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Chapter one

Two Kitchens
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“We have been driving forever,” I whined. 

“We have not.” Dan didn’t take his eyes from the road, which was smart. We were about halfway through our trip to Queens, and this leg involved traveling on a stretch of road in Connecticut that was first constructed almost one hundred years ago. This historically significant highway was extremely narrow, packed with twists and turns, and had a bazillion on ramps, so other cars were constantly being fired at us like the silver orbs in a pinball game. 

“We’ll be there soon,” Dan continued. “Hour, hour and a half, maybe. Two hours, tops.”

He reached over and set his hand on my knee, and I did my best to keep my grumbling to myself. The entire reason we were heading to Queens was so Dan could introduce me to his family. It was also the first time he’d gone home in a few years, so that made this trip extra stressful for both of us.

As if that wasn’t enough, this was Christmas week, and Dan’s family was all about the holidays. Word on the street was his father might dress up as Santa.

“How long has it been since you went back home for Christmas?” I asked. 

“Four years,” he replied. “After Charlotte died, it was just too much, what with everyone else getting married and having kids. Don’t get me wrong, I was happy for all of them, but I needed to find my own place in the world.”

“I get it.” My life had quite literally been laid out for me from the day I was born. As the scion of the magically gifted Moore line, my destiny was to become Mistress of Seers. I finally accepted the position a few months ago, but after some time traveling and reality altering situations that escalated from annoying to awful, I walked away from my birthright. That meant no one was leading the seers, but you know what? They’re all grownups. They can sort themselves out, and leave me out of their drama.

Now that I’d left wrangling the seers behind, I was figuring out my new life with Dan. He had also recently left his career as a police officer, and we’d gone into business together in my newly reformed private detective agency, Nine Lives Investigations. So far, all of our cases had been boring, and I liked that. We’d already had enough excitement to last us the rest of our lives.

There was also the fact that we were sort of, kind of married, and as far as I knew Dan had yet to share that detail with his parents.

“Have you warned anyone about our handfasting?” I asked. “Or are we just going to walk in wearing matching rings and see how long it takes them to notice?”

“They know.”

I did an actual double take. “They do? Since when?”

“I told Alicia,” he began, “and she told Ma. Once you tell my mother something everyone knows, and the fastest way to get news to Ma is to tell Alicia.”

Alicia was the youngest sibling, and the one Dan talked to the most often, probably because he was the second youngest. Solidarity against the older kids and all. “Have you talked to your parents directly?”

“About us?”

“About anything.”

“No.”

If he hadn’t been driving, I would have smacked him. “Dan. You talk to your mother all the time, but you never mentioned a fricken’ serious relationship? What the hell are we walking into?”

“Ma doesn’t like to learn things over the phone,” he said. “She likes to get news in person. That’s why we tell Alicia stuff, so she can deliver it to Ma. And my father doesn’t use the phone.”

“What? How does he communicate?”

Dan shrugged. “He’s old school.”

“The telephone was invented in the eighteen seventies, and I’m pretty sure your father was born afterward!”

His gaze slid toward me, then back to the road. “Was yours?”

“Actually, yes.” My father was only one hundred and seventeen years old, of which Dan was quite aware. “Seriously, will they be okay with us dropping all of this on them at once?”

“They will be,” Dan said. “It really doesn’t matter what they’ve already heard. My parents aren’t going to form an opinion about you one way or the other until they meet you in person, and see how you react.”

“React to what?”

“Everything.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Almost three hours later, we pulled up in front of Dan’s grandmother’s house in Queens. It was a split level ranch, and according to Dan, this was where his entire extended family congregated over the holidays. The family was so big the house had two kitchens, one on the first floor where his mother cooked, and one in the basement for his grandmother. 

“If it’s your gran’s house, why does she get stuck cooking in the basement?” I asked, as we got out of the car.

“The downstairs kitchen is the better one,” Dan replied. “Nonna holds court down there like an empress. You’ll see.”

I gazed up at the house. It was nowhere near as old or as big as the place I grew up in, but it was imposing in its own way. “I can’t wait.”

“Come on, babe.” Dan took my hand. “They’re gonna love you. Promise.”

We left our luggage in the car, since we’d opted for a hotel room instead of staying in the family home. According to Dan, he’d already spent plenty of years fighting his brothers for equal time in the bathroom, and he was ready to move on. As we climbed the front steps, I wondered if Dan finally coming home was almost too much for him to handle, and he’d booked the hotel as a way for him to duck out when he needed to.

Dan opened the front door, and yelled, “Ma, Dad? Nonna? We’re here!”

I expected a crowded room packed with unfamiliar faces. Instead, the front room was empty, and the house was dead quiet. “Is anyone home?” I asked.

“Someone’s always here,” he replied, then we heard footsteps on the stairs. A few moments later, a petite brunette woman burst into the room and leapt into Dan’s arms.

“I missed you so much, Danny,” the woman said. “You got here just in the nick of time!”

“Nick of time for what?” Dan asked, then he remembered me. “Alicia, this is Eliza. Eli, this is my younger sister.”

“Youngest sister,” Alicia amended, then she extricated herself from Dan and faced me. She was as pretty as Dan was handsome, and the way she clasped her hands over her heart and grinned told me that at least one of Dan’s siblings was glad to meet me. “Eliza, I am so happy to finally meet you! Danny’s told me all about you!”

“Has he?” I asked, wondering just how well informed his family actually was.

“You know how Danny’s a chatterbox,” Alicia said, “but he didn’t mention how beautiful you are.”

“I said she’s gorgeous,” Dan said.

“Not this gorgeous,” Alicia shot back, then she pulled me in for the biggest bear hug. “Aww, I’m so happy you’re here!”

“I’m happy too.” I patted Alicia’s back, while Dan grinned at us. “You said we got here in the nick of time?”

Alicia stepped back from me, and said, “Oh, it’s awful. Ma and Nonna got in a fight, and then Carmelo and Joey took all the kids to the park, and now I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

Dan crossed his arms over his chest. “What’s the fight about?”

“Nonna wants to make fried calamari tonight, but Ma wants to have it on Christmas Eve,” Alicia replied.

“You can’t have calamari on both days?” I asked, emphasis on the you. There was no way I was eating fried squid bits for dinner. Dan and Alicia both looked at me like I’d grown a new head. 

“Both days?” Alicia shook her head. “That won’t work.”

“Will it be a calamari catastrophe?” I asked, and Alicia giggled.

“Danny, I like her,” Alicia said, to Dan’s obvious relief. “Come on. I need you to smooth things over with Ma while I show Eliza the wine cabinet.”

Before I could protest, Alicia looped her arm with mine and led me deeper into the house, with Dan trailing close behind us. As we passed the stairs, I heard a scream come from the floor above. Since Alicia didn’t react, I assumed it was a spirit, and, thanks to years of practice ignoring supernatural occurrences while in mundane situations, I kept a straight face. But Dan heard it, too.

“What was that?” Dan demanded. “Who’s upstairs?”

“No one,” Alicia replied. “Ma’s in the dining room, and Nonna’s downstairs. Other than the five of us, no one else is home.”

Dan nodded, then he looked at me and shrugged. If he and I both heard the scream, but no one else did, that confirmed it was a spirit. I sighed, and realized my seer abilities would be needed right here in his family’s house.

Merry Christmas to me.


      [image: image-placeholder]My tour of the wine cabinet began with Alicia showing me around the living room. It was a large space, with a sunken conversation pit in the center of the room that was straight out of the seventies. Behind the conversation pit was a built in wine cooler. Alicia pulled a bottle out of the cooler and poured me a very full glass of Chardonnay. 

“Unless you’d prefer red,” Alicia said, as an afterthought. “I just figured white was a good choice, since it’s still daytime.”

“White is great,” I said, as I accepted the cold glass. The glass hadn’t been chilled beforehand; the entire house was cold, as if someone forgot to pay the heating bill. And for the record, I had never drunk different colors of wine or anything else based on the time of day. Must be a New York thing. “Thank you,” I said, as I sipped the wine.

“You are so welcome,” Alicia said, as she emptied out the bottle into her glass. “Come on. I’ll show you the dining room, and you can meet Ma.”

We entered the dining room, which was even larger than the living room. This house was turning out to be positively palatial. The dining room was dominated by a long wooden table surrounded by a dozen chairs, with more pushed up against the far wall. Based on the size of the house and the ample seating, I was beginning to wonder if Dan was related to everyone in Queens.

Speaking of Dan, he was standing in front of the table and next to a woman who looked like an older version of him. She had the same dark eyes and dark curly hair, and, based on the way she was scowling at Dan, they had matching tempers, too.

“They look happy,” I murmured.

“It always starts this way,” Alicia replied. “Ma gets mad, then her and Danny argue a bit, then he calms her down. It’ll be good. You’ll see.” Alicia took a breath and squared her shoulders, then she approached them. “Ma, look! Eliza’s here!”

Dan’s mother looked toward us, and her scowl deepened. Great. “Alicia, you gave her wine before you took her coat? Who raised you?”

“Sorry, Ma,” Alicia said, as her mother grabbed the glass from my hand and set it on the table, then she manhandled me out of my leather jacket. 

“Poor thing will collapse from heat stroke if she keeps this coat on,” Dan’s mother said. Actually, hypothermia was more of an imminent danger in this frigid house, but I kept that observation to myself. “I’m Patty, by the way,” she added.

“I’m Eli, but you knew that.” Patty forced a smile and thrust my glass toward me. As she did, she caught sight of the tattoos scattered across my forearms. Thanks to my father’s work as the seers’ marksman, I had quite the collection of protection sigils, along with the bright blue seer’s mark on my wrist.

“Aren’t you colorful,” Patty said as she draped my jacket over the back of a chair. “None of my children have tattoos.”

“But I want one,” Alicia chimed in.

Dan cleared his throat. “I have one.”

Patty’s eyes widened. “You do? Oh, my God. Show it to me! No, wait, don’t.” She shook out her hands. “I don’t want to know. Anyway, like I said, Nonna’s being totally unreasonable. You should go talk to her.”

“I’m talking to you,” Dan said.

“I can talk to Nonna,” I offered, since it looked like there was a lot more was going on between Dan and his mother than a discussion about a dinner menu, and I was the outsider. “Is she in the downstairs kitchen?”

Patty regarded me. “She is. Before you go, Eliza, tell me what you think about us having calamari for dinner tonight?”

“Being that I don’t cook, I always leave the menu choices to those that do,” I replied. No way was I taking a side before I understood the stakes. “I’m sure anything you make will be delicious.”

Patty nodded, then she indicated the far side of the room. “Good answer. The stairs are there.”

“I’ll be down in a minute,” Dan said. I flashed him a smile, then I crossed the room and went down to the basement kitchen.

Based on the room’s description, I’d expected it to be a kitchen in a basement. In reality, there was a whole second house nestled downstairs, with a dining room and full bathroom right off the stairs, while the kitchen was at the end of a short hallway. The bottom floor was set up more like an in-law apartment than a basement, which was nice. I liked it when people took care of their elders.

I stood in the kitchen doorway, and saw a woman bustling around over the stove. She had dark hair pinned up under a bright blue scarf, and was wearing a navy blue housedress and slippers. Since I didn’t want to startle her, I knocked on the doorframe.

“Si?” she said as she turned to face me. “Chi sei?”

“Io sono Eliza,” I replied, then I switched to English. “I’m here with Dan.”

“Ah. The new wife.” Nonna pointed toward the stools lined up at the counter. “Sit, and I feed you. You speak Italian?”

“Only a little,” I said as I took a seat. “My best friend is from Italy. She taught me some.”

Nonna’s head bobbed. “What part of Italy?”

“Apulia,” I replied. “She lived on a farm that had orange groves.”

“Ah,” Nonna said with a smile. “To live in the sun like that is a good life. You always have wine before dinner?”

“Oh, no.” I pushed my glass away. In reality, I hardly drank at all, since alcohol tended to mess with my foresight. The last things I needed to deal with were inaccurate predictions and meaningless visions. “Alicia gave it to me. She was so excited, and I didn’t want to say no.”

“Alicia is a good girl.” Nonna confiscated my glass and set it next to the stove. “You like coffee?”

“I love coffee!”

Nonna laughed, then she returned to the counter with two cups of coffee. After she set them down, she brought over a platter of biscotti.

“This better than wine, no?”

“Definitely.” I grabbed a biscotti and dunked it in my coffee. “Thank you.”

“You a seer?”

I froze with my biscotti mid-dunk. “How did you know?”

She jerked her chin toward my left wrist. “You mark,” she replied, then she laid her left arm palm up on the counter. In the same location I was marked, Nonna had a tattoo of her own. Instead of being an abstract bit of circles and lines like mine was, her mark was a stylized fleur-de-lis. “I get mine in Benevento on my sixteenth birthday.”

“Dan has a mark, too,” I said, since I obviously didn’t need to keep supernatural secrets from Nonna. “I gave it to him, so he could sense magic. What’s up with the mad spirit upstairs?”

Nonna sighed. “That my husband. He love attention, but I tell everyone to ignore him.”

“Dan’s grandfather is trapped in the house?”

“Oh, no, he no related to Danny. Upstairs is my first husband.”








  
  

Chapter two

The Legendary Lyons Charm


[image: image-placeholder]




I watched Eli disappear down the stairs to Nonna’s kitchen, wishing I could go with her. But Nonna was a sweetheart, and Eli could take care of herself. Besides, I needed to handle one situation at a time. After one last glance at the stairs, I faced my mother.  

“You could have been a little nicer to Eli,” I said. 

“You could have been a little more forthcoming about getting married again,” Ma retorted. “Maybe invite your mother to the wedding?”

“The wedding was small,” I said. “And it wasn’t really a wedding. Everything happened pretty fast.”

“Why so fast?” Ma asked. “Did you two get drunk in Vegas and go to one of those tourist chapels?”

“No, but that would have been fun.” When Ma narrowed her eyes at me, I continued, “We were visiting some of Eli’s relatives, and one of them performs handfastings. I’d never heard of one, so I asked him a few questions about it. Turns out, it’s basically a marriage ceremony. Later on, I asked Eli how she felt about getting handfasted, and she said yes. So, we did it.”

“That’s it?” Ma demanded. “Is this even legal?”

I shrugged. “It’s more of a declaration of intent, where the couple chooses how long they want to stay together.”

“And what did you two declare?” Ma asked.

“We declared that we would remain a couple forever,” I replied; when I closed my eyes, I could still see Eli smiling up at me as she said she’d take forever with me. “We both chose forever.”

“That’s so romantic,” Alicia said, as she clasped her hands over her heart. I glanced at her wineglass and wondered how much of that stuff she’d had. “So it was love at first sight, and then you whisked her away for a handfasting.”

“It was not exactly love at first sight,” I said. “Eli and I have known each other for a long time. It was years before she’d give me the time of day.”

“What changed her mind?” Ma asked.

I spread my arms wide and grinned. “The legendary Lyons charm, of course.”

Alicia laughed, and Ma scoffed. “Real charming, Danny,” Ma said, then she walked toward the kitchen. “Did you eat yet? Or have you come here starved as usual?”

“We ate before we left.” If Ma was trying to feed me, she wasn’t mad any longer. I hoped. “Why, did you cook something?”

Ma stopped walking and glared at me over her shoulder. “Daniel Edward Lyons, sit down so I can make you a plate.”

I sat at the kitchen table as ordered, even though that was where the kids ate. Yeah, I saw what she was doing there. “I’m sorry you weren’t there when we had the ceremony. Eli and I made a spur of the moment decision. We weren’t trying to exclude anyone.”

Ma harrumphed, then she set a roast beef sandwich in front of me. “Regardless of how it happened, I’m glad you found someone. Everyone deserves to find their partner, and be happy.” She paused, and asked, “You’re sure about Eliza?”

“I am, Ma,” I said. “From the first moment I saw her, I was sure.”

Ma smiled and ducked her head. “That’s wonderful. Now I just need to find partners for your sisters.”

“Good luck with that,” I said, but I really only meant that comment toward the older two. Alicia was kind and intelligent and told great jokes, and anyone would be lucky to be with her. Theresa and Dolores were in their own world. I saw a flat of plants sitting on the floor near the back door. “Is that this year’s crop of mistletoe?”

“It is. We picked it up yesterday.”

Sandwich in hand, I wandered over to the flat and had a peek inside. Laying in neat little rows were dozens of bundles of mistletoe, each one tied with a red ribbon and decorated with a sparkling glass flower. My mother loved to decorate for Christmas, and she made a big deal about keeping all of the decorations up until a week after New Year’s Day. Yeah, we were that house, with the ten miles of colored lights in the yard and an animatronic Frosty the Snowman on the front lawn. There used to be a Santa Claus display that went up on the roof, but a few of my brothers destroyed that years ago during a prank gone wrong. Ma could never figure out who the responsible party was, which was the only reason she hadn’t tanned the main perpetrator’s hide. Instead, when we wouldn’t rat out the one who came up with that caper, we were all grounded for a month.

Suddenly, something glinted from inside the flat of mistletoe. I pushed the plants aside, searching for the source of the light, and realized that each bundle was glowing with the unmistakable aura of magic.

“Do you think Eliza is all right downstairs with Nonna?” Ma asked, rousing me from my investigation of the plants.

“I’m sure she’s fine,” I replied. “Eli gets along with everyone. She flashes that thousand watt smile of hers, and people start telling her their life stories. Eli wears her heart on her sleeve, and people sense how good she is. I’ve never met anyone who wasn’t charmed by her.”

Ma stopped was she was doing and smiled at me. “You really love her.”

“Yeah,” I said, as I picked one of the mistletoe sprigs and twirled it around my fingers. Magic swirled around it like a trail of red light. “I really do.”

“I’m sure she and I will get along just fine,” Ma said. “We just need to get to know each other.” My mother patted my arm, then she returned to whatever she had going on the stove. I set down the mistletoe, and frowned. Strong magic was emanating from each one of these plants, but who would enchant a bunch of mistletoe? My mother had been getting her mistletoe from the same farm every year since she’d gotten married. Had the mistletoe always been soaked in magic, or was this new?

I finished my sandwich, then I put my plate in the dishwasher. “I’m going to check on Eli.”

“Miss her already?” Ma teased.

“You know it,” I replied, and while that was true, I had a secondary motive. If these plants were enchanted, Eli would know what to do. No one understood poisonous plants better than my wife.








  
  

Chapter three

Drama Llama
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After I got over the initial shock of Nonna being a seer, and that she was all right with her first husband’s ghost screaming up a storm from the second floor, we had a great time chatting. She told me stories about how Dan and his siblings used to run amok as children, and how Dan was always the peacemaker between everyone, even the older kids. He also ran interference between his mother and the rest of the family, and, according to Nonna, they’d sorely needed him the past few years. 

“Patty, she mean well, but she can be a little much,” Nonna said. “You need to let the kids make their own mistakes. It how we all learn.”

“I hear ya,” I said, as I thought about some of my own mistakes. I’d made some real whoppers over the years, but I wouldn’t say they taught me anything useful, except for the importance of hiding the evidence. “So how many seers are out here in Queens? Do you have a community?”

“No like we had in the old country,” Nonna replied. “When I first come here there were a few witches in the neighborhood, but they moved on.”

“Interesting.” The more I thought about Dan’s grandmother being a seer, the more it made sense. Dan had amazing intuition, and the seer’s mark I’d tattooed on him had given him an extreme sensitivity to magic I hadn’t anticipated. If he’d had some supernatural blood in him all along, that explained a few things.

Speaking of Dan, he was still upstairs with his mother and sister. “How do you think it’s going up there with the three of them?”

Nonna shrugged, and made a noncommittal gesture. “Patty will pretend she mad or sad, and it will be up to Danny to snap her out of it. Then everything be fine.”

I leaned across the counter and said, “Patty sounds like a drama llama.”

Nonna burst into laughter. “She is llama,” she agreed, then she got up and made her way toward the stove. I hadn’t moved since Nonna had offered me a seat at the counter, but she got up every few minutes to check the pots on the stove, or refill our coffee cups and bring over more cookies or other treats. After all of those refills, I was so caffeinated I could hear color. “Patty try her best, though. She loves her babies. Sometimes I think she love Danny most of all.”

“He is pretty lovable.” I stirred my spoon in my coffee, and watched all the biscotti crumbs get swept up in a tiny whirlpool. “But you knew that.”

“I did.” Nonna returned to her seat across the counter, and held out her hand. After a moment, I realized she wanted to see my rings. I set my hand in hers, and watched as she scrutinized my jewelry. One was a plain white gold band that matched Dan’s, while the other had an oval sapphire surrounded by tiny white diamonds.

“Danny pick these out for you?” she asked.

“Actually, that is a really long story,” I replied. “The short version is that the rings found us.”

“Happens to our kind,” she said, as she patted and then released my hand. “That how you know the gods approve. They start leaving things in your path.”

“Really.” I never considered that these rings—which we’d found in our closet while trapped in an alternate reality—were a gift from a higher power. When we had come across them, I’d been so concerned with fixing the broken timeline I hadn’t thought much about them at all. “Is that how you met your husband? Did the gods send you a sign?”

She laughed softly. “If anything, they send a warning.”

Before I could ask why she’d needed a warning, I heard someone coming down the stairs. Without turning around, I knew it was Dan.

“My two favorite girls,” he said, when he entered the kitchen. “Nonna, I don’t know what you’re cooking but it smells great!” He kissed his grandmother’s cheek, then he came around the counter and pulled up a stool next to me. “You two getting to know each other?”

“Eliza speak Italian,” Nonna said, with a knowing look. “We get along just fine.”

“Nonna gave me coffee,” I said. “And biscotti!”

“I told you, she’s an empress down here.” Dan had no sooner said the words than Nonna brought him a cup of coffee. “Grazie, Nonna.”

“I have never heard you speak a word of Italian before,” I said, as I grabbed my third biscotti.

“I save it up for when I’m home.” He drank some coffee. “Alicia’s got Ma distracted up there. She really liked you.”

I almost asked if he meant his sister or his mother, but I feared I already knew the answer to that. “Alicia said the rest of your family went to a park?”

“Some are at the park, some went shopping.” He fidgeted with his cup and saucer. “They’ll all be here soon.”

I scooted closer to him, and laid my head on his shoulder. “Remember, no matter what happens today or any day, your mother will always win over my mother. Always.”

He laughed softly, and kissed my hair. “Yeah, there’s that.”

Nonna watched the two of us and smiled. “Look at you two. Such love. Now, you eat.” She turned to the stovetop and began wrestling a huge stockpot off the burner. Dan leapt to his feet and was at her side in an instant.

“Whoa, Nonna, let me help,” he said, but she shooed him away.

“You know Nonna strong,” she said. “You can get bowls.”

Dan did as ordered and retrieved a stack of bowls from the cabinet. Nonna ladled food into each bowl, and had Dan bring them over to the counter.

“What’s this?” I asked, hoping it wasn’t fishy.

“Tortellini en brodo,” Nonna replied. “You eat now, Eliza.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Our bowls appeared to be filled with pasta in a clear broth without a speck of squid, and I was cool with that. I spooned up some broth, and sipped. It was good, fragrant and not too salty. 

Dan dropped his spoon. I looked toward him as spots danced before my eyes. I remember noticing that the spots were gold, instead of the usual black that heralded an upcoming loss of consciousness, and how pretty they were. Then I was out.
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