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CHAPTER ONE







Clara




People—even witches—find great comfort in telling their secrets to the dead. Or, in my case, the not-quite-but-assumed dead. 

Not that I could fault the theory. I had, after all, been turned to stone. Most people wouldn’t survive the experience.

Why confess their hearts to a witch with a heart of stone? Because no matter how petty were the crimes of my sister witches, they paled in comparison to mine—to the worst sin imaginable. I stand (because I cannot do otherwise) accused of killing my own daughter. A gravely-mistaken assumption, but who could blame them for jumping to the conclusion? The punishment for killing another witch is being turned to stone. 

No one knows by whose hand the sentence is served, only that it is swift and irrevocable. Kill a witch, become a living monument: an effective warning against falling prey to the destructive side of the power that runs through the blood of our kind. All the evidence was against me. 

Not having murdered anyone before, I’d had no idea if stoned witches remained awake inside their prison for all eternity. In the middle of a heated discussion with my daughter—a fight, if you want to be technical about it—my binding spell crossed with Sylvana’s ball of dark magic, picked up some of her intent, mixed it with mine and slammed us both with the result. 

Nothing remained but a burnt scar on the earth and me, fearful I’d destroyed my own flesh and blood, forced to stand watch over the scene of my own destruction. Wanting to cry and not being able to shed a tear is the worst feeling in the world. 

I’d resigned myself to an eternity of listening to the transgressions of others while wishing I’d eventually die inside my cocoon—that is, until sly Sylvana showed up very much alive and well. And with no intention of releasing me from stasis.

When word of her miraculous resurrection spread, the number of huddled confessors decreased dramatically. 

Since then, witches pass me by with a look that says they hope I never heard a word of their transgressions and if I did, that I never have the chance to speak of them out loud. But I’ve smelled the dirty laundry flung around my feet, and I remember the stench of every tiny tidbit.

Lexi stands before me now with fierce determination in her eyes and a longing to set me free so strong I can feel it in my granite bones. She’s tried before and failed, but third time’s the charm. So they say, anyway. A pot of Balefire sits at her feet; the Bow of Destiny rides her hand with an arrow aimed at my heart. It’s a good thing I’m virtually frozen, because my instincts are screaming for me to duck. 

I can’t duck. I can’t look away. Nothing is left but to stand (as if I had any other choice) and listen for the twang of the string, wait for the burning sting of the barb, and hope that her aim is true.




Lexi




Shooting my stoned grandmother with Cupid’s bow and a flaming arrow. What was I thinking? There are a hundred ways this could go wrong.

Determined, I pulled the bowstring back, forced trembling nerves to rock steadiness. Hushed calm flowed like water to fill me from the bottom up, pushing out my breath on a sigh. There would never be a better moment than now.

I let the arrow fly. 

Time slowed to a crawl, and crystalline clear vision focused on the burning arrow crawling through the air toward its target. The golden barb picked up light and magic until it passed the halfway mark and time fell back to normal speed. 

Pink flame arced straight and true, pierced stone, and lanced into Clara’s heart. For half a second, nothing happened, and it was as if the whole world held its breath. 

My heart tried to punch a hole in my throat.

A lifetime of longing for blood family—for the mother of my dreams—hadn’t come to much once Sylvana finally appeared. Wicked witches make lousy parents, and you can’t trust them as far as you can throw a unicorn. Don’t try that, by the way, unicorns get stabby when you pick them up. Especially the purple ones.

The pressure popped my ears, my stomach plummeted into my shoes, and the Bow of Destiny slipped to the ground. Nothing else moved in the cotton-heavy silence—not a bird, not a bee, not even me. 

Failure.

I’d been so sure my plan would work. Turned to stone in a freak accident involving wicked witchery, my grandmother’s statue guarded the clearing near my house for as long as I could remember. Once I’d learned her stoning wasn’t a lifetime sentence for killing another witch, I’d searched high and low for a means to set her free.

Salem and I had put our heads together—my familiar used his human head, not his cat one—and hatched a plan to use my newfound Fate Weaver abilities and my father’s bow to infuse Clara’s heart with the mighty power of the Balefire. It’s a good thing tending the magical flame is only one of my legacies, because Cupid’s bow—technically mine at the moment—turned out to be the pivotal part of the plan. 

It would propel an arrow made from living gold and the essence of myself—don’t ask how that works because I’m a little hazy on the details—through the stone encasing Clara’s body and into her heart. Dipping the arrow in the Balefire would, if all went as planned, inject enough of the fire’s healing energy to bring her back to life.

Sounds like a long shot, I know (no pun intended), but it made sense when we came up with the idea. I am Lexi Balefire: Keeper of the sacred fire; maker of matches; weaver of fates. Shouldn’t I be able to weave one for my grandmother that didn’t involve eternal punishment for a crime she didn’t commit?

Sound rushed back to a world I’d already forgotten had gone silent. The first thing I heard was the sound of my breath hitching as I cried. I glanced behind me at the grave faces of my companions and tried to accept my failure.

A sharp crack rent the air. 

Then another, and another. 

Stone slid off my grandmother like snow off a roof—one slow ripple that revealed her by inches and raced my tears of happiness to the ground. Like mist, the arrow infused with living gold faded from her chest without leaving a mark. I felt its weight return to the quiver slung across my back. 

“It worked.” A whoop went up from dear Aunt Mag, the newest member of my ragtag family.

I walked forward until I was standing close enough to touch my grandmother, but too shy to actually lay so much as the tip of one finger on her skin. 

“Nice shot.” A warm smile brightened her first words to me as I launched into the waiting arms of a woman who could have been my double save a wrinkle or two around the corners of her emerald green eyes. I know witches aren’t supposed to cry, but whoever put that nonsense out into the world was an idiot. We’re human. Fancy extras and all. 

Most of my body shook from the relief of pent-up tension, and I buried my face in a neck that still smelled of sun-warmed stone. 

“It’s Lexi. I mean, I’m Lexi Balefire. You’re my…you’re Clara.” Nonsense tumbled out of my mouth like I thought she had been in a coma or something. Perhaps she had—I’d no idea whether she’d been cognizant all this time, and I desperately hoped she hadn’t. 

“I know, dear girl. I know.” Gentle hands nudged me to arm’s length so she could get a better look at me. The abandoned child who lived in the corners of my soul crept out from the shadows and into my grandmother’s light. That child had taken a beating, poor thing, when my mother came back, and I knew she represented the part of me that feared another devastating fiasco. 

My smile so wide it hurt, I turned to my made-from-the-scraps family and saw there wasn’t a dry eye in the bunch. Salem stood next to my four faerie godmothers and my boyfriend, Mackintosh Clark—also known as Kin since Mackintosh is kind of a mouthful. The only thing missing from the list was a partridge in a pear tree, but I wouldn’t be surprised if we had one of those perching somewhere in the backyard.

Even Salem’s cat-like emotions suffered from a touch of sentiment. I’d save the teasing for later. If I had a bad case of jelly legs after this experience, I could only imagine how Clara’s must feel given the number of years she’d been immobilized.

“Can you walk?” I whispered, instinctively knowing she wouldn’t want anyone to see her at a disadvantage. 

“I think so.” My grandmother’s arm went around my waist and mine around hers for added support. Plus, I relished the safe sensation of being snuggled against her side. We took a tentative step or two away from the site where her feet had rested for all those long years, and she stopped for one brief look back. Petals drooped until nothing more than brambles remained of the roses that had twined around her skirts mere moments before, and while we watched, even those turned to mulch. Maybe the force of her displeasure killed the delicate flowers, or perhaps they couldn’t survive the loss of her essence. Either way, petals fell to dust and rode away on the breeze. 

A satisfied smile that was just this side of a smirk crossed Clara’s lips as she turned her attention toward the waiting group. “Mag, you haven’t changed a bit. It’s good to see you.” Stepping out of the shelter of my embrace, she moved forward on her own. Never let it be said the Balefire women lack resilience. 

If there was any animosity between the two sisters, they hid it well. I caught myself staring and wondering again at the visible difference in their ages. Maybe now I’d get to hear Mag’s story. But first, I made introductions. 

“These are my…”

Clara pointed to the faeries in turn. “Evian, Terra, Soleil, and Vaeta. You have my undying gratitude for the way you’ve cared for Alexis over the years.”

“Lexi. Everyone calls me Lexi.”

“We love her.” Terra’s simple statement—truth, because the Fae don’t lie—warmed me to my toes. Welcoming Clara back into our—her—home was sure to beckon complicated emotions into the mix and with the Fae, emotions sometimes turned tangible. Not only had I opened a can of worms, but they were also enchanted worms with the power to multiply until they cluttered the entire house. 

I wouldn’t have it any other way. 

“Mrs…Miss…” Kin shot me a desperate look as he tried to figure out how to address this new person in my life.

“Call me Clara. You’d be Kin.” Clara gave him a mock measuring look, but Kin didn’t pick up on the nuance.

“Yes, ma’am. Good to meet you. You’re not…I mean…Lexi’s mother was…” Poor thing. I’d give him props for standing up for me, but asking my grandmother if she was wicked might not be the best way to make a first impression. 

“My daughter and I share many things: our face, the Balefire blood, a regular craving for butter pecan ice cream. But we operate off an entirely different set of values and perspectives. She’s not entirely bad, my Sylvana.” A sigh gusted from Clara’s lips and she gave Aunt Mag a warning look. “I made a great many mistakes with her. Mistakes that shaped her into a…”

Mag chimed in, “Selfish brat with way too much power and almost no impulse control.” Nail, meet the hammer that’s about to hit you on the head. 

Letting the conversation go before it turned ugly, Clara singled out the last member of her welcoming party. “Salem, how nice to see you again.” She reached out to grasp his hand in hers and gave his arm a little rub that made him preen. 

“Clara, always a pleasure.” 

“You two know each other?” How was that possible? Clara had been stoned long before he’d shown up on my doorstep.

“Of course we do. We met during my job interview. While I was between witches.” 

I made an effort to yank my jaw back off my chest. Obviously, there was more to certain witch-related processes than I’d been led to believe. Since Salem’s life—his ninth and final one, no less—will end the moment I die, I’d assumed we’d also been born simultaneously. Familiars competing for placement in a family seemed mundane by comparison. Job interviews, though? Really? Did they have to provide references? A resume? 

“Speaking of food cravings, you wouldn’t happen to have any butter pecan ice cream in the freezer would you?” 

If we didn’t, there would be some in there by the time we hit the kitchen. My faerie godmothers rock it out when it comes to conjuring yummy snackage. 

Walking past the Bow of Destiny, I bent down to retrieve it before one of the fairies accidentally touched it again. Repairing the bow after its first devastating Fae encounter had been enough of an ordeal to last me a lifetime. Now all I had to do was figure out how to use it for its intended purpose, and not as a method for pelting my relatives with flaming arrows. 

Objects of great power always come with rules. Complicated rules designed to create problems for anyone who tries to use them and complex enough not to be parsed with ease. Forged by my father, the Bow of Destiny was sure to come with a set worthy of his station.

The bow was meant to help me match souls, and there was a distinct possibility I could be held accountable for using it to my own advantage with Clara, even if it was for a good cause. Whatever you put out into the world comes back to you threefold, and depending on your intent could either lift you up or tear you down. I’d picked up the bow knowing all of that, and had chosen to accept whatever consequences came from my decision.

But I wasn’t thinking about any of those things at the moment my fingers closed over the section of the riser just above the handle—and then I wasn’t thinking anything at all. 

You can’t think when your mind has been taken over by something with a consciousness deeper than you ever imagined. Take it from me, I’ve been there. 

Overpowered by it all, I hit the ground like a marionette with clipped strings. That’s what they tell me, anyway. 

Wild energy swelled and swept through my head like a whirlwind of echoing vastness with only one goal: to make room for itself within the confines of my puny existence. My hand gripped the bow as though it were an electric fence and while the current jolted through me, I was helpless to let go. 

Puffy pink clouds floated across my vision while words boomed through my head in a language made up of sounds resembling music—if music itself were a god. Full and round and more real than anything I could touch with my hands, the sound carried me as if I weighed less than a windborne seed. A tiny parachute of dandelion fluff to be buffeted in any direction the breeze deemed to blow.

A single conviction burned itself into my soul. This was no toy and the matches I made using the bow would never, could never be broken. I needed to choose wisely before pointing my arrows. 

My throat swelled with the depth of emotion being transferred to me from the living weapon as it made itself mine. Or took me for its own. To this day I’m unsure whether I became the carrier of the bow or its pawn. 

The bow carried an electric energy that knocked me out cold. For the second time in less than an hour. I came to with the sound of my name ringing in my ears and Kin’s face just inches from mine. 

“Lexi, can you hear me? How do you feel?”

The answers I meant to give were yes, and I feel amazing. I think I said something like, “Gah.”

Eloquence is me. 

“I’m calling 911.” Kin pulled out his phone. “You fainting twice in one day is more than I can take.”

My focus snapped fully back to the present. 

“Fainting sounds so wimpy. I’m fine.” Kin’s eyes widened doubtfully. “Better than, actually.” If I could bottle this feeling and sell it, I’d be a millionaire inside of a week. Probably a gazillionaire. “I feel incredible.” Like I could move mountains. 

The only thing I moved was myself—off the ground. Then I remembered how I ended up down there in the first place and reached again for the bow.

“Where is it?” Swiveling my head left and right, I searched the area around where I’d fallen. “Don’t tell me it’s broken again.”

Kin’s face turned a shade paler, but his voice stayed steady as he answered, “It’s gone.” 

“Gone? What? Where?” 

“Inside you.” Helpful answer. Not.

“Excuse me?” 

“It…I don’t even know how to describe it, but you absorbed it. Or it melted into you. Quiver and all.” Kin brushed a few errant blades of grass off my legs and gave me time to formulate a response. Nothing reasonable came to mind, so I chose to accept the weirdness for the time being and think about the repercussions later. I finally knew why Scarlett O’Hara preferred to put things off until tomorrow. I had enough on my plate for today. 

My gaze traveled to Clara’s face. It had gone all grandmotherly and concerned. I lifted my chin and dared her to push the issue. “Why don’t we go inside and raid the fridge?” After an epic day, all I wanted was something mundane to bring me back to earth. Parts of me still felt like they were jetting through the clouds. 

As it turned out, there was a final surprise or two still in store.

“It all looks so different.” Clara rubbernecked to take in the changes to her home. I’ll confess my knees felt a little shaky in anticipation of her reaction to the lighter, more airy color scheme we’d selected during the big renovation. 

Twenty-five years is a short time in the lifespan of a witch, but a long one when it comes to technological advances. What would Clara think about the 55-inch flatscreen that had replaced her bulky 19-inch television set? Or the shabby chic feel of the whitewashing technique on the wainscoting in the hall. The kitchen had doubled in size when we added the faerie’s wing, but Clara’s bedroom remained untouched. She would have one familiar space at least.

“We can put it all back if you hate it.” As offers go, this one was half-hearted at best. Restoring this house to its former state would be about as easy as unscrambling an egg. I appealed to Terra, begging her with my eyes to say something. Anything. The only time the four of my godmothers are ever this quiet is when they’re getting ready to launch of one of their epic battles, so what was up with that?

Terra winked and then tossed me under the bus without a second thought. “We have some work to do, so we’ll just leave you to get acquainted again. Clara, it’s good to have you back.” She said it, so I had to believe she meant it, no matter what the repercussions. Kin received a pointed stare from Terra on her way out and took the hint. 

His kiss carried the perfunctory awkwardness of feeling watched by a gun-toting father. I was pretty sure my grandmother wouldn’t need a firearm if she decided she didn’t like my boyfriend. Not that she would, he was a likeable sort. “I’ll see you tomorrow, babe.” 

Suddenly the room felt empty, and I wasn’t sure what to say to the veritable stranger wolfing down ice cream like it was made from honey and nectar. Apparently, twenty-five years spent frozen in the front yard wasn’t as big a deal to the witches in my family as it was to me. 

A whole new world was opening up right in front of me, but my grandmother and great-aunt acted as though Clara had simply been on an extended holiday. Mag filled in the awkward silence with fodder about witches I might have met but couldn’t put a face to any of the names. 

“Matilda Backwater mixed up marigold with mandrake in a batch of that cough syrup she’s always bragging about. It reacted with one of the other ingredients and produced a series of interesting side effects. That was a good one.” Mag dished up gossip.

“What happened?” Spoon pinging against the bowl, Clara scraped the last bit of ice cream from the bottom. 

“Lost her mind, that’s what. Went on what amounted to a week-long acid trip. Don’t mention dragons in front of her unless you want to hear the tale of how she brought down an albino Wyvern using an enchanted golden lasso. I guess she thought she was Wonder Woman or something.”

Gran’s laugh burst out, “Thanks for the mental image of Matilda all kitted out in a patriotic bathing…” 

A whooshing noise pushed against our eardrums.

“My heavens!” Clara exclaimed as the room filled with billows of blue smoke and interrupted the conversation before Mag went off on a diatribe about the proper methods of potion making. Through a wide set of doors leading from the kitchen to the parlor, I glanced toward the ever-burning hearth and saw the Balefire sneeze and emit another belch of smoke. Tongues of flame burst out into the room in a flash of light and fury, then retreated just as quickly. 

“Does this happen often?” Clara’s mild tone infused the question with deeper meaning.

“Never.” Embarrassed that on my first day with my grandmother I’d already come off looking like an incompetent, I rushed toward the fireplace to see if I could find a reason for the outburst. “Have you seen anything like it before?” Thrusting my hands into the fire, I picked and prodded my way through the flames feeling for inconsistencies or anomalies that would give me a clue. Soot darker than night stained a trail up the overmantel and across the ceiling.

“Here, let me.” Clara gently nudged me aside and did essentially the same thing I had just done. Evidently, she came to the same conclusions, too, because after a minute she dusted her hands off on her dress and shrugged. 

“Probably just flustered,” she proclaimed. “By having two keepers in the house.”

The Balefire formed itself into a shape that reminded me of a person holding hands to either side in confusion before retreating to the back of the fireplace where it turned sullen and banked itself low save for the occasional spark. One fire, two masters. Oh, goody. Why is it that every time I take a step forward, I’m shoved two steps back?








CHAPTER TWO




“You painted the brickwork around the chimney. I think I like the lighter colors.” The warmth and reassurance failed to quell the jump of nerves in my belly as my grandmother’s sharp gaze scanned the parlor before landing again on the fireplace. She reached toward the handle resting inside the flame, then asked, “Do you mind?” 

“Of course not. It’s your house, and you should feel free to go anywhere. Though, I’d knock before walking into the faerie’s wing. They have a tendency to react first and think later. It’s their nature.” 

The last thing I needed was Faerie Armageddon with a side of Witchfest. 

“Noted.” Straightening back to standing, my grandmother leaned sideways to look past me at the rest of the parlor. “I take it the party planning business is going well.” If there was a hint of dryness in her tone, she hid it behind a quick smile. 

My glance strayed toward the far end of the room where a dozen potted palm trees awaited their debut at Saturday’s beach-themed, sweet sixteen party. The faeries had a habit of leaving more business lying around than the house could handle. Dodging around bins, boxes, and elaborate floral arrangements was becoming the norm rather than the exception. 

“Too well.” I nodded. “But it makes them happy, so I don’t like to complain.” Happy faeries were merry faeries. I preferred them to the cranky versions. “But I’ll speak to them about keeping the common spaces clear. There’s plenty of room in the garage these days.” 

Forgoing a comment, Clara bent again and reached into the Balefire for the handle that would unlock the room behind the fireplace. Even though I knew the flames wouldn’t penetrate her skin, it’s still strange to see someone willingly reach into a fire. 

Maybe it was just bad timing, or maybe the spirit of the flame chose that moment to descend into pettiness, but whichever it was, Gran’s face hovered inches away from another sneeze-like eruption.

Her head disappeared in fiery gout, and despite what I just said about the Balefire witches’ affinity with the flame, I indulged in a momentary freakout. A great cloud of ash and smoke blasted the fronds off several of Terra’s palm trees and rolled Clara away from the hearth like a bundle of rags. She fetched up against the couch and lay in a shaking huddle while I let out a strangled scream.

“No!” I’d only just met her, it was too soon to lose my grandmother again.

Mag, spry despite all evidence of advanced age, got there first. 

“Help me roll her over,” Mag ordered, and together, we gently eased Clara onto her back. A swath of ash-strewn hair hid my grandmother’s face, and I dreaded the sight of whatever injury lay below the white-brown strands. Burns are the worst. Before either of us could brush away the tangles, Clara did the deed and revealed a face untouched by anything other than mirth. 

Laughing. The crazy witch found this funny. Fall on the floor, laugh yourself silly funny. Really?

Relief spread through me at about the same rate as pique over needlessly being frightened. But it’s hard keeping a fierce face on when someone else is dissolving into unladylike giggles. 

“It’s not funny.” I knew it sounded shrewish. 

Clara pointed at me and laughed hard enough that I wondered if she’d been hit with a goofy spell or something.

“It sneezed,” she finally wheezed out. “Get it? The Balefire has a cold.”

The corner of Mag’s mouth twitched. Just a little. She tried to pull it back, but like yawns, giggles are contagious. I caught them next but was the first one to sober up.

“This is serious.” Everything in my life was serious these days, or had the potential to become a headache at any given moment. Take Clara, for instance. I’d wanted to save her, needed to make up for my mother’s deceit, and yet, having her in the house altered everything. I’d had my own private wing—okay, so maybe it was more like a wingtip, but still, it had been mine alone. 

No longer. 

A pair of sharp-eyed elders would put a crimp in my alone time with Kin. I wasn’t sure I could have my boyfriend sleeping—or not sleeping, if you know what I mean—over with the two of them down the hall. Not even with a silencing charm. 

And now this effect we were having on the Balefire put another butt-shaped wrinkle in the linen pants of my life. The parlor was in shambles and they’d only been here for a few hours. What would happen in another month, another year? Was I supposed to give the Balefire back to Gran now that she was capable of taking care of it again? Was that even a possibility? None of the Balefire lore covered this contingency.

The duty of Keeper, as far as my research could tell me, passed to the next in line at the time of death. That Clara’s death hadn’t been exactly permanent was a problem.  

“Of course it’s serious, dear.”

 Giggles subsiding, for now, Clara scrambled to her feet and placated me with one of those pats on the arm that adults give a hysterical child. I retreated toward the fireplace while she reached down to give her sister a hand up. “I’d like to see the workshop, but I think maybe you should be the one to open the door. The Balefire seems to like you best.” 

How did she figure that? My puzzlement must have shown on my face because she pointed toward my feet. Flaming tendrils had snaked across the hearth to twine around my ankles like chubby puppies at play. 

“Shoo,” I slapped at the questing flames and reached for the handle. Best to get this over with and once our business was concluded, I might try and talk the godmothers into setting up one of their famous hot tubs on the patio. 

The Balefire flickered a series of shadows against the chimney, and I swear I saw the outline of a hand holding up the middle finger. Witch or not, inanimate objects taking on a life of their own was getting a bit tedious for my tastes. I stuck my tongue out at absolutely nothing and gestured for Gran and Auntie to go first.

On the one occasion when Aunt Mag had joined me in the Balefire witch workshop I’d come to think of as my sanctum, I’d been shocked by the way the room reacted to her presence. The furniture had practically danced as it reconfigured from my preferred arrangement to hers. A less-than-subtle way of letting me know which witch was the alpha. 

It wasn’t me, in case you’re wondering.

The experience had been humbling, but walking in after the sanctum recognized Clara’s energy made me feel about this big. 

Bracing myself for an entirely different aesthetic than I was used to, I took in my surroundings and would have let out a low whistle if I wasn’t hopelessly miserable at whistling. 

The large, circular dais still sat in a place of honor, just below a gigantic domed glass ceiling framed in intricate wrought iron. I’d recently learned my great-grandmother had forged and inlaid the living gold pentagram design around the perimeter shortly after the house was built, and of course that hadn’t moved either. The rest of the room, however, had undergone a drastic transformation. 

“Is that my second best cauldron stand? I knew you borrowed it and never gave it back.” Mag went on the prowl for more of her purloined items. Grumbles of disgust and the sound of things being shoved aside followed her progress throughout the room. 

Brighter lighting sparkled over a space organized to the nth degree. Double the usual number of shelves pressed themselves against the exterior walls, leaving a single, circular workstation dominating the otherwise open space. 

Ingredients, utensils, and potion bottles marched along the shelves and formed into groups related to their intended use so anything she might need would be close at hand. It made sense, even if I prefer separate work zones because I tend to compartmentalize my magic. Obviously, Clara’s view of the craft was more holistic in nature, and I hoped I’d one day see things the same way.

A solid library ladder replaced the rickety one, enticing me to climb its rungs and choose one of a thousand tomes with titles like Burns and Boils, Volume 3.

“I wasn’t sure I’d ever get a chance to see this place again. It feels good. Like home.” 

Emotions crawled up my throat to form a lump that wouldn’t go down no matter how many times I tried to swallow it away. My grandmother was home. Here. In the flesh. Trading my privacy for her presence? Total no-brainer. I’d do it all again—a hundred times over—if it meant I could watch Clara’s hungry face absorb every detail of her domain. 

She tossed a glance at Mag that spoke of private things and received a slight head shake in return. 

Clara announced she would love a hot shower and a change of clothes and I got the impression the sisters had decided their business could wait.  

To cover up that I knew they were hiding something, I did what I always do and babbled. “We kept your room just the way you left it, and I know it’s small, but we can clear the boxes out of the dormer room.” I turned to Mag, “I don’t know where you’ve been staying since your place is gone, but you’re welcome to stay here. You could have my room if you need more space.” 

“Don’t be worrying, child. I’m not exactly burdened down with possessions. The dormer room suits me fine.” Aunt Mag offered no explanation of her current living arrangements, and I didn’t press her on the subject. 




Midnight snack time is sort of like second breakfast in my house—completely unnecessary, but an institution we’re not willing to abandon. It’s a good thing we live just on the outskirts of Port Harbor because I don’t like cars and walking almost everywhere burns off Terra’s late-night monkey bread obsession.

I’ll always have curves, though, if Clara’s hourglass figure is any indication. We both have flowing, healthy chestnut-colored hair, and heart-shaped faces. We both have full, berry-stained lips and thick eyelashes. It stands to reason that unless I decide to let myself go entirely, I’ll look almost exactly like she does when I get old. We witches age well, but I’ll still pass up a taxi if it means fitting a little cardio into my day.

Gran’s reintroduction to the household didn’t stop me joining the godmothers, who assembled in the kitchen around the witching hour, and the scent of cinnamon and sugar had drawn more Balefire women than just me from their beds.

“What is that heavenly smell?” Gran asked, rubbing her eyes as she pulled a chair up to the island counter and smoothed a wild lock of hair behind one ear.

Just as I opened my mouth to respond, a peculiar wind began to gust outside. Hinges rattled in the doors, the floors began to creak, and a great, animalistic howl pierced the relative darkness that settled around us as the storm raged above. 

Clara’s eyes lit up, though for what reason I couldn’t possibly imagine, and she looked to Aunt Mag with excitement, “Could it be?” 

“Could it be what?” I asked with curiosity and a smidgen of concern. 

“I can’t think of any other alternative, so my guess is yes,” Mag looked positively giddy with excitement.

“What’s going on?” I asked again, looking helplessly toward the faeries, who merely shrugged and continued to sip coffee while feigning disinterest. Utter hogwash, that. 

Apparently, I’d turned invisible, because nobody seemed to have any intention of answering my questions. Another bang drew my attention to the ceiling, where I could hear Salem’s footsteps turn from the light pitter-patter of kitty paws to the heavy thump of a man’s gait.

When he rounded the corner with ears perked—yeah, even in human form, I can tell—I assumed he was just as curious as I was, but of course, Salem had an inkling of what was to come.

At the sound of a sharp rap on the door, I jumped up from my seat alongside Clara and a surprisingly spry Mag. I opened my mouth to ask for information one last time and then promptly shut it as Gran opened the door and the answer hit me in the face like a ton of bricks.

The most quintessentially beautiful Siamese cat sat perched on the top step, glittering blue eyes peeking out from a mask of dark brown fur. 

“Pyewacket!” Gran exclaimed, tears of joy jetting down her face as a miniature, purring tornado engulfed the cat in a swirl of fur. The woman left standing in the wake was just as gorgeous as her feline form. Sleek and perfectly put together, she all but oozed into the room. 

Gran stepped forward to envelop her familiar in a warm hug, but Pyewacket took a step backward and raised a haughty chin. Ice blue eyes rode slanted cheekbones set high above lips that were probably lush and full when they weren’t pressed into a firm line. We all watched in fascination as Gran’s back went ramrod straight and all the tension in her body traveled north to square her shoulders in anticipation.

“Clara, what happened? Why was I stuck in Mrs. Chatterly’s yard? What sorcery confined me into the form of a garden gnome? Do you have any idea how boring it is watching chipmunks and squirrels frolic around without a care in the world? There are no words to describe how insufferable that woman can be. She complains non-stop about her weight and then stashes Milky Ways in the potting shed. Twenty-five years! Explain yourself, please.” 

Pyewacket kept her gaze trained on Gran’s eyes, and it occurred to me that perhaps insubordination and general disdain were traits all familiars shared. I could only imagine the diatribe I’d have to endure if Salem had been put in that situation. He’d only been stuck in his cat form while awaiting my Awakening as a witch, and my penance included a glut of seafood in exchange for forgiveness.

“Oh, Pye, I had no idea!” Gran explained the general gist of how she and my mother had waged magical war against one another and landed them both on karma’s naughty list. 

“I was in the same situation as you, and I had to watch Lexi grow up without a grandmother or a mother. I mean, of course, she had her godmothers,” Gran shot an apologetic look toward the faeries, “but it wasn’t exactly a picnic for me either. I’m so sorry!”

Pye finally conceded, allowed herself to be hugged while she rubbed the top of her head against Gran’s chin. The rest of us retreated to the kitchen to afford the pair a bit of privacy. I had to drag Salem by the scruff of his neck. Judging by the look on his face, I’d say he was about as smitten as a kitten can be. And who could blame him?








CHAPTER THREE




An inch away from the sturdy six-panel door, my loosely-clenched fist froze before I could knock. Doubts crept from hidden alcoves of my psyche, whispered dire predictions in my ears, and then slithered back into the shadows to seethe. In happy TV families, young women sought heart-to-heart talks with their mothers and grandmothers without fear or whatever nebulous dread was settling over me. Surely I could do the same. 

This would be easy. A piece of cake. What’s so easy about a piece of cake, anyway? I’ve tried baking, and there’s nothing easy about it. People say the weirdest things and standing in the hallway contemplating cake-related cliches smacked of escapism. 

I had questions. Clara had answers. All I had to do was knock.

“Stop dithering around out there and come in.” No hint of displeasure tinted the command, but I blushed at being caught in a bout of fearful skulking.

Summoning my courage, I did as my grandmother ordered. Her smile, warm and inviting, chased away most of the nerves. Her hug banished the rest. I relaxed into it for the first few seconds and rested my head on her shoulder before living out one of my childhood dreams and cuddling next to Clara on the bed. 

Missing pieces of my soul settled into the gaping holes my inner child had spent a lifetime skirting, and yet, I had trouble trusting the feeling of wholeness. After a shining moment at the base of a rainbow-hued waterfall with Sylvana—a moment that had, unfortunately, been rife with hidden betrayal—I had trust issues. Who wouldn’t?

Blood calls to blood. Clara certainly called to me. A siren’s song luring the shy waif who spent too much time alone and abandoned, even when in the presence of friends and a caring group of makeshift family. 

Droves of people in this world grew up with far less than I was blessed with, but self-pity is just as hard to banish as it is easy to let in. 

“Can I ask you something?” My breath hitched and caught in case the answer was no. Or yes. Either alternative might bring devastation. 

“Anything.” Such warmth, such gentleness. I basked. 

“Did my…Sylvana, did she mean to kill you?” I would not, could not, use the term mother out loud; and I hadn’t uttered it once since Sylvana proved for the second time in my life that my happiness and well-being fell below the bottom of her priorities list.

Through the magic of…well, magic, a time traveling ring let me witness the fight that left me orphaned. 

Seeing it play out first hand answered a lifetime’s worth of questions while raising one more.

With witches, intention during the casting of a spell is everything. Intention and the traits that come down through the blood. That fateful day, Sylvana’s ball of black witchfire crossed with Clara’s binding spell. The collision of wild magics resulted in a blended mess that backfired on both of them and turned me into a motherless child who would grow up wondering how much evil ran in her blood. 

Now was my chance to find out. 

As if searching for the right words, Clara paused briefly. 

“Anger clouds even the wisest woman’s judgment.” The memory of the worst time my temper raged out of control pinked my face with a shameful blush, and I nodded my understanding. 

“Too clever for her own good, Sylvana never aspired to wisdom—only power—and when she didn’t get what she wanted, she lashed out without thinking about the consequences. Trust my daughter to miss the obvious.” A trace of bitterness spiced the truth. “However, as selfish as she could be at times, I doubt Sylvana would have traded her own soul for the death of mine. Does that answer your question?”

Did it? During the few weeks I’d known her, my mother had tried but failed to hide a mile-wide self-centered streak behind a set of blinders. Pushed to the brink, I wasn’t sure what she might be capable of doing, and she hadn’t spared a second thought for Kin when she chose the Bow of Destiny over saving the man I loved. My happiness never entered into the picture, and yet, I didn’t think she would chance an eternity in granite over a fit of pique unless she’d gone over the ragged edge of reason. 

“If she comes back…” Unlikely, since I’d laid out the unwelcome mat and booted her backside across it without ceremony. 

“We’ll remain cautious, but hopeful.”

“Hopeful? Are you saying you could forgive her after everything she’s done?” I gave my grandmother the rundown on what happened during the bow-retrieval fiasco. “She would have let Kin die. I saw it in her eyes.” My throat swelled with a painful lump as I relived the moment he’d teetered on the edge of an ebony-shadowed abyss and my mother had done nothing to save him. Some people are redeemable while others carry a stain so deep it blackens their bones. Sylvana would have to move more than a mountain to prove herself to me—providing she cared enough to try. 

“Hate hardens the heart of the hater,” Clara chided gently. “A second chance is a blessing we can give to even the most undeserving souls—one that will come back to you a hundredfold. I’ll be asking for my own second chance should she decide to return, since I wasn’t an unwilling participant in what happened.” A sigh gusted from her lips and my grandmother’s shoulders rounded from the emotional burden she carried. 

“All you did was try to bind her powers temporarily. I saw the spell, and that’s what it looked like to me. Completely justified, in my opinion.”

“Exactly how many binding spells have you witnessed?” 

“Er…One.”

“And that makes you an expert?”

“No, I guess not.” 

“It’s easy to see people in black and white. Your mother hurt you, so she’s the bad guy. But you don’t know me, Lexi. Not yet. Are you so certain I’m the good guy?”

Was I? Did fifteen minutes of observing her at one of the worst moments in her life really give me a perfect picture of my grandmother? Or did I need so badly to believe I came from good people? 

Leaning back against the headboard, I fell silent while I played the whole thing through my head for the hundredth time. Only this time I tried to judge the event without emotion and with a clear head.

“You thought you killed her. That whole time.” Grannie was a stone cold witch—not literally. Well, not anymore. 

Clara’s face reddened. 

“My emotions clouded my intentions.” And that was the last she would say on the subject. We sat quietly for a few moments, then I hugged her and left the room. 




Clara




What a mess I’d made of things. 

No, I hadn’t gotten here alone, but I certainly wasn’t an innocent bystander. I’d had an inordinate amount of time to think about what I’d long-considered my last moments of living, and I wouldn’t—couldn’t—pretend otherwise. Sylvana was what she was, but I’d played a role by allowing her too much freedom and offering too much information that would have been better kept under wraps.

Much like my sister, my daughter was a force of nature. Unlike Mag, Sylvana carried a nasty streak. One she’d taken out on poor Endora, for instance. A more beleaguered familiar never existed, and I was just as guilty for not doing more to stop the abuse.

Sylvana burned bridges with the children her age. Never seeming to regret being left out of everything. she spent most of her time studying the craft, searching through dusty tomes for ways to build more power. 

I saw the darkness rising in her, but had I done anything about it, really? Besides curse the stars for blessing me with such a handful—the answer was a decided no.

Now, Lexi had doubts about the moral rectitude of the Balefire women, and I couldn’t blame her. How many years had she huddled near my feet to fret and fuss over becoming a wicked witch? I’d witnessed the tug of war she’d been forced into; alternately wishing to gain her power and fearing what type of witch she’d become if she did. 

And I couldn’t move a muscle; much less do anything to soothe her weary nerves.

Well, I’d make up for it now, with interest. I’d do whatever I could to make her feel happy and secure. Sure, now that she’s grown and can take care of herself, a little voice goaded me. 

Lexi has more power and prowess than any Balefire I’ve ever known, but she still doesn’t know how to fully use her gifts, I whispered back. I’m here now, to teach her.

Shame, I could deal with. Self-pity was easy to cultivate, and anger could pull you into its undertow as easily as a summer breeze plucks petals from a flower. But regret? That was the worst kind of curse. 

I might not be able to change the past, but I certainly wasn’t going to allow myself to repeat it. 

I would be better for Lexi than I had been for Sylvana. 



