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CHAPTER 1







Being wicked is a choice. At least, I hope it is. 

Most families try to hide their sins away from prying eyes; mine erected a statue to commemorate theirs. Okay, that’s not entirely true. 

Homicidal witches turn to stone immediately and irrevocably. The murder of one of our own is the one crime for which, in our world, there is no redemption. I don’t know who makes the rules; I only know it happened to my grandmother. 

Nobody is sure exactly what went down that day, but when it was all over, my mother, Sylvana, was gone, presumed dead, leaving nothing behind but the charred mark of dark magic on the earth. Only the trees bore witness to the vile act that orphaned me.

However it happened, my walk to work every day took me right past a life-sized reminder of everything I never wanted to be. On the afternoon when everything began to change, I was running late to work, and my Nikes hit the pavement in speed-walker mode, so I only managed a handful of steps before something odd caught my eye. A flash of color blazed against the granite.

A blood-red rose with thorns the size of a baby’s thumb sent a flicker of ice up my spine and set the hairs on the back of my neck vibrating. A cloud of scent enticed me to lose myself in its sweet thrall, to test a finger against a petal to see if it was as soft as it looked. 

As much as I preferred to ignore this particular piece of my history, Clara drew my eye every time I passed by. That rosebush hadn’t been there the day before. Trust me; I’d have noticed, considering it was a month and a half too early for the delicate petals to thrive.

Immortalized in stone, my grandmother stared balefully back at me. No artist would ever be that skilled with a hammer and chisel; tendrils of hair whipped by wind or fire were picked out in exquisite detail around the face that haunted my dreams. Feral eyes, fixed on something in the distance, pierced through the granite. The fierce grimace of concentration that curled back her lips couldn’t hide that she had been a beautiful woman. No hooked nose or warts marred the perfection of her face. 

Even if Clara Balefire was evil to the bone, they’d been lovely bones. For that, at least, I was thankful, since those same bones had been handed down to me. It was uncanny how much I looked like her. Another fact I chose to try and ignore. 

Anyone who knew Clara points out how we could have been twins. Funny how no one ever mentions my mother. Speak the name Sylvana Balefire and those witches quickly find a stain on their shirt to fuss with, or a reason to bolt for the nearest exit.

Not that I have a lot of contact with the witch community. Whether it's because they know something about why my wicked grandmother murdered her poor, innocent daughter or they don't, I've never been certain. 

They're probably afraid my defect will rub off on them.

Powerful witchiness runs in my family. With a last name like Balefire, how could it not? 

My mom called me Alexis, which means protector. Alexis Balefire. Protector of the ritual flame. It’s a lot of name to carry, so I shortened it to Lexi. Alexis is a fighting goddess who wears armor, carries a shield, and wields a sword. Lexi is the cute girl next door who wears designer clothes, carries a purse, and wields a lipstick. 

That’s who I wanted to be; or, rather, that’s who I was destined to be. Call me shallow if you must, but saving the world isn’t on my to do list. I’ll settle for saving people from the perils of loneliness, and at least I’ll be able to sleep at night knowing I’m not in danger from any falling houses. Wicked witches never meet their ends in a calm and peaceful manner, of that I’m sure.

But Balefire isn’t just my last name; it’s also my responsibility. Don’t laugh, but an ancient Balefire lights up the fireplace in my living room, and since I have no other family to speak of, it’s my job to feed it enough magic to keep it burning. If the fire goes out, bad things will happen in the witch world. Crazy, right? 

Only one problem, though. The powerful magic running in the blood of my family passed right over me and, barring a miracle, at midnight on my rapidly-approaching twenty-fifth birthday, my fate would be sealed. 

Witch or no witch. Soon the decision would be final, and I had little hope of it turning out the way I wanted. Looking at it from the glass half-filled perspective, not getting my magic would take away the worry of following in my grandmother's wicked footsteps. 

But who wants half a glass of anything?

And being wicked is a choice I'd never make. I hoped. 

What little power I did have showed itself in a heightened sense of intuition—one that applied almost exclusively to interpersonal relationships. Which is just a fancy way of saying I’m a matchmaker with a particular proficiency for recognizing potential love connections when I see them. 

With no other skills to my credit, I used my limited powers to open up FootSwept Matchmaking, where word of mouth gets me as much business as I can handle, and allows me to help people fall in love almost every day. Who wouldn’t love a job like that?

My office sits on the corner of a tree-lined block of storefronts backed by a larger section of converted factory spaces. Fumbling in my purse for the keys, I glanced up at the broom and stars logo painted on the front window just above the slogan, Get Swept Away. A nod to witchery only those in my closest circle understand. Once the door slammed behind me, I fired up the coffee pot, then opened my battered day planner to check my schedule. 

I know, I know, I was a busy business woman in the 21st century; you’d think my entire life would be uploaded onto the cloud, but I was still attached to paper and lists. Somehow, the act of tracing the words, pressing pen to paper and leaving a physical mark on the page helped turn my intentions into actions. I don’t think anyone else would understand my system, but it worked for me. 

Not more than two seconds after I had settled in at my desk with a mug of steaming coffee, the phone began to ring and didn’t stop for the next two hours. Business tends to run fairly steadily, with spikes of increased activity around the holidays. Other than the week directly after Valentine’s day, my schedule is rarely overwhelmed; but lately, it was as though the entire city had become lovelorn—and nobody seemed able to sort it out for themselves. Not that I was complaining—but I don’t like to rush through my work, and an increase in demand meant I’d have to turn clients away if I couldn’t fit them into my schedule.

I slugged the last half of my coffee in one swallow, made a face at the now-tepid brew, and when a client I didn’t recognize stepped through the entryway, hit the button to send all calls straight to voicemail. 

“Are you the..the one? The matchmaker.” The harried woman asked in a tentative voice. Her eyes avoided meeting my gaze, and her cheeks blushed a delicate shade of crimson. She scanned the office for the trappings she expected to find. A computer and a camera set up to record a dating video. Finding neither, her eyes fixed back onto the edge of my desk. 

“I am. My name is Lexi Balefire. Can I help you?” I used my most welcoming voice and moved from behind my desk to lean down for a bit of eye contact. Thinking she needed a less formal setting, I led her to a cluster of armchairs occupying one corner of the room.

She sighed and sat down. “Probably not, I’m completely hopeless!” A tear formed in the corner of her eye, and she looked down at her trembling hands. Blond hair hung limply halfway down her back, and she wasn’t wearing a stitch of makeup. On one wrist rested a beautiful, engraved silver bracelet, and the sandals on her feet looked like quality leather to me—but the rest of her outfit was clearly composed of bargain bin pieces. Frugal and smart, my instincts screamed, but self-effacing to a fault.

“What’s your name?” I asked gently. 

“Oh, I’m sorry, how rude of me. I’m Mona. Mona Katz. It’s nice to meet you, Lexi.” Despite her obvious discomfiture, the grip of her handshake was firm and when she smiled, her face transformed into something lovely. 

I smiled and returned the sentiment. “Now, tell me your story,” I invited. This was the most important part of my job. Listening to the client is what activates my…magic might be the wrong word, but I can’t think of a better one unless it’s intuition. Magical intuition. 

“Well, I seem to just have the worst luck with men. Every one I’ve gone out with has some problem I think I can fix. They always start out nice but end up being jerks.”

At least she’d come to that conclusion on her own. One less problem for me to solve. 

“I know I’m not the whole package or anything; I’m just a plain-Jane pastry chef with a decent salary and an average body. I can take care of myself, but…I’m lonely.” Mona blurted, finally looking me in the eye.

That one glance confirmed my instincts were, as usual, spot on. There was strength in her, and grace as well. It was too bad she couldn’t see it for herself; Mona Katz had a self-image problem, but her priorities were in the right place. 

Most of the time, people hold themselves back from love—and they usually don’t realize they’re doing it. 

Squeezing her into my packed schedule would require a shoehorn if I was going to take her on. I already knew I would. The force was strong with this one. Forgive the movie reference, but that’s the best way to describe how I work. It’s actually quite simple. 

They talk, I listen, and eventually I get the buzz, the tingle. A tugging feeling that originates right behind my belly button, and if I follow the pull, it will lead me right to the perfect match. I’m almost never wrong. My friend and business partner, Flix, says I have an internal GPS, and it’s always set to romance. I tell him he’s being cheesy, but it’s as good a description of my methods as any.

The average amount of time it takes me to locate a match is two hours—longer if I have to go outside the city. Mona’s match was close. I could tell by the caliber of the sensation I was feeling. Really close, actually. 

“…utter disaster when I found out he was still married.” On a roll, Mona continued to tell me about the last time she had dated anyone. 

In the early days, with a match this close, I would have dragged her out into the street to engineer a first meeting right there and then. I’ve learned a lot in the last few years. No one wants to believe true love is that easy to find. They expect more pomp. More circumstance. I’ve learned to give it to them.

“And he was cheating on both of us. It was devastating.” I saw the ghosts of her sorrow reflected in Mona’s eyes. She hadn’t just been beaten up by love; she had been burned, stomped into the ground, and then buried. 

A boost of confidence is exactly what this woman needed, and I was more than prepared to give it to her.

I leaned back in my chair and looked at her thoughtfully for a moment, deciding that directness was the best option in this situation. “Mona, please don’t take this the wrong way, but I think maybe you aren’t giving yourself enough credit. You’re a smart, attractive woman—don’t roll your eyes, it’s true—but you have to believe that for yourself if you want someone else to see you that way. Will you trust me to help you?” 

She nodded hesitantly, and I went back over to my desk, pressed a button mounted beneath it, and marched over to a door in the corner most people assume opens into a closet. And while technically they’re correct, this isn’t where I keep my magic broom.

Indicating for Mona to follow me, I led her down a short hallway and into a large room, then spun around quickly to observe her reaction—this was my favorite part. 

Incredulity and delight vied for first place as her gaze bounced from the racks of clothing and accessories to the Wall of Shoes, as I liked to call it, and finally lit on a stunning man leaning against a barber’s chair and wielding a pair of gleaming gold scissors in his manicured fingertips.

Flix was pure manly perfection, personified, and he knew it. To regular humans who could not see past the glamour to his true face, he resembled a Greek god. Apollo or Adonis, too beautiful to be real. It was a damn shame the faeries on his mother's side of the family considered him an ugly duckling.

And if he was ugly, what order of magnitude would be considered handsome? Probably too much hotness to handle. But I will admit I'm curious. Who wouldn't be? 

Being only half of something was one of our common threads; Flix was half faerie and half human, and I was half human and half witch—which made neither of us one thing or the other. We also both loved old movies, the more chick-flicky the better.

Still, I was pretty attached to the whisper of power I did have and had wished to be a real witch on every star in the sky, plus twenty-four years of birthday candles, and about a thousand stray eyelashes. Meanwhile, Flix, who had magic in spades but no higher purpose to use it, would have done anything to be a regular human. 

“And what do we have here?” His melodic voice exaggerated for effect, rang out. “A beautiful Goddess, somewhere underneath all this…” he waved a hand theatrically and grimaced, “frump. Sit down, my love, and let me work my magic.” Any hope Mona might have had for a match between Flix and herself was dashed as it became clear that his tendencies leaned in the opposite direction.

Mona quietly accepted her fate and spent a solid hour chewing on the inside of her lip as Flix yanked unapologetically at her hair, painting strands into individual squares of aluminum foil and applying several colors of dye. While that was setting, he turned his attention to her face. With gentle hands, he applied soothing balms and makeup of his own creation before combing, cutting, and teasing Mona’s hair into submission.

While she was being poked and prodded, we learned that Mona was actually quite an accomplished pastry chef, and had recently taken a position at one of the best-kept secrets in town: Crumb, a bakery specializing in unique wedding and specialty cakes. We also learned that part of Mona’s problem on dates might be that she didn’t stop talking. Like, ever.

She told us about every dog she had owned since the puppy she got on her fifth birthday. And then went on to provide exquisite detail about the last four wedding cakes she’d made.

I sensed the incessant chatter was a nervous habit and hoped getting her a little more comfortable in her own skin would give her that bit of confidence she seemed to need.

When Flix finally, with a flourish and a self-satisfied “Voila!”, whirled her around to face the mirror Mona’s mouth dropped open in disbelief. 

Flix had worked with her natural hair color to create a dramatic multicolored effect, darker at the roots and fading subtly to golden blond at the ends. Layers framed her face, and long bangs swept across her forehead, enhancing her high cheekbones and bright blue eyes. Though he claimed not to use his magic on our clients, I sometimes wondered if he had a secret cache of faerie dust hidden in his apron pocket; but maybe he was just that good. 

“I…I can’t believe it.” Mona breathed, looking back and forth between Flix and me as if wondering who to thank first.

“It has been my pleasure, my dear. All I did was make you look more like you. The natural beauty was there, it only needed to be released. Feeling good about your appearance has more to do with displaying who you are on the inside! Now, let’s see what our Lexi can do about locating your soul mate.” 

Flix deposited a kiss on each of her cheeks, causing them to flush pink once more, and took his leave. With a noticeably lighter heart, Mona turned her head this way and that to get a good view in the mirror of what he had done.

“Does everyone get a makeover when they come here?” I could tell Mona was hoping she wasn’t a special case and that this was just how things worked at FootSwept.

Putting people together was serious business, and the last thing I wanted was to make any of my clients think that finding a soul mate hinged on such superficial things as appearance. I firmly believe that love comes from the inside, not the outside. Let’s face it, though. By the time most people get to me, they’ve been through the dating wringer, and a little pampering soothes the battle-weary soul. 

“Everyone gets what they need.” I hoped my answer was diplomatic enough. “Would you like to pick out something new to wear?”

“Is it part of the fee? I don’t want charity.” The vehemence in her voice suggested that she might have had to rely on the generosity of others in the past. “I have a great job. I can afford to pay.”

I laid a hand on Mona’s arm, “I’ll let you in on a little secret. I have deals with nearly every clothing store in town. They give me a rock bottom discount price in exchange for sitting in on job interviews to give insights on which applicants will make the best employees. The clothes are part of the service, but it’s up to you whether or not you want to choose an outfit.”

When Mona hit my closet full of goodies, it was with a spring in her step. No woman could resist picking through that many pairs of boots.

“You hang onto those clothes for your date, and I’ll work my magic. I’ll call you in a few days, and we’ll take the next step.” I promised, sending her on her way and locking the door behind her. It was well past my official closing time, but I had no intention of heading home just yet, so I pressed the button under my desk again, and Flix appeared before me as if out of the ether.

“Glass of wine before you head for home?” He guessed and pulled a bottle of my favorite red out of his back pocket. “Or do you need a place to crash?” His affected accent was gone in the absence of paying clients, and he was back to being my regular old Flix. If you can call a sexy faerie man regular at all.

“An adamant yes to the former, and a regretful no to the latter. I’m going to have to bite it and see what havoc has been wreaked since I left this morning.” Did I forget to mention that Flix isn’t the only faerie in my life? 

Most of my kind only have one faerie godmother—they’re sort of like guardian angels for witches—but my sordid past had left me with three, and trust me, that’s two too many. What’s more, being sisters, they didn’t always get along. 

Witches rarely, if ever, meet their Fae benefactors and I was probably the first in history to live with one, though since the house we all occupied belonged to my grandmother, technically they lived with me. The four of us made an odd family, but it was the only family I’d ever known. 

Hinting that I might be old enough to be on my own made them laugh, and not in such a nice way, either. I guess, compared to the few thousand they'd admit to, my paltry twenty-four years seemed about a minute long to the godmothers. Probably why they treated me like a child half the time. 

Flix handed me a glass, and I swirled it around for a moment before taking a longer sip than necessary. 

“With Vaeta back from the underworld, it’s been a little on the cray-cray side at my place. They’ve crammed a hundred years-worth of fighting into the span of six months, and they have no consideration for the fact that some of us need our beauty sleep."

If that sounded like envy, it wasn't. Much. 

"I finally had to beg Terra to put a quiet charm on my bedroom." 

Topping off my glass again, Flix quirked an eyebrow at my tone. "And how did that work out?"

"She made it so I can’t hear anything at all when I’m in there; not my alarm, or my phone, or even my mp3 player. It’s just completely silent now, which is even more annoying than the racket, and she won’t lift the spell. But I’m the one acting childish?” 

I ranted on while Flix finished off the bottle. “Not to mention, business has picked up exponentially lately. I’m even getting walk-ins these days.”

“It’s just a phase. In another month you’ll go through a dry spell and be crying on my shoulder that no one needs you." An elegant shrug dismissed that worry, and Flix changed the subject back to the faeries.

"Vaeta still not fitting into the whole sister dynamic?" 

He didn't seem surprised. We didn’t talk much about his Fae heritage and I wondered if he identified with Vaeta since she was the household outcast at the moment. A feeling he knew well enough from interactions with his extended family.

“The other three think she's an idiot and are not shy about stating their opinion.” That statement earned a raised eyebrow. We usually avoided the subject of his family, but what little he did say made me think they were a two-faced bunch of snobs. Sneaky with their condemnation of him and his status as a halfling. 

Don't tell Flix, but there were times I would have traded a handful of sneaky faeries for the filter-free bunch I lived with. 

“She’s been in the underworld, I guess, for almost a hundred years. Lured by some demon with romance on his mind and poetry on his tongue, if Evian is to be believed. Vaeta is the romantic of the family.”

Flix quirked a smile. 

"Okay, romantic is the nicest word anyone has used. I believe the word nymphomaniac has come up a few times, but the upshot is that she ended up in hell because of a dude." 

Is it ironic that half my business comes about because some woman has experienced that very same thing only metaphorically?

Absently flicking a finger to clean the wine glasses and return them to the cabinet, Flix said, “I’ve heard my mother talk about that type of thing. Demons have a taste for Fae, and once on the hook, it’s hard to get back out of the underworld."

My one and only brush with death occurred on the day Vaeta returned because she'd gone for the dramatics when setting up a reunion with her sisters. 

 “I'm not sure it was all that hard. She made her way into a nexus, lured and kidnapped a guardian angel to get the right mix of people there to open the portal, and then tripped out the door after tossing around a bunch of magic."

While I recounted the story for at least the third time, my fingers moved toward where my hairline arched over one eye. I touched the tiny scar where I'd hit my head on the edge of a mist-shrouded prison cell in the portal where Vaeta had made her stand. 

Since her return, Flix hadn't been coming over as often. 

"She says the demon was her captor, but all that time, her sisters thought she had chosen to turn her back on them. Which, I guess she kind of did, or she didn’t realize she was in so deep until it was too late. Terra, Evian, and Soleil have been in my house for what feels like my entire life, and have literally never mentioned her. It’s beyond strange that they could just pretend like she never existed. I mean, she’s their sister, and I know it was painful, but…it seems cold.”

Flix was silent for a long moment. “I imagine that kind of betrayal seems unthinkable to someone who has never experienced the way families can hurt one another.” 

I knew Flix’s family wasn’t the most loving, and if I could, I’d take all that pain away. It did irk that he seemed to have forgotten I knew exactly how easily families can hurt one another. 

On that note, we closed up the shop and I headed home. 








CHAPTER 2







Falling dusk verged on snuffing out the last pretty pink light of a spectacular sunset as I rounded the end of the block. All thought of raiding the fridge for leftovers—Soleil was a spectacular cook—and the hope of a quiet evening evaporated in a hot second. Flashes of light bright enough to rival any dance club shot out of the downstairs windows. Quite festive in a bizarre way that boded no good.

The faeries were at it again.

From the front, my house looks like a regular northeastern colonial. Clapboard siding, six-pane windows with shutters. Nothing fancy, and not nearly big enough for three larger-than-life faeries, so they added a little. Okay, a lot. The new addition is bigger than the original house and, being in the back, not visible from the street. Somehow, the yard is still larger than any of the others in our neighborhood. I suspect that’s Terra’s doing.

Half of me wanted to go inside and assess the situation, the other half wanted to grab a flight to someplace far, far away. Aruba. Cozumel. Antarctica might not be far enough. 

The sound of a throat clearing behind me broke my reverie. “Looks like quite the party.” 

The voice was male and deeply resonant. Above my head, a streetlight flickered to life just as I turned toward a man who stood with my cat in his arms. Salem blinked back at me defiantly. 

What’s more, the little traitor was purring up a storm. Odd, considering how up until now, my cat had always hated the mere sight of any male who ventured onto the property. 

“Do you live here?” The question drew my attention away from the cat and back to the man holding him. The streetlight highlighted a shock of curly blond hair that just brushed the top of his collar. In the subdued lighting, I got the impression of warm, brown eyes and a quirky smile. Cute. The fingers of one hand stroked and soothed Salem’s head. 

“Salem.” I juggled my purse and the bag I was carrying to reach for him. “That’s my cat, where did you find him?” I eyed the feline with suspicion. In all of Catdom there couldn’t have been a lazier example than Salem, who rarely ventured past the sunny flagstones of the back patio. The furball returned my gaze with a blink I swear was deliberate enough to qualify as a wink. 

“Sitting in the middle of my dining room table. He must have slipped in when I came home. I’m Kin, by the way. Mackintosh Clark. I just moved into the gray house at the end of the block.” 

“Lexi Balefire.” I smiled up at him. “I’m sorry for the cat invasion. He’s…really, Salem? Are you wearing catnip cologne?” Salem knocked my purse to the ground when he squirmed away from me in an effort to get closer to Kin.

Kin treated me to another lopsided grin. “What can I say, I’m irresistible.” 

The comment earned him a raised eyebrow from me. 

“Well, welcome to the neighborhood.” An ominous booming noise issued from the house. “Really, you’ll love it here. If you’ll excuse me, I need to uh…” How was I supposed to end that sentence? Play referee to four fighting faeries? Get inside and stop my house from blowing up?

“Should I call someone? I could go in with you to make sure it’s safe.” His concern was touching, but taking him inside was number three with a bullet of the worst things I could do right now. Numbers one and two involved initiating a level of bodily contact that was premature, given I had only met him five minutes ago. 

Tempting, though.

“No, it’s fine. One of my…er…roommates is…um…” Nothing, and I mean nothing came to mind as a plausible explanation, so I went for the crazy option. “A lighting designer. She’s probably just experimenting with some new strobe effects or something.” 

It sounded lame, but Kin swallowed it hook, line, and sinker. And then he threw me a twist.

“I’m a musician. Do you have her card? I might ask her to design something for me.” That explained the calluses I’d felt when his fingertips brushed against my hand.

“Not on me. I’m sure I’ll see you around, though.” He retrieved my purse and hung it awkwardly over my shoulder.

“Count on it.” I got a warm smile while Salem received another chin scratch. Kin did the gentlemanly thing and waited to see me safely inside. Exactly what I wished to avoid. I managed to squeeze through the door without giving him a look at whatever fresh hell waited for me on the other side.

Speaking of the inside…well, I'm not exactly sure how to describe it. I put Salem on the floor, then picked my way around a swamp in the middle of the foyer. Muddy water oozed across the tiles until a border of spiky grasses contained the fetid sludge—compliments, I was certain, of a clash between Terra and Evian, whose elements were earth and water. 

Four fighting faeries. Sounds like a kick-ass name for a girl band, right? 

The bwarping voice of a bullfrog lifted me half off my feet. I shot a dirty look at the swamp denizen squatting on a rock. He glared back at me malevolently, flicked out his tongue, and snatched a buzzing fly from the air. I hoped neither of them would turn out to have been one of my faerie godmothers transformed, and continued into the family room to check out the light show. 

I had to admit; this was a new one—probably Vaeta’s influence. At least a dozen bubbles floated around near the ceiling; some filled with water, some with tiny flashes of lightning, some with both. The faerie version of disco balls. My nostrils flared at the ozone scent of scorched air. Magic hung over everything like a wool curtain, itchy and suffocating. No wonder Salem had run for the hills.

I'd do the same if I had a choice.

The house was quiet except for the occasional outburst from the warty frog in the entryway. I was starting to feel that scene-of-the-crime hush. The one that comes right before the forensic team swarms in. As I headed for the kitchen, I worried at what I might find. 

Before I got that far, though, I had to pass through an obstacle course of fallout. Icicles stretching down from the hall ceiling like stalactites dripped to create ever-widening puddles that made for treacherous walking on slick tiles. I ventured past the downstairs bath and noticed everything in it was entirely covered with glowing moss.

It was too much to take in all at once. Weird things were happening all around me.

I found the four of them in the kitchen amid the shambles they had created. The range, covered in dripping ash, looked like a post-apocalyptic movie prop. The kitchen counter had sprouted daisies. Half of them were still cheerfully intact; the rest had been flash-charred, and when I touched a gentle finger to one blackened petal, the tiny flower collapsed in a pile of dust. 

The table hovering near the ceiling with its chairs circling around it conjured the image of a demented game of Ring Around the Rosie. A flour devil erupted from the canister and flew out the window. 

But everything else turned to background noise as I took in the tableau before me.

Four women stood as though frozen in various states of disarray. Even wet and covered in a mixture of mud and powdery ash, they were impossibly beautiful. Fae to the bone. 

Evian, faerie of the water, drew my eye first. Hair, the color of a Caribbean sea, flowed with liquid grace around a face set in concentration. One hand, tipped with mirrored nails, gripped a swirling ball of water that was aimed at her sister, Soleil. Water and fire, a volatile mix, and the most likely reason why the entire house felt like a sauna. Evian’s other hand gripped Vaeta’s arm just below the elbow. 

A study in shades of gray, Vaeta appeared to be in the throes of whipping up a miniature tornado. Probably not the first of the day, given the chaos in the kitchen. The little whirlwind had picked up some soil, undoubtedly deposited there by Terra, whose affinity was with earth. The dirty cloud spinning around Vaeta’s feet made me think of Pigpen from the Peanuts. 

Growing up around women who fell out of bed looking like warrior princesses had forced me to develop a healthy self-image. I learned early on not to compare myself to anyone. Right now, though, I would have won a beauty contest against the lot of them. Hands down. 

The surprise of my entrance seemed to have put a crimp in the battle, and I found myself staring at four shame-filled faces. Half of me wanted to rail at them for the havoc they had created, the other half to laugh because they reminded me of children caught stealing goodies from the cookie jar. And I was the one considered a baby in this house. Right.

Sometimes less is more. I let my steely stare and raised eyebrow indicate my opinion of what they’d been doing. Deliberately surveying the room, I took in the enormity of the disaster, made eye contact with each of them in turn, shook my head in disgust, and headed for my section of the house. On my way out of the kitchen, I heard one of them mutter, She started it, followed by a vehemently hissed, Shut up. 

Out of curiosity, I paused to see if I could overhear anything that would tip me off as to what had caused the battle. Half the time it was nothing more than a stray comment from one sister to another and taken as a grave offense. Nothing ever stayed just between the injured parties, though. Sides were taken, and the whole thing escalated until no one was even sure who said what, or why they were fighting in the first place. 

“No, you started it,” I heard Vaeta hiss. “You called me an airhead again.”

“That was Soleil, not me,” Evian retorted as the negative energy started to ramp up again.

“Stop acting like children.” 

“Shut up, Terra. Nobody died and put you in charge. Yet.”

A crash drew me back to the kitchen. In the six months since Vaeta’s return from the underworld, I had refereed this same argument more times than I wanted to count. You’d think beings who have lived for centuries would have a better handle on methods for dealing with their emotions. You’d be wrong. 

This time I combined the glare with a wagging finger. “That’s enough for one day. Apologize to your sisters.” I included each one in the command. “And then clean up your mess. If you leave it for me again, I’m going to start rethinking our living arrangements.” 

These were the only mothers I’d ever known, but lately, it felt like opposite day had taken a turn for the weird.







Lost in thought, I didn’t realize my feet had carried me beyond my own suite of rooms until I was standing in front of my grandmother’s bedroom door. Equal parts fascination and dread fought for supremacy as they did every time my hand touched the knob. My wildest imagination failed to produce a scenario where the woman who had slept in this room might have resorted to killing her own daughter.

A deep breath, a twist of the knob, and a shudder as I passed the threshold were familiar experiences. I’d come in here hundreds of times over the years, hoping to find something that might provide insight into my family’s sordid past. 

I trailed a finger across the dust-free dresser—one perk of living with an earth elemental, no dirt dared mar any surface Terra deemed a clean zone. Of course, the opposite was also true. If I annoyed her enough, she took great pleasure in recalling her vast array of faerie cleaning benefits from my rooms, or worse, sending all the dust in the house to coat everything in my bedroom. 

Not exactly a shrine, this room remained as it had on the day my family fell apart because I couldn’t bring myself to change anything that might eventually provide me with answers. The only two people who know what really happened that day are gone. One innocent witch dead and the other wicked one turned to stone.  

The frantic cries of an abandoned witch baby must carry a potent message to the Faelands. Terra, hearing mine, rushed to fulfill her duty and ended up dragging her sisters into taking care of me. None of them had any idea how long-term that care would become. No one has ever told me differently, but I assume it has taken all three of them to amplify my latent magic enough to sustain the Balefire. 

That's my theory on why they stayed even though I'd long passed into adulthood. 

To their credit, while the sister’s child-raising methods have been unorthodox, they have done their level best never to make me feel like a burden. My adopted family, wonky as it is, is a loving one, even if faerie love isn’t exactly the same as human. Their maternal instincts took a while to kick in, and by the time the faeries figured out what to do with me, it was a couple of weeks before anyone went looking for clues to what happened to my family. 

All that had been left in the clearing was a lifelike statue depicting a witch gone over to the wicked side, and a blackened scar on the ground. Mother killed daughter and paid the price for her sin.

The only thing missing? A body. 

With no other definitive evidence of her death, I spent years fantasizing that despite the granite proof, my mother, Sylvana, had escaped. As the years passed, so did the childlike hope. And still, here I was again, looking for something—anything—that might bring knowledge or power.

Of the two, power was the thing I needed now. Ever since my fourteenth birthday had come and gone without bringing on my Awakening—the term we use for when a witch comes into her full magic—my fellow witches had begun treating me like a lost cause. 

The whispers and sympathetic looks increased each year as they trooped past me on their pilgrimage to secure a bit of the Balefire to light their home fires at Beltane. Worse, though, were the long, speculative looks into the magical flame as if each witch were assessing its color and intensity. 

Talk about being measured and found wanting. My yearly trip to the bottom end of my self-esteem. Happy Birthday, Lexi Balefire. 

I didn't need the added pressure of knowing they were counting on me to maintain the status quo. You’d think one of the nicer witches would have at least tried to help, but they avoided me like my lack of magic was contagious. 

I pulled my wandering mind back to the task at hand and opened the trunk at the foot of Grandmother’s elaborately carved, four-poster bed. As many times as I’d done this, I should have stopped expecting to find anything new, but hope springs eternal, I guess. 

A layer of blankets came out first to reveal several neatly-stored boxes. I pulled them out one by one. The topmost one contained a selection of baby clothes that looked ancient. I handled them gingerly as I pulled each piece from between layers of folded tissue paper and laid it aside, then ran my hands through the box to check for anything I might have missed. 

Next was a carved box with exquisitely wrought hinges and clasp, stuffed to the brim with love letters from wannabe suitors. Despite my grandmother’s wicked ending, scanning through the desperate pleas of numerous men made me wish I had known her. She must have been something in her day. I hastily, and none too neatly, shoved the contents back inside and moved on to her dresser drawers which, save one, held nothing but clothes. 

The bottom drawer was where Clara kept her photograph albums. I leafed through them, hoping as I always did to find just one picture of my mother where her face had not been burned or cut out. Someone had taken out their vengeance on Sylvana’s image in a big way. My grandmother, I could only assume. 

The poster woman for cackling evil. 

It was the same throughout the house—evidence that someone wanted to erase her memory. Did she take after her father? Or was her face as uncannily similar to my grandmother’s as my own? 

Who would I ask? The witches who barely acknowledged me on the one day a year I couldn’t be completely ignored? I had no one to talk to about my past, and not even the love of faeries could overcome that kind of loss. 

Fury rose in me while I methodically searched every nook and cranny of the room for something that might trigger the latent power inside me. My family history might be shrouded in intrigue and scandal, but one thing the Beltane fire-seekers agreed on was that my bloodline had produced the most powerful witches of every generation. Every generation except for mine. 

How humiliating.








CHAPTER 3







I love what I do. It’s a great job on the best of days. Today, however, wasn’t shaping up to be one of those.

It all started with a phone call before I’d had my second cup of coffee, and now I was running, literally, to the office to deal with a panicked former client. 

It’s a fifteen-minute walk to work, one that I enjoy in all seasons because I don’t like to drive. Today, however, I almost wished I had grabbed a ride from Flix, in his leather-covered convertible sports car that was completely ludicrous considering he could flit across town in half a second. 

What I wouldn’t give for the ability to teleport, but only full-blown witches could claim that type of power. Now, it was hotter than Hades—unseasonably hot—and my blouse was sticking to my armpits in a most unattractive way. I flapped my arms to air them out as I approached the office, and was surprised to find I had an audience.

Harry, the former client who had filled my voice mailbox before breakfast, shuffled back and forth on the front steps with wild-eyed panic written all over his face, and I was grateful he was too preoccupied to notice my unladylike behavior. 

“Lemon doesn’t love me anymore, and you need to do something about it.” Way to build suspense.

“Calm down and come inside. We’ll sort this out.” I put on my most soothing tone. Harry had been one of my more difficult clients to match. It wasn’t anything about his looks—he was actually a handsome guy—it was his name that put women off. That and the fact that he liked to introduce himself James Bond style. 

Tart. Harry Tart. 

It didn’t have quite the same ring to it. 

I got him settled into a chair, plied him with coffee—decaf, he was already keyed up enough—and let him pour out the whole story.

“She says I’m imagining things, but I’m not. Something is off with her. Way off.”

“Could it be nothing more than a case of wedding jitters?” It wasn’t every day you found a woman willing to saddle herself with the name Lemon Tart for the rest of her life. Maybe Lemon was having second thoughts. 

“It’s more than that. She’s giddy over the wedding one minute, and then the next I feel like she’s got one foot out the door. You said we were soul mates. You used the word destiny. I love her, Lexi. You have to help me.” It all spilled out of him in a flood of pain and accusation. 

This kind of thing rarely happens with the couples I put together. I have an inch-thick scrapbook of wedding photos to prove it’s not just an ego thing; when I make a match, it pretty much stays made. Who am I to question why? All relationships have their ups and downs, but true soul mates have what it takes to weather any storm. Fortunately, troubleshooting those hurdles is not usually my department. 

 “Isn’t she supposed to be picking out the wedding favors this afternoon?” Lemon’s addiction to social media went well beyond the fanatical. Every step of her march toward wedded bliss had been recorded in infinite detail over half a dozen websites and a shared calendar. I knew her schedule as well as my own. Most of her friends probably did, too. 

“If it will make you feel better, I’ll stop over there and talk to her. We’ll see if we can get to the bottom of this.” I patted him on the arm, and he grasped my hand like a drowning man. 

“Please. I love her.” Simple honesty. Misery poured off the man in waves. I offered a few more soothing platitudes and sent him out the door just as Mona Katz stepped inside. A glance at his expression took a little shine off her smile. 

“Everything okay? He didn’t look like a happy customer.” The new haircut had done its job. I noted the change in Mona’s posture, the tilt of her head, and the way her gaze remained steady. A flowing maxi skirt and basic tank looked comfortable and natural on her petite frame, and she had elevated the look with a couple of bangle bracelets, a turquoise necklace and matching earrings, and a cropped denim jacket with the sleeves rolled up. 

“Some people need to take the rocky path to love. It’s nothing to worry about. Are you ready to meet some men?” 

Another huge lesson from my first few months in the biz: people need the show. Mona’s perfect match was three, maybe four blocks north of here at this very minute. We could walk out that door, and my gut would lead me straight to him. A done deal.

One that would backfire on me six ways to Sunday. Anything that comes too easily inspires doubt, and so, while I planned to let my gut take me to her soul mate, we’d have to make a few stops along the way. 

“Now? I thought we were going to just…” Mona flapped one hand and pressed the other to her heart. “Look through something, I guess. Like photos or profiles.” A common misconception. “I didn’t wear my date outfit!” 

“Trust me.” This was quickly becoming a catch phrase for me. “My methods might seem unorthodox, but I get results. We’re going for a casual lunch, and you look gorgeous. If you didn’t, I’d offer you another trip in there,” I jabbed a thumb in the direction of the closet door, “but it’s completely unnecessary.” 

“Okay,” she replied on a choked breath. 

“Relax, Mona. Finding love should be fun. If it isn’t, we’re not doing it right. We’re just going to make one or two stops along the way.” I practically dragged her out the door.







Impeccable timing let us bump into Lemon on her way out of one of my favorite specialty sweet shops. It would have been hard to miss her; I knew Lemon had decided long ago to embrace her off-beat moniker, and the bright yellow pantsuit she wore was the exact same shade as the drops of sweet-and-tart candy that bore her name. 

Even more impeccable timing let me rescue a box of wedding favor samples before they hit the ground. “I’ll carry this one for you. Where are you parked? This is Mona, by the way. She’s a new client. Mona, Lemon.” 

I met Lemon’s harried expression with a cheerful smile as I looked around for her car. Bridezilla on steroids, Lemon scorned the very idea of hiring a wedding planner. “Mind if I take a peek?” Not waiting for an answer, I popped the box of favors open and tried to hold back an amused snort. 

“Nice to meet you, Mona. You’re in great hands with this one; she introduced me to my Harry and now look at us.” Her expression turned sickly sweet for a moment and then she snapped back to attention. “You get it, right?” Lemon asked, referring to the contents of the box. “It’s not too much, is it?”

Painstakingly crafted candies in the shape of a lemon tart were a cute way to give the nod to the funny coincidence of her new name.

“They’re uniquely you.” My seeming approval opened the floodgates. Lemon gushed about how perfectly everything was coming together while she wrestled in her bag for car keys and popped the trunk lock. 

“Just put that right here next to the napkins.” The back of Lemon’s minivan looked like a bridal expo gone mad. This wasn’t the vehicle of a woman who had lackluster feelings about her upcoming nuptials. “Don’t you just love them?” Lemon pulled open the box to show me her choice of wedding colors. Half the napkins were a delicate yellow, the rest a charcoal gray; all were printed with the date and an image of the bride and groom’s faces gazing sweetly at each other. I recognized it from the engagement photos that had been plastered over her social media for the past couple of months. 

I looked closely at her face. Shining eyes and a mile-wide smile didn’t track with the way Harry described her recent demeanor. This was a woman deeply in love and looking forward to her big day, not one who had a foot out the door. 

“I take it all is well, and you’re not getting cold feet?” I asked, feeling for the emotion behind it rather than just watching her reaction. I can always tell when someone isn't honest with me—it’s great as long as they’re not saying they like my hair or my outfit when the warning bells go off.

Lemon laughed easily. “Of course not; I couldn’t be happier unless a wedding fairy came along and offered to pay for the whole shebang.” Her words rang true; I couldn’t figure out what Harry’s problem was. Maybe the stress of a big-budget wedding was taking a toll on him. Either way, I’d have to save it for another day. 

“See you soon, Lemon. Don’t wear yourself out.”

She snorted and rolled her eyes, grinning from ear to ear. “I’ll try.”







Mona talked a blue streak while we picked our way through several blocks of tiny shops and quaint restaurants in one of the trendier, almost hidden areas within the city, and I tuned back in just as she was extrapolating on the qualities she’d like in her perfect match. 

“…hope he wants to have kids soon; I’m nearly twenty-five, which is most of the way to thirty, and I don’t want to be raising kids until I’m in my sixties. He’s got to love to travel, and know how to ride a horse, and be able to bake.” I tuned back out. 

People always think they’re going to get a person who fulfills every detail of their fantasy, but that isn’t usually the case. In fact, it seemed to me the old adage of opposites attract was more accurate; the give and take make those relationships much more interesting, and people tend to get less bored than when they settle for an identical version of themselves.

“Here, this is our stop.” I pointed to an old, hulking stone building fitted with a set of antique stained glass windows; The Coffer used to be a bank, but had been converted into a pub, and was one of my favorite haunts. 

“Our goal is to get you comfortable meeting new people and learn a bit more about what you’re looking for. Your job, for this afternoon, is to judge. I need to know what your first impressions are, and what you like and don’t like. I can find all the qualities you want on paper rolled into about a dozen different packages, and none of them would be the right person for you. It’s about more than that, and today we’re going to suss out what goes in the “necessary” column, and what goes in the “would be nice” column. Does that make sense?”

Mona nodded, her eyes still wide as saucers, “Yes, I suppose so. I’m ready, let’s do this.”

I led her past the small crowd milling around out front. Instead, we walked up to a side entrance labeled “Deliveries Only” and flashed a smile at the man wielding a clipboard and wading through boxes.

Mona looked nervously at the muscled bouncer and back at me. “He’s a teddy bear underneath,” I told her under my breath.

“She’s with me, Carl” I tossed him a wink and slipped inside, Mona on my heels. 

“Wow, this place is great, I’ve never been here before,” Mona exclaimed, taking in the atmosphere. An expansive, mahogany bar dominated one whole side of the space, centered around the original vault that had once housed the prized possessions of many of the city’s richest residents. Now, its only treasure was enough alcohol to drown a whale.

“It’s a personal favorite; most of the patrons here are regulars, and we like that it’s a hole in the wall. Literally. So don’t spread around my secret hangout, okay?” I smiled at Mona conspiratorially and received another wide grin in response.

“I won’t. So what now?” She tugged nervously on her necklace.

“Now we grab a bite to eat and take a peek at the goods,” I ordered us each a burger and fries, and we settled into two seats at the end of the bar to survey the room. “You tell me if you see anyone interesting.”

Mona made an effort at nonchalance as she looked around the place. I followed her gaze. “Socks and sandals guy, big no; the blond guy in the middle of that group is handsome, but he’s covered in football paraphernalia, so that means no Sunday brunches; and the one at the other end of the bar is cute, but he’s with another woman.” She threw her hands up in a gesture of frustration. I smiled to myself and launched into my well-rehearsed speech for picky clients.

“See, you’ve just negated everyone in here with one glance. What if that football guy loves Sunday brunch and is content to DVR his games. What if he turns you on to football and it becomes your new Sunday ritual? Maybe he teaches your kids to play ball and coaches their pee-wee team?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Perhaps the woman at the end of the bar is that guy’s sister—wait, no, definitely not, or at least I hope it’s not." Not with his tongue now dancing with hers in a very steamy public display that made Mona giggle, and I couldn't help joining in.

"Okay, so he’s out, but maybe socks and sandals guy is amazing in every other way, and only needs a bit of fashion advice. Or you could learn to live with that little flaw, in exchange for him overlooking some habit of yours."

If I ever found a man who could handle meeting my family, he could throw his wet towels on the bathroom floor anytime. That's my bar for relationships and it's pretty high. 

“The point is, you never know, and you’re not going to love every single thing about your mate—nobody does, believe me. If you did, you’d be bored inside of a year. Look, that guy who just came in—he’s cute, and he’s heading this way. Be open-minded.” I hissed the last part at her under my breath. "And make eye contact."

Bless her little heart, Mona took my advice and cast a glance toward the attractive man dressed in khaki pants and a blue and white button-down shirt. Okay, it was more than a glance. It was a come hither look that almost crossed a line into run away territory. 

He approached the bar, his gaze drawn to Mona’s with equal parts fascination and fear. 

"Whoa, back it down a notch and give him a nice smile."

She did, and then cast flirtatious glance at him from beneath lowered lashes.

"Better. Here he comes. Now relax and breathe."

Mona breathed into a cute giggle as he asked for her name and what she did for a living, and then I tuned out, knowing that even though it wouldn’t work out, the experience gained would be well worth the effort. 

My job is a double-edged sword. Sure, I get to help people come out of their shells, encourage them to open their hearts and recognize love, and I get to watch them ride off into the sunset together. All before going home alone, to cuddle with my cat. Sometimes, it really puts a run in my proverbial pantyhose.








CHAPTER 4







After work that evening, I was just passing Taste of India and deciding if an order of tandoori chicken was in my future when someone called out my name.

“Lexi Balefire.” I knew what vile creature stood behind me before I even turned around. 

“Serena Swampgrass. I thought I detected the scents of dog shampoo and regret.” Loathing dripped from my tongue. 

“That’s Snodgrass.” The L'Oréal blond drew herself up to full height, which brought her up to my chin level, and her beady little eyes snapped fire at me while I stared her down. 

“What do you want, Serena? Are you looking for your perfect match? I could take you to the reptile cage at the zoo and let you pick out just the right snake. Only don’t eat any live mice in front of me, I might throw up on your shoes, or maybe inside that hunk of plastic with the knockoff Gucci label you call a handbag.” 

Red-faced and spitting, my (almost) lifelong enemy ignored the sidelong glances from patrons leaving the restaurant while she treated me to a killing look.

“You’ll rue the day, Miss High and Mighty.” Rue the day? Who says that? I honestly have no idea what I ever did to piss her off for life. We’ve been like oil and water since our grade school days when Serena suddenly stopped being my best friend. Maybe it’s because I’m taller, or maybe she’s just mean down to the bone. More likely, she decided my limited magical abilities weren’t up to snuff; there are more snobs than you’d expect among witches.

Clenching my hands at my sides, I stifled the desire to yank her hair out by the roots and prove just how dark they actually were. 

“Run along home before it’s too dark to find that rock you live under. There’s nothing for you here but more trouble.” I kept my tone even. Instead of leaving, she moved closer. 

“Get away from me, Swampgrass. I’m warning you.” 

“Or you’ll what?” Serena countered, “Turn me into a frog? You’d need magic for that, and we both know you don’t have enough to light a candle, much less keep the Balefire going. Come Beltane, I’ll become the new Keeper, and everyone will know you for what you are: a complete null. Your name will be mud. Literally. Lexi Mud. I like the sound of that.” 

As if she hadn’t spent the last decade spreading stories about my family’s sordid past throughout the supernatural community. Without her blackballing me, I might have found at least one witch friend with guts enough to ignore my history. Bitch.

A frown wrinkled my forehead. What on earth was the daft wench prattling on about?

“Ah. I see you had no idea.” Serena leaned toward me with a vicious smile on her smug face. “No one with so little knowledge of her own heritage should be in charge of the sacred fire.”

Tending the Balefire was more than a job in my family. It was a calling—a birthright handed down from generation to generation. The notion of Serena taking over made my blood boil, but I resisted the urge to punch her right there on the street with so many witnesses.

“Let me enlighten you.” Tossing her head back, Serena talked down to me in a condescending manner. “The window opens for a witch to Awaken on her fourteenth birthday.” Well, duh. Of course, I knew that. “And it closes on her twenty-fifth.” 

My heart lurched toward my shoes. Time was running out. And I’d had no forewarning. 

Serena echoed that thought. “Your time is almost up, and when you fail to Awaken, the Balefire will pass to the next closest witch, and I intend to make sure that witch is me.”

And now I knew why Serena had chosen to live within such a short distance from my house, even though she should have moved out of her parents’ place years ago. All this time she’d been waiting for me to fail, and I’d had no idea. 

With a barely concealed effort, I wiped the shocked look off my face and hissed, “Don’t start sweeping your chimney just yet.” It was a lame comeback that fed into Serena’s triumph almost as much as when I brushed past her and got an elbow to my ribcage. She made it look like an accident, but I knew better. 

Acid washed into my stomach in a bitter flood of anxiety. If Serena was right, I stood to lose the final legacy from my dysfunctional family dynasty. For about a second, I felt a profound sense of relief. Maybe it was better to let it go. All of it. The family name, the responsibility, the history.

If I didn’t have to tend the Balefire, I could take a trip. See the world. Be gone longer than a week and not worry about keeping the home fires burning. Let Serena deal with the parade of witches coming to thrust their twigs into the fire. 

Never mind a trip, I could sell the house and move someplace new. Somewhere where no one knew my name or any of the shameful details of my past. The idea of a fresh start briefly appealed—before my sense of family pride kicked back in. 

Yeah, my grandmother was a murderous witch. So what? I didn’t come from boring people, but I did my best to bring happiness to others. Call it atonement, call it my gift, call it George. I really didn’t care. Serena would take the Balefire over my dead body.

But never hers, because stoned witches make lousy Balefire tenders, and following in my grandmother's footsteps on the path to wickedness was not on my menu. 







After the dust-up with Serena, the dog-faced witch, I decided to blow off my plans for the evening and go home at what, for me, constituted an early hour. Another part of my job includes running recon on client matches to figure out the best scenario for a meeting. 

Over the years, I’ve worked at perfecting the meet-cute. After all, these are the stories my clients will tell their grandchildren, and I’d bet half my shoe collection most of them won’t include making a call to a matchmaker. 

That being the case, I’ve pulled off some doozies. 

Bar meetings are classic if a bit boring, but sometimes they're the only way to go.

For my sports-minded clients, I’ve practically sold my soul to secure adjoining seats at the big game. One time I shoved a client right into the lap of her intended, who was just trying to enjoy his coffee and donut. It could have gone horribly wrong, but I still rate that one right up there in my top ten. 

Meeting over a cat who strayed where he didn't belong could have edged into my number one spot if I thought anything would come of Salem's antics.  

Serena had driven all the happy out of my day, and now, instead of scoping out Mona's intended, all I wanted to do was go home, pull a pillow over my head, and scream out my frustration. 

That was why, when I normally would have stomped right past Clara’s rock-hewn form, I stopped and gave her a piece of my mind.

“I hope you’re happy, with your stone face and your stone hair, and now I don’t have a mother or a grandmother, and Serena wants to take the only thing I have left,” I rambled. “What if Terra hadn’t heard me crying? You think of that when you were all pissed off and throwing the magics around? No, you didn’t.” 

We witches are a stoic lot. Crying is for sissies, which is why I wasn’t doing it. Not even a little. 

“Did you ever think I might need my family? My real family. But no, you just had your little temper tantrum and burned my life to the ground.” Swinging my arm to make a point brought my hand into contact with one of the wickedly sharp thorns flanking velvet red petals. 

Blood welled from the puncture, and I watched with detached fascination as a single drop grew until it trembled and slid around the curve of my finger to hover and then fall. Right onto my grandmother’s bare stone foot. 

For the space between two heartbeats, the world stilled. 

“Now look what you’ve done.” I drew the sore tip of my finger into my mouth to suck on the tender flesh. Why do we do that? It’s an odd instinct. With that thought in my mind, I turned away from my grandmother’s burning gaze and went home.








CHAPTER 5







My sour mood had resulted in a night of restless sleep and an even later than normal arrival at work the next morning. I’ve never been much of an early bird anyway, and it’s a good thing, too, considering most of my clients end up meeting their matches well after normal business hours. 

Driven, an up-and-coming nightclub had started hosting open mic nights on Wednesdays as their version of a hump day pick-me-up. Apparently, that night, Driven was the place to see and be seen, because I got the tingle while I did my daily meditation with my client list. It’s rare in my business to get a twofer, but sometimes the fates smile.

Mona and my newest lovelorn soul, an earnest young man named Tom, joined me at FootSwept for an impromptu excursion. 

“What am I supposed to do, again?” Tom shoved dark-rimmed glasses back into place. Behind the lenses, his eyes were a lovely shade of baby blue and framed by a thick fringe of lashes. 

“Just have fun and follow my lead. Trust me, okay?” I rubbed a soothing hand down his arm; the poor thing was almost vibrating with anticipation. He rewarded my solicitous behavior with a face-transforming smile. 

The right woman would peel him like a grape—shuck off that nerdy exterior and find the prize inside the Cracker Jack box. Without the glasses, and with his dark hair mussed up a little, he would turn into the total package. Underneath all the nervous tics and uncertainty beat the heart of a lion. All he needed was the right woman to see it.

“You should, you know. Trust her, I mean. Going out with Lexi is the best. It’s worth twice her fee just for the experience.” Mona’s assertion worried me a bit. I know life’s supposed to be all about the journey, but I only get paid at the end of the trip. 

On the way out, I hit the button under my desk. Flix would find me wherever I was, and something told me I’d need the backup. 

Mona practically danced the three blocks to Driven. Sweet girl, but all it had taken was a makeover and a bit of light flirting to turn her into a party monster. 

We elbowed our way to the bar where I paused to take stock of the packed room. 

Extra tables crowded with chattering women filled the area where the dance floor bordered a small stage. Total chick fest. My gaze landed on the chalkboard listing the roster of acts and scanned it for the presence of male erotic dancers, which might explain the gender imbalance. Nothing. 

One name on the list sounded familiar: Kin Clark. My new neighbor whose front porch had become Salem's infatuation. The little traitor spent half his time lounging on the front steps of the gray house on the corner these days. 

I wondered what Kin's act would be as I tried to recall if he'd mentioned what he did for a living during our brief encounter. All that did was get my heart rate up when I remembered the touch of his hands on mine. 

Hands. Callused hands. Oh, that's right, he played the guitar. Lucky guitar. 

 Given the buzz in the room, I decided that tonight was probably not the best night for arranging a romantic first encounter for either Mona or Tom. The place felt too crowded, too amped up for what I had in mind. 

Call me a romantic, but I love the idea of giving my couples a fun story of how they met. Just because one of them had asked for my help didn’t mean that I wanted to figure highly in their history. Most people only need a little confidence and a nudge in the right direction. 

“Hey Lexi, the usual?” Carlos poured cranberry juice into tonic water and added a twist of lemon. Alcohol dulls my romantic radar, so I didn’t partake during working excursions. I gave him the subtle sign that Tom and Mona’s drinks would be on my tab.

“Busy tonight.” An epic understatement, to which Carlos responded with a huge grin while filling more drink orders.

“Is he here yet?” Mona tried to keep a low profile as she scanned the room. That secret place inside me that tuned in to locate a perfect match opened up just enough to overwhelm me with what she was feeling. 

My breath caught hard enough to draw Mona's attention and she looked at me with concern.

"Everything okay?" Her hand landed on my arm and intensified the experience.

An onslaught of trepidation equaled by a sense of eager anticipation rolled over me in a wave of conflicting confusion. I’ve heard it said that our worst fears and our deepest hopes are often the same. 

Mona was living proof of that theory. Her most desperate desire to be seen and loved scared her half to death because that which has been seen cannot be unseen and she feared that living her dream meant baring her most vulnerable places. 

"Fine," I lied. I wasn’t fine at all. Not just because I'd never connected to a client that intensely before, but because her emotions so closely mirrored my own. Maybe, I thought, everyone who is single feels that way to some degree. 

 If so, I was ashamed to say that I hadn't taken parts of my job seriously enough in the past.  The longing in us both bordered on pain and shook me down to the ground. The longing of lovelorn souls felt heavy on my shoulders. 

What a lousy time for an existential crisis.  

Pulling myself together, I focused in on Mona until my thoughts were steady again, then gave her arm a squeeze and shifted my plan for her first encounter. That night would be my chance to have the matches in the same place, just to make sure my radar was functioning properly. Later, I’d work out a plan for bringing these couples together—one that Mona would never forget. She deserved my best efforts.

“I’m not sure—it’s busier than I expected. Is it okay if this doesn’t happen tonight? It’s so loud in here; I can’t even think.” 

Relief flooded Mona’s face. This was a little too much for her. Besides, her intended was nowhere to be seen, even if I could feel his presence in the club. Maybe he was working backstage or something. 

Turning to ask Tom the same question, I found him gone. This is why I don’t do multiples that often and when I do, I drag Flix along for support. It’s a lot like herding kittens. Scanning the room, I saw Tom almost immediately—Flix, apparently, was running late. Probably primping. 

Head bent low, Tom was engaged in an earnest conversation with the woman I had brought him there to meet. Just goes to show you that proximity is a powerful thing. He glanced up and caught my grin. I gave him a nod and watched his eyes widen slightly. He swallowed hard, then treated his companion to a heart-stopping smile. 

The way my stomach flipped over at the sight of them told me my work with him was done. My gut always knows a good match when it sees one. Well, that didn’t sound quite right, but you know what I mean.

“Why don’t we grab a table and listen to a couple of the acts?” With Mona requiring a more delicate meeting, it would help if I could get a look at her match ahead of time. Plus, I was curious to see Kin Clark’s performance.

“Are you kidding, the place is packed, we’re not going to get a table.” She indicated the lack of seating with a wave of her hand.

Did I mention I came here a lot? I held up two fingers for Carlos to see and nodded my head toward the far end of the bar. He gave me the high sign in return. 

“Follow me.” I led Mona through the crowd and toward a spot near the corner of the stage where an empty two-top table about the size of a postage stamp had magically appeared—if you consider the dishwasher and bouncer dragging it from some shadowed corner as magical. 

Did I also mention I matched the owner up with his financial partners in order to make his dream of opening Driven come true? My talents are not limited to romance, and now I get the VIP treatment. Tonight that meant a tiny table in the front corner of the room. 

My butt barely touched the seat when the spotlight picked out a lone figure standing on stage with a guitar. A shriek so shrill it could cut glass erupted from the table to our right. You could have knocked me over with a breath when I recognized the screamer. Lemon, the almost Mrs. Tart, dressed in a bright yellow tube top and a skirt so short I doubted she could bend over without exposing London and France, bounced in her seat, her focus trained on the stage. 

I followed her gaze just as the spotlight softened enough to make out the man’s face. Kin played his fingers over the strings, and half the place went wild. The female half. You’d have thought Elvis was making his triumphant, albeit spectral return, the way they were acting. 

Don’t get me wrong, Kin sounded good, and had the moves, too. A little wiggle and thrust of his hips against his guitar sent the women into a frenzy. At one point, he even turned around and gave the crowd a nice shot of his rear assets. Every twitch, every toss of his head sent screams rocketing toward the rafters.

He was fun to watch and attractive enough to make even my jaded heart go pitter-pat, but I wasn’t feeling the compulsion to throw my panties on the stage. Lemon looked like she might faint, and I was beginning to wonder if Harry had been right about her. 

This looked like more than a simple fangirl episode.

A disruption behind us drew my attention, and I sighed with relief as Flix made his way through the crowd, which, with a wave of his hand, parted like the red sea. He glanced from the commotion on stage and back to me. “These women have lost their minds,” he muttered into my ear. “Isn’t that Harry’s fiancée?”

“Yep. And if she doesn’t stop jumping up and down she’s going to be wearing that tube top as a belt.” I snarked, unable to hide my disgust.

I turned to Mona just in time to see her tongue dart across wet, glistening lips, her eyes following Kin’s every move. “You, too?” 

Mona declined to answer. In fact, I'm not sure she heard me at all. 

Slumping back in my chair, I watched the spectacle play out. Halfway through his third and final song, Kin laid down the guitar to sing a cappella. The house lights came up, and he stepped off the stage to make his way around the first and second rows of tables, crooning straight to one lucky woman after another. 

As he got closer to where I sat, our eyes locked. He was even better looking than I remembered. He gave me a wink, then turned back toward the stage to strum out the final notes of the song. The place exploded with screaming applause while he walked off the stage. 

“Was that him?” Mona asked fervently. “Oh, I hope it was.” 

“I’m sorry, but no. Look, we need to go, okay?” All I wanted to do was get Mona safely back into her car and send her home so I could slug down a couple aspirin against the headache brewing at my temples. 

“But I just got here,” Flix whined, dragging the pressure in my head up another notch. 

“Well, you’d have been here earlier if you hadn’t been combing each hair individually,” I snapped at him. “Sorry, it’s been a weird night.”

My apology went unheeded for a minute. Nightclubs bring out the predator in Flix. I think his Fae half feeds off the energy and right now, I could see him drinking it in as his eyes roved over the crowd. He patted my arm, eager to immerse himself in the throng moving toward the dance floor where the bouncers were already clearing the extra tables. “I’m staying, okay Hun?” 

“See you tomorrow,” I said to his fleeing back. 

I shrugged at Mona’s questioning look, and we turned toward the door, but only managed about three steps before I felt someone grab my arm.

“Lexi? I thought that was you. How’s Salem?” Kin asked, guitar still in hand, his breath heavy with exertion. 

“Fine. He’s fine. I didn’t expect to see you here.” I mumbled, the blood rising to my cheeks so quickly I began to wonder if the energy from the women in the club had rubbed off on me after all.

“Oh, I gig all over town.” Kin opened his mouth to elaborate when Mona practically drove her elbow through my ribs in her haste to introduce herself. “I’m Mona Katz,” she purred and grasped Kin’s hand like a drowning woman.

“Nice to meet you.” He glanced quickly at Mona and back at me. “Can I buy you a drink?” Kin asked while hastily stowing his guitar inside a battered case covered with band logos and old concert ticket stubs.

“I’m not drinking tonight, and Mona and I were just leaving.” I declined, “It’s good to see you again.” 

“That’s right. I have work in the morning. It was nice to meet you.” Mona’s voice returned to normal, and she shook her head as if she was coming out of a dream. “Lexi, you’ll call me tomorrow?”

"We have to go." Practically dragging Mona along behind me, I slipped out the side door into the cooling night and assured her I would call her just as soon as I could. She scurried down the block to where her car was parked. Mind racing, I watched her pull away. 

“Don’t tell me that was your ride home.” Kin teased, coming up behind me.

“Hmm? No, I walked. It’s just…” I broke off. How was I going to explain her weird reaction to him? “Never mind. I’m sure I’ll see you around the neighborhood.” 

Kin stepped in front of me before I could take another step. “At least let me take you home. My car’s parked right over there.”

“I’ll be fine.” With three faeries only a frantic wish away, I was about as safe walking the streets of my city as I had been in my mother’s womb. 

Safer probably. The wrath of faeries descending upon a hapless thug would be epic and instantaneous. Just ask Justin Watson, a third-grade bully who had cornered me in the playground so he could pull my hair. One second he was large and in charge, the next Terra appeared behind him and said boo. With a few sound effects added, mind you. Justin peed his pants and ran. Problem solved. 

“I won’t.” Kin argued. “If I let you go wandering around the streets alone and something happens to you, I’ll never forgive myself. I’ll take to the bottle to soothe my self-loathing, and before you know it, I’ll be sleeping in a cardboard box and muttering about the night it all went wrong. You don’t want that on your conscience, do you?” 

I suppressed a grin, “You could be a crazed ax murderer who lures women into a false sense of safety so he can hack them up and hide the pieces in dumpsters.”

“I brought your cat home, didn’t I? Besides, the only ax I know how to use has six strings. Death by guitar? I don’t think so.” The corners of his mouth turned up in a smile that weakened my knees.

I let him tough it out for a few more moments before nodding in agreement. A shiver ran up my spine, and suddenly, I didn’t want to walk home alone anymore. Or have to explain to the faeries why I needed an escort. They’d never let me live it down. “All right. You do live on my street.” 

It was a valid point, though I’d be lying to myself and you if I tried to pretend my acceptance of his offer had nothing to do with Kin’s flirtatious coaxing.

“Excellent.” He led me down the block and stopped next to a shiny black, vintage car. 

“That’s pretty, what is it exactly?”

Kin grinned from ear to ear. “A ‘67 Chevy Corvette. Last year they made ‘em in this style. My dad and I spent my teen years fixing her up, and he gave her to me for my college graduation. Sweet, huh?”

“Definitely. What’s her name?” I went on a hunch. Any guy who refers to his car with a gender-specific pronoun usually has a special name for it.

Kin laughed easily, an infectious, hearty sound that elicited a grin from my own lips. “I call her Betty. Well, actually, my dad named her that, after Betty White. I’m not sure why, but he has a huge thing for her.”

“How old is your dad?” I asked. Maybe he had a bunch of older brothers and sisters.

“Not that old, which is why I keep calling her that. It cracks me up every time I think about it. Now, Lexi Balefire, tell me something about you. So far I know you’re a cat person; you’ve got a really cool last name; and an in at one of my favorite clubs. Oh, and you have some pretty interesting roommates. You know they danced around barefoot on the lawn during that thunder shower the other day?”

Sounded about right to me, faeries love wild weather. I parsed his tone for anything that resembled attraction toward one of my ethereally beautiful godmothers, and found none. The fact that I even cared spoke volumes about how this man had already affected me, and then my stomach dropped into my shoes.

Cut right to the part where I can’t reveal everything about myself. Usually, it didn’t bother me, because by the time we reached that point I already knew who the guy’s soul mate was and that there wasn’t any future anyway. With Kin, it was the first time I didn’t get any vibe at all. So either this guy had no soul, or he was doomed to wander the earth without a mate. Maybe we were perfect for each other.

Hope welled in my gut and I tamped it down as quickly as it had risen. Sure, Kin might seem perfect—attractive, but not obnoxiously so; funny but without the added crass most men seem to find hilarious; and confident without coming across as cocky. But everything in my life seemed to come with some sort of caveat, and I’d been burned too many times to ignore the possibility that he might, for instance, have a proclivity for S&M or even worse, a Yosemite Sam tattoo on his butt.

I realized I’d been silent long enough for Kin to start wondering if I possessed adequate mental faculties, and forced myself to respond to his question. 

“Well, I run FootSwept Matchmaking. What you saw tonight was part of my work. That’s why I wasn’t drinking. Though I could sure use one now. Long day. Sometimes people just don’t want to take the easy path toward happiness.” A safe enough reply, I thought.

“You actually go out to get drinks with your clients?” He seemed surprised, “I’m impressed. Most dating services are all technologically advanced; you have to tell them every minute detail of your life, and then they run some algorithm to see who you’re compatible with.”

I stared straight ahead and deadpanned, “You seem to know a lot about it…”

Kin’s face broke into a wide grin, “Hey, you can’t make fun of me! I’m very unlucky in love, and a couple of years ago a friend dragged me along to his appointment. I went on about three dates, and that was as much as I could take.”

I snorted. “Unlucky in love, my left foot! You had so many women panting over you tonight I’m surprised you didn’t break your neck slipping on a puddle of drool. What’s that all about, anyway?”

Kin let loose a rueful laugh, “Trust me, that only happens when I play. In real life, nobody ever notices me. Besides, that’s infatuation, not love. You should know the difference,” he challenged.

“Touché. So what’s your day job then, Mister Rockstar?”

“I work at WKIT’s studio. I write music and lyrics for advertisements. And I’m starting my own recording company; that’s why I bought such a big house, so I don’t have to pay for commercial space. I want to work with unsigned artists, and eventually, open my own label. But that’s long-term.”

Impressive and unique. This guy just got better and better. If only I could figure out what his deal was. “Would I recognize any of your work?”

“It won’t win me a Grammy, but I did write the jingle for Fleet’s Treats.”

Organic dog biscuits. Catchy tune. The guy had chops. The rest of the drive was spent with me tossing out a list of imaginary products and him thinking up jingles for them. 

We pulled onto my block just as I was thinking that if I laughed any more I wouldn’t be able to feel my cheeks in the morning, and I knew in a hot minute it was going to be a long night. The windows all along the right side of the house were fogged over, and 80’s music—the only decade my fairy godmothers declared was worth listening to—thumped loud enough to rattle them in their frames. 

“Oh, no,” I muttered.

“Looks like a party, can I come in?” Kin asked hopefully. Absolutely not. 

“There isn’t going to be a party for much longer. They’re going to wake the neighbors, and Mrs. Chatterly has the cops on speed dial. I swear, I leave for one evening and chaos ensues. I had a lot of fun, thanks for the ride home. I’ll see you later!” 

Before I could open the car door, Kin reached over and caught my face in his hands, pulling me to his chest in a kiss that made my head spin. His lips were firm but gentle, and the scent of his breath trailed a chill up my spine. He smelled faintly of cinnamon and something I couldn’t identify. Whatever it was, it went to my head like a fine wine. 

When the kiss ended, I felt a sense of regret. 

“I’ve been wanting to do that for days.” He sighed and pulled me in again.

With no warning, I lost all control, crushing my lips against his, my breath hitching in my throat. He responded in kind, and for a moment I was lost. Then I came crashing back to earth and realized what kind of freak I must seem like. The last thing I wanted was for him to think I was like one of those girls from the club, willing to give it up just because he was sexy as hell.

“Oh my God, I’m so sorry.” I scurried from his car before he could respond, cursing Fae-kind all the way up the walk as the thumping music suddenly changed to “Like a Virgin”—by no accident, I was sure.








CHAPTER 6







Muttering under my breath, I took a moment to notice that the fog on the windows had blocked out what I could only describe as a faerie fireworks show, which would have been difficult to explain in the presence of a normal guy like Kin. Who probably thought I was insane, so what difference did it make, anyway?

Inside, the sound of raised female voices signaled nothing good. There are days I wish I could just get my own place. It took me a second to figure out it was laughter I was hearing, and not fighting. What does it say about my life that I didn’t find the realization comforting?

Before heading toward the family room and the voices, I peeked into the kitchen and found it spotless. That which is destroyed by magic can be restored by the same. At least it hadn’t been my responsibility to clean up after them after the last battle. My breaking up the fight only resulted in a temporary truce, and everyone had been walking on eggshells ever since.

I stuck my head in the doorway to get a feel for the tone of the room before I joined my supermodel mommies. Depending on the day you asked, I’d tell you that my life has been both blessed and cursed by having them around every day. Of the three, Terra was the motherly one, but each came with her own brand of wisdom. 

Soleil caught sight of me lingering near the doorway and said, “We’ve made up, and now we’re celebrating. Come join us.” 

You'd think the honeymoon phase after a big fight would be the best time to ask the question burning a hole inside me, but there were no guarantees.

Still, I needed to know, so I plunked down on the edge of the chair closest to the fireplace, dispensed with the preamble and said, “Why didn’t you tell me there was a narrowing window of opportunity for me to Awaken?” 

As soon I heard them, I realized the words sounded like an accusation. Faeries take great offense to being unjustly accused. Offended faeries tend to toss around magic. I might have started Fae War #2,357. Well, if I had, I’d own it. I lifted my chin to show them the sadness in my eyes. 

“Oh, honey,” Terra’s sympathetic drawl let me know I was off the hook. With her anyway. “None of us had the heart to cause you more pain.” 

“We planned to tell you…after.” Soleil chimed in. 

“You knew the Balefire would pass on to Serena Snodgrass?” I asked, hoping there was some other explanation besides the one that smug witch had given me.

“Oh no, we would never let that happen. Technically, it would pass to the next nearest witch, and as long as there was someone else closer than that silly little girl, we thought…” In her haste to reassure me, Evian had let something else slip. 

“So you planned to bring in someone you thought was better qualified and you weren’t going to tip me off at all?” One time in third grade, I walked too close to one of the swings just as a classmate pumped her feet forward and took a hard kick to the gut. This betrayal carried a similar sensation. 

Three shamefaced faeries found somewhere else to look, rather than meet my gaze head-on. Vaeta’s countenance remained carefully blank. 

“We had our reasons.” Terra glared at Vaeta as if cautioning her not to speak and her next comment put an end to the discussion. 

“There’s still time before Beltane, and I have a good feeling about it. I think this is your year."

Pointing out that Terra's cheer rang a little false would be unwise if I was reading her expression correctly, and I knew I was, so I let the topic go, but reluctantly.  

Terra said, "Now, we’re celebrating, and you are woefully behind. Have a drink and tell us about the man in the car.”

I recognized the bottle she waved around and then passed to Evian—moss green cut glass that sparkled in the firelight. The lower half of the decanter was wrapped in leather and copper wire: Twinkleberry wine. Sounds like it ought to be made from sugarplums, right? 

Well, it isn’t. One sip of that stuff can send a mortal off to La-La Land for a couple of days. My half-witch heritage means I can handle a glassful. 

One. 

Don’t ask me how I learned two was over my limit. That’s a story I’m glad I don’t fully remember. Suffice it to say that coming to in the middle of the backyard, three days later, without a stitch of clothing on hadn’t been my finest moment. I have a fever dream memory of pledging my love to the full moon. 

The far corner of our backyard housed Terra’s secret stash of whatever otherworldly fruit she blended into the wine—I was almost sure there were no actual twinkleberries. The spot lived inside a faerie glamour that deflected prying eyes—even mine, and that’s saying something. 

A slightly tipsy Evian splashed the rest of the bottle into the delicate bowl of a crystal wine glass and handed it to me. More for form than anything else, I raised the glass to my lips for a small sip. It tasted like liquid sunlight and wiped out the vestiges of my long day. Settling into my chair, I prepared to listen to the sisters catch each other up on the last hundred years. 

Soleil uncorked a second bottle, most of which she served to Vaeta, I noticed. I also noticed the sidelong glance she paid to Terra. Maybe there was an ulterior motive to getting Vaeta well and truly plastered. 

With a second sip inside me, I decided I didn’t really care. 

I felt like I was sitting in the exotic bird cage at the zoo with the four of them surrounding me. Evian looked like she had been born of the water that was her element. Hair the color of a tropical sea tumbling almost to her waist; eyes the angry white of a whitecap wave; and lips of blue set off an arresting face. 

In stark contrast, Soleil’s short cap of fiery hair whipped around her head like the flame that provided her life force. Dark eyes and ebony lips were like burnt embers on her ivory face.

Terra’s coloring changed with the seasons. Today, she sported her spring look. Mahogany hair streaked in shades of earth tones swirled around a stunning face. Lips of apple red smiled easily and often. The ultimate earth mother, Terra protected and nurtured the soil and all the creatures who lived upon it. 

Of the four, her appearance was closest to human form. Only eyes the color of pink marble required glamour in order for her to pass among mortals without detection.

“What this party needs is a hot tub. Shall we?” Terra jumped up from her chair. 

Evian dragged me out of mine just in time. Vaeta drew a breath and not-so-gently blew the furniture away from the center of the room. Terra waggled two fingers toward the floor, which rearranged itself into a shallow depression that Evian filled with water. Soleil provided heat, and Vaeta added bubbles. Some days living with faeries is just plain awesome. 

Garments shifting to bands that barely qualified as coverings—we’d had many a discussion about modesty and propriety in this house, me lecturing them, not the other way around—the four of them descended into the heated water. I debated going upstairs for my bikini, then decided my underwear would do and followed suit. Delicious, fragrant heat soaked into my bones. Heaven. 

 Somehow the talk turned to me and my love life, or lack thereof. 

“It always goes wrong somewhere around the third date. That’s when I find out the thing.”

“The thing?” Vaeta lounged in the bubbling froth. Like the others, her beauty could steal the breath. Vaeta’s look was never static. It shifted from palest gray to the blue of a winter shadow and back. Hair, eyes, and lips all a perfect match against skin so pale it was almost translucent. Watching the slow shift of color was all the more mesmerizing under the effects of faerie wine.

“Yeah, the thing. The thing," I repeated with a bit of a slur. "The reason I have to break it off. Nine times out of ten, I get the matchmaker vibe. You know, the little whatsit that says he’s fated for someone else.”

“And the tenth?”

“The tenth is when everything is going along fine and out of nowhere comes the and there it is moment. Like when he shows me one of those tacky photos of him against the black background looking contemplatively up at a double exposure of his cat, proving he’s already in a co-dependent relationship. You know what I mean.”

A chorus of faerie snorts met that comment. 

“I know they get the same thing with me. You can see it when a guy asks what I do for a living. The word matchmaker comes out of my mouth and all they hear is evil, scheming destroyer of freedom. They start looking for the door and you can clock it from there. Before you know it, my date is hightailing it away from me like I set his pants on fire. Half an hour is all they can manage—tops.” 

Except for Kin, who hadn’t batted an eyelash. But, that was neither here nor there. At least, that was the lie I told myself.

“Oh, darling, half an hour isn’t nearly long enough. You need a man with some staying power.” Vaeta giggled.

Drat my ivory skin, it blushes at the drop of a…well, a sexual innuendo for one thing. Asking the faeries about their love lives fell deep into the icky, too much information about your pseudo-parents territory. Not least because, from what I could tell, most faeries don’t mate for life. There’s enough love-the-one-you’re-with mentality to make all of their dating advice suspect at best, and flat-out disastrous at worst. 

Don’t get me wrong, I'm not a prude or anything. I’ve had my fair share of men to help me pass the time, but you don’t work with seekers of love every day without catching a case of the happily-ever-after bug yourself. The heat and excitement of a fling were fun and all, but I was beginning to want something a little deeper. Providing, of course, there was a man out there who rated high enough on the not-a-frog scale to qualify for the job.

Who was I kidding? 

Imagine this. Say I found a man who isn’t intimidated by The Job. The next logical step is to bring him home. 

The disco swampfest was not even close to the worst thing I’d ever walked in on. We get a lot of interesting visitors at our house. You try hiding four faeries playing host to a gaggle of cavorting mermaids or a nymph on a unicorn from a man. The way I saw it was that if he’s dumb enough to accept any explanation I might muster up, he’s too dumb for me to want to date. I guess that left me in a weird place. 

More, I was actively trying to bring on my latent witchiness, which, if  successful, would add a whole other dimension to the situation. I'd seen Bewitched. I didn’t want to marry a Darrin. Honestly, the way that man tried to keep a witch down just made my blood boil—and all under the guise of being protective. Bah.

Faerie wine buzzed through my head and stole all my angsty thoughts away while my family managed to spend a pleasant hour getting giddy with each other.

“What about tonight?” Evian waggled blue-green eyebrows at me. “Looked like you were getting cozy with the guy in the nice car.”

“Kin? Nope. That’s not going to be a thing. Not my type at all.” I blatantly lied.

“Then why were you playing dueling tongues with him? Looked pretty hot to me.” Soleil would be the best judge of hot, I suppose. 

“Things aren’t always what they seem.” Already heated from the steaming water, there was no red left to blush my cheeks, and Soleil wasn’t buying my weak protest. 

“What’s wrong with him? If he’s good enough for a game of tonsil hockey, why not try a second date?”

Because I didn’t hang around long enough for him to ask for one was the correct response, but not the one I gave.







The next morning brought a dozen men fully equipped with strobe lights and jackhammers to take up residence in my head. Navigating the stairs with one eye slit open and the other squeezed shut, I oozed into the hall leading to the kitchen. History with that particular brew proved the aspirin clutched in my hand would be of limited use in warding off a Twinkleberry wine hangover. 

Food would help, even if the thought of it made my stomach flip over like a seal chasing a ball in a water tank. I knew without looking that my hair was standing up every which way—because I could feel every strand—and I probably had bags under my eyes drooping clear down to my chin.

Slumping onto a stool, I clapped hands over my ears to dim down the apocalyptic echo of Vaeta’s cheerful voice.

“Here, drink this.” She slid a glass of green goo in front of me. If I didn’t think the act of heaving would kill me, I would have tossed my cookies right on the table. “My patented hangover cure.” 

I shot her a murderous glare that failed to leave her bleeding on the floor. Almost took me out, though. 

“Drink it.” Hating her for looking daisy fresh when I felt like a bag of week-old garbage, I did as she said. The goo smelled worse than it looked and tasted like something scraped off a frog’s butt. I gagged it down as fast as I could. 

Have you ever seen one of those stop-action movie clips in reverse? Picture a piece of paper going from crumpled to smooth. That’s about how I felt during the next thirty seconds. 

By the time it was over, I felt normal. No, better than normal, and I swear my skin was clearer. Vaeta could make an absolute fortune selling that stuff on the late-night shopping channels. 

“Better?” She asked the rhetorical question.

“Like new. What was in that?” I rested my chin in my hands and watched Vaeta wave her fingers in a circular motion over a bowl of eggs that looked like they were whipping themselves. Interesting talent to have. 

“Trade secret,” she chirped. I nearly died. Vaeta was a morning faerie. Even hopped up on her kill-the-hangover juice, I wasn’t wild about the way her fluttering around the kitchen made me feel like a slug. “If I told you what was in it, you wouldn’t have taken it.” She was preaching to the converted.

I lost a couple minutes in silent contemplation that involved trying to remember a portion of time the night before. The time between my joining in a rousing chorus of “Don’t Stop Believin’” and the moment the sun fell on my face this morning with a thud was a total blank. That didn’t bode well for me.

“Did I do anything weird last night?” Vaeta treated me to an eloquently-arched eyebrow of foggy blue over an eye that gleamed with purple fire.

"Define weird."

On second thought, I’d rather not know. “Never mind.” 

A steaming plate of fluffy eggs dotted with bits of veggies and ham landed in front of me. Vaeta poured coffee before tucking into her own breakfast and eying me with interest. This was the first time since she had come back from the underworld that we had been in a room alone together. I had a thousand questions I wanted to ask, but none of them seemed appropriate, so I waited for her to break the ice.

“What have my sisters told you about me?” She opened with a conversational minefield and played right into my curiosity.

“Not a lot. Nothing bad, I mean,” I assured her when her face darkened. “I think it was too painful for them.” Probably true. It’s hard to tell with faeries sometimes. They either keep their emotions under wraps or spew them out all over the place—often in physical form. There’s not a lot of middle ground. The truth was that until Vaeta dropped back into our lives, I hadn’t known she even existed, but that probably wasn’t what she wanted to hear.

Vaeta snorted. “A diplomatic answer, how sweet. They’ve taught you well, little fate weaver.”

It was my turn to snort. “Fate weaver? You mean my matchmaking work? I wouldn’t call it anything quite that dramatic. I bring people together, the rest is up to them. It’s a step up from a dating service, but not by much. I have no control over what happens after they ride off into the sunset.”

Of all the possible responses to that statement, a hoot of laughter was the last I expected from her.

“A dating service? You can’t be that naive.” The laughing stopped abruptly. “Or maybe you can. I see my sisters have kept you in the dark, and far be it from me to shatter your illusions.” The next words she spoke in a contemplative voice, “Is that why you haven’t claimed your birthright?”

I assumed she meant the full measure of my magic. “Oh, I’ve tried. Believe me. I’m beginning to think there’s nothing to claim. Why else would I be little better than a null after all this time? The ritual doesn’t work for me because I don’t even have enough magic to complete it.”

Another peal of laughter grated on my nerves. My last nerve, actually, if you want to know the truth. “Poor little fate weaver.” I couldn’t tell if her tone was condescending, but I suspected I was. “Tell Auntie Vaeta the whole sordid story. Who knows, a fresh eye just might see a clear resolution to your problem.” 

Amid reservations, I described finding the paper with the ritual spell tucked into a leather-bound notebook stuffed into the bottom of my grandmother’s jewelry box on the day of my fourteenth birthday. What I didn’t mention was that I was sure that notebook hadn’t been in there before. 

“The first time I tried the spell I was so excited. I knew…just knew it was going to work. Took my breath away, I wanted it so much. And then nothing happened. I was crushed.” Vaeta made sympathetic noises. “It got to the point where I dreaded pulling out those ingredients because I knew I was going to fail.”

“How long has it been?”

“A year. I give it a shot every year on my birthday. Just for form, you know?” Shoving the plate aside, I folded my arms into a cradle and dropped my head onto them. “It’s never going to work. I don’t have…I don’t even know what. The skill, the delivery, or if I’m not meant to have magic, I guess.” The words came out muffled.

The crack of a plate hitting the tabletop brought back a fleeting memory of the pre-hangover-cure headache. My head came up at near whiplash speed. 

"Stop wallowing in self-pity. I swear, you remind me of Nero fiddling away while the smoke thickens around you." Her scorn cut me in places that don't bleed. "What do you think is going to happen if your birthday comes and goes this year and nothing changes?"

She responded to my duh look with a twist of the lips and enough pity over my limited mental faculties to tick me off. 

"If you know so much, why don’t you tell me?" Why is it everyone in my life felt the need to keep secrets? "I'm getting tired of being treated like a child."

"Then use your head and stop acting like one. Witches get faerie godmothers, right? What do non-witches get?"

"Guardian angels." An easy answer since I was already acquainted with one. 

Vaeta waited for dawn to break over my addled brain.

"Are you saying Terra will find a new witch if I don't Awaken?" I couldn’t believe I hadn't thought of that before. "Well, I guess it makes sense, but I’m not sure why it's that big of a deal."

The gentle breeze that always stirred Vaeta's hair whipped up to flip it around her face in angry lines. "Did Terra prepare you for nothing?" 

I pushed my untouched breakfast across the table, crossed my arms, and waited for her to drop a new bomb on me. Seemed like there was a perpetual target on my head where she was concerned. 

Slumping into the chair across from me, Vaeta let the wind die off and contemplated me for a moment before she said, "Once upon a time—"

What now? I was too old for fairy tales. 

Okay, given my living arrangements, that wasn't even close to the truth.

Vaeta continued, "—Every witch had three faerie godmothers to protect body, mind, and spirit. You may have read stories about a young witch who, under threat of a curse,  was given into the care of her three faerie godmothers who raised her as if she were their own. She was a beautiful girl with a soul as pure as the feather on a dove. On her fourteenth birthday, she failed to Awaken."

The girl had my sympathies.

"Her faerie godmothers blamed themselves for not being able to help her touch her magic and they tried everything to help stir the power they sensed in her blood. Spell after spell, each year passed with nothing to show for the effort but frustration and pain. Until, the final year, her twenty-fifth, loomed and her godmothers knew it was all or nothing."

Moments passed while Vaeta sent my plate drifting to dump its contents into the trash. 

"What happened?" It had to be bad, or she wouldn't have had such a sorrowful look on her face.

"They poured everything into one final spell, and risked all upon its success. But the girl was not meant to carry power, and when the smoke cleared, none were left alive."

As quickly as it popped into my head, I banished the mental image of Terra's lifeless body sprawled on the grass. "Terra would never try such a thing."

"Of course not." All the sorrow gone, Vaeta treated me to a disgusted look. "She's not an idiot, and even if she was, there are sanctions in place to prevent such tragedies."

"Then why did you tell me the story?" Airy faerie, indeed. 

"So you would know what's going to happen when and if the time comes. If you don't Awaken before midnight on your twenty-fifth birthday, Terra—and I assume this goes for Soleil and Evian as well—will return to the Faelands."

My breath whooshed out like I'd been punched in the gut. 

"I'd miss her, but it's not like she couldn't come back and visit."

And then Vaeta dropped the rest on me.

"She could, of course, but she wouldn't, because the bond of witch and faerie godmother would be broken."  

"I like to think we have a deeper relationship than charge and protector. We're family. All of us." For me, it was just that simple. 

Rising, Vaeta turned away, but not before I saw the glint of a tear in the corner of one eye. "And I'm sure she feels the same way, but you don't understand, Lexi. Once the bond is broken, all memory of the witch is taken away. Terra wouldn't come back, because she wouldn't remember she'd been here in the first place." 

Shoulders rounded, Vaeta kept her face turned away as she tidied up the kitchen while I sat in shocked silence. 

Come midnight on Beltane, I'd either be a full-fledged witch, keeper of the sacred Balefire which would grow mighty under my watchful eye, or I'd be alone in front of my darkened hearth.

"You have to help me," I whispered.

"You know I can't," she whispered back. "Not with magic."

"Then with knowledge. Isn't there anything you can tell me that might help?" 

Her shoulders squared, and when she turned back to regain her seat, there was nothing of sadness in her eyes. Only a crafty determination that I hoped would not come back to bite me later. 

“How do you think young witches learn to cast?” Vaeta demanded.

“From their mothers,” I said tentatively. Slap me with the orphan stick. “But I’ve had your sisters in the house; I think I know how magic works.” 

Rolling her eyes, Vaeta waved a hand and everything turned into a scene from a Disney movie. The kitchen cleaned itself while I watched with jaded eyes. This kind of thing happened daily around here. 

“Listen closely. This is important. Magic takes many forms, even if the outcome is the same. You know Evian’s element is water and mine is air. Our magics are complementary in some ways. She could communicate with the water, enchant it to fill a glass."

Or a pond. I'd seen Evian pull liquid from a stone.

 "I could do the same by asking the wind to give up the moisture it carries." 

To punctuate the statement, Vaeta demonstrated by watering down my coffee. 

 "Different magic, same result. Magic does not beget magic. You keep assuming you have none. Have you ever considered this from a different perspective? Witches don’t get magic at a given age, magic comes through blood. It is inherent. Touching that power is how a young witch Awakens. Every spell takes the right ingredients. Ones that must be blended correctly and with the proper intention.”

It was a head-slapping moment for me. Could I really have been working with just one small incorrect element all this time? Was I making the whole thing harder on myself without realizing it? Seemed about right.

“If I showed you the spell would you help me figure out if I’m doing it right?” I asked with pleading eyes.

Vaeta shook her head, “You need a witch to help you."

Just peachy. Too bad all the witches I knew were either my mortal enemy or they thought I had non-magic cooties. 

Please, I sent up a prayer to whichever goddess might be listening. Help me find a witch with some answers.








CHAPTER 7







“Harry, calm down.” I sighed into the phone. At least I could understand his distress now, having watched Lemon act like a smitten groupie at Kin’s Driven gig the night before. Still, understanding wasn’t enough to drown out Vaeta’s warning as it swirled inside my head on a loop.

I dragged my attention back to Harry with considerable effort. He wasn’t wrong about his fiancée's behavior; I was nearly as disturbed by her little demonstration as he was, but that didn’t make it my problem, did it?

Who was I kidding, anyway? I could cite business concerns as my motivating factor till the cows came home, but I wouldn’t—couldn’t—let Harry’s happy future crumble into dust without at least attempting some sort of intervention.

I coaxed the details of the previous night out of him with a few well-chosen words, “She came home smelling like a frat house basement, Lexi. I tried to get her to tell me where she’d been and who she’d been with, and she just got angry and defensive.”

The sneaking suspicion that Harry hadn’t been entirely calm during their exchange almost drove the image of Lemon shaking what the good lord gave her out of my mind.

“You didn’t accuse her of anything, did you?” I ventured a guess.

Harry sputtered, “No, of course not.” I didn’t need witchly intuition to know he was lying through his teeth.

I was torn. On the one hand, I hadn’t actually seen Lemon do anything except imbibe a few too many and get a little overly excited about a sexy guitar player. Just because there was a ring on her finger didn’t mean her eyes were out of order. Half the club had mooned over Kin, and understandably so. It didn’t give Harry the right to jump to conclusions.

On the other hand, I understood where he was coming from. The fact that he hadn’t seen Lemon’s display firsthand didn’t negate the fact that she hadn’t been acting like a happily engaged woman. The line was blurry for me, sitting squarely in the middle, though I’m sure it looked solid as a rock from where each of them were standing.

“I’ll talk to her, Harry, but my advice is to relax and remember that you trust Lemon. You do trust her, don’t you?” 

As if there were an appropriate alternative answer to yes, of course, which was exactly what Harry replied with. Five more minutes of soothing platitudes and a swig of lukewarm coffee later, I raced downtown to intercept Lemon just as she was about to head to lunch.







“Chocolate therapy?” Sinclair Fuller, genius confectioner, reached for one of his signature white boxes with the word Sinful scrawled across in red lettering. “A six or a nine?”

Our scale of busy or stressful days was counted by the number of handmade chocolates needed to restore both body and soul. “It’s probably closer to a twelve, but six will do.” He gave me eight and then applied the “friends and family” discount. Chocolate and romance make a great pair, so I often sent business his way. In return, he supplied my weekly fix.

“Tough client?” 

“Understatement of the year,” I sighed, “Looks like I’ve got a return on my hands.”

“How does that work? Here’s my boyfriend, he’s not sensitive enough to my needs, get me a new one?” Sinclair’s smile softened the sarcasm. 

“Funny, but no.” Truthfully, I didn’t know how it worked because this was the first time it had ever happened—and furthermore, it seemed as though Harry’s predicament was largely in his own head. 

During our short lunch, Lemon maintained she’d only been enjoying an evening out with her girlfriends, and had prattled on about wedding details until I’d finally determined that perhaps both Harry and I had blown the whole escapade out of proportion. 

She had either already forgiven him for his overreaction, or forgotten all about it thanks to one too many vodka sodas with a twist of, well, lemon. Either way, I felt like I’d wasted my day trying to put out a fire that had already dwindled to ash.

I nipped a bit of heaven from the box in front of me and took a bite. Salted caramel truffle dipped in dark chocolate, and then rolled in a crunchy coating. Sinful indeed. I cast a questioning glance at Sinclair. “What’s the crunchy stuff?”

“Crushed ice cream cone. The sugar kind.” 

Best thing ever. 

Visiting Sinful added extra walking time to my trip home, which was one way I rationalized my chocolate indulgence. His place was three blocks in the opposite direction from home. Better yet, Sinclair stayed open late. We had the night owl thing in common. Sinful opened at noon and closed at nine. 

A glitter and flash in one of the shop windows caught my eye as I passed Hanover Street. Curiosity pulled me down the block for a closer look. 

Nestled into the narrow space between a dry cleaner and an insurance agency, the mystical supply shop, Athena’s Attic, looked like it belonged—like it had been there all along. I knew better. 

This is my city and I know her well; the streets, the businesses, the people. Witches may have a reputation for hovering over cauldrons in the dark of the forest, but I guess I sort of count as a witch, and I draw my energy from the bustling crowds. 

It had been a week—maybe two—since I passed this way and in that location, there had been…I drew a blank and tried again. My mind fogged, then it cleared. 

Why, of course. Athena’s Attic. What was I thinking? I must have been having a mental moment. The pentacle etched into the window was as familiar to me as the blue velvet curtains framing an interior filled with intrigue and mystery. Apothecary cabinets with polished brass handles lined the wall opposite the window; their drawers filled with ingredients for making potions and powders. 

Every time I went to a place like this, it was like spinning the wheel on the witchy lottery. Come on, baby. Momma needs a spell that will work. 

Two weeks remained until this year’s Beltane celebration on the day of my 25th birthday and my time wasn’t just running out, it was almost up. I should have realized if there was a deadline for getting my magic, there was also one for the Balefire being passed on to a proper tender. 

Humiliating.

I was no closer to my Awakening than I had been last year at this time. 

Without the ability to fully access my magic, I didn’t have enough power to keep the Balefire lit. According to the sparse notes in Clara’s little handbook, Keepers of the Flame experienced a symbiotic relationship with the Balefire, with both witch and flame gaining strength in the transaction. Talk about being caught in a circular problem.

 Where was a spot of divine intervention when I needed some?

Over the years I’d searched for a way, a charm, a form of meditation—anything that might provide a little something extra. Maybe enough extra to let me complete the Awakening spell. Potions, crystals, ritual candles, and spell books had eaten a significant portion of my discretionary funds and then begged for more. None of those things brought peace to the restless place inside that called out for the power I knew should have been mine. 

Everything you send out into the world is supposed to come back to you in triplicate. Call it Karma, call it a rule of threes, I don’t really care because I’m going to call it a steaming pile of dung. I send love out into the world every day. True love. None of that “happily for now” or “love the one you’re with” nonsense. According to Karma, I should be getting good vibes back from the universe. All I get is a headache and a kick in the pants.

I’d begun to half-wonder if performing good deeds didn’t count when part of the motivation was the desire to avoid turning into a wicked witch.

“Won’t you come inside?” A smooth voice dripped honey behind me and I realized I’d been staring into the shop window for some time while I indulged in my private pity party.

“I guess.” Color me enthusiastic. I must have been in here a thousand times looking for something that would help. Right? Then why couldn’t I remember ever making a single purchase? 

“Please.” One word spoken gently and my resolve vanished like a teenager on laundry day. 

The woman standing behind me was my polar opposite. Hair the color of a sunbeam, eyes bluer than sapphires, skin so fine it didn’t look real. Anyone would remember meeting this woman. I didn’t. 

“I’m sorry,” The more I tried to look away, the more I felt drawn to stare at her. “Do I know you? Have I been here before?”

A silvery laugh beguiled me even more. “Maybe. Or maybe we met in another life. Do come inside.” Those blue eyes swept over me with shrewd assessment. “I’ve got just the thing for those aching feet.” Until that moment I wasn’t aware I had aching feet, but as soon as she mentioned them, my arches throbbed painfully. 

“Come inside. We’ll fix you right up. It’s just an herbal remedy. If I promise not to hex you, will you let me help?” A raised eyebrow and a quirk of the lips gave humor to what might have been a serious statement. She’d taken me for a newbie. Or worse, for a seeker—someone without blood ties to power, but looking. 

Wondering if the rats had recognized the piper’s tune of doom and gone along anyway, I followed the silken swirl of her dress into the shop. 

“I’m Athena,” she said. “Tea? Brewed from fresh leaves. Chocolate mint.” 

A favorite of mine and hard to resist.

“Okay.” 

Don’t laugh, but the way she was looking at me reminded me of an Animal Planet documentary. I could hear the hushed voice of the presenter in my head saying, “It’s the rare, skittish half-witch. Be careful not to spook her,” with an Australian accent, naturally. 

That bit of foolishness broke through the stasis. 

“I’m sorry. Distracting day. I’d love a cup of tea.” What could it hurt? “I’m Alexis. Everyone calls me Lexi.”

“Alexis. It’s a strong name. Did you know it means protector?” Her knowing that creeped me out a little. 

“I did. Ironic, considering how badly I’m falling down on the job.” At her blank look, I elaborated, “Do you know anything about Awakening spells?”

“So you’re a blood witch, then.” Her gaze swept over me from head to toe. Standing awkwardly before her, I felt as if she had assessed everything about me. “And a late bloomer.” I really wished she’d stop looking at me like that. 

“The last of a once-great line. Probably better if it ends with me; at least I won’t be passing down tainted genes,” I said bitterly. 

A sudden shadow cast Athena’s face into sinister lines and for a fleeting second, the skin on the back of my neck lifted and crawled. 

“You’re the last Balefire. Keeper of the Flame.” No getting away from my family history. My great, great and then some, grandmother brought the fire to America when there were barely more than a few settlements. Keeping watch over the ritual flame used to light the Beltane fire was more than just a job in my family, it was our identity. 

Blood witches could recognize one of us in a crowd, so her knowledge of that aspect of my heritage didn’t bother me, but the knowing look in her eyes sure did.

“For a few more days. Then I will become Alexis No Name. Loser of the Flame, which will then pass to, if she has any say in the matter, the scourge of witchkind.” 

Athena, without asking, doctored my tea just the way I liked it best. A splash of milk and a dollop of honey went into both cups along with the fragrant minty goodness. Apparently, she drank hers the same way. Weird.

We settled into a pair of chairs that made up a reading corner in the area where she sold books. I eyed Athena warily over the edge of my cup. Years of dealing with people told me she was either one of two types. A) she wanted to sell me something and would do anything to get me to buy, or B) she was naturally curious to the point where the personal part of the term “personal information” meant nothing. 

“Tell me all about yourself. What do you do? Besides carry on your family tradition.” 

Totally B. 

To tell the truth, I hate answering that question. Hate it with a bloody passion. Once they hear I’m a matchmaker, more than a few people look at me like I’m a meddling she-spider who wants to trap them in a committed relationship. That faction is mostly men, by the way. Not all of them, though. Some of them jump to the conclusion I’m running an undercover escort service. You can tell by the way their eyes slide south the minute I mention my profession. 

Women have more complex reactions. Some start to gush, some ask for my card—there are men who do that as well—and some mentally go through their list of friends for any hidden clues to tell them which ones might have used my services. The ones who are already in happy relationships get a twinkle in their eye that tells me their thoughts have turned to the day they met their own true love.

“I facilitate interpersonal relationships in the dating milieu.” Milieu? What on earth made me say that? “Matchmaker.” Just calling it like it is made me feel better.

Athena seemed unsurprised, which made me wonder why she asked a question to which she might have already known the answer. 

“It sounds like fulfilling work. Is there any money in it?” People inevitably ask questions about my job once they learn I’m a matchmaker. This was the first time anyone ever asked me about the financial aspect rather than the romantic one. 

“I make a living.” My stiff posture and dismissive tone let her know this line of questioning was not welcome. 

“A regular Cupid.”

An apt comparison, I supposed, if not an entirely original one. Though, this was the first time it had been delivered with a hint of bitterness. 

Since her statement required no answer, I sipped my tea without speaking. No wonder I didn’t shop here regularly. The owner was a busybody.

Still, I couldn’t afford to let any straws pass without grasping at them, so I said, “Have you worked here long?”

“Hmm? Oh, no. Not really.”

Okay then. The awkwardness had gone on long enough, so I came right out with the one question I dearly wanted an answer to. “Is there anything you can tell me about how to Awaken my magic? I’ve tried so many times and there’s no one left to ask for help.” Athena’s face turned pensive, but she offered no suggestion.

A silence fell between us that grew so long it tumbled right into that awkward space where I wasn’t sure whether she couldn’t help me, or could and didn’t want to. An eternity passed before I said, “Well, this was fun. I’ll just be going now.”

“No, please. One more question, is there no one, even a distant family member who could become Keeper in your place?” She hedged.

Jab another sore spot, why don’t you. “No. No family at all. I was adopted.” Technically a lie. “There’s nobody to explain to me what I’m doing wrong; why I can’t seem to access the path to my magic. I’ve done the spell over and over. I don’t know what’s missing. I think it has to do with not knowing how to focus my intention, but my…the people who raised me have a different frame of reference and are unable to explain.” Or unwilling. I kept that last bit to myself. 

“What spell?” She asked, curiosity lighting up her already too beautiful face.

I fished through my purse and pulled out my day planner. Tucked between two pages was a slightly crumpled piece of parchment. Handling it gingerly to keep from smudging the handwritten text any more than it already was, I laid the spell on the table. “To Awaken the Initiate” it was labeled, and as Athena ran a scarlet-tipped finger down the ingredients list, her eyes narrowed infinitesimally.

“Where did you get this?” She asked.

“I found it in my grandmother’s things. Right before my fourteenth birthday. Why?”

“This isn’t…” A frown marred the perfection of her forehead. “Never mind.”

Again with the cryptic.

Athena read the spell aloud twice, giving each verse the correct intonation and cadence. She had me repeat it several times to make sure I’d remember the precise inflections.

“The initiate must prepare herself by completing a cleansing ritual for clear sight, followed by a drawing spell to call the latent magic into being. The list of ingredients is pretty standard.” Pulling a sheet of lined paper from under the counter, Athena scratched down a couple notes. 

“Modern conventions are nice, but a copper tub is best for Awakenings. No one has those anymore, so I’m making some changes to the list. Three pennies added to the water will mitigate the effects of the porcelain. Are you hooked up to the city water supply?”

“For the past ten years, why?”

“Chemical alchemy.” I just stared at her. “Chlorinated water. Use these.” She tossed a foil wrapped packet at me. “Effervescent bath salts, a trial pack should do it. I make these myself. They have vitamin C; good for the skin and for counteracting chemical additives.”

Athena went to work. Running a finger down the list, she collected ingredients from various shelves around the store, naming them as they went into the bag. 

“Right here, this says to pound the dried dandelion root. Use a mortar and pestle, but don’t grind it. You understand?”

I nodded. Despite the odd sense of mistrust I felt around her, I rose to stand near the counter and watch while she sorted through her wares with abandon. Finally, there was only one more item left on the list. Stone of Blood. Athena tapped her finger against the words scrawled on the yellowed sheet. 



