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PROLOGUE




My eyes slid right over the dead zone that contained the house on the corner.

That was a lie. 

I looked because I knew the man who lived there would be leaving for work and I could get a glimpse of him. 

From somewhere inside the prison my goddess had constructed—to keep my heart protected, she claimed—my soul fluttered like a butterfly in a jar. 

The goddess’s gaze merely passed over my ex-boyfriend, Kin, without the barest hint of interest, even though I knew there was no way she could have misunderstood my reaction to his presence. If there wasn’t a flashing heart symbol hovering above someone’s head, they might as well have been invisible, as far as she was concerned.

She eased on the gas and prepared to drive away, and I was helpless to stop her. Wait, just let me look at him for five more seconds, I pleaded, but she didn’t listen, and there was nobody but myself to blame for the conundrum I now faced. After all, I had been the one who called Alexis forth and begged her to take the reins so I could bow out, wallow in heartbreak, and bathe in self-pity. 

How could I admonish her for heeding my request? For putting me right where she’d been for our whole life—trapped inside a body she couldn’t control, none of her decisions truly her own. Except I did blame her. When your best friend doesn’t want to go outside after a bad breakup, you let her eat her weight in Ben and Jerry’s but then you drag her butt out to a club to help burn off the extra calories.

Except Alexis wasn’t my best friend—she was me, which made the whole thing that much more complicated. When I first found out Cupid was my father, and that I was not only Lexi Balefire of the legendary Balefire witches, Keeper of the Flame, but also a half goddess, it would be an understatement to say I was thrown for a loop.

Pieces of myself I’d never known existed began to churn inside me, coalescing into an entire being I created as a way to deal with the heebie-jeebies. When I pulled out my father’s bow and nocked a magical, heart-tipped arrow, I was the Goddess Alexis, in all her bleach-blond glory. 

I don’t know if it was my witch mojo or simply the breadth and depth of my belief in her that made Alexis real and gave her power, but now that she had it—sans broken heart—I doubted she’d ever willingly give it back. Or, that I’d have the guts to stand up and take it.

But then there stood Kin, that delicious curl dangling further into his eyes than I’d ever seen it. Kin, with his guitar string-calloused fingers that used to send tingles down my spine whenever he touched me. Kin, who didn’t even remember I existed, or that we’d been a fated match bound together by True Love’s Kiss. 

Except, for the first time since my nemesis, Diana Diamond’s, love spell had nearly sentenced him to a lifetime of unhappiness and then stolen away every last memory of me, I felt a surge of hope that maybe the final nail in the coffin of our love hadn’t been driven into place quite yet. 

Hope: the harbinger of triumph, the eternal tease, and Achilles’ heel all rolled into one. 

Kin’s eyes met mine and he smiled. The kind of smile not reserved for strangers, but rather for family and friends. He knew me. 

Get a grip. The goddess running things forced my head around. 

Mrs. Chatterly smiled back at Kin from across the street, and he looked right through me. 

Hope is a wonderful thing for those who stand a chance. But for those of us who are doomed to walk the planet reliving the most painful moments of our lives without reprieve, it’s nothing but a cruel joke. 








CHAPTER ONE




Eyes closed, senses on full alert, I gave in to the bone-vibrating pulse of bass, letting it ripple through my body and pull me into its undulating rhythm. Sweat traced a hot trail down my spine as my hips swiveled and my shoulders shimmied in time to the beat. But while I reveled in the absence of those pesky, unwelcome feelings of concern for things like the fate of the world, the universe—or perhaps the gods—decided I was needed elsewhere.

The prickle of awareness sliced across my hedonistic mood and the adrenaline it carried raced through my veins and burned off the pleasant tequila-induced buzz I’d been enjoying. For a split second, I considered ignoring the siren song, but then a whiff of something more specific set all the tiny hairs on the back of my neck to tingling attention.

Something evil lurked close enough to affect everyone in the place. Close enough to trip my trigger, and judging by the intensity of the energy that permeated my consciousness, the creature was on a mission. Suddenly contemptuous of the glazed-over expressions gracing most of the faces in the club, I began to shove my way through the crowd. The crowd shoved back, and with an annoyed flick of my wrist, I sent a blast of magic to clear a path straight down the middle. 

Not a single eye met mine on the way through. As soon as my mood changed, I had ceased to exist in their cocktail-soaked world. Outside, frigid night air hit me in the face like a wall, turning the dewy moisture slicked across my back to icy pinpricks I had no choice but to ignore in the face of more pressing concerns.

The thing I was now stalking through a labyrinth of dark city alleys looked human enough on the outside—a beautiful specimen of a woman, if I’m being honest—but I knew there was no chewy chocolate center to her lollipop of crazy. No, the surprise inside Diana Diamond’s skin was crunchy and, I suspected, tasted a lot like dung beetle.

Tonight, the self-styled Queen of Hearts had no intention of bringing two fated hearts together in True Love’s Kiss like her billboards suggested. How she’d duped the entire city of Port Harbor into thinking her intentions were noble was beyond me. Diana’s staunch contempt for love in any incarnation was so palpable I couldn’t fathom how even a complete null would mistake it for benevolence.

I could identify with her desire to enter the temple of Olympus, and even understand her conviction that as a half-goddess, her admittance shouldn’t be denied. I could even sympathize with the driving need to learn the answers to questions for which only the gods could provide explanation. Still, there was no doubt the price she expected humanity to pay for her golden ticket was far too high. 

Diana plowed on through the streets, keeping to the shadows where her darkness could roil, uninhibited yet carefully hidden from the quarry she trailed. I followed her several blocks before I realized I wasn’t the only one stalking the evil bringer of hate.

While the term might sound melodramatic, it was appropriate. Diana spewed dissent wherever she could. Under the guise of a professional matchmaker, her intentions were far from noble. Dark magic ensured her clients would end up in unhealthy, detrimental relationships while sapping the motivation to remove themselves with any sort of haste. 

Without so much as an inkling of remorse, she preyed on the vulnerable and sentenced them to lives filled with heartache and sadness. Consuming the black evil produced by hardened hearts, using hate and hurt to kill her human soul, Diana assumed her god-born heritage would take up the empty space, allowing her access to her father’s demesnes. 

What would happen to the earthly realm as a result was none of her concern.

Between Diana’s perfectly-manicured, blood-red fingertips flicked a tarot card I knew came complete with soul-piercing, razor-sharp edges and the ability to meddle with destiny’s best-laid plans.

When she caught up to the unsuspecting woman and took a surreptitious glance around, the look on her face sent a wave of nausea rolling through my stomach. An almost sensual desire sent what I delighted in imagining was a forked tongue flicking across her lips, and in the cloud-covered glow of moonlight, her eyes were black as sin.

She grinned and pulled her hand back to fling the card toward her victim, and I knew there was nothing I could do to stop her. But I wasn’t alone. Diana’s second stalker blurred out of the shadows and into the space between innocent and foe.

Time turned over on itself and it felt like the earth beneath my feet was about to open up and swallow me whole. It wouldn’t have been the first time.

I am Sylvana Balefire. Daughter of Clara, mistress of a not-quite mythical god, and mother to Lexi, who happened to be standing right in Diana Diamond’s line of fire.

Several thoughts raced through my brain during the infinite seconds it took for the tarot card to chart its course toward my daughter. The first, and probably least useful, was that I wouldn’t have picked Lexi out of a lineup, considering the change in her appearance since the last time I’d seen her only a few short months before.

Gone was the flowing chestnut hair, the warm amber-flecked green eyes, and the softness of a heart-shaped face that looked nearly identical to my own. Now, a chin-length shock of platinum blond tipped with magenta framed angular cheekbones that slashed toward eyes the color and hardness of marble. Pink marble, no less.

Formidable was the only way to describe this Lexi, but no matter how capable she might look, my heart still leapt into my throat as Diana’s weapon arced ever closer.

Even while I pondered the series of events that might have led to this kind of transformation, the part of me that had always been forced to fight without conscience for what I wanted called power into my palm as I raised my hand to hurl a binding spell in Diana’s direction.

Oblivious to everything—being targeted and the fact her love life or maybe even her soul was about to be spared from grave danger—Diana’s original quarry, a sweet-faced woman, continued walking toward the end of the block.

“Don’t do it.” In the bland tones of someone who expects to be ignored, Lexi warned Diana, but spite or desperation let the card fly anyway. It would not score; the three of us were now alone on the street, and I stepped back into the shadows ready to strike if Lexi needed me.

Without even so much as a raised eyebrow, my daughter reached behind her back and pulled a glowing golden bow and heart-tipped arrow out of nowhere. I’d seen her father do the very same thing more times than I could count, but watching Lexi claim her birthright with such nonchalance both excited me and chilled me to the bone.

The glowing ropes of my binding spell disappeared with a sizzle and a snap when Lexi’s arrow erupted with black witchfire shot through with purple sparks. Grim witchfire. The kind that proved my daughter carried a measure of darkness in her soul. We all do, but I never thought Lexi’s was strong enough to power the killing flame. It was possible we had more in common than I thought.

Gold and bone-white shining through black fire, the shaft of the arrow looked different than any I’d seen my lover, Lexi’s father, use. Lexi took her stance as smoothly as she’d drawn the bow, as if it was second nature. When she fired, the arrow nicked Diana’s index finger, pierced the tarot card, and pinned it to the wall behind her head. Lexi was safe, and she hadn’t needed the protection I’d been willing to provide.

Dark hair, dark eyes, and dark fury. That was Diana when she shrieked and stared at the slow drip of shadow-darkened—or maybe black was her natural color—blood. Her hand fisted as she glared at Lexi and snarled, “Get out of my way, Balefire. You don’t want to cross me.”

“Oh, but I do.” Smiling savagely, the woman who looked like my daughter but wasn’t really, lifted a hand almost absently. Still trailing black fire, the arrow pinged out of the wall and returned to its owner. Watching Lexi pop a hip and stare at Diana while she blew out the flame…well, it made me feel proud and terrified at the same time.

Twirling the arrow between her fingers like a baton, Lexi assured Diana, “You should have left Kin alone. Going after him was your first mistake, and I’m planning to make it your last.”

What on earth was she doing? Anger-fueled power shivered through the air, tightened my throat, and prickled across my body. If Diana thought she had the upper hand, she was dead wrong. Lexi’s magic was strong. Stronger than mine, and I’m not bragging when I say I’m one hell of a witch.

In response, Diana threw back her head and laughed. “You’re nothing but a common Fate Weaver. You’ll die screaming just like the rest.”

She was gone before Lexi could respond.




Alexis

I returned the arrow to its quiver and glared at the empty space left behind when Diana blinked out. Now that she was gone and I was in no danger of showing her anything resembling weakness, I allowed the scorn and anger I felt toward her to color my face. As the world’s most powerful Fate Weaver, daughter of the god Cupid, and wielder of the Bow of Destiny, I should have been in possession of enough magical mojo to smite her right there on the spot. 

Oh, and I was also, technically, Keeper of the Flame, though that honor fell on the side of my witch heritage, which meant that it was Lexi, and not me, Alexis, who controlled the Balefire magic. I know, it’s kind of confusing, especially considering the witch and I shared a body if not a mind and a heart. 

In the aftermath of a failed relationship, she’d divided us in half and let me take the reins. Most of the time, she huddled in her misery, bemoaning the loss of love, and left me to take care of business. Except for any time we got within a hundred yards of Diana Diamond, when she popped up and it was wildcat witch all the way. Those were the moments when I could see our potential if we ever pulled it together.

I didn’t realize she was capable of enough passionate fury to pull out the killing fire, though. I wouldn’t hesitate to make her use it again if I thought it would take out the threat. 

Right then wasn’t the time to stay focused on the division. Both sides of me wanted revenge, and it would have given me immense pleasure to send Diana Diamond straight to hades in a handbasket. No passing go, no collecting two hundred dollars. Just a one-way ticket to the underworld, where she’d never get the opportunity to realize her deepest desire and ascend to full-goddess status. Why she wanted to gain entry to Olympus was beyond me, but then again I’m mostly sane and tend to avoid places where I’m fully unwelcome.

Not only had Diana made a mockery of my life’s work, she’d also beaten my witch counterpart’s life into smithereens. Lexi could believe I took pleasure in her pain for as long as she felt the need to do so. If what she required was a punching bag, well, slap the word Everlast on my butt and let her take her best shot. Eventually she’d figure out that I was only trying to protect her, and maybe we could find some way to coexist that didn’t involve one of us subjugating the other.

Until then, it suited me just fine to keep running interference. Even if I could damn Diana to hell, I couldn’t be sure what would happen to the souls she’d affected so far. Her spell on Kin had been broken, and yet he still didn’t remember his relationship with me—or maybe I should say us. If that was the fate of all her misdirected matches, I certainly wasn’t going to be the one to drive the final nail into their coffins.

I could still feel the thrum of dark magic in my palm and knew we were playing with fire—witchfire, to be exact. Lexi’s fire, but mine if I could go through her to wield it. Unless pushed to the brink, she’d never call forth the black variety, and was right to steer clear of magic that could darken her heart. I, however, had far fewer scruples, and since it seemed as though Lexi was the half that focused on matters of the heart, figured I ought to put to use whatever tools were at my disposal. 

While I pondered these thoughts and imagined Diana dying a thousand deaths, something bright flashed in my peripheral vision. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and even though there was nothing there when I spun around, prepared to fight, I couldn’t shake the thought that someone—or something—had been watching me, just waiting for an opportunity to strike.

If it was Diana again, the woman had some nerve, and less sense than it would take to fill a thimble. That was fine with me. When the time came, I’d find a way to use her stupidity against her.








CHAPTER TWO




“Do I know you?” 

Four simple words. Words made from knives. Knives dipped in poison to burn and sting.

“Do I know you?”

As it did every time I had a quiet moment, the memory of Kin’s voice repeated like the echo of a ringing bell. Such a simple question shouldn’t be able to cut a person to ribbons, but he’d left my soul in tatters and my heart a bloody relic. 

I could hate him. I should hate him. I’d never hate him, though, because it wasn’t his fault, but every time I heard his voice in my head, I wanted to kill Diana Diamond. She’d laughed at me as she’d torn us apart. 

It didn’t seem the least bit odd for Diana’s laugh to follow me down a country road. Okay, maybe not the laugh, but the setting was odd. I’m not a back-to-nature kind of woman. Trees? Pretty enough, especially in the fall, or like now, with snow bending their spines into graceful curves. My comfort zone lies in the sights and sounds of the city, the solid feel of a concrete sidewalk under my boots. Man-made canyons with life threading between.

Before I could dredge up a shred of the memory of how I had come to be walking around in the middle of nowhere, I crested the hill and looked down at the steep expanse of snow-slippery road stretching out ahead. 

A mental image of myself pinging from bank to bank like a human pinball elicited a shudder before logic took over. To avoid breaking a leg or worse, all I had to do was turn around and go back. Simple, really. 

Except even when I ordered them, my feet refused to carry me in any other direction than forward. I could go down the treacherous hill or stand there until I froze, and still, my mind refused to supply a valid reason for being out in the wilderness alone. 

We could call the Balefire. 

Because magic is the solution to everything. 

My inner witch spoke first; the goddess scoffed, threw up a mental a wall, and then I was Alexis. 




The last thing I needed was a bunch of useless suggestions while I reasoned out the next logical step. 

Shutting down my softer half took a moment longer and more effort than I’d expected. Magic might keep me warm, but so would a bout of good, old-fashioned exercise, and since I couldn’t go back, I took the first step into the fog billowing around my ankles. 

Wait a second…fog? Over snow? 

My heart kicked twice when I felt soft earth beneath my feet instead of ice or snow, and a burst of birdsong erupted from amid the rustling leaves. 

“What the hell?” The words popped out of my mouth and my carefully constructed thought-wall toppled without a sound.

You’re dreaming, you idiot. Honestly Alexis, you call yourself a goddess and you couldn’t figure that one out on your own? 

You know I don’t dream.

But I came to that conclusion just ahead of her pointing out the obvious, and curled my lip into a snarl to respond. 

The nasty comment died without a whimper as rising dread replaced annoyance.

Run. 

The word echoed through my head and I wasn’t sure which one of us—witch or goddess—said it, but it was good advice. With my heart pounding and the sound of galloping hooves forcing me forward, I glanced back to see what had marked me as prey even as my racing feet shredded the fog to wisps.

One hand loosely clasped around the reins and the other holding aloft a glowing lantern, the shadowed figure rode the dark horse as if it were an extension of his own body. A hood hid my attacker’s face, but my imagination supplied a death mask skull, jaws flapping beneath eye sockets filled with burning embers of hellfire.

When a second rider joined the first, I would have screamed, but I didn’t have the breath for it.

Dream? This was a nightmare. 

I listened to Lexi and ran. Branches whipped against my skin as I raced through spaces I hoped were too small for them to follow, and yet the mare’s hot breath shivered over the back of my neck. Being a witch and a demigod might assure a long life, but it doesn’t make one invincible. 

But could a dream kill me? It certainly felt like it at the moment, so I ran. And ran. Until the world narrowed to the impact of each heel touching down, the stretch of my arch, toes pushing me off the ground. Fear dragged the magic up to the surface, bringing the witch along with it.  

The shift from goddess to witch happened between one step and the next. I was Lexi and still I ran.




My feet pounded against the ground until the voice of Alexis sliced through my mind. Stop, she yelled. You stop right now. Wait, wasn’t she the one who started running? Now she wanted me to stop? 

Black witchfire, a legacy from my mother, already crackled and sparked as it grew between my hands. Only dark intent could call the black fire, and the use of it would brand me a murderer if this were more than a dream and if those chasing me carried witch blood. 

Better safe than turned to stone. Power flowed up from the earth to pool in my center, where I could pick through it to pull out what I needed to alter the dark flame to purest silver. Where the black would kill, the silver would only steal the consciousness for a time. Good for stopping a foe long enough to get away. 

Time turned liquid, drew out long as I turned toward the empty space under the dark hood and the nearest black horse reared. Hooves flashed, then thumped back down hard enough I felt the tremor through my shoes. But it wasn’t the horse or even her rider I should have feared; it was the lantern.

“Fate Weaver.” A thick voice issued from under the hood with the fetid hiss of an unearthed coffin lid popping open. “You will die screaming.” He raised his arm while the second rider circled to try to cut me off. I’d heard those words before, and again they sent a chill up my spine.

Sickly green light flowed from the lantern like questing fingers or tongues ready to taste my spirit and determine if it offered feast or famine. Like an oil slick on a puddle, the light rippled and oozed close enough to draw on my energy. 

A different dream from my past flowed up from my subconscious and I remembered being chased like this once before. Unfortunately, I couldn’t recall what I’d done to shake my attacker last time, so I pulled out the most formidable weapon in my witch arsenal.

“Eat witchfire!” Okay, maybe it wasn’t the bravest battle cry in the world, and I wasn’t Miss Almighty Cool and Collected with her arrows, but there wasn’t time to think up anything more epic as I took aim and wound up for the pitch. 

Mine. As if she could do it better, Alexis surged forward and took control. She could say her taking over was my idea all she wanted, but I was getting a little tired of feeling like a parasite in my own body, so I held on a little longer.

 

Stupid witch. Her fighting the change cost precious seconds and as I reared back and used my superior aiming ability to lob the ball of flame the mare tried to dodge. Smart horse. Her rider clamped his knees in tight and gripped the reins harder, but lost his hold on the lantern when my missile struck home. His shout of pain carried the echo of thunder as I ducked past flashing hooves and leapt over the lantern to land on the snowy sidewalk right in front of my own home. 

Ten steps would see me safe. I was so close I could almost taste the warmth and comfort when a searing pain slashed into my left shoulder blade. Spinning, I saw a black-nailed finger drop to dangle lifelessly from a shroud-like sleeve. I heard the echo of Diana’s laugh a second time. 

The second rider reined in the stallion long enough for me to draw up a second fiery silver globe and take aim, but before I could, it decided retreat was the better option and whistled at the mare. 

Nipping the ring of the fallen lantern between her teeth, the mare bore her cargo away with a snort and a flick of her tail.

Round one to me. The thought fell into the fading nightmare and I slid into an uneasy sleep. 








CHAPTER THREE




An incessantly buzzing alarm dragged me awake and I spent a moment trying to work up enough spit to release my tongue from where it was stuck to the roof of my mouth. One eye slitted, I gazed up at the ceiling and tried to remember if I’d downed my weight in scotch or been hit by a truck the night before. 

A stretch of sore muscles indicated it might have been both. Tossing back the duvet and hoping a shower might wash away the fatigue, I headed for the bathroom.

Mornings are my favorite time of day, if only because Lexi sleeps late and I can enjoy an hour or two without having to listen to her constant commentary on everything I do. This weird duality and the feeling of sharing a body wasn’t my idea. In fact, I’d been happier when I was nothing more than an ethereal construct that could shoot the bow unseen in public. 

Call me the Pinocchio of Fate Weavers—you’d be close. 

Lifting a leg to step over the side of the claw-foot tub pinged at both calf and thigh muscles. Stupid archaic tub, anyway. Whoever thought it was a good idea to stew in their own filth? Give me a nice shower stall any day of the week. One with a lovely rain head and a few side jets would be my preference. All sleek and modern with some tile and a big, open entrance instead of a lousy shower curtain that always wanted to plaster itself against my backside. 

The stinging burn when warm water hit my left shoulder interrupted my internal rant. What on earth had happened last night? And why couldn’t I remember?

Quit thinking so hard! You woke me up. The witch was not a morning person. Not until I sated her with that first cup of coffee, anyway. 

I twisted off the taps, whipped the shower curtain aside, and cheated my shoulder toward the mirror hanging on the back of the bathroom door. Centered on my shoulder blade was a dark blemish that, at this distance, looked like a small tattoo. 

Giving in, I thought toward the witch. Did we get hammered last night? I certainly wouldn’t be the first person in the world to make a drunken decision that would mark my flesh for the rest of my life. 

You’re an idiot, she fired back, and her tone pissed me off. One of those riders did that to you. Us. Whatever. That was no ordinary nightmare. 

Nightmare? 

Lexi sighed, and the dream came back to me in a rush. 

By this time, I was standing next to the full-length and angling a hand mirror to get a better look. Not the easiest thing to do while also clutching a damp towel, but my innate desire for order wouldn’t let me drop the bath sheet on the floor. 

The mark, best as I could tell, was circular—maybe half again the diameter of a quarter. A ring with an intricate design inside. Looking at it backwards and sideways, I couldn’t make out anything specific in the pattern.  

Lexi’s voice clanged inside my head. You could ask Salem to take a picture of it with the cell phone, you know.

That would not be happening. It wasn’t my fault she’d let her familiar become way too familiar. In both his forms, the cat-man refused to respect boundaries, so I’d been forced to toss him and that fuzzy childhood relic of a beanbag chair out of the bedroom. Permanently. 

Since then, I’d maintained a chilly silence and Salem kept his distance, and that was just the way I liked it. 

Still, the witch had a point about using the camera, so I put away the mirror and the towel and stalked back into the bedroom to retrieve the phone from the nightstand. Two tries at getting a good shot yielded blurry results and I snorted out my frustration when the words stubborn fool drifted through my head. I slapped up the walls to shut her out. 

Back in the bathroom, a combo of two mirrors and the phone finally netted me a decent shot, but by then, I was running late for work and needed to get dressed. A black cashmere sweater seemed the best option against sore skin, and I allowed myself the shortcut of a glamour instead of messing with hair and makeup. 

Put together and satisfied my face revealed nothing of my sleep-disturbed night, I weighed the certainty of encountering the faerie godmothers in the kitchen against not giving my other half the coffee she needed, and decided to chance the former. Though I preferred to avoid stimulants, after the night I’d had, I needed the caffeine as much as she did. 

“Blueberry pancakes?” Fire faerie, Soleil, eyed me over one shoulder. Different as the four elements they represented, the godmothers would be shocked to know how similar the over-eager expressions they’d adopted since I’d taken over running the Lexi/Alexis show were. 

I’d overheard more than one whispered conversation between the four of them about letting me/us work through whatever it was they perceived Lexi was going through, but so far, they’d broken type and stayed out of my business. I could see the effort was costing them, though.

Under flaming hair, frown lines traced the space between Soleil’s ember eyes. “They’re your favorite.” Her tone wasn’t quite a wheedle, but it was close. She, like the other two original godmothers, had taken to treating me like I was the victim of some strange illness. Only Vaeta, the most recent addition to the household, seemed unaffected by the new dynamic. But then, she spent half of her time flitting off on adventures with her demon boyfriend, Rhys, and the other half complaining about him.

Half of me—and I’m sure you can guess which half—longed to send them back where they belonged so I could be alone with my misery. Neither part of me had the stones to do it. 

Normally, faerie godmothers stick to the shadows and only lend a hand to their witches when there’s no other option. In this house, there was no baseline for normal, and all pretenses that the godmother-goddaughter relationship followed the usual rules had gone out the window long ago. Somewhere deep down, I could feel a numb sort of pain threatening to make itself known, but I didn’t dare open that door for fear I’d wind up right back where I started before I allowed my goddess half to take over. Mired in pity, fear, and heartbreak. Had I been more self-aware, I’d have realized how true was the statement that wherever you go, there you are. 

I hadn’t eliminated the hurt. I had just taken to ignoring it, and with it, the people who cared for me the most. What they didn’t realize was that as much as I appreciated their love, it was like a knife right through the heart. Every gentle hug, every comforting word shined a bright light on just how terrible I was feeling, and instead of sticking around and coping with it like an adult, I’d chosen to reject them all in the name of self-preservation.

Besides, women get dumped every day, and some of them go out and get a makeover to try and feel better. That wasn’t so much different from what I had done, right?

“Is there blueberry syrup too?” I caved a little because, well, blueberry pancakes really are my favorite.

Terra, the only faerie who technically rated the godmother title, kept her face carefully blank. “Of course, and by the way, could you pick up a gallon of milk on your way home tonight?” She wasn’t fooling me with that nonsense. Terra could magic up a cow—or a herd of them—from thin air without breaking a sweat. Asking me to play errand girl was a ploy to stay apprised of my projected whereabouts after the end of my work day. 

Which she confirmed by adding, “And if you’re going to be late, you could call or text. It’s the polite thing to do.”

“If there’s time, I’ll try to remember.” That qualified as nice, right? My business might require me to keep regular hours, but my life’s work couldn’t be done according to a time clock. Piercing hearts and weaving fates with the Bow of Destiny was a calling. It was my destiny, and I had to go where and when the people needed me. Mostly, that meant hitting the night shift and not spending a lot of time at the house.  

The childish life of fantasy board games, hot tubbing, and refereeing faerie fights was a thing of the past. I was trying my best to be over it, and wished the faeries would realize that what I needed most was for them to move on from it too.

Besides, if they had any idea what went on at FootSwept these days, they’d stage another intervention. 








CHAPTER FOUR




I pressed the button on my key fob to unlock the doors of my brand-new car, not because I couldn’t have done it with a mere snap of my fingers, but because I enjoyed hearing the little bee-bop noise that signaled the deactivation of the alarm. After years of walking or straddling a tiny, gutless scooter, I’d gone for the mid-sized, sport utility with the most powerful engine available and all the fanciest features. Sure, I could walk to work almost as quickly given the traffic most days, but cranking the stereo up to bass-thumping full-blast put a smile on my face. 

Snow crunched beneath my tires as I backed out of the driveway, and the memory of last night’s nightmare flared to life once more. I resisted the urge to scratch at the blemish that marred my left shoulder, preferring to ignore its presence until I had a better idea of what put it there and how to get rid of it.

It was rush hour, and the streets were lined with people walking from parking areas to offices. Their faces slid past like one long blur. My attention was not on their faces anyway, but aimed at the space over their heads where I might find the glowing symbol that called to my inner matchmaker. 

The people might have blended together, but my archer’s sight narrowed in to check for the little pink hearts that meant I would have to brave the cold, Northeastern winter air for the sake of instigating true love’s kiss with a shot from my trusty living gold-tipped arrow.

Call me Cupid, but that’s where you’d be wrong, I’m only his daughter. 

Thankfully, no urgent matches popped up, and I made it to work in record time. I parked in the secret lot behind my building and opened the door to the new and improved FootSwept Matchmaking. 

Hey, I redecorated. Sue me. Antiques and coziness might be the old Lexi’s taste, but not mine. I go for art deco. Bold, bright colors mixed with white and chrome, and geometric lines. Just formal enough to keep the clients from getting too comfy, because while they’re my bread and butter, my office is not a home for wayward hearts. 

My receptionist, Angela, gave a brisk tap on my door. “Your ten o’clock appointment is here, Ms. Balefire.” At my nod, she stepped back and held the door open wide for a timid-looking woman.

“Hello,” she said. “I’m sorry I’m a little early. I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to find a parking space, and then I did.” Her left hand fluttered up to pat at her hair, then back down to clutch her purse strap. 

“Come in, come in. Blake Cordell, I presume?” I said, waving Miss Mousy inside. Lexi would have whisked Blake into the now-defunct salon and had Flix snip and clip her like a prized poodle. All in the name of inspiring confidence. Nothing wrong with that, but my job wasn’t to make her feel better, it was to get her matched to someone who would love her in any state. 

“Yes, that’s me.” Blake confirmed, though she stuttered in such a way it made me wonder if the question had thrown her off. “I’m here to…because…I want to meet someone.” 

Early bird, plans ahead because she’s nervous, probably doesn’t get out much. I glanced down at her intake questionnaire. Good job working with special needs children, which means she’s dedicated, but probably doesn’t have enough adult contact, I thought to myself, pegging the client before she’d settled into the seat across from me.

Pasting on a smile to cover what I considered the most difficult part of my job, I reached across the table and patted her on the hand. “What are you looking for in a mate, Ms. Cordell?” 

The answer made no matter to me. The second my skin made contact with hers, my gut locked in on her perfect mate. All I needed to do was follow the tug, find the guy, and set up the date. Easy, right?

“He has to like kids, and cats, and Indian food. Not be a jerk. That’s about it. My needs are simple.” She launched into a tale about her last relationship and I let her ramble. 

As she talked, I tapped her answers into the computer so I’d have them on file. 

These days, I was taking a page out of Diana Diamond’s playbook and going digital, but not for the reasons you’re thinking. Relying on points of compatibility had never been my method, and I saw no reason to change now. I followed my gut in the same way Lexi always had, but stopped short of dragging people out for a night on the town. 

Much easier to set up a series of Friday-night blind dates, then just take a few potshots with the bow from a shadowed corner of the restaurant. More efficient, got the job done, and I was beating Diana Diamond hands down in matches made. So much so that I’d done something Lexi never would have agreed to, and now my face graced the TV late at night. 

Computerized dating didn’t make me better at my job, but it allowed me to keep better track of my matches, and provided me with a way to access Diana’s files. 

That’s right, I’d turned hacker. Or Flix had—at my request. Ms. Cordell was not just a new client, she was a new client picked out of Diana’s appointment book. Double score. Goddesses do not say neener neener—even when they want to.

Flix, the clever, clever man, had figured out how to get into my rival’s network and access her scheduling software. He fed the names to Angela, who emailed the client with a discount coupon for a consultation with me, and seven times out of ten, we siphoned off one of Diana’s victims. 

A satisfying result on many levels. The lovelorn actually got matched to their proper mate, and the idea of Diana feeling the sting of my vengeance gave me a nice, warm glow. Okay, it was more like cold satisfaction, but I’d take what I could get. Lexi might prefer revenge, but I wanted justice. 

After a few more questions and answers, entirely for her peace of mind, Blake got my most reassuring smile and a promise to call her the next day to set up her first date. Her last first date ever, unless I missed my guess. She left my office with a spring in her step. 

With no other appointments on the schedule, I made my way through the former closet to the room where Flix worked his technological magic.  Being half Fae, maybe he’d used some faerie magic as well. I never asked, and if he had a problem with my views on privacy, he never said a word. He looked at me funny from time to time, but kept his opinions where they belonged: to himself. 

“Did you see the article in the Sentinel?” Flix asked as I entered. “I emailed you the link.”

If I’d changed my look, it was nothing to the difference in Flix’s appearance. Gone were the flowing silvery-white tresses that wouldn’t have looked out of place on the cover of a romance novel. He’d gone shorter and darker. Don’t get me wrong—he was still gorgeous. The man looked like he’d just rolled out of bed after a torrid night of lust and was ready for more. But that was just his baseline. Being in a committed relationship had balanced him out some.

Keeping the reason under wraps, I admitted, “I overslept and didn’t have time to check my news feed this morning. What’s it say?”

“That Port Harbor has become something of a mecca for singles. Sixty percent increase in the unmarried population over the past year, though I’m not sure how they came by that particular statistic. Diana took full credit for the influx.”

The vein in my temple throbbed. “Shocking,” I snarked.

“She made it seem like people were moving here just for the chance to maybe get an appointment with her, and that if they did, it would solve all their problems.”

“Well, that’s fine. Let her line them up, we’ll just keep knocking them down. What have you got for me today?” Deliberately, I kept the conversation centered on business. Over the past few months, Flix had learned to do the same. We weren’t talking about my personal life or watching chick flicks on the days he wasn’t with Carl. 

All business, all the time.

“Chad Kroger. Forty-something. Works in advertising, lost his wife two years ago and transferred here last month.” 

“Send a copy of the file to my phone. This one’s going to be a piece of cake,” I tossed over my shoulder on my way out.

I’d sent Angela home after our last appointment, so the tap on the door surprised me.

When I cracked it open, it was to see the wide blue eyes of one Mona Katz blinking back at me. The look of disbelief on her face told me I was in for a frustrating conversation.

“Lexi!” Mona cried as she stepped over the threshold and practically lunged at me. Split-second timing and a fancy little two-step put me out of reach. “What have you done? Hi, Flix,” she said to his back as he found somewhere else to be. “Where is the salon? The closet? What happened to all the boots?” 

Verbally incontinent, that’s how I’d describe Mona. The old Lexi believed there was a tough, capable woman underneath the space-cadet exterior, but I attributed that to her soft heart and desire to only see the good in people. A luxury we could not afford anymore, given how life had treated us so far. Ever vigilant, that was my motto, and if you think it sounds harsh, well, you haven’t walked a mile in my Manolos.

My internal assessment of Mona’s character was cut short when I realized she wasn’t alone. She beckoned to someone outside the door, and when Kin sauntered into the room, my pulse sped up to double time with the effort of keeping Lexi’s emotions in check. 

“Hello, Mona.” I took a seat at the desk, pulled my laptop closer, and tried to look busy while avoiding making eye contact with Kin. “How are you doing at Crumb?” I asked. “You know, with the attention your cakes have been getting, I could probably find you something that pays better. There’s a spot opening up at the Regent hotel. They do sixty weddings a year, at least. Interested?”

The head chef was a recent client. Not that it mattered; I was simply trying to quiet the voice of my past self, who was screaming at the top of her lungs inside me.

Mona stared at me as if I had grown a second head. “Of course not. I’m happy where I am.” 

“Suit yourself. What can I do for you?” One toe pushed the office chair in lazy half-circles while I eyed Mona dispassionately and concentrated on ignoring Kin. She continued to stare at me like if she looked hard enough, she’d get x-ray vision and see through to my bones.



