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“GET AWAY FROM HIM.” Sylvana’s scream cut the air like a knife, her voice edging toward hysterical. “You vicious old witch. Leave him alone.” 

White fire lanced from her fingertips, arrowed toward her mother’s body. Clara batted the sizzling flame away with as much attention as she would have paid a fly buzzing around her ear. 

While her daughter raged, Clara’s attention remained focused on the man who was at the crux of this fight. Or, technically, the minor deity: Cupid. The one and only god of love who carried a bow and heart-tipped arrows, but was as far from a winged cherub as a donkey is from a goose. 

Chiseled perfection from head to toe, there was nothing baby soft about him. It was no wonder Sylvana had fallen for his...charms. Had that been all there was to it, the three of them might never have come to this moment. Or rather, the four of us. 

I’m Lexi Balefire, daughter of Sylvana, granddaughter of Clara, and Cupid? Well, he’s my dad. I know, it shocked me, too, when I found out.

While the fight raged, I was the squealing infant tucked into a carry basket and left forgotten on the grass. Paradoxically, I was also the time traveling interloper watching the biggest mystery of my past play out before stunned eyes. Not your typical Wednesday, I’ll grant you.

This was the pivotal moment that would leave me virtually orphaned, send my mother to hell and my father to who-knows-where. In a few minutes, nothing would be left but a black scar on the ground, my grandmother’s body turned to stone, and me; a crying infant who would grow up with the stigma of having hailed from wicked witches. 

Or a murdering witch, if you want to get technical. When my faerie godmother found me, she assumed my grandmother had killed my mother—a supposition I recently learned was a total mistake. Now I would find out exactly what happened that fateful day. 

I wasn’t sure I could watch, but I knew I couldn’t look away. 

“She doesn’t know what you did, does she?” Clara Balefire’s wrath curled around Cupid like a living thing that might strangle him if she gave full reign to her temper. “Just how many lies did you have to tell to get my daughter to let you put a baby in her belly?” 

More white fire arced from Sylvana’s direction, to be deflected with a twitch of Clara’s finger while my father’s burning gaze rested on my grandmother. 

“Of course he told me.” Looking at my mother at this age gave me a shiver. Peaches and cream complexion, wide green eyes under thick black lashes, and ruby lips. Except for the teased-to-the-max ‘80’s hairdo, we could have been twins. Okay, maybe the hair and the clothes. 

She wore artfully torn leggings under a ruffled mini—both in black—and a hot pink cropped top. Half a dozen bangles clanked together every time she lobbed another ball of witchfire at her mother. Madonna would have been proud, or maybe dismayed at her effect on my mother’s sense of style. 

“Didn’t you, baby?” Sylvana purred at Cupid, then spat at her mother, “We don’t keep secrets.” 

Cupid declined to comment, and even from a distance, I could see the secrets in his eyes. Blinded by her infatuation with him, my mother would never admit my father’s intentions might have been dishonorable even if she’d known truth. Not that I would have expected anything different—he’s a god, for freak’s sake. They don’t play by human rules.

“The child has promise. At the right time, I will teach her how to make the most of her gifts.” His voice reminded me of a French horn; tenor with a deeper resonance underneath. His glance strayed toward the baby, and I had trouble wrapping my head around the fact that she was me.

“This one carries the potential to be the strongest of her kind. I would not allow her to take on that burden without guidance.”

“How very noble of you.” Clara’s sneer turned the words to knives. “Do you even know her name? Or is she just a thing to you? Something to mold and shape.”

Cupid’s lack of interest deflected the cuts as surely as if he’d worn forged armor. 

“You presume too much, Clara Balefire. I protect what is mine and Alexis,” he placed emphasis on my name to prove a point, “is mine.”

“Like you protected Beatrice and Reginald? Like you would have protected my sister if she’d been stupid enough to let you have your way with her? Alexis would be safer if she never realized that potential. You’re willing to put a target on her back out of a sense of inflated ego.” 

Unwilling to allow my attention to slip from what I was watching, even for a second, I didn’t have time to ponder who Beatrice and Reginald were, or that I had a great aunt I’d never met.

“He loves us.” Sylvana leaped aside to avoid a spell that boomeranged back on her when Clara, without even looking in her direction, deflected the curse with a single finger. “We’re going to make a family together, and we don’t need you to be part of it. Just leave him alone and let us go.”

“Did he tell you that in so many words? Did he tell you how he’s been trying to bed a Balefire woman for centuries? First my mother, then my sister, and now my daughter, and who knows how many before that? And all to make a new and more powerful Fate Weaver.”

Sylvana thought about it for half a second. 

“Shut up, you old cow. You’re wrong about him—he loves us, you’ll see.” My eyebrows rose toward my hairline at Sylvana’s harsh criticism; an old cow isn’t at all how I’d have described my grandmother, nor would I have dared to blithely show such disrespect to a family member. 

Then again, growing up without my true family had given me a different perspective on its sacred nature.

My mother and I had both inherited our looks from Clara, and I wasn’t complaining. The Balefire women carry good genes, and I’d bet Clara had heard the tired line about how she and Sylvana looked like sisters from more middle-aged men than it would take to fill a country club. 

Eyes trained on my father, Clara slammed a barrier to close Sylvana out of the conversation. “Are you even capable of love?” 

Cupid faced away from me and even leaning sideways I caught nothing more than a glimpse of the curve of one cheek, half covered by the edge of the Bow of Destiny. All gold and shining, the weapon’s string chimed soft notes against the light breeze. 

“Love is my business.” The bow looked like a liquid blur practically leaping into his hands, the strings screaming a tune of willingness. What’s more, the compass around my neck shrieked to life. Okay, shriek may not be the best word, but saying it broke into song turns this story into something straight out of a Disney musical, and let me tell you, this was not one of those. 

Dark was the bowsong, with honed edges that cut and sliced. I only got a glimmer of it from the echo of the compass, which seemed to be acting as some sort of speaker system; my father is the one who took the brunt of the onslaught coming directly off the weapon in his hand. My instincts told me the bow was warning Cupid against rashly taking action. My head rang with a dizzying sound that turned me weak. How on earth could Clara just stand there like she saw nothing happening?

“My daughter’s happiness is mine.” Fast as a striking snake, Clara crossed the space and before my father realized her intent, snatched the bow, fitted arrow to string, and took aim. “If your will is what makes this thing work, then my own should remove the blinders and help her see her way clear.” 

She dropped the barrier and dodged as my father made a grab for her.

Silence fell like a balm when the arrow flew straight and true on a course for Sylvana’s heart. 

Faster than a human can move, my father covered the distance between himself and Sylvana. Clara’s arrow slammed into his backside with a solid sound that made me blanch. Did I mention I’m supposed to wield that same bow as Miss Fancy-ass Fate Weaver, or whatever title it is the gods want me to carry? Was I supposed to shoot people with that thing? Nope. Not on my list of things to do.

Clara’s triumphant shout ended in a roar of, “Nooo.” 

The force of the blow slammed my dad into my mom, and she hit the ground hard enough to knock the wind out of her. Staggering and struggling to regain his footing, Cupid yanked the arrow out of his flesh. 

“Stupid witch. Do you have any idea what you’ve done to me?” He grabbed the bow from Clara and then tossed it away as if the bright gold had turned to searing flame. Whether it burned or not, the bow did something to Cupid he hadn’t expected. His face altered from robust perfection to a haunted pallor so quickly it reminded me of watching a movie on fast forward. 

By the time he turned and walked away without so much as a backward glance at Sylvana, my father had become a shadow of his former self. 

My mother, however, seemed to gain all the strength her lover lost.

“Look what you did.” Sylvana practically levitated off the ground, fury oozing from every pore. Almost absently, her hands formed magic like I’d never seen before. 

Black fire ate daylight and grew between her palms to a crackling mass so large she could barely hold it. I’m not sure whether a trick of the light made it seem so, or if her eyes actually turned black, but I knew I had to take action. 

“Stop. You have to stop this right now. Look what you’re about to do to each other. Look what you’re about to do to me!” I jumped into the middle and shouted until my throat burned, but it made no difference. Neither of them could see me. There was nothing left to do but watch in horror. 

The moment drew out long and pregnant with magic while Sylvana railed and cursed Clara with every filthy name she could pull to her lips. 

“Think what you like, I only want you to be happy.”

Clara’s statement, quietly made and sincere as far as I could tell anyway, sent Sylvana fully over the edge to the dark side. Everything after that happened at high speed. 

Sylvana let the seething magic go with all the force she could muster. Clara spoke a few short words, but I could tell she’d reacted a half-second too late. 

The Bow of Destiny went up in a cloud of smoke. Knowing where it ended up, I assumed my grandmother had wasted precious seconds ensuring my father’s legacy wouldn’t be found until I searched it out either twenty-four-odd years in the future or a couple of days ago depending on whether I was counting back from my present or forward from the past I witnessed now.

“Ligabis, Ostium, Carcere.” Clara’s second spell rippled through the air and turned to a set of shadowy ropes. A binding spell.

Halfway between the two women, Sylvana’s crackling, ebony flame crossed with Clara’s spell and I saw something I never thought possible. The two spells—well, mingled isn’t exactly the right word, but it’s the best one I can find. 

Sylvana’s witchfire absorbed the binding spell and hit Clara, who tried to throw up a shield but failed. Face fierce, hair floating on the breeze created by the force of Sylvana’s intent, I watched the spell bust through the feeble beginnings of a barrier and turn my grandmother to stone. Inch by painful inch.

Sylvana’s moment of glee quickly turned sour when the evil she’d sent out bounced off the feet of the stone effigy and returned to her before she had time to duck. A flash, a sizzle, the scent of ozone, and a scorch mark on the earth—I’d heard the story so many times that seeing the aftermath in person felt surreal. 

Well, except for the cries coming from the basket. Those were so real that her—my—terror at being left utterly alone punched me in the gut. 

How could my mother have been so naive? Then again, she hadn’t seen that same look on Cupid’s face when he walked away from my half-brother Jett and his mother, and I had. My father’s wanton ways had resulted in a number of demigod children; I didn’t even want to know how many half-siblings I had floating around out there—the one I’d already met was enough to sour me on making a family connection.

Whatever Clara had done to Cupid, he’d had coming, and Sylvana certainly hadn’t pulled any punches with her ball of evil fire. 

I walked over near the basket and stared at my scrunched up face, red from crying. 

“Shh, it’s going to be all right. Tru...” I bit the end of the word off. Never again would I utter the phrase trust me. “Terra’s coming, and she’ll take care of you....us.” 

This conversation took the concept of talking to yourself to an entirely new level. 

The baby ignored me since, to her, I only existed in some amorphous form, and another few minutes passed in an eternity of helplessness before my faerie godmother and two of her sisters came to the rescue. 

“Hello. Can you see me?” I waved my hand in Terra’s face, but she didn’t so much as bat an eyelash, so I settled in to watch what happened next. 

Terra cast a shrewd eye over the scene, recording it for the future when she would describe it for me in great detail. A graceful hand, tipped with ruby red, speared through her hair. 

This Fae woman would go on to become the next best thing to a mother I could ask for, and after a lifetime of living with her, I could have sworn  I knew her every expression. Happy, angry, sad, or vengeful—she can be one scary faerie—all her faces are heartbreakingly lovely. 

In that moment, with chocolate-streaked cascading locks spilling over cheeks the hue of a mountain sunset I watched Terra as though seeing her for the first time. The leaves in her hair, the soil on her cheek spoke of wild adventures and a carefree spirit that might have remained untamed if not for me. One crystalline tear pooled before love spilled over her and sent it to trace a path down her face.

“Poor baby,” she cooed into the basket, wiping my tears away and cupping my tiny cheek with her gentle fingertips. She gazed into the faces of her sisters, Soleil and Evian, and I could tell she’d made up her mind after that one simple touch. 

Time Traveler me gasped; I’d just witnessed the moment when Terra evolved from a faerie with an affinity for the earth element into the true Earth Mother I’d come to know and love. 

“What are you thinking, Terra?” Soleil demanded, the edge of suspicion in her tone so recognizable to my trained ears I would have smiled if I wasn’t mesmerized by the scene unfolding before me. Her short mane of unkempt hair streaked all the reds and oranges of a brilliant flame contrasted starkly with pale, freckled skin and lips the black of a cooling ember.

Evian, the third of the trio I knew would take me home and raise me as their own, mimicked her sister’s swipe down my chubby baby cheek with mirror-tipped fingers that had always reminded me of the surface of still water. “You want to keep her, don’t you?” Eyes the color of a tropical sea flicked up to meet Terra’s, and I saw no resistance in them at all.

I’d always assumed an argument of some kind had preceded Terra’s insistence on taking me in—after all, most witches don’t ever get to meet their faerie godmothers. It takes a lot for one to step in, and even then there are limits to how much interference they’re allowed to run.

That my cries called Terra to me made up a miracle in and of itself. That she, Soleil, and Evian had snubbed convention even further and taken me under their care spoke of kindnesses I could never repay and costs I might never have counted before.

“I don’t know what, but something tells me this is what we’re supposed to do,” Terra responded, her eyes pleading with her sisters for support.

“Sounds like fun. I mean, how hard can it be? It’s one baby, right? We can take her home with us; she won’t take up too much space.” Soleil and Evian were already staring at my innocent face, speaking in baby talk, their minds made up, while I gazed up at their impossibly beautiful smiles with a look of pure wonder. 

Apparently, it had been love, at first sight, all the way around.

“You can’t be serious,” Evian scoffed at Soleil’s suggestion. “If we’re doing this, we’re going to have to stay in her world.” The look on her face said she thought it would be worth it. “I’m in. What’s the plan?”

“The Balefire house is right there; I remember it from my orientation visit.”

And with that, my fate was sealed. They—we—all walked away, leaving adult me alone with the evidence of how my family’s greatest shame hadn’t exactly happened the way I thought it had. What was I supposed to do now? Click my heels three times? Or wish upon a star? It would be just my luck to end up spending the rest of my life as a ghost in my own past—in my jammies, no less. 

The thought of that made me want to pull my hair out. In fact, my hands were already heading in that direction when I caught a flash of light near one of them. Before I had time to wonder what I’d seen, a rush of motion sickness hit me, and I came back to myself huddled on the window seat in my room.​
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TAKING ONLY LONG ENOUGH to get dressed, I made my way to the bench in front of Clara. She looked the same as ever: long hair flowing in the wind created by magic, hands outstretched in the final, fatal casting. I’d come here hundreds of times over the years to look at the face that could have been mistaken for mine if not for the faint traces her years had left behind. 

They say hindsight is 20/20 and I couldn’t fault the adage because today her face looked completely different to me. Blinded by an untruth, I’d taken her fierce expression as one of evil intent. Now, with the true vision of her history fresh in my mind, I could see the pain written in every tense muscle. 

Tears burned while I imagined Clara, granite crawling through her veins, watching Sylvana celebrate a victory. The scene played through my mind again, and I shivered in helpless horror now as I had when I’d watched the creeping stone take her over. Bit by bit it swallowed shoes, dress, arms and hands, the amulet around her neck, and finally her face. 

I would see that scene in my nightmares for many years to come. 

The punishment when one witch kills another is literally set in stone. Or would that be figuratively? I can never remember. Either way, any witch who kills another turns to stone. There’s no judge, no jury, no trial. Just a swift and final sentence followed by a new statue in the world. 

When Terra found me in that basket, she and her sisters assessed the crime scene and assumed my grandmother had killed my mother. As a result, I had lived with the stigma of rising from wicked beginnings since before I was old enough to understand what that meant. 

I should have suspected something when my mother, Sylvana, turned up right after Beltane—very much alive and not at all forthcoming about the events leading up to Clara’s current state. Gullible fool that I am, I fell for the convenient lie that Clara probably killed someone else after banishing her daughter to a portal on the edge of a hell dimension. 

How many times had I sat in this spot and self-righteously ranted at my grandmother for choosing the evil path and leaving me alone in the world? And why do we find it so comforting to speak to our dead? Is it because they can’t carry our secrets away with them or because they can? 

“It was never you. I know that now. Mag gave me the ring, and I went back to the day you...she...what Sylvana did to you; to us. I know you can’t hear me, and I don’t deserve your forgiveness for jumping to conclusions, but I’m sorry. I’d have liked the chance to get to know you.” 

Witches aren’t supposed to cry, but then, I’m not like most of my kind. Or maybe I am. 

Depending on who you talk to, it is believed Fate Weavers—half witches and half children of Cupid—are nearly extinct. My familiar, Salem, says I’m the last, but Delta, a bounty hunter from Olympus, disagrees. According to her, there are more like me out there somewhere.

As far as I can tell, we’re cosmic cogs in the wheel that determines the balance between good and evil. No pressure there, or anything.

All I can do is keep orchestrating matches between soul mates much the same way I have since long before I had any idea that what I was had any bearing on what I did for a living. Just my way of being one up on those who prefer wreaking havoc and tipping the scales toward chaos. Such is the way of human nature. 

I’d go looking for others like me if I could, but I’m also the Keeper of the Balefire flame. A sacred job handed down from the very same grandmother whose stoned body currently loomed over me and a job only I could do. One that kept me on a short leash. 

The Balefire, once a wild and mighty thing, now warmed the hearth of my home. My magic fed the flame and the flame gave magic to all witches. Seems like a circular situation now I’m thinking about it. I’ll admit to being a little fuzzy on the exact details, but one thing was certain, my job didn’t come with either paid or unpaid vacations. I stayed put, or the fire went out. Simple as that. 

Besides, the Bow of Destiny, currently concealed in a box in my magical sanctum, had shattered into three pieces during the godmother’s attempt to wrest it from Sylvana after she betrayed me and tried take my birthright.

Yeah, my mother, what a peach.

Sylvana had planned, I could only assume, to use the bow in some nefarious scheme to find my father. A plan we’d foiled, but I’d still have to fix the weapon before I could wield it, and I had no idea how to go about repairing a tool of the gods.

While my brain tried to chase down the technical term for a fixer of bows, a flutter of red at the base of the statue drew my focus. One and then another blood-colored rose burst into bloom. Feather-soft petals sent their fragrance into the air like a gift, and I snapped my gaze back to Clara’s face, searching for any sign of movement or change. She looked the same as ever, except knowing she might still be alive inside that stone prison made my heart ache. 

“I will figure out a way to free you, Grandmother, that’s a promise.” Between trying to figure out how to repair the bow and embrace my Fate Weaver heritage, it looked like my life was about to get even more complicated than usual. 

My mixed heritage had come as quite a shock. I’d always known I’d tend the Balefire flame, and that I had an affinity for putting couples together, but I’d taken both of those things for two sides of the same coin, and it had a witch on it—not a god or a heart-tipped arrow. 

Descended from wicked, murdering witches had colored my life with a truth I’d come to accept, and now it looked as though I’d been wrong about that, too. Perhaps, fate wished me plagued by unanswered questions and erroneous assumptions.

Every truth I knew about Fate Weaving would fit neatly in a thimble and leave room for two pieces of pocket lint and a fingertip—most of it being hearsay even if it had come from trusted sources. As much as Salem and Delta tried to help, there were gaps in their information big enough to drive a truck through. 

Learning that Clara had not supported my father’s wish to train me as a Fate Weaver raised concerns I couldn’t properly define. If I succeeded in reversing the spell that incapacitated her, would she accept the decision I had made to follow in Cupid’s footsteps? You know, once I figured out how to find them.

Or would Clara, who had missed out on the debauchery of the last couple of decades on earth, perhaps come to see that the world collectively stood in line to buy tickets for a trip. To Hades in a hand basket.

I was still contemplating the ramifications of my visit to the past when the present intruded in the form of a white van with colorful advertising splashed down the side. The vehicle I had dubbed the Faerie Van of Party Planning rocketed down the street and missed tearing the bumper off a Jeep by a narrow margin. My faerie godmothers were home, and it was time to tell them what I’d seen.

Stepping into the house, I heard excited female voices punctuated by one with a deeper tone drifting toward me. 

“Hi Honey,” my boyfriend, Mackintosh Clark met me in the hallway looking a little pale after his ride with Evian at the wheel. He hugged me and whispered in my ear, “She’s a maniac. How long has she had her license?”

“Don’t ask.” I pulled his head down for a kiss and a moment of peace before I broke the news of my latest escapade. At least they couldn’t peg me for being impetuous since my trip to the past had been completely unplanned. I mean, come on, if I’d meant to go wandering through time, I’d have at least put on a decent outfit. 

Growing up with three—and now four—women who crawled out of bed looking breathtakingly gorgeous had forced me to develop a healthy body image. Otherwise, I’d have found a rock to live under and never shown my face in the light of day. 

As mere mortals go, I do all right in the looks department. It’s a family thing, apparently. We Balefire women seem to run to a particular pattern and we’re cut from pretty cloth.

Kin earned about a million boyfriend points by not appearing dazzled whenever the godmothers were around—and another million for working with them on the music portion of their newly hatched business, Enchanting Events. Initial concepts for the Martinez/Kirkenbaum wedding were the focus of the day, and I hated to bust up the excited chatter, but I had big witchy news.

I lived in the same house where prior generations of my family have kept the Balefire flame alive. Once I hit the age where most people move out on their own, it would have been the expected thing for my faerie godmothers to return to the Faelands. Had I come into my magic at the age of fourteen like every other witch, perhaps that would have been the case, but I was a late bloomer. Heck, I was almost a non-bloomer. A dud flower. 

It had taken ten long years and a gift from my returned-from-the-dead mother—who waltzed into my life in disguise, no less—to trigger my Awakening. Shock number one in a series of changes that left me reeling. My ring-assisted blast from the past probably wouldn’t be the last of them, either. My life had gone from slightly boring to totally crazy in a matter of weeks. 

The godmothers choice to stay and protect me meant my smallish house had become home to three larger than life personalities. As a concession, they had added their own wing onto the back which, you’d think, would have granted me a modicum of privacy. You’d be wrong. 

We all shared the kitchen—which was a lie we conveniently chose to believe because that area of the house was not where my talents lie. Consequently, it fell under faerie domain and was the most frequented area in the house. 

All our most important conversations happened there, and so did the bitterest of battles. I’ve lost count over how many times the faeries have nearly demolished the room during one of their epic fights. 

My current news shouldn’t set off any sort of faerie apocalypse, but you never knew about these things. I let them have a few minutes to fuss with the makings of a light meal before I dropped the bomb. 

“I used a time traveling ring to go back to the past and watch what happened the day you all came to live here.”

The four faeries froze in an approximation of Clara’s stoning, except with bugged out eyes and slack-jawed shock riding their faces. 

“You did what with a what, now?” Recovering the fastest, Vaeta, the newest addition to the household demanded answers while the other three continued to stare at me like I’d grown a second head. 

I guessed I should have eased them into it. 

“My grandmother had a time traveling ring, and I used it to go back to the day when she fought with Sylvana. Accidentally.” I slid onto a stool at the breakfast bar and added that last bit to help soften the blow. “And I learned a lot about what happened that day.”

Kin took the seat beside me and when his leg brushed against mine, I felt the tension in his muscles. It wasn’t hard to figure out the cause when the air had gone heavy and warm.

Did I mention the godmothers are elemental faeries? Each held dominion over her own element—earth for Terra, Soleil was fire, and Evian controlled water.  

Rounding out the foursome, Vaeta’s affinity with the element of air was probably the culprit in the looming feeling in the atmosphere. The most recent addition to our home, she carried the nickname  Airy Faerie—one I wouldn’t recommend using unless you’ve always had a deep desire to see what the inside of a tornado looks like. 

After taking a deep breath, I launched into my story and gave the most salient point first. 

“We already knew Clara didn’t kill Sylvana, but she didn’t kill anyone else, either.”

Kin stroked my right hand with his guitar-string calloused fingers the whole time, squeezing gently whenever he felt my muscles tense. Like I said, best boyfriend ever. Golden blond curls that looked even cuter since he’d let them grow out a little tumbled above deep-set, chocolate brown eyes, full lips, and a strong jawline. It got even better further down, but I couldn’t let myself get distracted by thoughts of his body during an emotional conversation, so I averted my gaze.

“They fought, and Cu...my father was there to make it worse. Magics got tossed around, and then Clara grabbed the bow and tried to shoot Sylvana, but he jumped in front of her and took the hit instead. It did something to him and he took off right before the two women wound up for the final salvo.”

Compared to the magical fights the three, and now four, sisters indulged in from time to time, the one that took my family had been tame in comparison. Still, it was odd that not a one of them offered a comment. Worse, they all had on their best closed-off faces so I couldn’t tell what they were thinking. Instead, I just blurted out the end and waited. 

“Clara tossed what looked like a binding curse at the same time Sylvana shot black witchfire. The spells crossed, and bing, boom, bang. That was a few minutes before you guys showed up and saw the results.”

The air cleared enough to make breathing easier while I waited for a response.

“How does one accidentally use a time traveling ring?” Uh oh. Terra had gone all lofty on me. Not a good sign. 

As patiently as I could, I explained what had happened and then turned the conversation back on her. 

“Since we’re being candid with one another, can you explain to me why Clara’s faerie godmother didn’t step in before it went that far? I know for sure if I’d been in that situation, you would all be there to protect me. Isn’t this the type of cataclysmic event godmothers are supposed to prevent?”

Soleil and Evian exchanged a look, then turned their eyes to Terra. “Explain it to her. It’s time.”

Terra sighed. “You’re right. Lexi, please forgive us for not being completely honest with you, but there are certain things we’re not supposed to talk about. We’ve broken enough rules that I suppose one more is just a drop in the bucket.” She settled back into her chair, and I mimicked her action even though the tension in my shoulders turned to knots and refused to budge.

“What you saw; us taking you in like that—is forbidden.”

“Forbidden? By whom?” Was there a council of faeries somewhere who made the rules? Despite the seriousness of the conversation, I indulged in a brief mental image of the three of them standing in front of a group of their peers trying to explain why they’d chosen to raise a witch and worse, why they’d thought she needed a pink unicorn for a pet. “The faerie police?”

Taking my humor for snark, Terra flashed me a warning look, and I zipped it. The next one might be dirty, and Terra’s version of dirty looks tended to be literal; I didn’t have time for a shower right now. 

“This kind of thing just isn’t done for reasons too numerous to share. We’ve been in and out of hot water ever since.”

Soleil ran a hand through her fiery hair, "Tuning our magic to the Balefire was a big no-no." Then she wrinkled her nose when her sisters shushed her. 

“I don’t understand. The Queen of Faerie is a Balefire witch, for heaven’s sake. Why would Esmerelda punish you for taking care of me?”

“It’s not Esmerelda, dear.” Soleil interjected, “It’s just that for us the whole of witchkind is new. I know it seems like an eternity, but in Fae terms, a few thousand years isn’t all that long. We're still settling in with our role in your lives.”

Evian raised an eyebrow, “You know it’s not a godmother’s job to prevent all harm from coming to her charge. We don’t have the power to alter a witch’s will. Otherwise, we’d be no better than the Unseelie, making decisions for others, taking matters into our own hands. That decree came directly from Esmerelda; we were given leniency and allowed to raise you, but only if we agreed to certain conditions.”

“And we did, for a while anyway,” Terra looked chagrined, “but then you took that spill off the roof the year you were eight, and I set the bone in your leg before it even occurred to me to take you to the hospital. That started the downward spiral.”

“What exactly can you do, then?” 

“We’re allowed to protect our charges, but only from certain types of danger—outside forces and the like. Your mother and grandmother ended up where they did strictly through their own actions. Two spells crossed—badly intentioned spells from what you described—and intention is not something we meddle with. It's a fine line. Like I could assist you with that eaflock you summoned because you didn’t mean to call a faebeast. It’s just, well—”

Evian, never one to keep quiet for long, cut Terra off, “Typically, a godmother isn’t allowed to show herself; she’d intervene without her charge ever knowing she had been there. Make it look like an accident or just good luck. It’s our mission to stay out of sight and perform our little miracles anonymously. We don’t grant wishes, we don’t send Cinderella to the ball, and we don’t live with our charges. Those Grimm brothers muddied the waters for all of us even if they did get some of the basics right.” 

With hindsight, I could see the times the faeries had brazenly and unapologetically broken the rules to be the best parents they could. It hurt to know how often I'd taken for granted the knowledge that Terra was just a whisper away? I asked of them so many things, never realizing each act carried a price. I owed an overwhelming debt, and I knew they’d never allow me to attempt to pay it back. 

“I’m so sorry. You will not put yourselves on the line for me anymore. I mean it—all of you. The best thing you could do for me is to stay safe yourselves. No more protection; no more of anything you’re not supposed to be doing.”

Terra pursed her lips, “Whatever you say, dear.” Yeah, like I believed that.

“I’m serious, Terra. I won’t have you paying for my debts.”

She steadfastly avoided my gaze and returned to the topic of my trip to the past. “Well, I think I speak for all of us when I say it’s a great relief to know the truth. I guess it’s a good lesson in how evidence can be deceiving. Or about jumping to conclusions.” 

A tender smile curved Terra’s lips and I looked up to see it mirrored on her sister’s face as well, “If you’re asking us whether or not we are sorry for how we handled things, though, the answer is no. You, Lexi, were worth the cost at any price. We’ll help you however we can. I’m not crazy about sharing you with anyone else, but that’s selfish—so if you’re able to restore Clara, we’ll just have to figure out how we all fit together.”

Unshed tears glistened at the corners of my eyes, and I was beginning to think I’d better start carrying a bottle of water to replenish my fluids if I was going to continue to cry that much. 

“It hurts my heart we didn’t discover the truth sooner,” Evian added solemnly. 

“How could you possibly have known? It looked like what it looked like and knowing wouldn’t have changed the outcome. At least now I know what happened to Clara, and I might even have a shot at restoring her.” 

I dropped that bomb on them and turned to follow Kin up to my bedroom with only one thought in my head—that the potentially awkward conversation had gone better than expected. 

Okay, maybe there was one more thought as I watched Kin’s backside amble up the stairs. 

​
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Chapter 3
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DUCKING DOWN THE WIDE alley between French Street and Hinge Avenue triggered a mild case of déjà vu I deftly brushed aside. The last time—technically the first time—I'd passed through the portal to the Fringe, I was following my mother down a primrose path, never knowing she was the snake hiding under the petals.

This time, I was alone, and my rose-colored glasses lay in shards on the ground. If I’d been raised to hate, Sylvana would have made a convenient target given the extent of her betrayal. My heart had been more trusting that day, and now I could kick myself for missing all the signs. And the lies flitting from betwixt her lips like butterflies on a hot summer day. 

I’d definitely pulled losing tickets in the family lottery. A treacherous mother, an absentee father who dropped a load of responsibility on my shoulders before walking away, a grandmother I might never get a chance to know, and a half-brother named Jett Striker who hated my guts. Plus, there are who knows how many half-siblings out there, considering my father was known for heating up the sheets at every opportunity. I’ll pass on attending the family reunion, thanks. 

A line of debris marked the spot where a single step would take me to a different world, and I wished I could leave my family drama behind as easily.

I only hoped the portal was open, and there wasn't some magical access code or password required for entry. 

The Fringe, according to my research, occupied the space where many worlds met. Like a train station or a hospital waiting room, most people were just passing through. Still, a train needs a conductor and a hospital needs nurses. 

Probably not the best analogy for the people who lived there full-time, but I imagined those types had a great need for refuge, and perhaps the Fringe was the safest place for them. 

Squeezing my eyes shut tight (as if that would help me at all), I stepped toward the solid brick wall in front of me, took a deep breath, and walked forward. Wind—redolent with the smell of cotton candy—gusting around me, the heat of the sun on my face, and the sounds of the carnival warned me I’d made it through before I even opened my eyes. 

A midway, teeming with people from all sorts of worlds, stretched out in front of me, beckoning me to throw a dart at a balloon. Or, in a twist from the expected version of the game, try my luck guessing the weight or age of various volunteers—none human. Growing up with faeries who never seemed to age made that game a losing prospect. When fifty and fifteen hundred look the same, the chances of guessing wrong skyrocket. Plus, the price for playing was way beyond my means. 

Instead, I took a deep breath, kept my eyes to myself, and vowed to explore later. I knew the path at the opposite end of the Ferris wheel would lead me to Mag's house—the Mudwitch, Sylvana had called her, and I still had no idea what that title meant. Last time I’d come here, I'd downed an invisibility potion, been charmed with the ability to walk through walls, and poked my head inside Mag's hut while searching for my father's Bow of Destiny. 

Mag had not been happy with me.

I hoped politely knocking on the door might garner me a bit more cooperation, especially since Mag was the one who had given me the time travel ring in the first place. I had an apology ready, but I was wearing a pair of running shoes, just in case.
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