles softly as they set Jack’s bowl of chicken, rice, and bread heels onto the floor beside the table, patting his head when he trots over. “Good boy.” Gan looks up at me then past to the front door when it swings open, sending a blast of damp December air across the house. “Hello, Nida.”

	“Soup beans again?” Mama steps into the house, and my shoulders tense. I can’t help it, but I try to shake off my unease before anyone notices. “We got a whole freezer full of meat down at the trailer, so why ain’t we usin’ it?”

	“Because it’s gotta last us, that’s why.” Aunt Tess brings me a big bowl of beans and a separate plate of cornbread. “Chow-chow’s on the table, honey.” She squeezes my shoulder. Tess knows what Mama does to me. Everyone knows what Mama does to me. We’ve never gotten along. Half-magic Humans like Mama are unstable. They’re unpredictable, and they’ve no social filter or real people skills.

	“At least there’s cornbread.” Mama says nothing to me or anyone else as she goes to the stove to fill her bowl, crumbling a large wedge of cornbread into the bottom and heaping beans over that. She places her bowl on the table beside me and hikes her skirt enough to step over the bench before she sits. Mama’s long skirts are a regular thing nowadays. It’s a definite change from the shorts and tank tops she used to wear almost year-round. The same goes for the way she wears her hair piled on her head. I know I was gone for a decade, but her conservative look is taking some getting used to. “Where’s the ketchup?”

	“Right in front of you.” Aunt Tess grins and swats at Gan’s playful hand as the front door opens again. “Evenin’, Ivan.”

	“Evenin’.” Ivan plucks Mama’s coat from the floor and hangs it with his. “Have you said grace yet?”

	“No,” Mama says around her mouthful of beans.

	Ivan smiles at me as he moves to stand behind Mama, one hand on her shoulder. His blue jeans and shirt, pretty much what he wears every day except for Sunday, are well-loved and sprinkled with sawdust from the repairs he’s been making to the trailer. I hated Ivan when I first met him, but the reasons are complicated. Now, however, he and I have come to an understanding, at least when it comes to Mama’s care. They’ve just married, so he’s taken the lead in that matter, but he says he appreciates my help wherever I’m willing to give it. “Maybe you should lead us, Nida.”

	Grace on the homestead has nothing to do with religion. It’s about being thankful, and those are two different things. It’s about being happy with what you’re given and giving a nod to whatever power you believe in, if you believe in one at all. Mama and Ivan are Christian, and Ivan’s a nondenominational minister, but the rest of us… Okay, Aubrey still says he’s a deist, but he’s like Ivan; he’s seen too much this past year to remain rigid in his thinking.

	Our ways of getting there are different, but we all know magic is real. We live with it. Speak to it. Laugh with it. And all of us, in one way or another, sleep beside it every night.

	“Come on, Nida.” Ivan pats Mama’s shoulder. “Tell us what you’ve found grace in today.”

	“I didn’t trip comin’ up the hill.” Mama shrugs off his hand. “That’s somethin’.”

	“Yes, but…” Ivan sighs. “I saw two does along the tree line this mornin’. Now, that’s grace.”

	“I saw them too,” says Stowne. “They were indeed beautiful.”

	“We had deer stew night before last,” Mama quips. “Good eats.”

	“Nida, please.” Ivan’s exasperated sigh outdoes mine. “Say somethin’ you found grace in, and we’ll eat.”

	Dealing with my mother is like caring for an insolent child. She isn’t allowed to use her magic, and it’s pissed her off, mainly at me. Why she blames me, I’ll never know, but her half-magic makes me quarter, the perfect Human-to-magic ratio according to Stowne. Between that magic and living all the lives I have, I’m a notable witch. Mama hates me for it, for having lived more lives than she has. Aunt Tess has lived more lives than her too. Every Human in the family has lived more lives than Mama, and she won’t let us forget it.

	“Why should I say grace?” Mama huffs and drops her spoon into her bowl, staring up at Ivan. “Why can’t we just say a prayer like we do down at the trailer?”

	“Because the homestead house is multi-faith.” My shoulders have crept to my ears. “How many times have we…” I swallow my words, lower my shoulders, and scoot down the bench to put needed distance between us. Negativity won’t help anything here. “I see grace in the patience this house finds every evening.”

	“Amen.” Mama picks up the ketchup bottle. “Beans. Again.”

	“Be thankful for regular meals, kindness, and family.” Ivan runs his hand over his face then turns toward the stove with his bowl.

	“Nida,” says Aunt Tess. “Bless your heart.” We all know what she means by those words. It’s polite southern, it’s—

	“I ain’t dumb,” Mama mumbles over her bowl.

	“No one’s saying you are.” I grab the chow-chow in hopes its green-tomato and pickled-cabbage tang will suck back the words forming on my tongue. “You’re difficult sometimes, that’s all.”

	“And you ain’t?” Mama side-eyes me.

	“Nida.” Ivan sits between us. “The tree looks nice, Cent. How will it be decorated for Yule?”

	“A lot like a Christmas tree.” I slap two big spoonfuls of chow-chow into my bowl, so there’s almost as much of it as there is beans. “But…” I remember that Aubrey’s still not at the table. “Stowne and Rayne can tell you best.”

	“The ornaments from Centenary’s past lives have decayed until they are unusable.” Sadness slips into Stowne’s voice. “Tess has offered some of her ornaments, but it isn’t enough to decorate the tree, so we will make additional ones this year. Handmade. Made with love. Made by family.” Now Stowne’s eyeing me too. “Perhaps my loving spouse should make some with her mother.”

	Who’s bright idea… I look up to see both Aunt Tess and Ivan staring at me. “I thought I’d make them with you, honey.” I eye Stowne back, trying to look perturbed, but they’re so cute when their hair falls forward like that… Dammit. They, meaning Aunt Tess, Stowne, and Ivan, are working together.

	“We will make many of them, yes. But you need to spend more time with your mother.” Stowne pushes their hair, now streaked with the warm yellows and browns of tigers eye, back to show their broad smile. “A dozen ornaments. That is all.”

	“I think the same.” Ivan turns so he straddles the bench to face Mama. “In fact, I insist. You both need—”

	“She needs to respect her mother.” Mama pushes her bowl away. “I’m not stupid. Y’all set this up. Even Cent.” She leans back to glare at me around Ivan. “You wanna show off your magic, make me feel bad about what I can’t do.”

	“See? See!” I push my bowl away too, my stomach now churning. The last thing I want is… Stowne touches my arm when I try to leave the table, sending calming energy coursing through my body until I tingle inside and out.

	“Patience. You said you find grace in it, so find that grace in yourself.”

	I stare at their hand then their beautiful brown-earth face before turning my head to the ceiling where one of the house spirits, Birdie, hovers amid the rafters. “One dozen ornaments. Twelve. I guess.”

	“String some popcorn.” Birdie fades as she drifts toward the ceiling. “Dried fruit too, if’n we got any.” Her voice is as thin and airy as her translucent, bonnet-wearing form.

	“Yeah, sure.” I watch Birdie dissipate before I lower my head. “We got any popcorn?”

	“We’ve always got popcorn, child.” Aunt Tess is smiling too. “There’s a quart jar on the pantry shelves.”

	“I’m off work tomorrow.” I resign myself to what everyone wants. “So let’s do it then.”

	“And you’ll be home too, Nida. How nice.” Ivan turns and reaches for the chow-chow. “I find grace in my wife when she’s open minded.” He upends the chow-chow jar over his bowl, shaking it so every last bit dumps onto his beans. “Grace, peace, and patience. May this house be full of all three. Will someone please pass the butter? This cornbread is callin’ for some.”

	 

	


III

	 

	Winged Denial

	 

	December 19: Near Midnight

	“You gotta be patient with her.” Aubrey’s picked up Betty from her second-shift temp job, and they’re sitting at the kitchen table with me. Poor Betty. She’s pulling odd shifts at a call center. It’s crap work, more so than my job at Dryler’s convenience store, but I’ll gladly switch positions with her if she’ll take Mama off my hands tomorrow.

	“Not happening, baby doll.” Betty sets her mug of chamomile and lavender tea beside mine. We went through hell up in Chicago, and the experiences helped us become the best of friends, but she’s always been able to see through me.

	“What’s not happening?” I look at her with feigned ignorance. Nothing ever gets past her where I’m concerned. “You’re a tattletale, Birdie.” I glare at the ceiling.

	“Be nice to your mama.” A self-lit orb shoots across the kitchen and into the living room, trilling laughter as it goes.

	“She would.” I sigh and lean against Stowne, who’s sitting on my other side. “I can’t get away with anything around here.” I admit it. I tried to change my work schedule so I had to be there tomorrow. I’m a manager, so I’ve got the power, but everyone had something important already scheduled. Doctor’s appointments, kids on holiday break, second jobs. I’m stuck with Mama-time arts and crafts tomorrow, like it or not. “Birdie hates me.”

	“Hate’s a strong word, honey.” Aubrey reaches across the table to pat my arm. He and Rayne emerged from their room before the soup beans got too cold, and they’ve stayed pretty much all evening, pouring over the house plans with the rest of us after Mama and Ivan left with Aunt Tess and Jack. Gan’s stayed here because the trailer makes them restless. Plywood, cheap carpet, and elementals don’t mix particularly well.

	Needless to say, we’re making a bedroom for Tess and Gan when we remodel. And one for Betty too. Maybe one she’ll share with Pyre. They’ve been sizing each other up for the last month, and I think they’ll make a great couple.

	“So what ornaments are we making?” I’ve grudgingly accepted the idea of spending the day with Mama.

	“I will have a list for you come morning.” Stowne wraps their arm around my shoulders. “Play nice, Centenary. Remember that your mother is a complex individual.”

	“That’s one way of putting it.”

	“She’s unique, just like you.” Betty grins when Pyre rises from the old pine floorboards behind her. “Heya, hot stuff. Whatcha doin’?”

	“Never try to sneak up on a medium.” Pyre’s shoulders sag as they settle onto the bench beside her. “Birdie?”

	“She’s my eyes and ears around here.” Betty stifles a laugh with her fingertips.

	“Tattletale.” I stick out my tongue and aim it toward the living room.

	“She’s in your bedroom, Cent, but I’m certain she’s laughing,” Gan calls from the other room. “This tree will need more than a dozen ornaments and Tess’ contributions.”

	“We’re all going to make them.” Aubrey nods when I grimace at him. “But you and your mama are makin’ the first set.”

	“Joy.” I try to turn everyone’s attention back to the blueprints spread across the table, commenting on the kitchen addition, on the small improvements Ivan’s already done to keep the winter air out and the heat in, but I can’t stand it. I have to… “She still won’t admit it, will she?”

	“About your being queer or fey?” asks Rayne.

	“The latter. She’s calling Stowne my spouse and—”

	“Husband,” mumbles Stowne. “She calls me your husband.”

	“I know. Sorry.” I place my head to their shoulder. “But she does recognize us as a couple, as married. That’s important.”

	“It is progress, I suppose.” Stowne kisses the top of my head. “But the fey portion of your existence—”

	“Nope.” Aubrey shakes his head. “We can’t get her to say it either.”

	“What about Ivan?”

	“He has been unsuccessful too.” Stowne’s arm tightens around me.

	Yeah, your fault. And it is Stowne’s fault I’m fey. They’d done so to save my life, but… “How’re y’all explaining the meat in the deep freezer? She mentioned it tonight and—”

	“I’ve told her three times, but she keeps saying that one of your customers down at Dryler’s is trying to woo you with wild game.” Aubrey chuckles. “I can’t argue the point since it’s true.” He falls back laughing against Rayne, who’s rubbing his shoulders from behind.

	“Dane Gow isn’t trying to woo me!” I fold my arms across my chest, the official grump among us. Yeah, she comes into Dryler’s for snuff and gas for that huge welding rig she drives, and she hangs around a little too long sometimes, but—

	“Yes, she is.” Stowne sighs against me. “Two deer, a turkey, a wild boar. Tess had to donate Dane’s last offering to a food bank because there was no room in the freezer.”

	“I ain’t much into goat anyway.” I realize I’m wringing my hands, so I place them palm-down on the table. Yeah, Dane Gow, she-king of the Hunter fey who live on the other side of the mountain, is trying to woo the pants off me. It’ll never happen, but the meat has certainly helped our food budget. “So I’m supposed to get Mama to admit I’m fey while we’re making ornaments?” I stare up at Stowne to show my displeasure with them.

	“Yes. It is time.” Stowne says, and the others nod. “She needs to say it. You must coax it from her.”

	Great. Wonderful. Mama’s in denial, and I’m supposed to yank the truth from her, to get her to admit I’m… I don’t know how she’s going to react because I don’t know what to think of it myself. My wings, a point of perpetual discomfort, are itching more than usual, so I pull off my flannel overshirt and lift the back of my tank top. “Give me room.” I wait for Betty and Stowne to scoot back before I drop my wings and unfurl. Yeah, I can hide them. Hunter fey tuck their wings so they can fit into Human society. It’s part of our magic, thank goodness.

	My wings, however. It’d be nice if they were feathery-angelic, but they’re not. Hunter wings are big, black, veiny, and ugly. Bat wings but bigger and even more scary looking.

	I’m more in the closet about being fey than I ever was about being queer. “Scratch?” I look pleadingly at Stowne. It’s the least they can do, considering.

	“Why don’t you make some winged ornaments to introduce the subject?” Betty shrugs when I glare at her. “It’s an idea.”

	“A good one.” Pyre cringes when my glare extends to them. “I’ll go make your bed, Bets.” Betty’s sleeping on a cot in the living room corner. No, make that two cots. She’s all leg so she sets them end-to-end and piles the bedding to make it comfortable.

	“Thanks.” Betty grabs Pyre before they drift away, kissing their cheek, which immediately flares bright orange. “I like it here.” She watches over her shoulder as Pyre drifts into the living room. “A lot. It’s nice to be paht of something, around a family.”

	“You’re part of this family.” I like her being here too, even though she’s helping everyone else gang up on me. “So me and Mama. A dozen ornaments for the holiday tree. This is going to be interesting.” I sigh when Stowne scratches along my right wing’s upper ridge.

	Next thing I know, Betty’s scratching the same ridge on my left wing, the first time she’s touched my new additions. “They’re irritated.” Her scratching becomes delicate, but her nails feel so good that I want to kick my leg and howl like a happy dog.

	“That’s one way to cheer her up.” Aubrey’s laughing again, but I don’t care. I’m in too much bliss.

	“All right.” I say when Stowne and Betty pull back a few minutes later. “But I get another scratch tomorrow night. It’s the least y’all can do.”

	I’m an easy mark when it comes to a good scratch these days, and dammit, they all know it.

	 

	


IV

	 

	Dawn with Death

	 

	December 20: Early

	It’s almost eight in the morning and I’m sitting on the porch, wrapped in two quilts, beside Exan, who’s dressed in a full tux and tails, the bowtie undone because… why not? “I get tired of trying to manage her.” I shiver when Exan squeezes my shoulder but more from the damp chill than anything else. Exan is Mama’s second parent, the first being my grandma Roslyn. Death making life isn’t supposed to happen, so they were both punished. Stowne says Grandma Roslyn’s been reborn, which is a relief, but… I didn’t know what’d happened until this past summer and only met Exan a few months ago. A death elemental makes a wonderful grandparent. Exan’s a Zen, almost hippie-vibed spirit minus the tie-dye. Their patience is unending, and they like to listen.

	“You’re cold.” Exan sends a burst of warming energy into me.

	“Thank you.”

	“I know your mother is difficult, but she’s here, which means you’re here.” Exan looks at me, pale and a little gaunt but happy by their smile. Our feet dangle over the porch’s edge, mine in fuzzy slipper socks, Exan’s fading out before the toes of their ghostly wingtips. “I’ve enjoyed getting to know you both.” They pause to draw a breath they don’t need. “You and Nida have a troubled history to overcome.”

	“I don’t think I can get past it.” Mama bounced me around when I was growing up, changing my school every time she found a new boyfriend and going off the psychological deep end whenever her meds stopped working. Aunt Tess and my late Uncle Kinnon took care of me every time Mama was hospitalized, and Tess was more of a mother than Mama ever was, so why… “But I’ll try since y’all think it’s so important.”

	“Good.” Exan’s smile broadens as they point to where the sun peeks over the eastern mountains. It’s a weak, winter sun, and it’s so close to the Solstice, to Yule, that it rises late, so late that Aubrey bursts out the front door still pulling on his coat.

	“I’m gonna start behind schedule!” He ruffles my hair and waves at Exan. “See ya!”

	“Your things!” Rayne manifests on the porch holding his stethoscope, lunch bag, and travel coffee mug.

	“Thanks, honey.” Aubrey kisses Rayne and turns to point at me. “Play nice today.”

	I stick out my tongue at him. It seems I’m doing that a lot anymore. “Go to work, cuz.”

	“I’ll be at my pool if anyone needs me.” Rayne dissolves into a fog that drifts off the porch and up the hill.

	“Color me gone!” Aubrey waves as he trots to his truck.

	“Later alligator.” I try to catch his attention when I see he’s left his mug on his roof again, but Exan catches it before it hits the ground, floating it to the porch and my waiting hand.

	“Thanks.” I take a sip before I remember Aubrey likes his coffee without sugar. “Yuck.”

	“To each their own.” Exan’s gaze returns to the sun. “Looks like a good day for renewing family bonds.”

	“Et tu, Exan?”

	“My stubborn grandchild needs to listen for once.”

	“I don’t know how to broach the topic of…” I point to my back.

	“You’ll find a way.” Exan reaches into their jacket pocket, pulling out a small paper bag with a folded top. “I saw Ivan before you came out. He asked me to give you this.”

	I take the bag and look inside. “Mama’s medicine?”

	“Her morning and afternoon doses. Ivan said he marked each baggie.”

	“All right.” I set the bag beside me. I’m Mama’s keeper today, and Ivan’s getting a respite. Guess he needs one.

	We watch the sunrise in silence, whole and quarter magic arm-in-arm, and we’re watching natural magic unfold before us as light spills across the river flat below, coating the frosty ground and softly-flowing Nolichucky river with new warmth.

	There are moments when I wonder why I ever left Tennessee, and this morning is one of them.

	 

	


V

	 

	Stars and the Search for Serenity

	 

	December 20: 9:30 a.m.

	“No, the Star of David has six points.” I’m trying. Gods help me, I’m trying, but Mama…

	“No, it don’t.” Mama dangles her twig-and-twine star in my face. “This is a Star of David.”

	It’s a five pointed star, a pentagram. But arguing that fact isn’t worth my effort. Mama and I have made stars that look much the same, a little crooked and created in the tense silence that’s wedged between us.

	I set my star on the table and stare at it, tracing its top with my finger, following the evoking points. Fire. Air. Water. Earth. I push energy into the star so it vibrates under my hand. “Spirit.”

	Mama sighs and holds up her ornament. “Star of David.”

	I stare at the Christmas tree on her sweater. There’s a silver metallic star on the top, and if you look close, the stitching makes it a pentagram. “No, Mama, that— you want some coffee?”

	Mama sets down her star ornament, pushes back the ball of twine, and folds her hands on the table. “Sure.”

	I feed the woodstove, fill the old-style percolator, and set it to heat. “Do you know the pentagram is also a Christian symbol?”

	“Ivan told me that.” Mama reaches for my star, pulling back her hand as soon as she touches it. “What’d you do to it?”

	“I added a little love, a little spirit.” I wiggle my fingers. “It’s energy. That’s all.”

	“Show me.” Mama lifts one side of her mouth in a hopeful smile.

	“Coffee first.” I have to find a way out of this. Half-magic shouldn’t have access to their abilities. I found that out the hard way during one of my early lives, so the thought of teaching Mama… “I’ll shoot a little energy into your star if you want, so it’ll glow when it’s on the tree.”

	“No, I want to do it myself.” She’s staring at me, her dark, overplucked brows furrowed, attempting to look serious. Bless my mother. She’s trying too, but she’s feeling driven to access her magic.

	Most people don’t have magic flowing through them. And usually, those that do aren’t aware it’s there. So Mama not using her magic isn’t weird, it’s normal. I’m one of the few that both know and understand their own power but… “All right.” I sit beside her at the table. “Put your hand over your star.” I lay my hand on hers, pushing back the spells so she can feel a little of her own power, her own— “Ow!” Her energy flings me from the bench and across the room so I land by the back door.

	“Enough!” I push Mama’s magic-dousing spells back in place, but her energy’s bouncing through me, looking for an exit, and I need a place to discharge before— Stowne, help! I’ll soar to the ceiling if I don’t get rid of this, if I… “Stowne!” I’m shaking inside and out, filled with energy my body can barely contain. I dash into the living room, leaving Mama behind as Stowne manifests beside the fireplace.

	“What is…” They pull me into their arms, shaking with me, absorbing the chaotic energy I can’t manage alone. “Breathe deep. Calm.” They wrap me until my heart rate returns to normal.

	“Coffee’s boilin’,” Mama calls from the kitchen.

	“Let me.” Stowne places me in their big rocker and goes to the kitchen, moving the percolator as they try to explain things to Mama.

	“Oh, bull.” Mama laughs as she comes to stand in the kitchen door. “That weren’t nothin’ but static. I barely felt anything at all.”

	I stare at Mama, agape, a little frightened. “Stowne and I will charge the ornaments on Yule morning.” I shake off the burn and stand, unsteady as I pass Mama on my way to the kitchen.

	She catches me by the arm. “I want to—”

	“No!” Stowne and I say in unison and a pout immediately forms on Mama’s face.

	“Geez.” She flops back onto her bench. “All right.” She wiggles her fingers like I did mine and picks up the star to see its charred edges. “You burned it, Cent.”

	“No, you did.” Stowne looks over their shoulder at me. “I must discharge this energy in a positive manner. Will you be safe alone?” They nod toward Mama.

	“Yeah. My fault.” I’ve underestimated my mother’s abilities, a mistake I won’t repeat.

	“Very well.” Stowne dissipates, and I turn my attention to the coffee, pouring Mama her mug. “Sugar’s on the table.” I set the mug and a spoon before her.

	“Your hand.” Mama catches me by the wrist and turns my hand to see the palm. “You burned it on the coffee pot.”

	I wrench away. “No. You burned me with your energy.” I don’t reply to her denial until I pour my own coffee and grab the cream from the fridge. “You burned me, but it’s my fault. I shouldn’t have lifted the spells so…”

	“Tess says she took off those spells.”

	“Some of them, yes.” I break a piece from the aloe plant in the kitchen window and return to the table, my scowl softening as I soothe the burn. “I’ll be fine.”

	“Of course you will.” Mama picks up the list Stowne left us.

	“Hold on.” I move the paper from her face. “We need to talk about something.”

	“Like what?” Mama smirks at me. “You pregnant?”

	“Good gods, no!” She’s disarmed me so completely that I can’t bring up the wings right now. “I, um…” Both our phones chime at once.

	“Medicine time.” Mama holds out her hand.

	“Yeah. Medicine.” I open the bag Ivan sent, dump the contents of the morning baggie into Mama’s hand, and watch her swallow. “You’re taking less than you use to.”

	“Yep. My counselor says I’m pretty stable right now.” Mama opens her mouth and moves her tongue from side-to-side. Ivan’s instilled that habit in her, and it’s a good one since she’s known for cheeking her meds and spitting them out later. “All gone.”

	“I see.” Mama’s shrink says she’s deeply delusional every time she explains her magical family. Ivan’s handling it, but Mama might eventually need a doctor and counselor who also understand the magical world, if there is such a thing.

	“What’s a Brigid’s cross?” Mama waves Stowne’s list.

	“It’s a four-pointed cross that’s used in both Christianity and pagan traditions.” I grab a paper napkin and pencil from one of the two lazy susans on the table, making a quick sketch. I add a doodle of two wings below that and hold the napkin up for Mama to see. “Like this.”

	Mama takes the napkin and folds it so she can’t see the wings. “What’re we supposed to make the crosses outta?”

	I think for a moment, drawing from my past-life memories. “Rushes. Cattails.”

	“There ain’t no cattails this time of year.” She frowns at me.

	“You’re right, so…Wait.” I know exactly where I can find rushes in December. “You stay here, okay?”

	“I got coffee.” Mama holds up her mug.

	“Promise you won’t move?”

	“Not at all?”

	I swear she says such things just to rankle me. “Stay at the table until I get back.” I grab a knife from the counter and trudge up the mountainside behind the house, through what’s to be next-year’s garden, and into the brush behind it. I’m aware I’ve forgotten my coat, but I’m on a mission and my hand still burns.

	I need healing, I need… “Water.” I plunge my aching hand into the frigid water of the spring-fed pool above the homestead, smiling when Rayne rises from it to speak with me.

	“You’re hurt.” They slip their hand beneath mine to raise it above the water, pushing careful energy into it. “Have you been practicing a new spell or—”

	“Mama.” My hand’s become numb from the cold and Rayne’s soothing touch. “I let her…”

	“Oh, Cent. We’ve all warned you.” Rayne wraps around me, warming my bare arms. “Did you come up here for some cattails?”

	“Yeah. Do you mind?” Cattails are always growing along the edge of Rayne’s pool, but this time of year only the innermost ones are alive.

	“Let me get them for you.” Rayne slips from me, clipping the best of the tall rushes and depositing a generous bundle in my arms. “Don’t forget your knife.” They point to where I dropped it beside the pool. “Are you and your mother otherwise getting along?”

	“I suppose.” I thank Rayne and turn toward the house.

	“Have you talked to her about—”

	“Not yet.” I zigzag down the mountainside, arriving at the back porch just as Mama steps outside.

	“You found cattails!” She looks past the garden toward the brush. “Rayne?”

	“These are theirs.” I push past her and into the house, dropping the cattails on the table and the knife beside the sink before I go to the stove, hovering over it to warm myself. It’s not that cold outside, but it’s damp and clouds moved in right after sunrise, making the air feel colder than it really is.

	“Shoulda wore your coat.” Mama closes the door and turns around. “That’s enough grass to make a hundert of them brigadier’s crosses.”

	“They’re called Brigid’s crosses.” My hand’s aching again, so I blow across the palm, wishing I was a caul healer like Aubrey. He can blow away the blister I feel forming on the heel of my palm, but it’ll have to wait until tonight. “Let me grab a bandage, and we’ll get to work.” I guide Mama back to the table and run to the bathroom for a roll of gauze, wrapping my hand as I return. “You want to know the history?” I know how to make Brigid’s crosses because I’ve made them in my past lives and know the history for the same reason, both the pagan and Christian versions of the story. One says the crosses keep fire and harm from the house— that’s the pagan side of things. That version of Brigid says she is the goddess of healing and fertility, tender of the fire. That’s the old version, the version I know best, but the goddess Brigid’s main holiday is Imbolc, which comes in February.

	“Yeah. Tell me ‘bout Saint Brigid.” Mama’s following my lead, slowly weaving the rushes into a rustic cross. It looks a little like one of the God’s eyes I made in church as a kid.

	“Saint Brigid was a nun who tended an old pagan king on his deathbed. It was late, and she was trying to stay awake, so she took a few rushes from the floor to—”

	“Why’d they have rushes on the floor?” Mama’s stopped weaving to listen.

	God grant me the serenity. It’s not that Mama’s uneducated. She forgets. Psych meds are hard on the body, but they help keep her home, with us. “Back then, they thought layering the floor with rushes in the winter kept the house clean.”

	“That’s stupid.”

	“Anyway,” I speak louder. “The old pagan king woke up and asked Brigid to tell him about what she was making, and she told him about the cross, about Jesus.” I pause in my weaving long enough to see Mama’s listening hard. “She converted him to a Christian that night, and he died the next day.”

	“I like that story.” Mama smiles as she finishes her cross. “How do we make the edges?”

	“More rushes.” I show her how to bundle the ends and tie them off, clipping my rough edges then hers. “Not bad.” Honestly, they’re horrible-looking Brigid’s crosses. I’ll be surprised if they survive the holiday intact, but they might if I work on them more after Mama’s gone home for the night.

	“Where’s that napkin I was drawing on?” I bundle the rest of the rushes and set them aside so everyone else can make Brigid’s crosses later, while Mama gathers the little pieces and tosses them out the back door.

	“I dunno.” Mama holds open the door for Jack, but he doesn’t want to come in. “Fool dog will catch his death.”

	“It’s not that cold out.” That napkin is long gone, I’m sure of it, flown off on those wings Mama’s still ignoring. “What’s next on the list?”

	“Let’s make a paper chain.” Mama turns around, smiling, her eyes lit with memories of Christmases past.

	“I don’t think that’s on our list.” I pick it up to make certain. Nope. No paper chain, which is good because I associate those chains with Mama coming unhinged, with her swinging them around her head and screaming until the neighbors called the cops and I ended up waiting at the police station on Christmas Eve for Aunt Tess to pick me up. “Two popcorn chains, six feet long each.”

	“Jack will eat them.” Mama shakes her head. “Or a mouse will.”

	“We don’t have mice.”

	“Old houses always have mice.”

	“So do trailers.” I say this only because Mama is frightened of mice. Mean of me, I know, but it’s true. You don’t live halfway up a mountain and against a National Forest without getting a few mice, especially in the winter. Pyre or Gan usually catch the ones in the house and take them deep in the woods to release them, but the trailer…

	“Ivan’s caught five, disgustin’ lil’ things. You got a spell to keep them out?”

	“No. Sorry.” I glance at my hand. I wouldn’t teach you if I did.

	“I don’t believe you.”

	“If I have one, then why do we get mice in here?”

	Mama huffs and narrows her eyes. “You don’t want to teach me nothin’ about magic.”

	“I tried earlier, and look what it got me.” I hold up my right hand.

	“Coffee pot.” She folds her arms across her chest.

	“Yeah. Sure. Whatever. You want some more coffee?”

	“I want a no-mouse spell.” Mama plops onto her bench.

	“I don’t have one.” I dump the old grounds into the compost pail, stoke the fire, and fill the percolator from the handpump beside the sink.

	“Where is everyone?” Mama’s voice becomes high and thin, almost accusatory. “This house is usually jumpin’ with energy.”

	“They’re all trying to give us space and time.” I’m ready to walk away, but I promised Stowne, Rayne, Aunt Tess… Hell, I’ve promised everyone I’d make today work. “I don’t want to hurt the mice. They’re entitled to their due, but we try to keep them out of the house as much as we can.”

	“So you do white magic? And here I told Ivan you did more than that.” Mama’s devious smirk returns.

	“You’re right, I do more than white.” She’s correct for once. I follow Balance just like the elementals, but I’ll also do whatever it takes to protect me and mine, even if it means pulling out dark magic. Balance is good. White is great, but we don’t know the good unless we understand and use the dark side of existence too. “I do all colors of magic, depending on what’s needed.” I cross my hands, thumbs together, and move my fingers like they’re wings. “Wings can be magic too.”

	“It’s Exan.” Mama’s voice pitches up again. “You spend too much time with them. If y’all would just let me have my magic, I’d—”

	God grant me the serenity. Maybe if I say this enough, I— “Stop it!” I cross the kitchen in quick steps to shove my blistered hand in her face. “This is what happens every time we let you near it. This!”

	“Coffee pot.” Mama reaches for Stowne’s list again.

	“Argh! Why can’t you… Don’t you see… You know what? I— I need a damn break. Stay here.” I use a pot holder to drag the percolator onto the trivet beside the woodstove then storm through the living room to the bedroom I share with Stowne, collapsing face-first onto the brown and red crazy quilt covering the bed so I can scream into it. The bed smells of the earth, of Stowne, and I find enough peace in their distant presence that I calm in a few minutes.

	I can do this. We’ve made four ornaments. We’re a third of the way there. “All right, Mama.” I return to the kitchen ready to work, but it’s empty, the backdoor wide to the winter air. “Oh, no.” I step outside and see Mama’s tracks trailing up the muddy hillside and into the forest.

	I’ve royally screwed up on two levels.

	First, I haven’t done what everyone wants.

	Second, I’ve lost Mama.

	 

	


VI

	 

	If Graves Could Talk

	 

	December 20: 11:45 a.m.

	I trudge through the forest, Mama’s coat tucked under my arm. I’ve tracked her past Rayne’s pool, around the ritual circle, and toward Stowne’s cavern above that. Her tracks meander through the trees, lost, judging by their unsteady gait, but I know she’s not lost, at least not physically. See, that’s the thing about Mama. She never settles, is never content for more than a moment or two. In fact, Ivan’s the first one who wanted to marry her. He says it’s his job to help her find peace, and that he’s here to stay. Goodness knows none of her previous boyfriends stuck around, and neither did my father, whoever he is or was. Mama says she was too drunk that night to remember, which makes me feel so good about my conception.

	My steps become heavier as I think about this, about being pulled from pillar-to-post through my childhood, about… I startle when I realize where Mama’s tracks are leading. There’s a small cemetery along the ridge, one Stowne carefully tends. I’ve been there many times, at least once per life, to see where my former bodies are buried.

	I’m not the only one there. Past pets. Relatives. This property has slipped in and out of my family for generations. It’s technically on National Forest land, but we’ve retained the right to bury here until our family line dies out or the cemetery’s full, whichever comes first.

	A past me is responsible for that, and I’m proud of the fact.

	I stop between a set of twin pines to catch my wind, peering up the mountainside to the cemetery, breathing an audible sigh when I see Mama sitting on her knees between the graves of my last two lives.

	She looks like she’s praying, but about what? Mama didn’t know my past forms, so why… Exan’s perched on one of my gravestones, watching over her. I take no offense at that. That headstone’s a boulder, and I’ve sat on it myself. Besides, what it marks is nothing but crumbling bones. Stowne tends this cemetery because they love me and the other occupants. They’ve memories here. Some sad, but Stowne says coming here helps them think of happy times, of how we’ve moved on, and some, like me, have returned.

	“Having a party without me. I see how it is.” I pause at the cemetery’s wooden fence, silently asking for entrance though I know I don’t need permission.

	“Come, child.” Exan motions me in, and I abide, uncertain what to expect. “You’re mother’s confused.”

	Oh, boy. That explains why she took off like she did and why her denim skirt is so dirty. “Mama?”

	Mama fiddles with her hands then pulls them apart, placing one on each grave she sits between. “My girl.”

	“No, Mama. I’m right here.”

	Mama looks up at me with a tear-streaked face. “You.” She pats the grave to her right, the one from my last life. “You died before I was born. You hurt so much. You couldn’t breathe.” Mama bursts into tears. “My girl!” She’s looking at me but not, hollow-eyed and… She gasps, sits up, and leans left, over the grave of my life two times back. “My, my…” Her face clouds more than it already was.

	“You can say it, Mama. I was a man that life.”

	“Oh, oh.” Mama drapes over that grave, crying harder. “Such a kind soul. Dancing with Stowne under the moon. Helping others.”

	I also made moonshine and hid escaped slaves. “Yeah, I was a real law-abider.” I stand at the end of that grave, looking at the dates on the headstone like I don’t know them. 1791–1863. I had Stowne carve those dates during my last life because I wanted to make it easier to remember, but I never expected Mama to find any sort of attachment to the graves here aside from those of grandma Roslyn and great-granny Sudie. Uncle Kinnon’s buried here too, but he and Mama never got along where I was concerned. “I was a witch back then too.”

	“Holidays past.” She wipes away her tears and rises, her distant gaze beginning to fade. “I’m cold.”

	“I brought your coat.” Whatever connection Mama felt is now gone, and she’s back to her lovable self.

	Mama snatches her coat from me and pulls it on. “Lunch.” She trots down the mountainside. “And coffee.” She calls the latter to me over her shoulder.

	“Careful!” I follow her, and Exan glides along beside me.

	“Something pulled her up to the cemetery.” Exan catches me by my arm when Mama reaches the house. “And that’s you.”

	“Me?” I dig my heels into the ground and look at them. “I’m just trying to get through today without a fight.”

	“You want her to understand.” Exan dissipates without saying more.

	I hate when the spirits here leave me with more questions than answers, but I hate it more when Mama’s unsupervised, so I hurry to the house.

	 

	


VII

	 

	Ginger Snaps and Paper Snowflakes

	 

	December 20: 1:30 p.m.

	“Needs more mayo.” Mama takes another bite of her sandwich and looks at the stars and Brigid’s crosses we made this morning. “They’re si’ gogglin’.”

	“They’re not that crooked.” I push the mayo jar toward her. My sandwich is dry too, but I’m not about to admit it.

	“Si’ gogglin’.” Mama pops a potato chip into her mouth. “We’re fixin’ to make two pinecone trinities.”

	“Trinities?” I grab the paper to read what’s next. Yep, trinities, but trinities of what is open for discussion.

	“Father. Son. Holy Spirit,” pipes Mama before I can broach the subject.

	“That’s a matter of interpretation.” I’m ready for an argument on this point, but Mama ignores me in favor of her sandwich, which she opens to slather with more mayo.

	“Good enough.” She drops a handful of potato chips on top of that and slaps the sandwich together, pressing on it to break the chips.

	And Stowne wonders where I got my bad eating habits.

	“There’re cookies in the cabinet.” Or I hope there still are. I’m stress eating and bringing Mama along for the ride. “Want one?”

	“Four. And more coffee.”

	I pour us each a fresh cup, half-caf this time because Mama’s cut off all caffeine after 3 p.m., and I go to the cabinet, looking. Damn. There’s only two cookies, but they’re big and double chocolate chip. Bless Aubrey and his baking skills.

	Mama’s staring at the table when I turn around, specifically at the six pinecones that are setting there.

	“Where’d those come from?” I set the coffees and cookie plate on the table, sitting across from her.

	“My pocket.” Mama taps her forehead. “I thought ahead.”

	Maybe, but I didn’t see her stop once on the way down the mountain. “Thanks.” We eat our cookies in silence then get to work, weaving twine into the base of the white pine cones so we can tie them together in threes.

	“Father. Son. Holy Ghost.” Mama holds hers up for me to see.

	“Child. Adult. Elder.” I finish my trio and hold it up. “That paper says we’re to make two sets.”

	“I got enough cones.” Mama takes her coat from the bench and begins pulling pinecones out of the pockets.

	“How’d you get twelve more cones in your pockets?” And they’re big pinecones too.

	“Maybe I got magic after all.” Mama’s grinning, and I can’t help but grin too. “But they’re borin’ with just twine holdin’ them together.”

	“Yeah, they are. Does Aunt Tess still have that box of ribbon?”

	“I think so.” Mama puts on her coat. The pockets are turned out, and bits of pinecone flutter to the floor as she stands. “Make me real coffee, and I’ll go get it.”

	I watch her go then make decaf and sweep the floor, checking the clock every few minutes, so anxious that I stand in the living room window, watching the trailer’s back door until she comes out holding the box and something else.

	“Ginger snaps.” She shoves the ribbon box at me, drops her coat in Stowne’s chair, and goes to the kitchen carrying the cookie bag. “That ain’t coffee I’m smellin’.”

	“Yeah, it is.”

	“Damn decaf.” She plops onto her bench and tears open the bag, giggling. “Ivan thought he’d hid these.”

	Ivan and Aunt Tess are out holiday shopping for food and presents. We’ll give small gifts on Yule and bigger ones on Christmas. That’s the way it was when I spent the holidays with Aunt Tess, anyway. Double the holidays. Double the fun. Aunt Tess called Yule celebrations “First Day of Winter” parties because she was hiding everything magic from Mama, which meant she had to hide it from me too. “We’re eating too many cookies.” It’s a shallow complaint that’s totally lost on Mama.

	“Ribbons will make them pretty.” She ties together another set of pinecones while I watch. “Father. Son. Holy Spirit.”

	“Dark. Light. Gray.” Three means a lot of things to pagans, depending on their path, so I can vary this many times. “Balance.”

	Mama furrows her brows. She doesn’t have a secondary grouping to share. “Got any hot chocolate?”

	“Nope. But the coffee’s ready.” I grab a gingersnap as I go to the stove to add some wood.

	“That ain’t coffee.”

	“It’s that or water.” She knows she can’t have caffeine now. She—

	“Fake stuff then. Sugar and cream.”

	I bring her a fresh mug and the cream. “Sugar’s—”

	“On the table.” Mama mixes her cup then ties green and red ribbons on her pinecones. “It’s medicine time.” She points to her phone when it chimes.

	Mine doesn’t. I guess I’m out of practice. “Here.” I empty the second baggie into her hand. “Only two pills?”

	“Yep.” She washes them down with her coffee and looks at my work. “Why are you tyin’ Christmas colors on yours?”

	“Red and green are Yule colors too.” I tie a nice bow on the top of my pinecones.

	“We had ’em first.”

	“This isn’t a contest.” I pick up Stowne’s list. No popcorn chain, so… I stare into Aunt Tess’ ribbon box and all the scraps in it. “Why don’t we do a ribbon chain?”

	“A paper chain would be better, but that’ll do.”

	That’s as close as I’ll ever get her to agreeing, so we set about making the ribbon chain, cutting the larger pieces so they semi-match in length, simply tying the short ones together. By the time we’re finished, the chain’s a good twenty feet long and our bellies are full of gingersnaps.

	Did I mention that Hunter Fey like to eat, especially later in the day? That’s my excuse, anyway. And Mama’s has always been her medication.

	Neither of us looks like we’ve been missing meals.

	“What’s next?’ Mama points to the list.

	“Snowflakes.” I hold up my hand when Mama opens her mouth again. “Twig snowflakes.”

	“How do we make those?”

	“I don’t know.” We obviously need twigs, which means another trip outside, so I pull on my coat and hand Mama hers. “Little ones, I guess.” Maybe we can tie them together like the crosses?

	“We oughta make them out of paper like when you was a kid.” She drops her coat across her bench.

	“That’d be cheating.” Mama and I might be getting along right now, but I don’t want to stray more than we have from Stowne’s list. They do nothing without good reason. “Let’s get a couple of handfuls and get back inside.”

	“No. Paper,” says Mama. “Paper’ll work just fine. Or coffee filters. We got any of those?”

	“We use a percolator, not a brewer.” I’m beginning to lose my patience again. “Tell you what. I’ll go get the twigs.”

	“Where’s the paper?” Mama picks up the scissors we used to cut the ribbon.

	“I said I’m going to get us some twigs.” It’s the last item on our list, and I’ve remembered that making snowflakes from twigs is easier than it sounds, easier at least than the Brigid’s crosses. “Mama?”

	“Paper?”

	“I’ll get you some.” I bring her ten sheets from the living room printer. “I’ll be right back. Don’t leave the house.”

	“Okay.” Mama’s already folding the paper when I leave the house to gather twigs. Jack joins me, and I can’t help but play with him for a moment. It’s fun, but I’m afraid to leave Mama longer. “Sorry, Jack. Duty calls.” Two handfuls of twigs soon turns into an armful, and I’m laden with them when I get back to the house.

	“All done.” Mama pushes past me when I walk through the front door. “Ivan called. He’s almost home, and I got stuff to do.”

	“I just got back.”

	“Bye.”

	“Bye?” I stare after her, miffed. She could have waited. She should have… Wait. I’m upset because my mother doesn’t want to spend more time with me? This pretty much sums up my relationship with her. I’m as-needed and when convenient, so I shouldn’t be surprised.

	I close the door behind me. Not so bad, I guess, and I made certain Mama took her meds when Ivan wasn’t here. That’s a small feat unto itself. “At least she didn’t fight me on it.” I’m talking to no one, but I got used to that back in Chicago before I came home, and it’s sort of nice to have a moment to myself in the house. I drop the twigs with the other crafting supplies, set a pot of real coffee on to brew, and return to the table, cutting twine and matching twigs to create pretty, rustic snowflakes. I like the variations and—

	“They sure are pretty.” Birdie’s standing in the kitchen corner, her favorite spot during the day.

	“Thanks.”

	“You were nice to your poor Mama.” Birdie condenses into an orb of tired energy. “I miss my Mama and Granny. They’ve both been reborn.”

	“You know Exan can cross you over the veil, right?” I watch her dart up to the rafters. “You can be reborn too and—”

	“I like it here too much.” She’s gone, so I go back to my work. The coffee pot calls for attention soon after, and I pull it from the heat, pouring myself a mug as soon as the boiling stops. The cream is still on the table, so I put my mug beside it. Mama’s snowflakes are there too. They’re a little, no, they’re really crudely made, and she left a mess behind.

	“Ho. Ho. Ho.” I clean up the paper mess and repack the ribbon box before I sit down with my coffee, which is finally drinkable.

	“Hey, hey, baby doll. Wow.” A family friend’s brought Betty home from working a full day at another temp job. “You guys made a lotta stuff today.”

	“Yeah. Happy. Happy. Merry. Merry.” I take a long drink from my mug. “The coffee’s fresh.”

	“Thanks.” Betty grabs a cup and sits where Mama was, holding up one of her snowflakes. “Interesting.” She holds two side-by-side. “We could make a garland with them.”

	“Huh. Yeah. I guess we can.” Mama’s snowflakes can be taped together and strung across the kitchen doorway. Not a waste after all.

	“And these are yours?” Betty holds up my snowflakes. “They’re nice, but will we be able to see them on the tree?”

	“Yeah. Hmm. Maybe not.” My snowflakes fade against all the wood tones in the house. “Maybe some glitter?”

	“I’ve got some glitter nail polish.”

	“Natural?” Nothing comes into this house before its contents are scrutinized.

	“As natural as glitter nail polish gets.” Betty winks at me. She’s cheating by keeping that polish in the house, and she knows it. “It won’t be too much, will it?”

	It beats pushing energy into the ornaments and prevents Mama from accidentally absorbing it. “Nope, where is it?” I begin layering silver glitter polish over my dozen snowflakes as soon as she drops the bottle into my hands. “How was work?”

	“I got canned.” Betty stares at her hands and sighs. “One bathroom. No propah lock. I’ll leave it at that.”

	“Ooh, I’m sorry.” Betty’s a trans woman, but she’s been on hormones for over a decade and has had top surgery, so there’s never problems unless something like this happens. “Is the temp company okay with it?”

	“I got canned there too. There’s no protective rights in Tennessee.”

	“I warned you about that.” I stop working to see her expression, which isn’t nearly as distressed as I expected. “You okay?”

	“More so than I thought I’d be when that jerk walked in on me.” Betty lets another weighty sigh. “Yeah, I’ll be okay. I’m making half-decent pay off my readings and house cleansings, enough to cover my hormones and slip you guys some grocery and gas money.”

	“Then you’re good?”

	“Yeah, really. I’ll be fine until I land another job.” Betty takes the polish brush from my hand. “Let me do a few.” She brushes while I finish cleaning up, tossing the leftover twigs into the fireplace. The woodstove works well for daytime heat, but now the sun’s beginning to set.

	“Let me.” Pyre appears in the firebox when I reach for the matches on the mantle.

	“Hi, Pyre. How was your day?”

	“Busier than it should be.” Pyre, like all the primary elementals on the mountain, has other elementals working under them, assuring the natural order is maintained. Right now, however, everyone is working on Yule details. No one will tell me exactly what’s going to happen, but I know it’s more than the holiday tree. “How was your time with your mother?”

	“Predictable.” I return to the kitchen to find Betty’s finished cleaning up the crafting mess.

	“Why don’t you put on that sweatshirt I modified for you and go stretch your wings?” Betty nods toward the back door. “Maybe go see Stowne and destress some?”

	My wings aren’t strong yet, but they’re enough to lift me above the trees for short distances and I’ll still have enough energy to place a cloaking spell over myself too. “Good idea. Thanks.”

	“Did you lay out the chicken like Aubrey asked?”

	“Darnit, no. I was too distracted. Will you?”

	“Sure thing. Now, scoot along.” Betty eyes Pyre as she waves me toward my room. “You’re not the only one who needs some alone time.”

	 

	


VIII

	 

	A Cavernous Love Nest

	 

	December 20: 6:00 p.m.

	Stowne and me, yeah. There’s a soft-sand bed up in their cavern. We’ve draped it in quilts and made a regular love nest up here, one that’s full of scurrying gnomes, an earth elemental’s form before their first Human lover. Stowne’s long past that stage of their existence, and I get to reap all the wonderful benefits.

	We’re also alone. Stowne’s the boss here, the lead spirit of the mountain, its soul, so what they say goes. And they’ve told everyone to leave.

	“Did you finish your list?”

	“Yeah, we finished it. Not everything’s exactly as you marked, but we stayed pretty close.” Stowne’s not my boss, but I generally listen to what they suggest because they have more experience at, well, almost everything.

	“Exactness was not my intent when I wrote it.” They run their finger along my arm. “I wanted you to spend time with your mother.”

	“Five hours of Mama time.” I grimace. “Not my idea of how to spend my day off.” I roll to face them. “So what’d you do all day?”

	“Necessary tasks for tomorrow’s ritual circle.” Stowne kisses my nose and smiles, their body shifting to reflect the soft curves they know I find particularly pleasing. “It’s still an hour before dinner.”

	“I know.” I grab their face to kiss it. “Magic on the mountain.”

	“It is always magic when we are together.” Stowne makes certain right now is no exception to that rule.

	 

	


IX

	 

	Decorations and a Decked-Out Dane

	 

	December 21: Yule, 6:30 p.m.

	“Our tree always looks beautiful, but this one more so than most.” Stowne wraps their arm around my shoulders, hugging me to them. Yes, the tree looks spectacular. Happy. Strong. And the ornaments we’ve all added are perfect, even the ribbon garland and glitter-polished twig snowflakes. Stowne had been mildly concerned by the polish but had shrugged, saying it was part of being in a modern household. “Ivan said he and your mother will be joining us at the circle.”

	“Really?” I’ve half-expected them to, but Mama and Ivan haven’t attended a circle since Samhain, what most people know as Halloween, the same day I first showed my wings to the world. “Well, she won’t be able to deny my fey existence after tonight.”

	“Please go gently where your mother is concerned.” Stowne hugs me harder to them. “Pyre says the ritual fire is ready.” They close their eyes to absorb whatever message Pyre is sending. “The attendance is larger than usual, and… oh.” Stowne tenses against me. “Dane Gow is there.”

	“Just her?”

	“I am not certain.” Stowne sighs. “She has her own circle to oversee, so why is she…” They stare at me because we both know why. Dane’s there because I’ll soon be there too.

	“She doesn’t go anywhere without…” I shudder. My inner proximity alarm, an apparent Hunter trait, is going off. “Dane ain’t ever alone.”

	“True enough.” Stowne kisses the top of my head and loosens their hold on me. “How many do you sense?”

	“Two. A man and a woman. I thought you said she didn’t let women be guards.” I narrow my eyes as I think. “Seems you were wrong.”

	“Yes, it does seem so.” Stowne flinches when I narrow my eyes. “Pyre says they have come unarmed, so this woman must not be a guard.”

	“Fat chance of that.” No Hunter goes unarmed. Ever. I’m certain it’s in some written or unwritten Hunter rulebook.

	“And Dane has brought you a gift?” Stowne looks as confused as I feel. “What could she possibly— What do you find so humorous?”

	I burst into a full belly laugh that makes me clutch my sides. “What if it’s another deer?”

	“I suggest you donate it.” Stowne cocks their head. “You are not concerned about Dane’s presence at our circle?”

	“No. She won’t stay long.” I wipe my eyes then step away from Stowne to smooth my loose-fitting black tunic and fleece-lined leggings. It’s my new winter ritual garb, but I’m wearing an ankle-length, green velvet, hooded cape over that. Don’t ask me where I got it because I don’t remember, but it was among my past-life belongings. There was a pair of black leather boots as well, but they’re far too small so I’m wearing something that fits. More specifically, I’m wearing a pair of black Walmart sale bin slipper boots. They’re supposed to be worn inside, but they’re fleece lined, have a hard sole, and they look like suede on the outside.

	I prefer comfort over fashion, if there is such a thing when it comes to Yule wear.

	“The food smells wonderful.” Aunt Tess steps out of the kitchen to stand with us. “And that tree is beautiful.” She’s dressed in a long red gown, and her hair’s free around her face. “You look very nice, child.” She kisses my cheek and steps back to see Stowne, who’s formed to reflect their favorite traditional Cherokee build, deer hide clothing and long dark hair in a warrior’s mohawk with braids running down their back. “But you… Hmm.” She looks Stowne up and down. “You need a wreath on your head. You’re not waging war tonight. It’s a celebration. You need a little Green Man, a little Holly King—”

	“A lot of Mountain Evergreen Wild.” I’m looking at Stowne too, and Tess is right. They’re too monochromatic for a celebration. “Rhododendron?”

	“Excellent choice.” Stowne closes their eyes and a wreath of rhododendron branches with magenta-tipped buds manifests on their head. “You need one too, Centenary.”

	“No, I…” There’s already one forming on my head. So goes it. “What about Aunt Tess?”

	She shakes her head. “Your circle. Not mine.” But a delicate teaberry wreath appears on her head. “Why, you shouldn’t have!” Tess smiles as she pats the wreath.

	“I did not,” says Stowne, and I shrug to show it wasn’t me either. I can’t do such quick magic anyway, at least not yet. Stowne says it’s coming, but I doubt it. I never remember doing such things in my past lives.

	But I’ve never been immortal or fey either.

	“I’m responsible.” Gan manifests beside Aunt Tess to kiss her. They’re dressed in winter-white robes, and their eyes reflect a pale winter sky. That ability to reflect the environment is one of the things I like best about elementals, but it can also be a dangerous trait if the conditions are right. “Beauty to crown beauty.” Gan sweeps Tess into their arms, careful in their hold as they lift her from the floor to kiss her mouth. “Where’s your cloak?”

	“Hangin’ by the door.” My aunt turns around as Gan drapes my late uncle’s druid cloak over her shoulders. “I’m ready, but what about the food? Someone needs to bring it.” She’s blushing in ways I haven’t seen since I was a child. “Has someone set that up?”

	“Yes. We will retrieve it all as soon as the ceremony is complete.” Stowne pulls me into their arms as well, and while their hold is every bit as firm as an earth elemental’s should be, they’re also shaking. It’s a fine tremor, certainly not enough to quake the mountain, but I feel it regardless.

	“Dane will be gone before we know it.” I stand on my toes to straighten Stowne’s wreath. “Happy Yule, you big sexy rock. Happy Solstice. Happy rebirth.”

	“Yes, happy. I am ever so happy you are here with me.” Stowne’s tremor eases, and they peer down at me, their eyes lit, humored. I’m good for them, and they know it. “Are we ready?”

	“Definitely.” I clasp Stowne’s hand when it covers mine, guiding me to the holiday tree while Gan leads Tess to its other side.

	“Hold Tess’ hand, Cent.” Gan nods at Stowne and everything begins to blur. Earth. Air. Spirit.

	The holiday tree’s going with us? My hand tightens around Aunt Tess’ as we move at the speed of elemental, arriving at the circle’s edge in a swirl of blowing dust and cedar needles that makes me sneeze.

	“Sorry.” Stowne and Gan say in unison, and Gan waves their free arm to calm the air. “No. Wait.” They flick their fingers, the tree straightens, and the ornaments quit swinging. Nothing’s out of place, not even the ribbon garland, and the tree glows with the energy Stowne’s pushing into it.

	“Ready?” Stowne squeezes my hand. It’s time for us, the circle’s leaders, to turn around and be present, to lead.

	Aunt Tess wishes us well and breaks away with Gan, following them to their place around the circle. She sits with the air elementals, by Gan’s side, and no longer with the other Humans. In fact, every Human with an elemental lover sits or stands with them, a change I insisted on after last Samhain. My place is beside Stowne, so why shouldn’t the other Humans have the same privilege?

	Okay, maybe Human is stretching it where I’m concerned, but I’m still at least partially one. I stride boundaries in strange ways anymore. Human. Witch. Fey. Immortal. But I’m still me, just with spell knowledge, added wings, and a lot longer life.

	“Ready.” I squeeze Stowne’s hand, release our mutual hold, and we turn around, the tree bursting into brilliant silver and gold behind us.

	Stowne likes making holidays dazzle. That much I do remember.

	Oohs and ahs follow us to our stacked stone seats on the far side of the circle facing the tree. These are our thrones, so to speak, but I hate calling them that. I’m not royalty, but my place is beside Stowne, be it on a throne or in the dirt.

	I sit and push my cloak until it rests between my shoulder blades. “Help me,” I mumble, and Stowne adjusts my tunic so my wings can drop behind me. I unfurl them at every circle, a reminder of who I am. It’s not about power, it’s more like getting everyone used to seeing them, especially Mama, who I notice is looking everywhere but my direction.

	I sigh as I unfurl. It feels good to stretch, and most everyone at the circle has stopped gasping when I do so. We actually lost members when word of my new appendages got out, but we’re not a coven or an organized group, so that’s perfectly acceptable. We’re a come as you are, be who you are community, a blending of magic, faiths, and traditions, so if anyone feels unhappy enough to leave, so be it.

	That said, this circle sits very near a veil crossing, the point where the worlds of the living and the dead meet. It’s a point of incredible energy, of transition, and once you’ve been to this circle, it’s hard to go to another. Yes, it’s that appealing, so other magical beings with their own circles sometimes drop in to see what’s going on.

	Just like Dane has tonight, and she, unlike Mama, is staring at me. No, scratch that, she’s walking, her wings unfurled, across the circle sands toward me.

	Crap. I admit it. Dane makes me uncomfortable. She’s a short-tempered, my-way-or-the-highway sort of ruler. I know this from my time inside her small kingdom last fall. But Dane, as much as I hate saying this, is also beautiful and drawing, though in a weird, pointed-tooth sneer sort of way. She’s dressed like what she is, like the Hunter king. I’ve never seen her outside of a utility kilt or work wear, outside of a welder’s pock-marked denim shirt or coveralls and a welding cap before tonight, and I’m impressed. She cleans up better than I thought she would, and her red wool, fur-edged cloak, polished leather knee-length boots, Hunter tartan kilt, and black leather jerkin over a white silk shirt are—

	Stop it. She’s Dane. That’s enough of a deterrent for anyone, anywhere. She’s nice to look at, but her attitude royally stinks. Dane’s difficult to explain, but I hate her most because she makes Stowne nervous, though I’m still not certain why. I can’t deny her existence, though, because she saved my life last fall. Yes, she made me Hunter Fey, and I should defer, at least a little, to my maker because of it.

	“I got this.” I pat Stowne’s arm when they begin to rise.

	“Are you certain?” Their face forms worry lines as their eyes move from Dane to me.

	“Yeah. I’m sure she’s got better things to do tonight.” I put on my game face, meaning a snarl, as I cross the sands to meet Dane midway, near Pyre, who’s watching and crackling in the bonfire. “Welcome to our Yule circle, King Dane.” I offer a stiff bow. “What brings you here this night?”

	“Cut the formal bullshit, girlie. I ain’t got time.” Dane gives the smallest of bows in return, more of a curt nod, but it’s something, I guess. She’s as tall as I am, but her shoulders are massive. They have to be to support the wings spread behind her. They’re easily twice the size of mine, and they’re as black as the smirk on her pale, immortal face. “I brought you somethin’.”

	“We’ve got plenty of meat in the deep freezer and—”

	“Ain’t no meat.” Dane clears her throat, and one of her two guards, a petite woman in winter camouflage coveralls, trots over holding a brown paper-wrapped package tied with twine. “You’re needin’ this about now.” Dane shoves the package at me as she glances to where Mama sits with Ivan. “Open it when you get home.” She snaps her fingers at the woman who’s now staring at us. “Quit gawkin’, Bea. We’re headin’ home in just a minute.”

	“Yes’m.” The woman backs away to stand by the man who’s come with them. They’re talking now, about me by their glances, but I can’t read their expressions, and that worries me.

	It’s pointless to try to figure this out right now, so I check the package for Dane’s or anyone else’s magic before I accept it. “I didn’t get you anything.”

	“Why would you?” Dane gives me another nod then steps back, flapping her wings once to take to the air. “Say hi to your boulder of a beau for me.”

	“Stowne’s my eternal spouse!” But it’s too late, Dane’s already out of ear shot and her guards are in the air too, but they linger to look at me with expressionless faces, the hulking bearded man taking the woman by the hand as they turn and fly after Dane.

	“Glad that’s over with.” Whatever’s in the package, it’s not too heavy, so I tuck it under my arm as I return to my seat.

	“It smells of wood.” Stowne takes the package to examine it. “Wood, iron, and ink.”

	“Set it behind my seat for later.” I lean close when they’ve done so. “She’s gone, honey. Back to business, right?”

	“Yes. Back to business.” They shake off their anxiety and manage a smile. “It is Yule, and we have much to do.”

	I’ve come to realize that my elemental spouse has some serious anxiety issues, especially where King Dane and the Hunters are concerned, but now that I’m fey, we’re both irrevocably tied to them.

	 

	


X

	 

	Mixed Faiths, Mutual Celebration

	 

	December 21: Yule, 7:30 p.m.

	Stowne takes my hand in theirs, and we rise from our thrones to pace around the circle’s edge, welcoming guests, giving hugs, and sharing laughs. We’ve fifteen Humans without elemental loves in attendance, a record, I think. And Mama’s standing right beside Ivan at the head of the group.

	“Lovely evenin’.” Ivan shakes my hand then laughs and pulls me into a hug. “The sky’s crystal-clear and the stars are twinklin’. A good night to take flight, celebrate family, and embrace life. Right, Nida?” He nudges Mama, and she looks at Stowne.

	“You look good tonight, son-in-law.” Mama offers me the most fleeting of glances. “You’re lucky, Cent. Family what loves you regardless, a good spouse.” She pivots away. “I’m gonna say hi to Tess.”

	“Bye?” I let an exasperated sigh as she walks away.

	“I am apparently still male in her eyes.” Stowne looks none too amused, and I can’t blame them. They shift to a more androgynous build beneath their clothes, but their Cherokee styled hair and wreath remains. “I should watch how I present myself around her.”

	“Present however you want. It’s her problem, not yours.” The same goes for Mama and my wings, I suppose. If she chooses to ignore them, that’s her problem, but with Mama you sometimes can’t tell if it’s denial or delusion.

	“I’m still workin’ on the issue,” says Ivan. “But nothin’ comes easy where she’s concerned.” He’s obviously come to understand things a lot better than Mama has. “I best chase after her.” He squeezes my shoulder as he passes us. “Patience, Cent. She’ll show you her kindness when you least expect it.”

	Mama and kindness. Those words go together about as well as motor oil and spring water. “Yeah. Thanks, Ivan.” He follows Mama, and Betty steps forward. She’s been behind Ivan the entire time, a foot taller and full of excitement. This is Betty’s first Yule celebration, and she’s said she’s curious. She wants to experience the entire wheel of the year before she decides which direction her path might lead, but I see her making one that’s truly her own.

	Originality is encouraged around here, in case you haven’t noticed.

	“Ivan’s trying to be the father you didn’t have.” Betty’s dressed to the nines tonight, in a bright green, calf-nipping skirt she’s modified by hand to fit her frame. Her red sweater peeks from beneath her coat, and she’s got matching earmuffs. She grins at me then at Stowne, who she’s standing eye-to-eye with. “You bettah have her something good since it’s your first Yule together.”

	“I certainly have.” Stowne’s gaze becomes aloof when I peer up at them. “Soon, Centenary. The evening is young.”

	“You’re full of yourself tonight,” I tease when they pull me against them, my wing smacking their back when they do. “Is that any way to handle your eternal spouse?”

	“It is our first Yule together, my love, and the first of our shared eternity. We are, as you said yesterday afternoon, still newlyweds, and we need time alone.”

	“So you told them what I said.” Betty chuckles at this. “On that note, here comes someone special.” She steps around my free wing and sidles up to Pyre, who’s burning brighter and taller with every step they take toward her. “Nice bonfire. You’ve got some real practice at that.”

	“Happy Yule, everyone. You like my fire, Betty? Those flames? Their dance? I followed your lead from yesterday.” Pyre takes Betty by the arm, leading her toward the fire elementals who whisper between themselves when Pyre floats a log over for Betty to sit on.

	“They are sitting together,” muses Stowne. “She is sitting—”

	“With Pyre.” Something good happened yesterday while I was away, and I’ll have to get the details later. “We’ve got work to do. Come on, honey.”

	“Indeed.” Stowne walks beside me around the circle, welcoming everyone in turn. We both kiss Aunt Tess, and I help her tuck her hair beneath her cloak.

	“Air elementals.” Tess pushes a stray hair behind her ear. “They don’t mind their hair goin’ ever-which way, but me…” She pushes a strand from her cheek. “It tickles.”

	“You like it as long as it’s Gan fanning you.” I laugh as Stowne pulls me away. “See you back at the house!”

	We round the circle until we reach the water elementals and Aubrey, who’s standing arm-in-arm with Rayne. He’s decked out for the night too, wearing a starched, pink, button-down shirt and a navy-blue jacket, but he’s also sporting a bow tie in rainbow hues and a matching pocket square. “Everything but your unicorn Pride t-shirt.” My laugh stops when Aubrey nods.

	“Nope. I got it on.”

	“He’s wearing it as an undershirt,” pipes Rayne, and Aubrey grins.

	“Cause I love it so.” He presses his hand to his abdomen right where the unicorn’s faded face sits. “I’m gonna keep it forever.”

	“He’s yours, Rayne. You signed up for that unicorn when you danced together around Stowne’s circle.” I chuckle as Stowne pulls me along. I’ve bought Aubrey an identical shirt for Yule and another for Christmas, but I’m not about to tell him that. Rayne’s in on it, and they’ve asked Betty to help us make his old t-shirt into something, anything he can’t wear. The problem will be getting that worn-out shirt away from him.

	We welcome the Earth elementals, and I lead the way to our last stop, Exan and the other death elementals.

	“My dear grandchild.” Exan pulls me into their arms. “You look lovely this evening.” They smile at Stowne then drift back, motioning toward the dozen gray, smoky wisps that are their lessers. “We’re all in attendance save for two who’re watching over an infant, but I think she’ll survive the night if not decades to come.”

	“You do well for us,” says Stowne. “I am glad you have chosen to stay permanently.”

	Exan pushes forward to cup my chin and raise my face to theirs. “How could I resist family?” They look past me to where Mama’s sitting. “In its many forms.”

	“You are a welcomed addition.” Stowne touches my shoulder when I step back. “Come along, please.” We’re almost to our seats when Stowne stops, pointing to the base of their throne. “Our smallest guests have returned to the circle.”

	“The Wee Fey are back?” I clap my hands softly as not to disturb my tiny cousins because they’re afraid of Hunters. It’s a prey-predator situation. I saw Dane and the other Hunters eat Wee Fey when I was inside her kingdom, so it’s no wonder they’re afraid of me. “Poor little things. What’d you say to get them back here?”

	“My promise of safety, a gallon of honey,” Stowne sighs, “and fifty butterscotch candies.” They peer hard at me. “Who has been giving them those?”

	I adjust my tunic collar and grin sheepishly. “I thought it might help smooth things over.” And it has, I think, at least to a point. The Wee Fey are here, and that’s major.

	“I have arranged for both the honey and candies through Tess.” Stowne chirps to the Wee Fairies in their tongue, and they flit in a line to a log placed between the air and water elementals, sitting primly along the top.

	They’re eyeing me much like Dane’s traveling companions, sussing me out, so I send positive energy their direction, frowning when it hits a strong layer of wards. “Ouch.” I shake my head, not at any pain but because they feel the need to protect themselves against me.

	“That will change in time.” Stowne places their hand on my right wing. “Tucking might help ease their fears.”

	“It felt good to have them out tonight.” But I fold my wings anyway and bow to the Wee Fey who, of course, ignore me. “At least they’re here.” I return to my seat, sitting quietly, waiting with Stowne until the circle falls silent.

	“It is Yule.” Stowne’s rich, earthen voice echoes across the circle as they rise. “Depending on your faith, on your path, this time of year has many meanings.” They talk about the Solstice, about this being the longest night of the year for Earth’s northern hemisphere, of the peace that comes with dark, the rest, the returning light that will bring warmth and comfort. I know I’ve heard all this before, but I’m listening like it’s new. Stowne’s in their, um, element. This is what they do best. They’re a natural leader, a… I sit back smiling when I’ve become too enthralled by my eternal love to make more puns.

	“For many Human pagans,” Stowne explains, “Yuletide represents the cyclical rebirth of the God. It symbolizes their Oak King’s return. It is also when many of us celebrate the divine feminine’s lifegiving abilities and the purity and innocence of the newly born. Some, including most elemental spirits like myself, call this celebration Midwinter, the time Mother Earth cuddles her newest children and light begins its slow return. Some Humans celebrate the miracle of divine oil, of the light it gave for eight days. And still others,” Stowne nods Ivan’s direction, “celebrate the birth of their God’s only son.”

	Stowne rounds the fire to stand on the far side, facing me. “Tonight we gather to celebrate all I speak of and more. We celebrate Light, Dark and all things between. We celebrate our differences and our commonalities. We celebrate the magic of life from beginning to end.” Stowne raises their arms and the other elementals follow suit, collectively shifting into their truest, most basic forms. Pillars of twisting earth, flickering fire, undulating water, and swirling air fill the circle while Exan and the other death elementals take to the air as black masses above us. All parts of creation from beginning to end have gathered to celebrate, to bare themselves, to share with humanity and the universe.

	I’ve witnessed this hundreds of times, and it still overwhelms me. My voice rises with Stowne’s, with every elemental present, mixing with their joyful cries. Other Human voices join in, some singing, but I can’t see who’s doing what. There’s too much light to see anything, but the voices vibrate through me, resonating something I’ve long known but forgotten.

	Earth. Air. Fire. Water. Death. Light. Dark. Gray. All shades between. I’m part of this. I’m a part of creation. I am Earth. I am Water. I am Fire. I am Air. I am Death. And I’m celebrating my many facets.

	The voices and intense light fade, and we stand in silence, the elementals disappearing from view until only the bonfire and tree lights remain, and they’re quickly waning too. But the stars… I look up to see the night sky blanketed by the waxing moon’s soft winter light. The elementals haven’t left us. Rather, they’ve shifted forms again, the invisible among us.

	Stowne manifests behind me and places their hands on my shoulders, rolling them forward, encouraging me to drop my wings before they step back so I have space to unfurl.

	Silent acceptance, and it’s powerful.

	A few of the Wee Fey flutter before me in the dark. I hear them sniffing. They’re chattering, speaking like I can’t hear or understand.

	“She Hunter. No. Mix. Both fey and human.” This one lands on my right wing’s upper ridge.

	“Yes, but… good.” This one’s hovering near my face. “Stowne say she good.”

	“For now.”

	One of their gossamer wings brushes my face, and a tiny hand, nails razor-sharp, grazes the bridge of my nose. It stings, but I know it’s a test, so I don’t react.

	“Enough.” Stowne blows gently to shoo them away. “You are protected here as always. Nothing has changed besides your quantity of sugar.” They chuckle against me. “The Wee Fey have retreated. Open your eyes.” I blink in the growing twilight and turn my head to see if mama is looking. Damn. Her eyes are closed, but she’s leaning against Ivan and her face is contorted in confusion and worry about whatever she’s feeling.

	“She’s scared of me.”

	“No, she is frightened by the possibilities, by what your immortality means.” Stowne pushes my wings so they roll against my back, spins me around, and pulls me up into a kiss, laughing. “She might not be seeing, but she is thinking.” I can’t help but laugh too, and soon we’re all laughing. The other elementals are manifesting beside their loves and families, laughing, squeezing them tight.

	This togetherness, this feeling of gratitude and inclusion, is life. It’s a celebration, and we’ve every reason to delight in being together.

	Pyre coaxes the bonfire back to a cheerful flame, and the other fire elementals ring the circle sands until everyone, including Mama, who’s buried her face in Ivan’s shoulder, becomes clear.

	“Tuck your wings, Centenary,” Stowne says in my ear. “We have a ritual to lead.”

	“It’s yours to lead, honey.” I stand on my toes to kiss Stowne’s nose then step back to wipe the bridge of mine, frowning when I see blood on my fingers. “They meant business.” I tuck my wings as I speak.

	“Yes, but you passed their test. Do not expect friendship from them, but they will become increasingly accepting of you.”

	“Maybe Mama needs to punch me to get over what’s eating her.” I’m half-joking here. She’s hit me before during one of her psychotic breaks, and I’m not encouraging a repeat. “Maybe she needs to get something out of her system.”

	Stowne’s smile fades, and they furrow their brow. “Do not say such things.” They nudge me toward my seat. “You have never been one for formal ritual, if you remember, so I am accustomed to your stepping aside.”

	Good. I’m off the hook, so I smile as I sit, happy to be a spectator again. Stowne calls to the watchtower corners in turn. North. East. South. West. Then they stretch their hands above their head, making a circle of glowing energy that they fling into the air where it hangs, widening until the entire gathering is inside it. “Spirit!”

	The formal part of the ritual is short. Thanks to Mother Earth and Father Eternity for life. Thanks to all that is good and for all that is bad because that is how we come to understand the Balance. Stowne then asks others to speak, and to my surprise Ivan rises to tell the story of Mary, Joseph and the babe in swaddling clothes. His words are comforting and familiar, and everyone listens.

	There’s no judgement here, no competition or proselytizing.

	A lesser air elemental rises next, telling of the day they met their quarter-magic love. It’s a sweet story, and they pull a woman nearing my age forward to introduce her. “This is her first circle, and we want to dance around the fire, before you, Stowne, if you’ll allow it.”

	“I know what it means,” pipes the woman, and the circle erupts in applause. A Solstice celebration that includes a marriage. Stowne’s even happier now.

	“Then we should not let anything get in the way of what comes next.” Stowne nods to Pyre, and the bonfire rises a good twenty feet in the air, illuminating the veil that sits just beyond the circle and along the ridge. We can’t begin to see through it. No, the best night for that is Samhain, but we can see shadows gathered on the other side, some dancing, others walking arm-in-arm, some waving our direction. It’s a simple message of love and peace, and we all wave back.

	No one here misses their deceased loved ones this night. We’re all happy they’re someplace better, wherever we believe that is. It’s that circle of life thing they talk about. The Lion King theory, Aubrey calls it. The come and go. That’s another thing mortals have in common… the hope for something better ahead. Some of us believe the afterlife is temporary, others believe it lasts forever.

	Me? I know for a fact it’s temporary, but I’ll not knock anyone for thinking otherwise because some of my returns have been brief and painful. I glance at Mama around the bonfire to see her looking at the veil, squeezing Ivan’s arm. She’s smiling and laughing too. I’m glad, but my hopes concerning her accepting my fey existence are waning. We’ll probably never talk about it. I believe she’s capable of understanding if she really wants, but maybe she actually doesn’t. It goes against a lot of her beliefs. I sigh and turn my eyes back to the veil.

	As long as my mother doesn’t decide I’m a hell-bound demon because of my wings, I’ll be fine.

	 

	


XI

	 

	Sharing is Caring and Aubrey’s Bibingka Rocks

	 

	December 21: Yule, 8:00 p.m.

	Pyre lowers the bonfire, the veil fades, and Stowne dissolves the formal circle. The sands are still charged in the sense that our energies have filled the area with love, so everything we do on them this evening is a sacred happening.

	“And now, it is time to share in the happiness we bring each other.” Stowne claps their hands and most of the lesser earth elementals disappear, manifesting soon after with the table from the homestead kitchen, now laden with food. The table is glowing, keeping the food warm, and my mouth waters when I spy Aubrey’s bibingka, dripping with caramel sauce, sitting among the desserts.

	“It’s past dinner time,” I call when I realize all the Humans are being overpolite in their wait for someone to take the lead. “Cooks go first.” That’s a start, but I soon realize that everyone’s waiting for me, for Stowne’s spouse, for their second leader to head the charge. This makes me cringe inside. I’m no leader. If anything, I’m a newbie to most of the people here, so I don’t feel I have the right to lead the line.

	“They are waiting on you, Centenary.” Stowne takes my hand when I remain frozen to my seat. “You must go first. It is tradition.” They pull me to my feet.

	“But…”

	“I will assist you.” Stowne slips their hand to my forearm and we float over the bonfire to the end of the table where every plate from the homestead’s cabinets are stacked. “The circle’s leaders always go first.”

	“But you led, and…” That’s a pathetic reason since Stowne doesn’t eat food, but I’m unsure of myself in ways I know I shouldn’t be.

	“Come on.” Stowne begins filling me a plate. “You are Hunter,” they say when I object to all the food they’re adding. “Everyone here knows this and how Hunters eat in the evening.” They hand me another plate when I still hesitate. “For desserts.”

	“O…kay.” I’m feeling awkward about all of this, but I take a nice piece of bibingka and a thin slice of chocolate cake.

	“At least one bite of everything here.” Stowne steps away from the table holding my main plate. Good grief, I don’t know how I’ll eat all this, but there is at least one bite of everything, and a fat slice of homemade sourdough bread on top of that. “There is plenty for everyone.” Stowne smiles when I step back beside them. “Remember,” they speak loud enough for everyone to hear. “No one eats until everyone has their plate. Elementals with Human loves, please assist them. The rest of you should assist Humans should they ask. This is a feast, and they should have all they wish.”

	Stowne leads me to my seat, and we set my plates in my lap. “So no pre-eating, huh?”

	“No.” Stowne’s smiling at me. “You remember many things, but some of the most important you mysteriously forget.” They flex their hand and a set of silverware and a paper napkin appears in their palm. “Perhaps the joy of rediscovery guides you in this.”

	“Sure. That’s it.” I raise my brows at them. “So why are we waiting?”

	“You will see.” Stowne watches the line progress. There are more elementals present than Humans, so it’s not long before the line’s finished and everyone is seated again. “Excellent.” Stowne rises to address the circle. “Most of you remember this ritual, but for those who do not, all Humans need to surround the bonfire with their plate and fork in hand.” Stowne waits until we’ve all done so, and I’m delighted when Aubrey stands to my right. But my left… “Hi, Mama.”

	“What’s Stowne up to?” She’s staring at me like this is all some vicious plot I’m in on.

	“I don’t know.”

	“Everything’s okay, Nida.” Ivan’s standing on Mama’s other side. “This ain’t much different than what we do at potluck meetings down at the trailer.”

	“We don’t make a circle.” Mama puckers her mouth to say something more, but Stowne’s pacing as we all get into place.

	“No, we sit around the edge of the room, same difference.” Ivan pinches his lips together for a second then releases, exercising his jaw before he smiles at me. “Your mother doesn’t appreciate the new.”

	“It’s new to me too.” I don’t say more because Stowne’s talking again.

	“Look to your left then your right.” Stowne waits for us to do so, and I laugh when Aubrey makes a goofy face at me. Mama’s not so funny; in fact, she looks angry.

	“Good grief. Lighten up. Will you?” I give her the same goofy face Aubrey gave me, which causes her to scowl.

	“Pair up,” Stowne says. “But only for the moment. One of you should take your partner’s fork and load it with food.” Stowne waits until they see me fill Mama’s fork with thin-cut deer roast and gravy-slathered potatoes. “Now feed that person, sending warm thoughts and kind words to them as you do. This is a time-honored ritual of love, of community.”

	“Open up.” I tell Mama, and she does so after Ivan encourages her. “I love you, and I enjoyed our time together yesterday. We should do things together more often.” I set Mama’s fork on her plate, feeling good about what I’ve said.

	“Turn to the person behind or beside you,” Stowne instructs us. “and let yourself be fed.” Mama turns to Ivan, so I turn to Aubrey. Yes, I remember this now, and I’m anxious to feed him.

	“How’s the hand?” He shoves cornbread stuffing and fried cabbage into my mouth. “I love you, and I’m glad you came home this year.”

	“It’s better, thanks, and I love you too,” I manage to say around my mouthful. “Has anyone fed you?” Lots of people are still feeding each other, catching anyone who’s been missed.

	“Nope, I’ve been shoveling food.” He grins when I heap his fork with wheat berry salad.

	“I love you because you wear that ugly-ol’ shirt, because you’re blood kin who takes me as-is, because you’re an awesome person in every way possible.” And the ritual is complete. We return to our seats and dig into our meals. Rayne brings me a quart jar of tea with a shot of peach moonshine slipped in, and I demolish that heaping plate Stowne made me. “Damn, this is good.” I drink half my tea then sit back to digest and watch everyone else. These are my people whether they’re people or not. This is my extended family. Betty’s letting Pyre feed her. Aubrey’s laughing with Rayne. Aunt Tess… I laugh out loud. Aunt Tess is sitting in Gan’s lap while she eats a big piece of pumpkin pie nearly hidden in whipped cream.

	I look over to see Mama eating contentedly beside Ivan, and that warms my heart. She’s found someone who calms and truly appreciates her. “Happy Yule! Happy Solstice!” I raise my quart jar to everyone, and they reply in kind, even Mama, though I think she says, “Merry Christmas” instead.

	It doesn’t matter. She’s participating, and that’s all I can ask for.

	“Happy Yule, Centenary Rhodes.” Stowne kisses my cheek as they set my dessert plate in my lap. “Finish eating so we can dance.”

	“Are you eager?” As full as I am, I find room for all that carb-heavy, sugary goodness and sit back afterward, a fresh jar of tea in my hand, watching as Stowne circulates among the attendees. My elemental spouse is an expert diplomat, and I’m seeing that in ways I haven’t before tonight.

	“Happy… Yule.” I turn my head to see Mama standing beside me, rocking on her heels, Ivan behind her. She’s holding something in her hand. “For you.” She practically tosses the ball of paper into my dessert plate before I catch it. “It’s for the tree.”

	“Why Mama, I, I didn’t get you anything since…” I stare at the paper. “Thanks.”

	“Open it.” She rocks on her heels, a sign that she’s stressing.

	“Okay.” I untie the bit of gold ribbon holding the paper together.

	“Careful, or it’ll break.” Mama reaches back to clutch Ivan’s hand.

	“Sure.” I unfold the paper, half-afraid, half… “Oh, wow. Mama. Seriously. Wow!” I look up at her through tear-filled eyes. There’s an angel ornament tucked inside the tissue paper. Okay, it’s not exactly an angel. It’s a little plastic doll, a small cherubic girl with black polyester hair that’s been roughly shaped into an undercut like mine. She’s dressed in green and black felt, but more important than that are her wings. They still look feathered, but they’ve been painted black.

	“That’s you.” Mama points to the ornament. “Hair. Clothes.” She hesitates. “It should go on the tree.”

	“I, I know.” I choke back my tears as I rise to hug her. “Thank you.”

	“I love my daughter.” Mama hugs me back, stiff, but it’s a definite hug, and I kiss her forehead before she pulls away. “Go on, hang it.”

	“Yes’m.” I’m so happy I feel I’m floating over the circle sands on my way to the tree, and I have to wipe my eyes before I look for an empty spot. Mama’s gift is a dollar store ornament that she’s customized. It’s plastic and the black paint is already chipping off the wings, but it shines brighter than any ornament on that cedar Stowne dragged into the house two days ago.

	“It is beautiful.” Stowne’s standing beside me when I look up. “And the gift you needed most.”

	“Yeah, it is,” I mumble. The tree’s sticky needles seem to reach for the ornament, holding it proudly. “Happy Yule, honey.”

	“Happy Yule to you as well.” A small group of Human musicians assembled while I was talking to Mama. Drum, flute, mountain dulcimer, and fiddle, and the music’s sweet. “Are you ready to dance?”

	“Oh, hell yeah.” I take Stowne’s hand, place my feet on theirs, and we swing onto the sands. My standing on their feet is tradition. It’s what we’ve always done, and I love every minute we’re together.

	The more I do, the more things that help me regain my memories, the better. But this one, tonight, Mama’s simple gift, I’ll always remember.

	 

	


XII

	 

	Psalms and Limestone Trees

	 

	December 21: Yule, 11:45 p.m.

	“So open it already.” Aubrey’s leaning over the back of my rocker, staring at Dane’s gift. “No, wait.” He steps back. “Go for it.”

	“It won’t explode all over that new shirt,” I tell him, but I understand why he moved. It’s nearing midnight, so I guess I should open the present, but I’m hesitant. Mama and Ivan are down at the trailer, so it doesn’t matter if the gift is wildly pagan, and besides, there’re no spells or poisons inside the package. Stowne’s checked for that twice, and now they’re staring at the package from their chair.

	“Betty and Pyre never came back here after the circle,” Aubrey muses, but he’s fixated on the package too.

	“Yeah, they took off early.” To where I can’t say, but Betty will let me know tomorrow. “Okay. Here goes.” I hesitate and look at Stowne.

	“Wood, iron, and ink.” They raise their head to return my gaze. “That is all I sense.”

	“All right, I’m going in.” I untie the package and pull back the paper, revealing an eight-by ten wooden box, yellow with old varnish. There’s a symbol inlaid into the lid, a black iron cross covered by a silver pentacle, and it’s been polished within an inch of its life. The lid is hinged, and those hinges are hand-forged iron, much like the cross.

	“This is old.” I run my fingers along the cross then the circle, feeling the energy that naturally comes with such symbology. “Seventeenth, eighteenth century?” I glance again to Stowne, but they’re fixated on the box.

	“Yes, it is easily from that period.” Stowne’s as puzzled as I am. “Tess?”

	“Open it before we all die of curiosity.” We’re still trying to find the budget for elemental-friendly living room furniture, so Aunt Tess is sitting on the bench Gan has dragged in from the kitchen. They’re standing behind her, supporting her back, swirling her gown around her feet with their perpetual movement.

	Gan’s Yule gift to Tess is a beautiful, twisted-wood walking stick, an elder’s staff, and Tess has laid it lovingly across her lap. We’ve all opened small gifts this evening, but Stowne says mine must wait until later, so I’m making them wait too.

	“Come on, Cent.” Aubrey nudges me from behind, setting my chair into motion.

	I put my feet down to stop the rocking. “Curiosity killed the—”

	“Meow.” Aubrey nudges me again. “Get to it.”

	“Geez, okay. Some people.” The box’s hinges squeak when I open it. This thing’s old, but there’s not a hint of rust or decay, so it’s been preserved. “Wow.” I reach inside to pull out a worn but readable copy of The Psalms of David in Metre. “I don’t deserve this.” I hold the book in my fingertips. Maybe I should wear gloves to hold it, maybe… “This is a rare text. And it’s not in English. Gaelic, maybe? Scots Gaelic?” Perhaps it isn’t a rare text in Scotland, but it certainly is here, so I’m not certain what to make of Dane’s offering.

	“May I?” Stowne takes the book from my hands when I nod, carefully turning it over. “At one point, you had this in your own books, but it disappeared after you died in 1863.” Their expression darkens. “Dane took it? She kept it?”

	“Guess it doesn’t matter now.” I take the book back. This is a gift without strings attached, very unlike Dane, so I already value it. “I was Irish-American then, so why would I have a Scots translation?”

	“Scots and Irish Gaelic are close cousins,” says Aunt Tess. “Your uncle Kinnon could read Scots with some effort because his mother taught him Irish Gaelic, so maybe you could too.”

	“You found it at a bookshop in a nearby town and bought it because you said it needed an appreciative home.” Stowne’s still eyeing the text with suspicion.

	“I see.” But I don’t understand why Dane would return this book now. “I’ll thank her at Brigid.”

	Stowne sighs as they sit back. “Yes, that is on the horizon.”

	“No, honey. Don’t worry over it yet.” I’ll be living with the Hunters between Brigid and Beltane, from February to May. It’s part of the deal Stowne struck with Dane to save my life. “Let’s get through these holidays first.”

	“There’s still Christmas, New Year’s Eve,” Aubrey counts on his fingers. “New Year’s Day, Old Christmas, my birthday—”

	“You’re going to run out of fingers at this rate.” I laugh. “One day at a time, okay?”

	“You are correct.” Stowne’s mouth relaxes, and their eyes soften. “Holidays first.”

	I set the book back into its box and close the lid, resting my hand on the top. “It’s getting late, y’all, and I gotta work in the morning.” I managed two days off, but that means working every day until Christmas Eve.

	“Yeah, I go in too.” Aubrey steps into Rayne’s arms. “Is it time for bed, yet?”

	“Not before you get your gift.” Rayne wraps their water robes around Aubrey’s waist and pulls him close. “Let’s go.”

	“Do I need my coat or…” There isn’t any answer from Rayne because they’re gone.

	“Night, Aub. Sleep tight.” I chuckle as I look at Stowne. “I really do work tomorrow morning. I’m opening.”

	“Hmm. Very well.” Stowne sets the box on the table between the chairs. “Yes, it is late.” They’re staring at me in that certain way. It’s a glint in their eye, a sparkle. They’re up to something, and they’re excited about it.

	“I’ll take you home, Tess.” Gan helps my great aunt to her feet then scoops her into their arms, whispering something in her ear that makes her giggle like a teenager.

	“Night all. Happy Yule!” Aunt Tess waves at us over Gan’s shoulder, and I see them step off the porch and rise from sight.

	“Good night!” Stowne closes the door and turns around. “Gan is taking Tess to their space.”

	“You mean we’re alone?”

	“Birdie is around, so not completely.” Stowne pulls me to them. “We are leaving this night as well, for a few hours, but I promise you’ll get some sleep.”

	“Let me get your gift before we go.” I reach beneath the holiday tree for the red paper bag decked with gold ribbon containing Stowne’s present. “All right. Let’s go.” I’m used to flying off hither, tither, and yon with my elemental spouse, but we never leave the realm. Stowne’s limited by the mountain’s boundaries, so we’ll easily get back home when it’s time. “Do I need my coat?”

	“Not with my presence.” Stowne spins into an earthen column that surrounds me. “Hold your breath.”

	A spin and a few sneezes later we’re… “Oh. My. Gods.” There’s no light here besides Stowne’s energy, and this place extends far beyond that. “How far underground are we?”

	“Deep enough that this space stays perpetually warm.” Stowne’s manifested in their Human form because I feel their arms around me. “The water comes from above ground, so it is not warm at present, but there is a beach and—”

	“A beach?” I look in every direction but see nothing besides Stowne and their glow. “Can we raise the lights?”

	“You know how. Create a ball of light and push that out.” Stowne tenses against me when I concentrate my energy, in my gut because that’s where I think it should build. I push it from me, falling back against Stowne as it sails across the space.

	“Let me aid the trajectory.” They send a small ball of energy toward mine, knocking it higher in the air before combining with it, exploding like fireworks overhead to illuminate a huge limestone cavern. A pond with a white sand beach. Millions of years’ worth of layered stone. “Watch.” Stowne lifts their hand and lights rise at various points in the cavern. “I carved this with the idea of sharing with you someday, but I always thought it a work in progress and not worthy of your viewing. Now that you are immortal, my striving for perfection seems inconsequential, so I want your input and assistance.”

	“It’s perfect.” I want to explore the entire place, if that’s possible, but it extends beyond even Stowne’s lighting. “It’s humongous.”

	“It stretches for more than a mile, yes, but it rests entirely inside our realm.” Stowne points to an area just to our right and off the beach. “I shaped the stalactites and stalagmites to resemble trees and have kept the floor free of debris in hopes we can—”

	“Tag! You’re it!” I slap Stowne’s shoulder, unfurl my wings, and take to the air within three steps. Stowne’s created our custom playground. It’s our place, our eternal canvas. They’ve laid the underpainting, but we’ll do the rest together. “Catch me if you can!”

	“I will catch you.” Stowne reshapes into a dust cloud to chase me. My wings graze the water as I fly, but I know I’ll soon tire at this rate, so I dodge between the formations Stowne just spoke of, tucking my wings as I begin to run.

	I should’ve eaten lighter. But I’ve got energy to spare right now because I gorged.

	“And when I do—”

	“Wait.” I put on the brakes and turn to face them. “Your present first.” I run back onto the beach and grab the bag, holding it out to Stowne when they manifest in front of me in a rock and soil human-like shape. “Happy Yule.”

	“Happy Yule. You are very good to me.” They reach inside the bag when I open it, pulling out a leather cord holding a wrapped copper wire Tree of Life pendant threaded with crystal beads and green glass leaves. “It is lovely.” They cradle the necklace in their hands. “You made this?”

	“Yeah, I watched a video in the backroom at work one afternoon then put it together during my lunch hour over a couple of weeks. It’s the only way I could hide it. Let me put it on you.” I slide the necklace over their head when they stoop. “You’ve got me with you twenty-four seven now.”

	“You already were but, yes, now I have tangible evidence.” Stowne sweeps me into their arms to kiss me. “Thank you, and I love you too.” They lead me back into the underground forest they’ve created. “Where were we?”

	“About…here!” I slap their shoulder as I run past, my hand slipping through their sandy form as I dash between the limestone trees. “But you gotta catch me to get your second gift!”

	 

	


XIII

	 

	Sharing Peace

	 

	December 25: Christmas Dinner

	“A good day to celebrate family.” Ivan walks around the kitchen table, shakin’ down the taters as he calls it, in a slow, belly-filled lope that ends behind Mama. “What’s the matter, Nida? You’ve been quiet since we got here this mornin’.” The house is a mess of holiday cheer. Aubrey’s hooked his iPod to speakers so holiday music wafts through the house. Gift bags and paper scraps litter the living room floor, but our gifts to each other are frugal and needed, just like I remember. Aunt Tess has made Stowne and me a new quilt, and we’ve given Tess the cast iron Dutch oven she’s asked for. The biggest gift, however, was for Betty. We all chipped in to buy her a full-featured sewing machine. It isn’t new, but it’s in excellent shape, and she cried when she unwrapped it.

	“Nothin’s wrong’.” Mama flicks her eyes my direction then turns them to Ivan, who’s hand she clutches when it touches her shoulder. “Nothin’ at all. I just over ’et.”

	“You barely touched your food, so we all know that ain’t the problem.” He steps over the bench to sit beside her. “Come on. Say what’s troublin’ you. It’s Christmas, a time for blessin’s and warm hearts.”

	“No, Ivan. I can’t.” Mama’s eyes are back on me. “It’ll ruin Christmas.”

	“What about me?” I return her gaze. Whatever’s bothering her, it’s no longer my wings, and she’s called Stowne by the correct pronouns, by they and them, since Yule, so… Let’s get it over with. “Come on. We still got dessert to eat, and I don’t want something hanging over us.”

	“You...” She narrows her eyes as she rises, her hands folded across her belly like she’s about to speak a prayer. “I worry about all y’alls souls aside from Ivan’s. All you people that is. Aubrey, you don’t believe in anything.”

	“I’m a deist, Aunt Nida. We’ve talked about this before. I believe in a higher power, but I don’t know what that power is, aside from nature.” He gives me a small nod, hugs the pillow Betty made from his old unicorn shirt, and leans toward Rayne, who smiles happily.

	“All right. Aub’s a de-ismist. Tess is a mountain witch. Betty’s…” Mama stares at Betty. “What are you again?”

	“I was raised Catholic, but I’m no longer practicing. Why?” Betty draws out the question and grabs Pyre’s hand. She’s bracing. We’re all bracing. Mama might well be heading into one of her delusional, holy-roller moments, something no one here, especially love-and-acceptance-preaching Ivan, appreciates.

	“Betty’s one of them Catholics, and Cent… well, she’s everything she is with wings too.” Mama’s face begins to cloud. “Hell is real. Hell is—”

	“No one here is questioning our beliefs.” Ivan rises. “Let’s take a walk so you can collect your thoughts.” He touches her arm, and she shrieks, jerking away.

	“I don’t need to collect nothin’!”

	Stowne places their hand over mine when it draws into a fist beneath the table. This is Mama’s holiday. We respect her values. We don’t question, so… “Speak calmly to her,” Stowne whispers. “Speak peace.”

	Gods help me, I’m trying. I’m… “Mama, please.” Stowne keeps me down when I try to rise. “Let’s have some dessert.”

	“Black… winged…”

	Don’t say it. I close my eyes. My mother’s slipping into an ugly delusion. It’s more likely to happen during the holidays because they’re stressful, because they disrupt the routine people like Mama need, and… “Psalm Twenty-Three.” I speak over Mama’s shouting. “The Lord’s my shepherd. I shall not want. He makes me down to lie…” That’s not the right phrasing at all. “He makes me down to lie—”

	“In pastures green.” Ivan smiles when Mama quiets. “See, Nida. Cent not only knows her Bible, but she knows earlier versions too.”

	“Is e Dia fhein as buachaill dhomh, cha bhi mi ann an dith.” My own voice startles me. What’d I just say?

	“She’s speakin’ gibberish!” Mama’s nearing panic, and I can’t entirely disagree. “Those wings have marked her!”

	“Nida. No.” Aunt Tess stands with Gan’s assistance. “She’s speakin’ the Bible in Gaelic.”

	“Scots Gaelic,” says Betty. “Some of the churches still sing in it near where I’m from.” She furrows her brows when Ivan stares at her. “I’m from Maine, remember? You can still hear church hymns in Scots Gaelic up in Nova Scotia. I worked the fishing boats up there before I transitioned.” She clears her throat. “Say something else, Cent. Your mother needs to hear it.”

	“Bheir e fa-near gu’n laighinn sios air cluainean glas le sith. In green pastures he leadeth me the quiet waters by.” My Gaelic voice is singing, and I’m translating in my regular voice. The Gaelic isn’t exactly pretty, but it’s familiar, and Mama returns to her seat to listen.

	“Is fos ri taobh nan aibhnichean theid seachad sios gu mall, a ta e ga mo threorachadh, gu min reidh anns gach ball. My soul he doth restore again, and me to walk doth make within the paths of righteousness e’en for His own namesake.”

	“That was beautiful, Cent.” Mama’s completely calm and smiling. “Can you sing us some more after dessert?”

	“Sure, Mama. I’m glad you like it.” I have no idea what I’m doing, or how I’m going to continue, so… Dane’s gift. “Someone cut me a piece of that cheesecake. I’ll be right back.” I head to my bedroom, and Stowne follows, curious by the way they hover behind me.

	“Are you remembering?”

	“Yeah, I am.” I remember being in Jonesborough when I got that book in 1860, but I didn’t purchase it from a book shop. Rather, I borrowed it from my nephew because it reminded me of Ireland, which I sometimes longed for. “I remember Gaelic, honey, most of it anyway, and I think I can read it too.” I grab the Psalms of David in Metre from its box, and my nineteenth-century copy of the King James Bible too. It’s tucked full of notes and early pictures, even one of my elder male self that life. No one smiled back then, so I look stern, but that’s okay. I remember smiling and laughing a lot that life and being at Stowne’s side for more than fifty years. “Did you see how Mama calmed when I sang?”

	“Yes, I did. She has past-life memories of that language.” Stowne’s putting it together nearly as fast as I am, and they take the Bible when I have trouble carrying it. “But she cannot fully access those memories because—”

	“Of the spells and medications.” I clutch the Psalms to my chest and return to the kitchen, smiling when I see both a slice of cherry cheesecake and a piece of rum cake, the only dessert Betty says she can do justice to, waiting for me. Mama finds comfort in the Gaelic, so I’m going to culture that feeling inside her.

	“What’s that?” Mama points to what I’m holding.

	“After we eat and make coffee.” Stowne and I set the books on the end of our bench.

	“Coffee’s already makin’, but I’m gettin’ cocoa.” Mama still looks a little confused after we clear our plates and adjust our belts, but at least she’s calm, so calm that Ivan’s shoulders drop and he jokes while we wait for the percolator. “Can I have whipped cream?”

	“And a candy cane?” Ivan’s holding her hand. “Merry Christmas, Nida.”

	“Merry Christmas, baby.” She kisses his cheek then looks at me. “Them books?”

	“Here.” I lift the big Bible onto the table and slide it to Ivan. “Turn to Psalm Twenty-Three, please.”

	Ivan grins at me as he opens the book to the exact location. “This is what you were singin’ earlier.”

	“It is.” It takes a minute, but I find exactly what I’m looking for. “Help Mama follow along, please.” I take a deep breath and begin to read. My pronunciation is horrific, but I don’t care. I’m soothing my mother, I’m bridging that gap that’s been between us for over a decade.

	“It’s beautiful.” Mama’s in tears by the time I finish the psalm. “And read so prettily by my fairy child.” She wipes her eyes and leans across the table to hug me. “I love you, Cent. You’re a great kid. I’m glad you’re back home.”

	My mother and I live in vastly different worlds, but we’ve managed to give each other the perfect gift. I’ve got her acceptance, and she finds peace every time I open the Psalms of David in Metre and read to her in bad Scots Gaelic. I don’t know if that was King Dane’s intent or not, and Stowne says they don’t know either, but if it guides Mama back to earth, if it grounds her and brings her peace, it’s worth my effort.

	And I can’t help but try every time I see her smile.
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