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PROLOGUE




Night wind sang in discordant harmony across wings of ebony leather, the sound echoing the darkness of Diana Diamond’s thoughts as her feet touched down on the tiles of her penthouse terrace. 

Be thou the most perfect version of thyself. 

Coming from the Balmorrigan she’d raised to do her bidding, the curse had been simple but effective, which only added more fuel to Diana’s rage. She stalked the space between the sliding doors and the terrace railing, threw her head back, and wailed in fury, the sound pressing viciously against the inside of her skull. 

Lexi Balefire had ruined everything.

Everything.

Hooked talons scrabbled against the frame of the sliding doors. The glass reflected pure evil in an ugly, bird-like form. Seeing herself, Diana screamed until her throat went raw, the pitch of her cry rising until the glass bowed inward, webbed, and burst in a glittering rain.

One greasy feather fluttered loose, caught on the wind, spun twice, and sailed over the balcony railing as Diana walked over broken glass, slunk inside to stand facing the empty space between two paintings on her bedroom wall.

A space that stayed empty even after she knocked over a lamp while trying to complete a complicated gesture with her left wing. Her blood pressure hit red-line levels when the portal to her secret room failed to appear, but she held off on another sonic scream. Breaking the invisible mirror probably wouldn’t be the wisest thing to do, and she had at least that much control of herself. 

Drat Athena and her inferior glamour charms. The box said the spell would render her earthly belongings invisible to others, not to their owner.

All Diana wanted was to get to the place she’d built with blood, sweat, and magic—the place where she could be her truest self. Only in her secret lair, among the trophies of her successes, might she find the strength to slough off the Balmorrigan’s curse and take back her true form.

Unless he’d been right, and she was destined to remain in this foul condition forever.

She tried again to make the portal appear but only managed to clear everything off the top of the dresser. Her frustrated cry sounded like the garbled squawk of an annoyed, evil chicken, which, when you looked closely, was what Diana had become. It was probably a good thing no one was around to point out the resemblance.

Despite what she’d thought was a foolproof plan to rid herself of Lexi Balefire once and for all, Diana hadn’t had a good day, and it didn’t look like it would be getting better anytime soon.

She waved her arms again and again, but her newly-sprouted wings couldn’t manage the proper gesture to complete the incantation. The resulting tantrum ended with bed linens shredded by talons bloody from the trip over broken glass, the dresser overturned, drawers emptied out, contents flung into corners, and the heel of a designer shoe jammed into the wall next to where the portal should have appeared.

Chest heaving, Diana paused to consider her options. 

Being locked out of her sacred space would have been enough to make her wring her hands in despair—if she was the hand-wringing type and if she actually had hands. Neither of those being the case, she cast about for a solution to the problem, and that was when she noticed the bloody sheets.

Of course; blood carried power.

Diana lifted a clawed foot, wobbled a little to keep her balance, and, as gently as she could in her present state, pressed the appendage against the wall.

When the expected failed to occur, she stifled another shriek of fury and realized her wounds had sealed over. Rage-filled, Diana purposefully returned to the wrecked patio doors and ground her feet into the shattered glass. 

Dark red prints marked her path back to the bedroom, where she planted herself firmly and swiped bloody power across the empty space. The mirror portal appeared. Diana crowed in triumph. Literally.

Tentatively, she stuck the tip of a wing through the portal, crowed again when she saw the feathers melt and morph into human fingertips. 

Victory. The blood of mighty goddesses ran in her veins, gave her power such as had not been seen in this lowly place. Nothing in the mortal world of pain and fear could touch her, she thought. Nothing.

She gathered herself to step through the portal. Caught up in the sensation of her body changing, Diana made it halfway through the opening before heat and light slammed into her back, whipped away the remaining feathers, pulled her deck of cards from her, and tossed her through the doorway as if she weighed nothing.

Red, gold, and seething, lightning webbed the sunlit sky over the town of Port Harbor, crackling as it descended like fury. Precisely-aimed heat burned the moisture out of the air, leaving an ozone-scented smear as the bolt sought the life it had been charged to take.

Once, then twice, it struck with laser precision and a thunder of power. 

Once, then twice, it failed to take that life before retreating to fruitlessly quest elsewhere.

Some fortunate sod captured the whole thing on video when the top floor of a ritzy apartment building in the newly-renovated industrial sector simply disappeared as if wiped away by the finger of an angry god. The news outlets paid him a small fortune for the footage.

There was no video to profit from when a second strike took out a downtown office building, leaving not so much as a scratch on the church next door. A choking cloud of brick dust and heat hovered over those two sections of the city as people screamed and ran for cover.

The office building, the newscaster reported, had been empty, the former tenant having vacated mere days before. When pressed, an officer on the scene at the Harrington Arms apartment building shook his head and said no, no human remains had yet been found.

“She was home.” Wearing the pale face and wide eyes of one who had survived a cataclysmic event, the middle-aged woman who’d lived in the apartment below insisted, “I know she was because I heard her stomping around on those hardwood floors right before it happened.”

“The search for conclusive proof of death continues as authorities try to make sense of this senseless event,” the reporter said at the end of the segment.

Inside her sanctuary, Diana Diamond paced like a wild thing, screaming and ranting as she watched her mirror to the outer world go dark. Lank hair hung over a face gone feral. It might have interested her to know she’d succeeded in ridding herself of a portion of her humanity.

Whether that success was a step toward gaining access to Olympus was a question Diana would have to consider when not ridden by the fury of being thwarted and hunted.

But not until Lexi Balefire got what she deserved.








CHAPTER ONE




“Hold this, and mind you don’t drop it,” Aunt Mag thrust a potion vial into my hand. I barely had time to close my fingers over it before she let go. “Unless you fancy letting chaos loose on the whole town.”

“Should you be carrying this around if it’s that powerful?” I held up the vial, observed the snot-green swirl of viscous goo inside. “What does is it do, anyway?”

“That would be your basic fateorum veritas potion,” Sylvana, my mother, answered instead. “And don’t let her scare you. In that form, it’s inert.”

“Which,” Mag grumbled, “you would already know if you spent more time in the proper study of your craft.”

Lamenting on my lack of craft knowledge was a theme Aunt Mag shared with my familiar—one Salem harped on daily, so I didn’t need to hear it now. Or ever, for that matter.

The dome Sylvana cast to hide our activities from prying eyes also blocked out the city’s lights around us, but Aunt Mag’s witch-dark light spell turned night into day. 

The three of us prowled around the ruins of Diana’s apartment, searching for evidence of her death. The police hadn’t found any—not a tooth, not a hair, not a shard of bone—but we had a few tricks up our sleeves. Or, to be more accurate, in Aunt Mag’s fanny pack.

That’s right, I said fanny pack. A woman of many times, Aunt Mag preferred her home decor from the Victorian era but dressed like a throwback from the early seventies except for the fanny pack, which, in hot pink with chartreuse trim, was all eighties. Worse, I’d caught my mother eying the thing with envy. But then, she’d been a teenager in the eighties, got accidentally imprisoned in the nineties—recently released—and her fashion sense still hadn’t caught up with the years in between.

“What does the fateorum veritas potion do?” I thought I’d figured it out from the name, but since making assumptions had come back to bite my backside before, it was better to ask.

“Compels truth.” All her attention focused on the mini cauldron she’d pulled out of her pack, Mag held out her hand for the potion, snapping her fingers when it didn’t land in her palm fast enough. 

“This next part is tricky.” Sylvana grabbed my arm, pulled me into position next to her. “Unzip your jacket, and help me block the wind.” She did the same, and I followed suit.

“Ready?” Her fluffy hair blowing in the breeze, Mag uncorked the vial, spit into the container, and when a tiny cloud of seething green emerged, used her breath to send it into the cauldron. Before another cloud popped out, she slammed the stopper back in and tucked the potion away. 

“Phew. Close call,” she said.

Confused, I caught my mother’s eye, shot up a questioning brow. Sylvana returned the look, and it occurred to me for about the hundredth time how very much alike we looked. Dressed, as we both were, in head-to-toe black, we could be taken for twins. 

“How so?” My mother ventured to ask. 

“Lost track of my thoughts for a second there. If you’re going to use fateorum veritas, you must maintain a tight focus on your intentions. Let a puff of that potion loose without the proper direction, and you’ll have everyone in a five-mile radius speaking nothing but the truth.”

“What would be so bad about that?” I asked. Seemed to me, a little more truth in the world might be a good thing.

Mag leveled me with a look that belied her fake, chirping tones. “Oh honey, do these jeans make my butt look big?” 

She lowered her voice and answered her own question. “Only if by big, you mean like two pigs fighting under a blanket, and by the way, your mother is the most annoying woman on the planet. You should give her back that pot roast recipe because it tastes like boiled shoes.” 

“Oh, really?” Mag’s imitation voice dropped to a vicious snarl. “Well, your brother is better in bed than you are.” 

Sylvana snorted. “Like it or not, the world runs on little white lies.”

“Okay, I get it. Can we move on, please?” I was more interested in finding out what happened to Diana Diamond than learning a lesson in human nature. “What do we do next?”

Aunt Mag is a consummate show-off, and for good reason. In her tragically foreshortened youth, she’d hunted and neutralized rogue magic while perfecting her own. Aunt Mag might look like your slightly eccentric grandmother, but she was a magical badass.

Eyes still locked on mine, she waggled one finger toward the cauldron. With a screech of metal on metal, the thing twisted itself into something resembling a gas can with shoulder straps and a spray nozzle. When the dust finally settled from the transformation, she turned her pointed gaze on my mother, who went over and picked up the thing.

“Lexi, help me with the straps.” We got the apparatus settled, and Mag leaned in to adjust the sprayer setting. To tell the truth, it felt a little anti-climactic to watch my mother using what was basically a very large spray bottle to spread a fine mist of potion over the whole area. 

Especially since nothing seemed to happen.

“Is that it? I can’t see anything.”

“Don’t be a damn fool,” Aunt Mag snapped. “You don’t get pumpkins until you plant the seeds.” The spraying finished, she moved forward to intercept Sylvana, helped her remove the tank, and said something so low I couldn’t make out what it was. 

“No, I won’t do it. You know I’ve sworn off that kind of thing. You can’t ask me to—”

Mag cut her off. “And you know we can’t locate a dark soul without using a bit of the black. Now, we only need a trace, and it’s not a blood spell. You’re younger than I am, so you can make the effort.” 

“Never thought I’d see the day when the Mudwitch couldn’t throw down a spot of black magic if she needed to.” My mother and her aunt had never been close. Mag thought Sylvana was a spoiled brat, and Sylvana thought Mag was a cranky old bat.

Both of them were right, but since I didn’t want to spend the next week sporting a tail or a butt pimple—or both—I kept my mouth shut on the subject.

“I’ll do it,” I offered. I didn’t know much about the darker side of the craft, but I was just as powerful a witch as either one of them and younger to boot. It stood to reason I was the better choice, but apparently, there was one thing both my mother and Aunt Mag could agree on.

“No!” They chorused in unison. Then Sylvana capitulated, “You just better keep my mother away from the house for a few days, or she’ll smell black magic on me, and I’ll never hear the end of it.” She was right; if Gran got so much as a whiff, there would be hell to pay.

 “Done.” The air shook a little with the force of Mag’s vow. 

After casting her aunt another annoyed look, Sylvana raised her hands and spoke a few words in a language I’d never heard before. Alternating between guttural and sibilant, her tone made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

When the hollow echo of Sylvana’s chant fell to silence, Mag doused the witch-dark light. Very little was left of Diana’s penthouse but scattered brick dust and the slagged remains of her kitchen appliances. Whatever I’d expected to find when we decided to investigate, it hadn’t resembled a surgical strike that contained the damage so precisely to one area. 

“Well, this has been a colossal waste of time,” was my opinion.

“Hush now,” Mag ordered in a tone that meant business. She might look like a frail octogenarian, and I might be able to outrun her in a footrace, but her magic packed a punch, and she could take me down with it from a distance. I hushed.

In the inky dark, tiny pinpricks of firefly-green light appeared. Only a few at first, then a few more. As much as I wanted proof of Diana’s death, the idea we’d been walking around on bits of her body kind of creeped me out. I wondered if there was a spell that would let me pick both feet up off the ground at once. 

After waiting a few moments for the magic to fully take hold, Mag fired up the witch-dark spell again, only this time at just enough strength for dim twilight to rise under the dome. Through the lessening darkness, I made out her shadowy shapes as she arrowed toward the largest spark.

“What are you waiting for?” Mag tossed back over one shoulder. “Get over here.”

I stubbed my toe on a jagged chunk of something metal. Maybe part of the oven or the refrigerator. It was hard to tell by the shape. Pinwheeling my arms, I caught my balance at about the same time I heard the sound of another boot meeting a solid object followed by a thump and a string of language that turned the air blue.

“Are you okay?” I went to help my mother up as Aunt Mag bumped up the light by a degree or two. Not enough to see the look on her face, but enough to avoid further mishap.

Sylvana waved me away and scrambled to her feet. “I’m fine.” She brushed herself off, dislodging several of the glittering motes. Toe throbbing, I limped with her to join my aunt and stare down at the shard of light wedged into the gap between two floorboards. 

“What do you think it is?”

Mag declined to answer but performed probably one of the top five pieces of magic I’d ever seen. Don’t tell her I said so, though. She already has enough ego for any three witches combined.

“Revivify!”

A green miasma rose from each spark at the whispered command, whirled and funneled before coalescing into a single shape. Where I’d hoped to see Diana’s form—even just a basic outline would have been proof of her death—the image resolved into a square the size of a deck of cards.

My name is Lexi Balefire. One woman in each generation of my family has had the honor to be the keeper of our namesake: the mighty flame that gives all witches their magic and power. Even the Balefire hadn’t been able to destroy one of Diana’s tarot cards, so whatever blew her penthouse off the map had carried some mega juju.

As I opened my mouth to say as much, the particles of light blew apart, falling back to their previous resting place and fading as they went. Mere seconds passed before Mag’s witch-dark light flared back to life, and the three of us blinked until our eyes adjusted. 

“Well, that was illuminating,” Sylvana might have been joking, but her face was serious. “Or not. What do you think?” She deferred to Mag for answers, which was one of the bigger surprises of the day.

The biggest came when Aunt Mag handed me her cane, knelt, spun her fanny pack to the back, then pitched forward onto her belly to closely observe the crack in the floor where we’d seen the largest spark of light. 

“Tweezers,” she kept her eye to the spot and held out a hand. 

I exchanged a look with my mother, who shrugged.

“I, uh, didn’t bring my purse. I didn’t think this was that type of outing,” I admitted.

“There’s a pair in my pack.”

This time, the look my mother and I shared clearly said, “not it.”

“For Hecate’s sake, Lexi. I’m not keeping a rogue eaflock in there, just open the pack and get me some flipping tweezers.” When she put it like that, I didn’t dare disobey, so I tentatively leaned down and unzipped the zipper.

Whatever magic that might have let her actually store an eaflock in there—and I didn’t doubt she could if she wanted to—also must have come with some pretty good security in place. When I opened the pack, it held nothing more than the requested tweezers, which I gingerly retrieved. No matter what spell she used on the thing, the pink bag rested a little too close to Aunt Mag’s backside for my comfort. 

“About time,” she said when I slapped the tweezers in her questing hand and held the bottle down for her, keeping the cork stopper at the ready. “Now, get out of my light.”

I stepped sideways and ignored my mother’s attempt to suppress a snort. The tweezers hovered, then went in for the retrieval. “Got it.” The it made a ting sound against the bottom of the glass, and I shot the stopper home to seal it in.

“Help me up.” Because I’d done my part by securing the specimen, Sylvana had the honor of hoisting Aunt Mag to her feet. While the two indulged in a minor scuffle over brushing the dust off the front of Mag’s skirt, I took a closer look at her find.

The former property of mythical goddess sisters, Diana’s deck of tarot cards had come to her as something of a family legacy. One she’d perverted and used in an attempt to destroy every shred of her own humanity. Diana reckoned she belonged in Olympus and the only thing holding her back from ascending to that lofty realm was her pesky human soul. 

I’d have wished her Godspeed and reminded her not to let the screen door hit her on the way out if that’s all there was to it. But soul or no soul, the best way for Diana to get into Olympus without an express invitation involved opening a hole in the barrier between worlds.

Not the barrier between our world and Olympus, mind you, but the one between all worlds. 

To put not too fine a point on it, the enchanted barrier enforces a complex set of immigration laws to keep demons, the Fae, and all manner of other magical creatures from roaming the earth—or worse, from pitching battles to gain control of it. Of us, really.

Diana cared nothing for the status quo. She’d proved that by using her cards to turn love to hate, which pushed into the duty laid on me by the other roots of my family tree. My father’s name is Cupid—you know him, the one with cute little wings and the bow and arrow—and as his daughter, every love match I make balances some of the evil to which our world is prone.

Yeah, that’s me. Lexi Balefire, matchmaking witch, keeper of the flame, and, if I had my way about it, avenger of the evil hag who used one of her cards on my boyfriend, and then another one to kill a dear friend. Diana Diamond had a lot to answer for, and somewhere in my deepest heart, I hoped she wasn’t dead, so I could make her pay. I’m not proud of that; it’s just the honest truth.

“If she was here, she has to be dead, right?” Both sides of my heritage come with the gift of strong intuition. Right then, mine screamed like a group of teenagers on a roller coaster ride. I wanted to believe Diana was gone but wanting isn’t always enough.

“Throw those fire and air faeries together; they could cook up a halfway decent showing in the lightning department.” Aunt Mag sounded almost envious. “But this wasn’t your everyday, garden variety whiz-bang.”

“You’re saying you’re one hundred percent certain she’s dead?”

Aunt Mag shrugged. “More or less.” 

“It had better be more and not less.” Sylvana’s voice rose with indignation. “I’ll have to pay for that bit of the black, as you called it, so you’d better be damn sure I didn’t do it for nothing. You’re not the one out here racking up the karmic debt, you know.”

Mag wagged a gnarled finger in front of my mother’s nose, but Sylvana didn’t back down. “You got karmic debt; blame it on that rogue you chose to crawl between the sheets with. God of love, my ass. Look at the mess he left behind. If he’d put paid to Diana when he had the chance, we wouldn’t be wasting time out here when I could be home watching Jeopardy. What a wuss.”

I did not know Aunt Mag had that word in her vocabulary. She wasn’t entirely wrong, either, but my mother would never concede the point. Dear old dad had attempted to thwart Diana’s plans, and he’d even imprisoned her for a time. Had he been capable of killing her, I assumed he’d have done so, and Mag knew it. She just enjoyed poking at my mother every chance she got. 

True to form, Sylvan’s face went beet red. “Don’t you say a word about him, do you hear?”

Angry magic charged the air, sent prickles of power like tiny spiders crawling across my skin. I stepped between them.

“I think we’re done here.” I swiveled my head to give each fury-spitting witch a pointed look. If I didn’t diffuse the situation, we could be looking at the witch equivalent of a faerie fight. “Unless there was another spell you wanted to try.”

Aunt Mag shrugged and turned away to survey the decimated rooftop a final time. “If Diana Diamond was here when this happened, she’s dust. Nothing could have survived a blast strong enough to take out those cards. I’m going home.”

“Have a nice night,” I said to the empty space where she’d been standing.

“The great Margaret Balefire has spoken.” 

I couldn’t help responding to Sylvana’s dry sarcasm with a quirked smile. “All heed the great Margaret Balefire.”

The moment of levity passed. “If she was here,” I said. “That’s the crux, isn’t it? I was hoping to find definitive proof.” 

Since there was none to be had, I followed Sylvana down the fire escape stairs, which dumped us out on the side of the building below Diana’s former balcony. When she stopped short in front of me, I slammed into her back.

“What are you doing?”

“Look.” She pointed toward an inky dark feather fluttering in the bushes. “There’s your proof.” 

Too big to have come from any of the local bird species, the feather had to have come from Diana, which meant she’d come back to her place sometime between when the Balmorrigan cursed her and the lightning strike.

Aunt Mag was right. Diana was dead.

If only I could convince my gut it was true.








CHAPTER TWO




6 months later…

“Flix! Get in here and fix this blasted thing,” I hollered after banging on my keyboard a few times and clicking all the mouse buttons until the cursor began to spin like one of those pinwheels they give children at the circus.

Witches don’t have a natural abhorrence for electronics, and I doubt gods do either, but I certainly hated the contraption my business partner had forced me to use. While I could admit that the slim little notebook computer came in handy at times, I tended to get frustrated when it didn’t respond as quickly as I’d like.

I suppose I’d gotten somewhat used to being able to manifest my intentions with a flick of a finger or a blink of an eye, and Flix was constantly telling me I needed to have more patience when it came to technology. It’s a good thing he’s my best friend in addition to my business partner. Otherwise, I might have throttled him. Didn’t he know the worst thing you could tell a woman was to calm down?

“I can only do one thing at a time, Lexi. I’ll get to it as soon as humanly possible. For now, stop pressing buttons and restart,” came Flix’s reply.

I shot him a dirty look over my shoulder even though he was on the other side of the wall and prepared a snappy comeback pointing out the irony of the phrase “humanly possible.” Unfortunately, I didn’t have a chance to deliver it before the door to my office opened and my friend and former client, Mona, walked in. 

Well, walked isn’t the best word. Mona more waddled than anything, her swollen belly making the action a chore.

Quickly, I rose and rearranged the chairs in front of my desk so she could have a seat, and when she finally plopped down with a sigh, I couldn’t help but grin. 

“I’m not laughing at you, I swear. You look wonderful, actually, if a bit miserable,” I said, giving her a hug as best I could.

“At the rate it’s growing, this baby will weigh at least fifteen pounds by the time it comes out. And have you seen the size of Mark’s head? If our kid inherits that noggin, it’s just going to have to stay in there. That’s all there is to it.” Mona’s voice conveyed humor with a tinge of genuine concern.

“I think every mother feels that way, especially with the first baby,” I replied, not wanting to think too hard on the subject.

“First baby? More like only baby. I’m not sure I can go through this again,” Mona replied. “Though, to be fair, I’m also told every mother also says that when they’re pregnant. I’ve been promised I’ll change my tune once the little bugger arrives, but we’ll see. I think it might be better if we knew what we were having, but Mark’s heart was set on doing it the “old-fashioned way,” and I didn’t have it in me to disappoint him. As long as the baby’s healthy, I couldn’t care less about gender.”

Having no frame of reference for that particular topic, I offered Mona a bottle of water and sat down next to her. “What brings you here today?” I asked. “I would have come to your place if you’d called me.”

“No, I’m in the middle of a shift at Crumb. Big wedding cake circa the 1980s. You should see this thing. It’s going to have those hideous plastic staircases with posed replicas of the bridesmaids and groomsmen—each one painted to resemble its human counterpart. Gives me the heebie-jeebies.” 

Mona shivered and then looked momentarily bewildered as though she’d completely lost her train of thought. “Anyway, I think I know what it feels like to be a hairdresser asked to do a perm. You know it’s going to be horribly unattractive, but it’s not your decision. Mark wants me to take it easy, but I can’t sit still. Wait, what did you ask me? Oh, right, why I’m here.” 

Mona rolled her eyes and grinned, bringing a smile to my face. Under normal circumstances, she was a bit scatterbrained, and it seemed pregnancy had only exacerbated the trait.

“I’ve got a friend who needs your help to find her soul mate,” Mona finally declared.

It wasn’t the first or even the second time since I’d paired Mona with her husband, Mark, that the woman had come back with the same request. First, it was her widowed mother who had needed my help, and then she’d tried to get me to mate my own boyfriend, Kin, during the time when he’d been spelled not to remember me. 

That was a whole scenario, and Mona couldn’t have known the implications of her request, but the echo of her words made me wince.

“Seriously, Lexi, she really needs help. She’s with this total jerk—I mean, this guy hits every cliché in the book. He’s a musician and not the kind Kin is. He’s in it for the women, I just know it; the kind of guy who makes you certain you know the meaning of the word ‘slimy.’ He’s got no real job, though I gather there’s a trust fund situation going on there. No way does he want to settle down, but he’s got Nadia tied all up in knots. There has to be someone better. I just know it, and I want you to use that magic mojo of yours to find him.”

Mona didn’t know a thing about my actual mojo, and I had every intention of keeping it that way, though she’d referred to what I do as magic enough times I’d begun to wonder if she had some sort of inkling.

“I’m incredibly busy, Mona,” I started, spinning the diamond on my ring finger around absentmindedly.

I received a pointed, narrow-eyed look in response. My relatively recent experience with another pregnant woman—Serena Snodgrass, my former enemy and now, the mother of my nephew—combined with my knowledge of Mona’s persistence told me I’d better shut my mouth and agree. 

Mama bears were scary.

“But I suppose I could take on one more client. Only for you, and on the condition that you only ask me to babysit once a month.”

“Done,” Mona replied with a wide grin. “Although, you might as well get used to handling babies. You and Kin will have little ones of your own before long, I suspect.”

The notion sent a shiver up my spine. I do love babies, just for the smell of them alone, and Kin’s babies couldn’t be anything less than adorable. Plus, he was solid father material, but I could barely keep a house plant alive without Terra’s earth mother influence.

 A child was a whole other ballpark I wasn’t quite ready to swing a bat in yet. Then again, I’d grown up with three faerie godmothers and zero traditional parents, so my reluctance had a solid basis in lack of experience. 

I could babysit with the best of them, though, because at the end of the day, the little bundles of joy went back to their mommies, who could undo any damage I might have done. 

“We’ll see about that,” was all I said, ignoring the small smile that refused to leave Mona’s lips when she watched the color rise to my cheeks. “Tell me more about Nadia.”

Mona blew her bangs out of her face and shifted in her chair. “She’s twenty-eight, and she’s in luxury real estate—a real go-getter type. Got her Realtor’s license the day she turned eighteen and has been climbing the ladder ever since.” Mona ticked off Nadia’s attributes one fingertip at a time. “Now, she has bus bench ads all over town. You’ve probably seen her. She’s the pretty blond in the bubblegum-pink suit. She met Dean—that’s the guy, Dean James, and he claims it’s his given name although I have my doubts—when he was looking for a beach house.”

Mona’s retelling of it was somewhat roundabout, but I was getting the gist of the situation.

“They went out while she found him exactly what he wanted, but after she agreed to shave three percent off her commission and the deal closed, he dumped her, saying things were getting too involved and complicated.” Mona made air quotes and rolled her eyes. 

“Which, of course, is a slimeball’s way of getting out of a relationship with a woman he didn’t really deserve in the first place. He walked away without a backward glance, and she’s been chasing him ever since. He’s making her look a fool, and I know she’ll be mortified when she snaps out of it. I was hoping that someone new might help move things along, get her back to her old self again.”

Nadia’s situation reminded me—a little too on the nose—of the relationship between my mother and father. The scene—one I’d had to go back in time to witness, but that’s another story altogether—of Cupid walking away from Sylvana and me after being shot in the butt with one of his own arrows played through my head for the hundredth time. The butt part was amusing, but the rest carried dreadful implications for my whole family. 

The two of us, much like poor Nadia, had been too involved and complicated for him to deal with. At least, that’s how it felt to me. 

Suddenly, I was vehemently against Mona’s friend ending up like Sylvana, pining away for a man who couldn’t care less about her happiness.

“I’ll do it,” I said with conviction. “Nobody deserves to be treated like they’re dispensable.”

We discussed the details, set up a time for me to surreptitiously meet Nadia Hale, and then I helped Mona heave herself up off her chair.

“Take it easy,” I implored before she waddled back out the door, leaving me lost in thought.








CHAPTER THREE




Once Mona left, I locked the door, pulled the shades, and lifted the glamour that covered the office formerly known as FootSwept Matchmaking. No, my business wasn’t wholly defunct, but I was far from a full-time matchmaker these days.

The closet that, pre-Diana, had been full of designer clothes and shoes—tools I used to help forsaken women feel beautiful and find their courage again—had been completely transformed for the second time in the span of six months.

This time, it wasn’t because I’d subjugated my witch side while wallowing in heartbreak and wanted my surroundings to match my cold, unconcerned exterior. This time it was just about getting my mother off my back and trying to construct some semblance of a life for myself.

Flix sat in his old chrome barber’s chair, but the scissors he used to wield were nowhere to be seen. Now, he swiveled around in front of a complicated dashboard of computer equipment.

Screens lined the walls, showing security footage from around the world. Because I’d made a promise to help find him, the search for Cupid was well underway. For all our effort—I was certain Flix’s hacking must have drawn attention from the FBI, CIA, and Interpol, at the very least—we were no further along than we had been six months ago when this whole ludicrous idea was conceived.

“Is she gone?” My mother’s voice came from the empty space to my left. How had she done that?

Lost in thought, I’d almost forgotten she meant Mona. “All clear. Can you teach me that spell?” I asked when she appeared to step out of the wallpaper, clapped her hands, and dropped the rest of the illusion. 

A pair of bulletin boards hovered, notes tacked to their surfaces with magical pins, along one wall. Sylvana’s having to do with her obsessive search for my father, mine holding information on a few odd events I’d attributed to Diana Diamond until investigation proved they hadn’t. Red lines ran between seemingly connected events, each one with a big black X marked on it.

Despite the overwhelming evidence backed up by six months without a confirmed sighting, my gut insisted Diana still lived. Flix and Sylvana thought my gut was an idiot, but each went along with the search for their own reasons. 

Flix to keep himself busy now that he didn’t have a bevy of fawning clients hammering down the salon door, and Sylvana wanted me to help find my father and considered it quid pro quo.

“Simple camouflage enchantment. Honestly, Lexi. Have you not even studied the most basic spell books?”

“Save the lecture.” I waved away further comment. “Did you check out that bird sighting in Philadelphia?”

Not only did my mother look enough like me to be my twin, but we rolled our eyes exactly alike. I found the experience unnerving in a Freaky Friday kind of way. I also made an internal vow to banish that expression from my face forevermore.

“An emu escaped from the zoo. It wasn’t Diana because she’s dead.” She flicked away my concern with an impatient wave of her hand. 

“You’re sure?” As its keeper, my relationship with the Balefire is somewhat symbiotic. The keeper feeds the flame, and the flame feeds the keeper, or so the legend goes. To keep the fire burning strong, I have to stick close to home unless I can get my grandmother to come and play babysitter while I’m gone.

Except since Clara and Cupid weren’t fans of each other, and I knew she’d frown on my efforts to prove Diana Diamond was still among the living, I couldn’t tell her the real reason if I asked for the favor.

I also couldn’t lie to her because she’d see right through that, so I was on my own, and that limited my excursions to those of less than a day or so. Having never been to Philadelphia, I had no reference point for taking the witchy speed method of skimming. If I wanted to go, I’d have had to take the long route, and that wasn’t an option.

Sylvana had said she was happy to go in my place, leaving her free to scout around for my father. She was getting more out of this deal than I was, and it was starting to grate on my nerves.

“I’m sure,” she reiterated with another exasperated expression. “The stupid bird stopped traffic on the I-95 for half an hour while the zookeepers chased it around. You asked me to check out a lead; I checked, it didn’t pan out.” She slumped in the chair, stuck her booted feet out in front of her, and blew a dark curl off her forehead. “It’s been six months without a single shred of proof Diana is still alive. Time to give up the ghost.”

“I know that.” But the pool of dread still swirled in the pit of my stomach. Just as I knew my eyes were green, my name was Lexi, and my left big toe was crooked, I knew Diana Diamond still lived.

My relationship with my mother had improved marginally in the months since Diana was last seen, an effect, I believed, of the bond created by sharing secret goals. Nobody else except Flix knew what we were really doing at FootSwept Matchmaking. I suspected the rest of the family thought I’d been passing the time by reversing the negative matches Diana had made all over town, but the truth was her effect began to wane on the day of the assault on her apartment and office. 

Diana’s dark matches reversed themselves with little help from me, which was one more piece of evidence in favor of her being dead. And yet, if the lightning strike at her apartment killed Diana, then why, my gut screamed at me, had there been a second strike at her office? 

If, as Aunt Mag suspected, the lightning came from Olympus, wouldn’t Zeus know whether or not he’d scored a direct hit the first time? Or did he hit the office out of pique? It raised questions, and both a witch and a daughter of Cupid, I’d learned to trust my instincts. Most of the time.

Hence the arrangement with Sylvana, who patently disagreed with my stance on Diana but wouldn’t say so for fear that I’d back out of helping her find my father. Not the best base upon which to forge the mother-daughter bond we’d missed out on during her long absence from my life, but it was all we had.

With what she considered the non-issue out of the way, Sylvana perked back up. “The trip wasn’t all for nothing, though,” she said now, excited. “Look what I found.” 

From the inside pocket of the black leather jacket she’d still had on when Mona showed up, she pulled a small, round, bright red object. Before I had time to get a look at it, she lobbed the thing in my direction.

Automatically, I snatched what I thought was a rubber ball from the air, then stumbled as the weight of it bore my hand down. 

“You could warn a person.” Rebalanced, I took a closer look at what I now recognized as a balloon, blown up, tied off, and weighing a ton. My face registered shock, then dismay. “It’s not full of prohibited spell ingredients, is it?” 

Given my mother’s history, anything was possible.

“Don’t be an idiot. It’s a lead balloon.” A laugh trilled out of her. “I found it in the oddities section of a shop in Atlanta. Cute little place called Triple Witch. I’ll have to take you there sometime.”

The eye roll that broke my vow not even five minutes after I’d made it came with a little head shake on the side. “I’m glad you had fun.” Annoyed, I slashed another X over the note about the lead she’d gone south to follow.

“I also got this.” She pulled out a second parcel and unwrapped the brown paper to reveal a small vial. “So, it wasn’t all fun and games.”

“Is that—”

“The tear of a dying witch? Yeah. Damned near impossible to get and costs the earth besides.” She cut her gaze away from mine. 

We’d been working on a spell Sylvana insisted we could use on her locket to turn it into an item that would locate my father. The spell required a tear from a dying witch as the final ingredient. And not just any tear, either.

Oh no, this one had caveats on its caveats. The tear had to come from a witch past her second century and must be gathered during her final breath. Witches of that age don’t die every day, and very few potions called for such a rare ingredient. 

For the spell Sylvana wanted to cast, another set of rules applied. To be potent enough, the tear must also be one of regret, have come from the witch’s left eye, and been gathered under the light of a waning moon. 

Given the creed we live by—if it harm none, do as you will—witches very rarely die holding onto lingering regret. I’d agreed to do the spell only because I didn’t think Sylvana would ever find that particular ingredient. 

Still, the spell also called for two tongues of fowl flame, so unless she pulled a fire-breathing chicken out of her pocket, I was off the hook. You can’t bottle fowl flame. It burns through glass like a hot knife cuts butter. Probably burns through pockets, too. I shuddered to think what vessel might be capable of holding it, but I had no doubt Sylvana would rustle something up when the time came. 

“What did you have to trade for the tear, Mom? Don’t tell me it was blood.” 

Money’s only one method of payment in our community, and not even close to the most popular. When she still refused to look me in the eye, I knew I’d nailed it. 

“How much and to who?” Even a few drops in the wrong hands could spell disaster. Before she and my grandmother moved to Harmony to run a coven and an antique shop there, Aunt Mag took it upon herself to treat me to a few educational lectures on the way of the witch. Body parts not to use for payment was one of the ones I remembered most because of its grisly nature.

The things a goblin could do with a hank of witch hair and a fingernail would curl your toes. 

“Relax. I didn’t trade with Athena if that’s what you’re worried about. I’m not half the idiot Aunt Mag thinks I am.” She rotated her shoulders as if to release some tightness lingering there. “Except I really am. Twice the idiot, to be honest.”

Sylvana admitting to any imperfection wasn’t typical of what I knew of her and shocked me speechless. 

“Do you have any idea what it means to be a Balefire witch?” she asked out of the blue.

Since it looked like things were taking an existential turn, I plunked the lead balloon down on the table, ignored the creaking of the wood under its weight, sat on the sofa, and settled in. “I think I have some idea seeing how I waited an extra ten years to become one.”

Sylvana waved that discussion aside. “Lousy mother. Banished to prison. Fell down on my duty. Blah, blah, blah. That’s ancient history now.” 

“Guess we wouldn’t be getting any tears of regret from you if today was your day to pass into the Summerlands,” I muttered.

“What I’m saying is we Balefire witches take our power for granted. You’d know that if you spent more time among your kind.” 

“Thanks for the not-so-subtle dig, Mom.”

Hot words rolled around in my head, but I held back from saying any of them. She hadn’t exactly been a perfect princess in her day, and it was mostly her fault all the witches in Port Harbor had studiously avoided me save for their necessary parade through my parlor to collect their piece of the Balefire flame every year on Beltane.

“I’ve been all over the country this past month, visiting covens and sitting at no less than three deathbeds.”

Did she want me to pin a medal on her chest? Or maybe throw her a party? The way she was acting, you’d think she was Florence Nightingale reincarnated—wending her way across the country offering surcease to witches in their time of need. 

The ringing in my ears might just be my BS meter going off. 

“I got this from a water witch named Bessamina Shadowbend, but folks called her Swampwater Bess.” My mother ignored my resting witch face and told the story in dramatic tones. “Bess and her partner Shyla Darvon lived in a little cabin on the edge of the wetlands. Bess harvested plants for Shyla to brew into healing potions, which they’d sell or trade with the non-magical.”

While she talked, she twisted and turned the vial. The tear danced almost hypnotically inside the glass. 

“How did she die?” Exploding cauldrons are the leading cause of death among young witches. Or so says my familiar, Salem, every time I get mine out.

“Snakebite.” Sylvana sighed. “And when her time comes to pass into the Summerlands, I suspect Shyla will shed a regretful tear for not brewing a strong enough antidote.”

Witches lead long lives, but we’re not indestructible.

“Get to the part where you paid in blood, please.” The look she flashed me could have wilted a mighty oak. 

“It’s not that big a deal. The snake bit Bess while she gathered herbs for Shyla to use in a healing potion for a gravely ill child living nearby. Did you know less powerful witches have to abstain from magic for weeks, even months, to build up enough power to brew strong potions?”

I had to admit I didn’t.

“Of course, Shyla used her stored-up magic trying to save Bess, and had none left over for brewing the potion, so Bess died thinking her death had also doomed the boy. Hence the tear of regret.”

“Okay, that’s a really sad story. Now tell me about the blood.”

“Fine, if you must know, I used it to boost Shyla’s magic. Okay?”

My eyebrows shot up. “How? You didn’t use any of the black, did you?”

“I did not, and I resent the implication.” Sylvana tried to burn me with a look, but I’m a fire witch. It didn’t take.

“It’s not much of a leap given what you’re planning to do with that tear, so excuse me for jumping to a natural conclusion.”

“I stoked Shyla’s hearth,” she said in tones that could chill an igloo, “with three drops of Balefire-infused blood. It won’t burn low, not even in the days before Beltane, and it enhanced her magic enough that she was able to help that child and will be able to serve any other who needs a touch of healing.”

In the face of such an altruistic—if uncharacteristic—moment, I felt like three kinds of a jerk.

“Sorry. I didn’t know.”

“Well, now you do, and it’s high time we got on with things. Shyla told me where there’s a flame fowl nest, and I think we should go check it out. If there’s even a slim chance Diana’s still out there, the sooner we find your father, the better.”

And there it was, I thought condescendingly: my mother’s staunch conviction this whole mess could be solved with the aid of a man and proof she was using me for her own ends. There was a little more to it, even I could see that through my haze of condescension, but I couldn’t help wondering what had happened to her womanly pride.

We Balefires tended to have it in spades, but perhaps Sylvana had left hers behind when she escaped the Nexus.

Or maybe—and the thought was both sickening and repellent—my father really was that much of a stud.

Goddess, help us all if that’s the case. I wisely kept the thought to myself.

“I can’t go tonight,” I said with a shake of my head. “I need to check in on Serena, and I refuse to break another plan with Kin. Tomorrow, after work. I promise.”

It took some cajoling, but she finally agreed, and if I took some small amount of pleasure in making her wait another twenty-four hours, well, I’d take whatever punishment the karma fairy wanted to deliver.



