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Book 4








CHAPTER 1







Clara




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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




Lexi




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

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

I let the arrow fly. 

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

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

My heart tried to punch a hole in my throat.

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

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

Failure.

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

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

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

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

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

A sharp crack rent the air. 

Then another, and another. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“These are my…”

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

“Lexi. Everyone calls me Lexi.”

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

I wouldn’t have it any other way. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Clara, always a pleasure.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Eloquence is me. 

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

My focus snapped fully back to the present. 

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

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

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

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

“Gone? What? Where?” 

“Inside you.” Helpful answer. Not.

“Excuse me?” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A whooshing noise pushed against our eardrums.

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

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

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

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

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

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








CHAPTER 2




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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

No longer. 

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

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

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

“Of course it’s serious, dear.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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








CHAPTER 3







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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Now was my chance to find out. 

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

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

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

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

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

“We’ll remain cautious, but hopeful.”

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

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

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

“Exactly how many binding spells have you witnessed?” 

“Er…One.”

“And that makes you an expert?”

“No, I guess not.” 

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

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

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

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

Clara’s face reddened. 

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




Clara




What a mess I’d made of things. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I’d give her all the things she’d longed for, and all the things she’d never thought to want. 

I would.








CHAPTER 4




Lexi




You know what they say about death and taxes, right? Well, the same adage applies to work, especially when you run your own business.

Clients needed me back in the office, and didn’t care what I might miss while I was gone. Sure, things were hectic, considering how many people now lived in my house. Four elemental faeries and three witches made for seven of us crammed into the place.  

Two familiars brought the total to nine, and when I could talk him into staying, Kin rounded the count to ten. Until Mag's familiar finally toddled up to the door and then we were eleven.

Salem happily indulged in a massive amount of shop talk with not one, but two full-fledged, highly-trained witches in the house. Add a hot familiar to the mix, and he could barely contain his glee. 

Or the constant snarky remarks on my lack of knowledge.

“You’re not leaving. We have a full roster of witch training today.” He said when I passed him on my way to the coffee pot.

“I have a few work-related things on the books for this morning. I’ll be home in the afternoon.”

“Don’t be late,” he sing-songed.

I matched his tone. “Don’t be annoying.” 

With my mind occupied elsewhere, my official training in the witchly arts ran at a pace that made a snail look like a sprinter. As my familiar, it was Salem’s job to teach and assist me. Not to clean up my messes or serve as an errand boy. 

To heap irritation on top of annoyance, Salem didn’t seem to think my street smarts held as much weight as a formal education, so he often treated me like a child.

Coffee in hand, I snagged a still-warm pastry from the tray Soleil had left in the oven. Singeing my fingers was little enough to pay for the faerie version of a Pop Tart. Flaky crust filled with mixed berry preserves. Delicious. 

“Tansy Blankenship. Why does that name sound familiar?” Clara, I learned, liked to watch the morning news over breakfast. A habit none of the rest of us appreciated. The godmothers had little interest in current events, and I just wanted coffee and peace—not that I usually sampled both at the same time. Speaking of less-than-peaceful things, where were the godmothers? It wasn’t like them to cook and run. 

Having picked up on the new technology faster than I’d expected, My grandmother paused and reversed the live news feed. 

“…Identified as Tansy Blankenship, age twenty-six, who was last seen on Friday the 13th. Port Harbor police are asking anyone who might have seen or heard from Ms. Blankenship in the days before she went missing to come forward. The investigation is ongoing.” A photo of a woman with dark hair and pretty eyes flashed on the screen. When the announcer moved on to the next bit of news, Clara lowered the volume and turned to me. 

“You must have known her, she was about your age.” 

Rifling through my sleep-addled brain failed to produce anything more than the niggling sense I’d heard the name before, so she must be part of the witch community. “Sounds familiar, but I’m not sure why. I might have heard the name somewhere, but I’d need another cup of coffee to come up with the context.”

“Where’s the phone book? I’ll look it up, maybe that will jog my memory.” Clara seemed a little uncomfortable asking where to find things in her own home. This must be a strange transition for her. 

“We stopped getting them a couple of years ago. Easier to look up numbers on my cell. “Here,” I handed her the device I carried practically everywhere. “You just touch the search box and type in her last name using the on-screen keyboard.” I showed her by typing the first couple letters and let her do the rest. “Add Port Harbor after Blankenship, press the go button, and that should bring up a list for you.”

Clara had all but missed the onset of the computer age. Those twenty-five years ushered a lot of changes into the world, many for the better, but not all. 

Frowning with concentration, she tapped the name in slowly and grinned at me when the list popped up. I had a feeling Clara would enjoy certain aspects of being a modern witch. I should introduce her Flix. My best friend and business partner loved all things digital.

“That’s it. Tansy is Letitia Blankenship’s little girl,” she mused. “Not so little now, I guess. I’ve missed so much. I wonder why Letitia never brought Tansy over to play when you girls were younger.”

I had a theory about that, “Probably thought the wickedness would rub off. This wasn’t a popular hangout for the Port Harbor witchy crowd between one Beltane and the next.” I hadn’t been shunned outright, but neither had I been welcomed into the flock. 

“Me not having magic and all.” My eyes narrowed, and the corners of my lips curled into a scowl at the memory. “Something tells me things will be different with you in the house.”

“My friends have a lot to answer for,” Clara said darkly.

“Please don’t fight with anyone on my account. I made out just fine and other than losing so much of the time I could have spent with you, I had a happy life.” 

Terra chose that moment to walk through the door, and I caught the pride on her face, followed by a hint of sadness before she smoothed away the expression. Everything could change. As much as I wanted to simply add my grandmother into the household and go on as one big, happy family, there would be a lot of adjustments to make. Not all of them by me. 

Clara clicked the remote, and the TV went silent while Evian, who’d been just a few seconds behind her sister, glared at it in horror. I remembered that look from the day I’d brought the little flatscreen television home. 

I’d had the bright idea that if I had access to cooking shows in the kitchen, I might learn how to do more than boil water. Amid vociferous protest, I’d hung it on the wall and then taken so much flak for it being there, I’d never once turned it on. The faeries would cook, I would eat. That was the natural order of things, and there would be no further attempt to flout the status quo. 

“What’s wrong? You look like someone burned down the barn around your prize cow.”

I raised an eyebrow at Evian’s choice of metaphors but answered anyway. “A young witch turned up dead last night, and grandmother knows the family.” 

“Someone’s dead? Who?” Mag walked faster than a woman her age ought to be able to move. She listened intently as Clara provided what little information she had learned from the news broadcast. “Letitia Blankenship’s girl. She’d be just a year or two older than Lexi. Reading between the lines, I’d say foul play is a distinct possibility.”

A look passed between Clara and Mag that I assumed had to do with being glad someone else’s family had experienced tragedy and then feeling bad about feeling glad; a typical response to this kind of news. 

Resolving to push the sad event from my mind, I walked to work and thought of nothing else the entire way. 

I live on the outskirts of a quaint northeastern coastal city traditionally known for its lobster and fish trade, but which, in recent years, has become a mecca for modern-day hippies. Personally, I like it better this way. 

Parks and community gardens grace nearly every empty lot, flowers and vegetables flourish in the spaces between buildings, and on almost every street corner and rooftop in the city. Each weekend sees a festival winding its way through the already-cramped historic district, and nary a day passes where I don’t hear the sounds of street-side musicians wafting through my office windows. 

Port Harbor enjoys a reputation for being one of the safest cities in the country, and I hated to imagine a murderer haunting her streets. 

What if Tansy was a target because she was a witch? Did that make me a target, too? Scenes right out of Buffy the Vampire Slayer played through my head, each one with Tansy as the victim. Demons, and faeries, and shifters. Oh, My. 

While thoughts of murder ran through my head, I scanned faces for evidence it was time to pull out the Bow of Destiny and take a pot shot in the middle of the street. That I had no idea how to access the weapon, no clue who I was supposed to use it on, or how to hide my actions so I didn’t end up in jail were just details in the landscape. 

Love in the midst of death.

I trudged the last few blocks and opened the door to my office. Long before I understood there was a reason for it, my innate power fueled my working life. Touched by Cupid in a very literal way, I’d managed just fine without any fancy tools or tricks. 

There were no bells and whistles at FootSwept—my partner, Flix, finally got me to agree to schedule appointments using a notebook computer, but I didn’t touch it unless I had to. We didn’t videotape our clients, and we didn’t set them up with dozens of potential matches or send them on cringe-worthy blind dates.

Who wants to tell their grandkids they got together because a computer told them they had points of compatibility? Okay, plenty of people, and good for them because love is love, after all. As for me, I try to give my clients a really good story, and most of the time, I make it work. 

Flix mans a high-end hair styling salon out back where we pamper the lovelorn. 

Or he used to, anyway. 

Flix and I had been on the outs ever since his boyfriend, Carl, got tangled up with my arch-nemesis, Serena Snodgrass—daughter of Calypso, Gran’s replacement as coven high priestess, no less—and I’d refused to let him unleash a can of Faerie-brand whoop-ass on the pregnant witch. 

I’m not saying she didn’t deserve it, but she happened to be carrying my half-niece or nephew in her belly. My conscience wouldn’t allow any harm to come to the babe just because its mother was dumb enough to get involved with a jerk like my half-brother, Jett. 

And thank the Goddess I hadn’t. The chances of Calypso welcoming Gran back into the fold with open arms were about the size of a flea, and if I’d let Flix loose on Serena, they’d shrink to where you’d need a microscope to see them. 

Knowing what I would find, I opened the connecting door leading into the darkened salon where a fine layer of dust showed it had been several days since he’d come to work. I avoided making eye contact with the oversized glamor shot of Flix mounted above his chrome barber’s chair and retreated to the front office.

If this kept up, he’d break our record for staying mad. I was the current holder of the BFF belt for bitchy behavior with a solid three weeks of cold shoulder action following a stupid argument over a board game. We’d be fine. Eventually. I hoped.

Finished with my final appointment of the day, I was squaring up a pile of papers when I noticed the edge of a hot pink sheet of card stock sticking out from underneath. A stray flier for the event that happened on the last night I’d seen Flix gave me a pang when I saw it.

Worse than the pang, it served as a reminder of some unfinished business. The matter of the most annoying client in the history of ever: one Joshua Owen. I’m ashamed to admit my heart had skipped a beat the day that gorgeous hunk of a man walked into the office. Turns out I’m shallow sometimes.

Hey, I might have a boyfriend, but I’m not blind, and even if what was inside turned into letdown, the package had been especially impressive. Appreciation had almost immediately given way to irritation when he opened his mouth and essentially made a mockery of my life’s work. The man had the gall to offer me a bonus for setting him up on dates with an even dozen women. What did he think I was, some kind of matchmaking madam pimping out my clients?

Given my distaste for the man, I hadn’t considered him a top priority client despite feeling the tingle that signaled he had a soul mate nearby. But the bow—which at that point had still been broken and could only whine plaintive tunes in my ear—seemed to think differently. 

Now that the bow was fixed, I was dying to finally shoot someone with it. What’s more, the ick factor had somewhat dissipated once I knew I wasn’t actually going to messily pierce anyone’s heart with a pointy arrow. 

Clara seemed no worse for the wear, and the one she’d been struck with had been tipped with flaming Balefire. Joshua’s physical well-being wasn’t high on my priority list, so he’d make a perfect test subject even if it would be difficult to resist shooting him in the backside instead of the heart.

Centering him in my thoughts, and taking a moment to tune in, my internal LPS—Love Positioning System, as I’d taken to calling it—extended its reach from a spot behind my navel and pinpointed Mr. Owen’s exact location. Ten blocks east of the office, at a pub in the financial district. The fourth booth from the left, to be exact. I checked my watch. It was half past noon and assuming Joshua took long lunches, I might catch him if I hurried. 

Trekking it on foot, I contemplated getting myself one of those little fitness tracking devices everyone raves about. The kind that tells you how many miles you’ve walked throughout the course of the day. With Pinky, my beloved scooter, reduced to a pile of rubble (thanks again to Serena Snodgrass), I’d probably max out the display. With lunch time traffic, a cab would take longer than walking, so I hoofed it until quaint period architecture gave way to the clean, modern lines of the section of town that held Port Harbor’s few skyscrapers.

I fished a pair of dark sunglasses out of my purse and began twisting my hair into a bun before it occurred to me to cast a glamour over my face if I didn’t want to be recognized. 

A glamour was one of the spells I'd worked hard to perfect. Even witches have the occasional bad hair day. 

Disguised to my satisfaction, I settled myself onto a bench across the street from where Joshua lunched. It wasn’t the first time I’d had to pull a similar stunt, and I chose my position carefully, half-obscured by a large concrete planter filled with cigarette butts and situated catty-corner from the restaurant door.

Then I waited. And waited. And waited some more. Apparently, there had been no need to rush, because what I’d taken for a leisurely lunch turned out to be a business meeting slated to last half the day. Nearly two hours later, I’d counted the bricks on every surrounding building, cataloged how many foreign versus domestic cars lined the streets, and completed three extremely frustrating levels on Candy Crush Saga. 

When Joshua finally pushed through the glass double doors surrounded by several men in nearly identical black business suits, the bow began to sing a tune that signified, I assumed, something about the target’s psyche. I wouldn’t have guessed that under all that yuppie attitude Joshua was actually a heavy metal kind of guy. Drums and bass vied for attention, pounding through my skull like a sledgehammer.  

Distracted by the sudden pain, I almost missed it when the restaurant door opened and two women stepped out. Even without the bow stepping up the tempo, my LPS homed in on the pair. One of them was Joshua’s perfect match, I was sure of it. 

 Was it the gorgeous blond dressed in a Vogue-worthy silk jumpsuit the color of heavy cream paired with dangerously high stiletto heels, and a wide belt with a gleaming gold buckle? Given his proclivities, it wouldn’t be a stretch to assume Miss Business Suit was the one.

Or was it the other woman? Quietly attractive, well-dressed but not flashy. Nope, way too tame for Mr. Hook-Me-Up. My money was on the first one, but I had to know for sure. 

Nothing for it but to apply the touch test, so I double-checked my glamour and hauled off down the sidewalk. Pretending to be preoccupied with a phone call, I managed to pinball my way into all three of them.  

Miss B.S. never even raised a tingle of a vision. She impolitely called me a dog’s mother before she blew past Joshua with barely a nod. All of this registered only faintly with me because I was having a vision of Joshua staring at the more understated woman with stars in his eyes. 

When their entire future unfolded before me, I knew I’d squarely hit my mark. Justine was her name, and under Joshua’s shockingly tender care, she blossomed into a woman lit from the inside by the beauty that comes from being truly loved.

It was so sweetly romantic, I closed my eyes to savor the moment.

When I opened them again, I found myself holding an intangible, glowing representation of the bow I sure hoped nobody else could see. I bit my lip and waited for passersby to start pointing and screaming at the freak with the cocked weapon on the corner of a busy street. When nobody batted an eyelash, I shrugged off the worry. 

A gust of wind blew my hair into my face as I lowered my eye to the sight, and what I saw through it made me jump out of my skin. Actually, that’s not a half-bad analogy, considering the way it all went down. Slack-jawed, I watched as part of myself detached from the rest and stood, surrounded by pink smoke that curled up into hearts all around it—her—me. 

My astral self turned her head to face me, the hair of her chin-length bob obscuring one blazing pink eye, and winked at me with the other before fitting arrow to string. 

If you ever tell anyone I said this, I'll deny it, but I envied her cool stance, the way she stood hipshod and ready to let the arrow fly. It takes a brave woman to break up a faerie fight, so it's not like a wimp or anything, but my inner goddess, if that was the best term, was badass. 

Still, it was something of a letdown to watch the whole thing unfold; I’d assumed it would be my flesh and blood self, and not some strangely-coiffed representation of me who would be doing the actual shooting. Sure, I’d made the decision to come here and weave Joshua’s fate, but now I felt a bit like the proverbial messenger, following orders rather than making them myself. Was I wielding the Bow of Destiny, or was it wielding me? 

Or was I really fractured into two disparate halves?

Too bad there was no one I could ask. Thanks for not sending directions, Dad. 

Before I could curse my father out loud, she let the arrow fly. 

Insubstantial as a dream, it zinged through the throng of pedestrians to pierce Joshua’s heart, where it immediately disappeared into a rose-gold ball of light, along with the glowing arrow. 

For a split second, I could see it like an x-ray; one brief moment of silence as his heart skipped a beat and then began thumping again to a slightly different rhythm than it had before.

The look on his face wasn’t pain, and it wasn’t exactly shock, either. Dumbfounded moron would have been a more accurate term, or maybe lovesick fool. 

Ever since I'd gained the ability to watch the fates of a match play out before my eyes, I'd had to maintain physical contact with both potential lovers. Then again, I usually spend more time pairing them up. This time, the images funneled through the bow in a rush, showing bits and pieces of Joshua and Justine’s past, present, and future. 

But it wasn't the lovebirds who commanded my attention, it was the bearer of the bow. While she watched the series of images, I watched her to see what she would do next. 

For all the good it did me, I might as well have been watching a snail race. One thing I could say, she had the best stone face I'd ever seen. Next to my grandmother's, of course. Not so much as the twitch of an eyelash betrayed her reaction when it felt like we were both sucked into a dream. 

You know the kind I mean. The ones where you’re playing the part of more than one person, and it's just plain weird.  

I felt three versions of goosebumps—theirs, mine, and hers—tingle across my skin as desire flooded my senses. I experienced hope and wonder that this person, this one perfect soul mate could stand before me and be mine. During those moments, I was Justine, and I was Joshua. Our breath caught, and my knees trembled when our lips touched for the first time.  

The world clicked into place, and my heart swelled with theirs during what I knew beyond all doubt was True Love’s Kiss.

The vision faded like a chalk image being washed off the pavement and I came back to the present to see that I'd jumped the gun. In fairytales, when  princess meets her prince, it's love at first sight. Justine and Joshua were candidates for true love's kiss, and so far, all they'd managed to share was a lingering look. 

Still, bow song swelled as if the union was a done deal and my pink-haired half faded. If she melded back into me, I never felt a thing. 

When the joyous notes faded, I noticed a shining symbol hovering over Joshua’s head. He walked away before I could get a good look, but I’d seen something like this before. A new wrinkle in the process, but I assumed the seed had been planted. 

Not that I worried, I’d just…sort of…been part of something wonderful. Something forever. 

Yeah, I had a goofy look on my face for an hour—and for more than one reason—but I didn’t care. 








CHAPTER 5







Coming home to chaos is the measure of a normal day around my house. Faerie tempers run hot, and every time the godmothers get riled up, my life turns into a powder keg with a two-inch fuse in a room full of matches. The day I shot Joshua, the fuse burned merrily as I strolled up the walkway to find three out of the four godmothers on the porch pressing their faces up against the front windows. 

“Can you see anything?” Evian changed positions and shoved in next to Soleil, which started a tussling match. Fire and water described more than their relationship, for those were the elements this particular pair of faeries commanded. Under the human glamour they habitually wore, my witch eyes saw the gloriousness of their real faces. 

Evian’s hair tumbled in luxurious sea-green waves and moved as though under water even when she was on land. One hand lifted while she contemplated using nails like mirrors to scratch out her sister’s eyes. Soleil, by contrast, carried all the colors of a fiery sunset in the short cap of hair that flickered around a face so full of pale beauty it would make a grown man cry. 

“Shut up, the both of you.” Godmother number three warned with a dire tone and narrowed eyes the color of pink marble. Terra shook back her mane of mahogany hair and pointed a finger at her sisters. Her affinity for the earth element meant she could crumble the ground at her sisters’ feet and allow it to swallow them whole if she so desired.

Anyone with half a lick of common sense could see the fight brewing under the tension, and after the past few weeks of relative calm, they were due for a knock-down, drag-out battle. 

“What’s going on?” I nudged my way to one of the windows to peek inside but saw nothing out of the ordinary. “Is it Clara?” With my grandmother back, and her sister Mag staying for an indeterminate amount of time, the house had surpassed its estrogen limit. An unintended side effect I should have foreseen, but didn’t.

“Vaeta’s lost her mind,” Soleil muttered darkly. “Airheaded bimbo.”

Uh oh. They were already at phase 2. Name calling.

“What happened?” Asking might contribute to the problem, but if I didn’t know what was going on, how was I supposed to diffuse the situation?

Terra harrumphed and turned back toward the window while Evian explained. “Vaeta’s dumber than a bag of dragon hair, that’s what.”  

Not at all informative, and faintly dismissive of dragons.

Wait, what part of the dragon had hair? Maybe I didn’t want to know. 

“What did she do now?” 

“She’s in there with Rhys.” Soleil flopped down on a rocking chair coated in faded green paint. “Rhys.”

I knew she expected me to have a clue who she meant, but I totally blanked it. “Rhys?”

“We had to go drag her out of the underworld, and now he’s back to fill her head with nonsense and trap her again.”

The demon who seduced Vaeta into following him to the underworld for a hundred years. Rhys.

“You let a demon in my house? A demon? Are you kidding me?” I took two steps toward the door.

Evian held up both hands in surrender. “It wasn’t us. Vaeta did it.”

“Is my grandmother in there? Or Mag?” Granted, I hadn’t known Clara very long, but I suspected her stance on demons in the house would be similar to mine. No. Just no. 

“Left right after you did.” Terra peered inside again, and then jumped away from the window. “Here they come.”

The three sisters scattered like roaches when a light goes on. Watching Terra vault the porch railing and land behind a shrub with the finesse of an Olympic athlete shocked me enough to leave me standing there with my mouth hanging open.

I don’t know what I was expecting to see when Rhys stepped out onto the porch. Horns. Red eyes. A curling mustache and a goatee. Maybe a cape. All my perceptions of hellbeasts come from Hollywood. 

Vaeta’s demon filled out a pair of faded jeans that went well with a belt buckle with an elaborately carved symbol, and the cowboy hat he wore tipped down low on his brow. No wonder she followed him to hell. Strong jaw, sexy glint in his eye, and when he spoke, a voice worthy of sending shivers down a woman’s spine. 

He turned once and gave her such a heated look it made me blush—and I’m no prude. Vaeta’s porcelain-white skin remained tint-free, her face carefully neutral while their gazes stayed locked as if an entire conversation went unsaid between them.

An ear-splitting cacophony fired off in my head when the bow weighed in with its opinion. Unnecessary, since I’d already figured out this wasn’t a good match, thank you very much. And now I had a headache to go along with the pain in my behind.

When he finally turned away, Vaeta shoved a strand of mist-colored hair behind one ear, and said to no one in particular, “What’s for dinner?”

Thirty seconds of shocked silence followed the question—which is long enough to think about how long half a minute feels during these types of situations, but not long enough to frame a suitable response. Fury-born magic bled into the close space of the porch, and I knew what was coming next unless I could nip it in the bud. Faerie-tastrophe. 

“Let’s go inside.” Where the neighbors won’t see you do anything weird. Saying that last part out loud was the equivalent of throwing gas on a barbecue grill, but there are only so many ways to explain away flying pigs and Mrs. Chatterly had nothing better to do than spend a lot of time watching our house. Can’t imagine why.

Three flouncing faeries led the way toward the kitchen, their favorite indoor fighting spot because what with the knives, cleavers, corkscrews, and the meat tenderizer there were more weapons in that room than any other. An absolute redundancy since the faeries themselves were the biggest weapons. 

“What’s everybody so upset about?”  Vaeta had one of her clueless moments.

“You let a demon into my house.” For once, I understood the impulse to throw a magical hammer at someone’s head. Where was Thor when I needed him?

“Rhys? He was a perfect gentleman. You don’t have to worry about him, it’s fine.”

A demon gentleman? Gullible much?

“It’s not fine…” Before I could finish the sentence, faerie magic shot past my head so close I felt the breeze stir my hair. Vaeta deflected the curse, which fell on Soleil instead. Vines slithered up her legs like snakes to bind her limbs tightly against her body. 

“Sorry,” Terra muttered from behind me while Soleil squinched up her face, engulfed herself in flame, and burned the vines to ash. 

And then it was on. 

Their magic fed off aggression like it was a succulent morsel or finest nectar, and grew so fast that it prickled across my skin in a breathless wave. I looked around and realized I was standing right in the middle between where Vaeta squared off against the others. Ground zero. Don’t tell anyone, but I hauled my butt out of there while it was still attached to my body and took refuge in the hallway beyond. 

“Something wrong?” Kin’s voice in my ear triggered a fight or flight reflex that ended with the two of us plastered against the front door. 

“Don’t sneak up on me like that.” An explosion rocked the kitchen. “Faerie fight,” I explained.

“Shouldn’t you go in there and put a stop to it?” 

“Probably.” I shrugged and caught a flying frog in my left hand. “Or you could try.” I handed him the frog, bat-like wings and all. “Vaeta brought this mess on herself.” I had no sympathy for her after what she’d done.  

Kin held the frog up for better inspection. “If this is the worst they do, I can’t see how these fights are as bad as you make them out to be. This little fellow is kind of cute.” Whereupon, the little amphibian belched fire and singed a swath of hair off Kin’s arm. 

“Dragolian frog. The snot’s essential for certain spells, but they breed like rabbits.”

“Regular rabbits or Dragolian ones?” He thought he was funny. Let a rabbit the size of an elephant with a brain as small as a pea loose in his backyard, and I bet he wouldn’t be laughing quite so hard.  

“You’re not going to do anything?” Kin seemed surprised at my apathy, but not as surprised as he was by the tendrils of ivy creeping across the walls and ceiling. A particularly saucy stalk twined up his leg and goosed him hard enough that he yelped. “Ow. Stop that.” He slapped at the questing plant, which took offense and tried to choke him. 

“Terra!” I shouted. “Call off your minions.” The vine retreated with a reluctant rustle of leaves. Kin rubbed his neck and swallowed hard.

“I had no idea things got this dangerous around here. It must have been an interesting place to grow up.” 

Interesting wasn’t the half of it. All things considered, this was shaping up to a fairly tame fight thus far. I’d seen worse. Way worse. There was the time when I was six, and all the dust bunnies in the house came to life. 

Talk about creepy. Hairy tumbleweeds with teeth. No wonder kids have nightmares about the boogeyman. Actually, he’s not all that bad when you get to know him. Excellent sense of humor and you get used to the smell after a while. 

When the kitchen went suddenly silent, I began to worry. Silence during faerie wars is always a bad sign. Mist, dense and damp, built at the end of the hall, its advance toward us slow and ominous. Evian’s work. The scent of fresh brimstone confirmed Soleil’s fingerprints on the sound-dampening cloud as well. 

Sighing, I dragged Kin toward the kerfuffle. Better the chaos you know than the chaos you imagine. Okay, that’s not true, but it sounded like common sense at the time.

“Stay behind me where it’s safer.”

“I'm not a child.” 

“Then don’t act like one,” I snapped back and quelled the mutiny before it had time to ramp up. “Don’t for one minute imagine that just because they like you, they won’t let something weird happen to you. When they’re in Armageddon mode, it’s every man for himself. But, hey, if you want to take a chance you won’t get turned into a toad, or something worse, knock yourself out.”

“You’re cranky,” Kin helpfully pointed out, but my searing look failed to have any effect on him and set the bow to chiming out its temple-throbbing warning tone. Like I needed input from some sentient weapon on a perpetual ride-along in my head.

Huffing out a breath, I informed him, “Vaeta crossed a line, okay? I’m not sure I trust myself to step into the fray this time. I might be tempted to start tossing around my own magic.” Hot blood coursed through my veins, sending my nerves twanging. 

The faeries knew they were welcome to invite their eclectic blend of friends into the house with utter abandon. My home was their home, and I’d always wanted them to feel comfortable in it. For all I knew, many demons had made their way through the front door—it’s not like I asked visitors to provide a pedigree and three references before they were invited in. 

So why was I ready to chew nails and spit out bullets every time I pictured Rhys’s admittedly-fine backside strolling down my front walk? I’m normally an even-tempered witch. Craziness sneaking up on me? After the past few months, who could blame me?

Well, I guess Kin could, given the look on his face. The hint of shock, the soupcon of disapproval, and the dash of fear said more than words could convey, and I didn’t like the version of me that could write those things there. 

“I’m sorry. The stress is getting to me, but Vaeta invited a demon into the house, and I’m not particularly pleased with her at the moment.” Or with the babbling Bow of Destiny perched on top of the stress pile like the cherry on a sundae. “Come on, I’ll go see if I can get them to take it down a notch.”

We made it halfway down the hall before I knew it was already way too late for that. The house wheezed and sucked in a breath like a bellows pulls in air, the force putting pressure on my eardrums. Before you could say boo, the kitchen belched a smell so foul you’d consider Eau de Rotten Egg the finest of perfumes in comparison. 

Gagging, Kin spun and shot for the front door, and if I’d had a choice, I’d have been right behind him. But this was my circus, and those were my monkeys, so I pinched my nose shut and headed toward the big top instead of away.

I skidded to a stop at the edge of a pit full of bubbling goop that now occupied the space where the table and chairs used to be. I wiped my sleeve across my eyes to clear the stream of tears brought on by the noxious fumes. A mini snow storm raged in the newly doorless refrigerator, but other than those two things, the room looked the same as always. 

Skirting the pool of goo, I made my way to the sliding doors leading out to the patio that separated the house from the back yard. Kin slipped through the side gate just as I stepped off the flagstones. Smart. He’d gone around from the outside to avoid the foul stench in the kitchen.

But dumb, because he was still here.

“You should have gone home while you had the chance.” I snapped unapologetically. It would be easier if I didn’t have to worry about him carelessly wandering into something dangerous like a patch of faerie snapdragons. Not to be confused with the floral variety, these resembled flying turtles, traveled in packs and considered a good, juicy ankle the finest of delicacies.

“And leave you here to have all the fun?” Other than the swamp stench, he’d seen the most benign faerie fracas in history. Figures. Just when I finally wanted to give him a taste of life with Lexi, they go and…

I never finished that thought. 

The world—well, technically just the backyard—shook like a dog after a bath. 

“It’s an earthquake.” Kin shouted in my ear and then threw his body over mine like a shield. Cute, but unnecessary and besides, he knocked the breath out of me. 

“Get off,” I gave him a shove as soon as the shaking stopped. “It’s not an earthquake, it’s Terra. Come on!” Moving as fast as I dared, I led Kin in the direction that felt like the epicenter. 

One of the perks of living with four elemental Fae is the spatial distortion that turns my urban sized backyard into acres of castle-worthy gardens straight out of the Faelands. On the downside, faerie fights tend to expand to occupy the entire space in which they occur. Faerie physics. It’s a thing. 

If I were lucky, I’d find them before we had a scorched-earth situation on our hands.

“Don’t touch that.” I caught Kin just in time. 

“What? This harmless little flower? You’re a bit keyed up today.” Fragrant petals the color of a bluebird’s feathers begged for the touch of an innocent finger to test if they really were as soft as they looked. 

“How could you have forgotten about that frog so quickly? I can still smell scorched arm hair, and that harmless little flower will wipe every thought out of your head for a full twenty-four hours. So unless you want to spend the rest of the day doing anything more useful than drooling, you’d better leave it alone.” If he kept making comments about my attitude, I might offer him a bouquet.

Kin pulled his hand back quickly, wiped it on his pants before wrapping it around my own, and we continued on toward the booming sounds, sparkles rising above the trees, and loud voices. 

“Almost there.” Kin surged on ahead, his long legs eating the ground slightly faster than mine. He dropped my hand as we broke into the clearing and sprinted right into no man’s land—the space between Vaeta and the others.  

“Stop it, now. All of you.” His commanding tone sent a little thrill up my spine. There’s something sexy about a man willing to wade into danger and take control. Yum. 

Still, if you’re going to do that type of thing, I have one piece of advice: know your audience. Make that two pieces: don’t try it with faeries unless you’re stronger than they are. 

Okay, three pieces of advice: you’re not stronger than faeries, so kids, don’t try this at home. 

Taking the hit from four different directions at once, Kin never stood a chance. Faster than you can say don’t do it, he went down in a barrage of elemental fury. Evian’s blast of water mixed with Soleil’s gout of flame and intercepted Terra’s ball of dirt. Vaeta jetted a shot of air toward the steaming mud ball, intending to lob it back at her sisters, but her aim was off. The gust tangled with the glob of mud and whipped it into a whirlwind of gunk that engulfed Kin like the world’s most aggressive spa treatment. 

Fury swept from the tips of my toes to the split ends of my hair (Flix needed to get back from his mad-at-me vacation and work his magic on my neglected tresses), and a ball of black witchfire began to grow in the palm of my hand. 

“Enough.” I spun around when Clara clapped her hands together four times in rapid succession. The fourth clap sounded like thunder, killed my ball of witchfire with a sizzle, and when the echo died, silence shrouded the clearing. A silence born from shock and surprise.

I wish I’d been watching the results of Clara’s interference rather than the act itself because I would have loved to see her turn their own magic against them. Four bedraggled faeries stood in a circle around Kin, who no longer looked like he’d been dipped in a swamp and hung out to dry. He was so clean he almost sparkled. My godmothers, however, had each found their elements returned to them. Forcefully, from the looks of it.

Evian was drenched and dripping while Vaeta looked like she’d taken a spin on the hairy edge of her own tornado, her face scoured pink with windburn. Terra, caked in dirt and grime, blinked her eyes at Clara and they were the only part of her that was clean. In that respect, she and Soleil could have been twins if not for the color difference between soil and soot. Where Terra sported all the browns of the earth, Soleil looked like she’d been rolling around in the blackest ash to ever grace a fireplace. 

“I trust you will find a way to discuss your differences in a more civilized manner.” Clara spun on her heel and departed for the house, leaving the godmothers in her wake and looking like chastised children.  

“We’re sorry Lexi, Kin.” Terra braved the infuriated look on my face, and the others nodded in agreement but remained silent.

Knowing I couldn’t respond with any sort of civility, I grabbed Kin’s hand and stalked away.








CHAPTER 6







Clara




“Spoiled brats. Honestly, you’d think after an eternity’s worth of years, those faeries would learn to act their age.”

Mag looked up from her knitting, and the Balefire flared with red hot flames when I stormed back into the house. The hint of a smirk on her face sent my temper right back up to the redline. 

“Don’t get me started on your attitude. It’s your fault Lexi grew up refereeing this nonsense. Was there some reason you, as her nearest living relative, couldn’t be bothered to take care of my granddaughter? How do you think it makes me feel, knowing you all but abandoned her too?”

The question tore my soul on its way out, but it had been simmering beneath my marble surface for over two decades and was determined to be set free.

My sister never had a family of her own, and if that bothered her, she hid the pain so deeply behind her sense of adventure that even she couldn’t find it. Yet, I never thought she would turn her back on me and mine during a crisis. 

Slowly and with great deliberation, Mag stabbed her needles into the ball of yarn, stuffed it into her bag, and went upstairs. 

I followed and watched her yank open the top drawer of an antique oak dresser, scoop up the meager contents, and stuff everything into her knitting bag.

“I’ll go. I should have known better than to think staying here was a good idea.” Grim-faced, she tried to get past me, but I blocked the door.

“I didn’t ask you to leave; I asked you why you weren’t there for Lexi when she needed you.” 

“What answer will satisfy you, Clara? That I stopped coming around because my presence always made things worse between you and Sylvana? That I was furious with you for letting that brat walk all over you the way she did?  Or that I didn’t find out what happened to the pair of you for several months, and by then it was too late?”

The last was news to me, but I wasn't in the mood to forgive. “Flimsy excuses.” 

“Well, here’s the one that caps them all, then. Kids scare the bejesus out of me. It was probably a good thing I never had any of my own. I’d have made a hash of things.”

Finally, a new truth. An embarrassing one if the dull red of her face was any indication. One I knew I could forgive. 

“I know I screwed up, okay? I’d been tracking…Well, that’s not important, but I was gone longer than I planned and I had no idea what happened. I stopped in at Athena’s when I passed through the Fringe on my way home, and she told me some cockeyed story about you killing Sylvana, so I came straight here.”

Hot acid still churned in my stomach, but I tried to picture it while Mag described finding Lexi happily ensconced with three faeries attending to her every whim. 

“I hid in the bushes and watched the way they doted on her. She was happy, Clara. Smiling and laughing and I didn’t have the heart to tear her away when they were taking better care of her than I ever could. So, I waited for Beltane that year and came in with the rest of the flame bearers for a closer look.” Mag hung her head so I couldn’t see her eyes.

Witches come in all different flavors of magical ability. Mine, like my mother’s before me and Lexi’s, showed itself in an innate affinity with the Balefire—all my other skills I learned through diligence. The Balefire certainly enhanced any strengths I developed on my own—save for divination, which I doubted I’d ever master. With my focus on home and family, I was the natural choice to become Keeper.

My polar opposite, Mag had exited our mother’s womb with a burning desire to know what existed beyond the boundaries of our property. Where I struggled to See anything, the crystal ball showed her many things. I suspect some things it chose to reveal were painful for her, and those she kept to herself. 

Instead, she regaled me with stories of scenes from far-away places, and when Mother finally gave permission, Mag wasted no time before setting off to find her way in the wide world. She stopped telling me the gory details of her exploits around the time she returned looking like she’d aged 70 human years in the course of a week. I knew Mag had done a lot of good for a lot of people, which makes it doubly distressing she didn’t choose to raise Lexi when she had the chance. 

Unless there was another reason. Of course, there was another reason, and it had nothing to do with being scared of babies, which was the dumbest thing I’d ever heard. Mag fears little in this world. 

“You saw something.” I knew I’d hit the nail on the head when she flinched. “You did. You tell me right now if there’s something horrible looming in Lexi’s future.”

“Clarie, it’s complicated.” Mag using her pet name for me increased my suspicions.

“Then simplify it for me. I may have been turned to stone, but I don’t have granite between my ears.”

Mag tossed her packed bag down on the bed, eased her body back into the chair, and gestured for me to sit on the bed.  If I needed to sit, her news had to be bad. “I knew.”

“Knew what?” I prompted when she fell silent.

“All of it. That without intervention, Lexi’s magic would never come. Did you really think I bought the story of you murdering your own daughter? I saw it in the crystal. You, Sylvana, the fight, the aftermath; and I knew if there was a way to keep Lexi safe, you would want me to take it.”

The confession staggered me, and I was glad she’d made me sit. 

“You thought you could keep Lexi from becoming a Fate Weaver if you let her be raised by faeries instead of witches.” 

“Lexi was born a Fate Weaver, as you well know, but that was Sylvana’s choice and none of mine, dear sister. I walked away from her to keep her safe. A witch without power is no threat to anyone, nor is a Fate Weaver.”

I stared at her as the implications set in.

“Choosing to do nothing wasn’t easy for me, Clarie. It broke my heart to wait and watch her grow sadder as each birthday passed and she hadn’t achieved her Awakening. Then Sylvana escaped, and I chose to follow her instead of watching over Lexi. I should have known that wily minx of yours would get past me and do damage. I’m not as fast as I used to be.” 

Mag tossed me a wry smile, but her eyes only stayed on mine for a bare second.

“She beat me back to Port Harbor by a matter of hours and gave Lexi the Stone of Blood. I missed my chance to put a stop to it.”

“It didn’t occur to you to break the spell on me so I could handle Lexi?”

“It occurred. Not in the cards. It had to be Lexi or no one.” Finally, Mag lifted her head so I could see the tears she had been holding back. “Even knowing what I did, I traded your freedom for Lexi’s safety, and I don’t blame you if you hate me forever.”

So many things clicked into place. “Is that why you never visited me? You must have known I could hear you, or at least considered the possibility.”

The only sound in the room was the creak of her chair until she allowed, “Shame presents itself in many forms, sister dear. Haven’t you ever feared to speak a truth out loud?”

Resisting an urge to indulge in a moment of extreme sentiment, I settled for patting Mag on the arm and mumbling something about it all working out the way it was supposed to in the end and that we needed to figure out our next move. Not that I had a clue in spell what that should look like. 

I reached for her knitting bag. “Unpack your things and stay.”

“In this madhouse?” Mag scoffed and yanked the bag out of my reach. 

“Better than being bored, and I think you’ll admit I've become something of an expert on defining boredom. Shall we pay a condolence call on Letitia? On the way, maybe take a look at what happened to poor Tansy?” 

If there was anything Mag found irresistible, it was a mystery she could solve.

“You just want to get the word out that you’re back and ready to take on Calypso Snodgrass.”

I grinned back at my sister. “That might be part of my motive, but it’s not all.” The smile fell off my face. “You’re feeling it too, right?”

“What? That Tansy’s death is an omen? I don’t need my crystal ball to see the handwriting on that wall. Speaking of which, I’m in the market for a few new supplies. Fancy a trip to Athena’s?” Mag’s lips twisted with wry humor. “I could stand to do some shopping.” She gestured toward her pitiful bag of possessions and I knew our little tiff was over. 

Standing in one place for so long had given me time to think, and I wanted to reconnect with my sister. Still, I wasn't above a little teasing. 

“Well, I didn’t like to mention it, but you could use a change of clothes. Something not quite so …” The muumuu-style dress carried a sheen that marked it as some sort of polyester blend, zipped up the front, and was covered with tropical flowers larger than my head. The terms hideous, grandmotherly, and shapeless all sprang to mind and were dismissed. I wanted her to change her clothes, not get mad at me. “Casual.” Seemed the safest bet. 

“Excuse me for not wearing the latest styles, and what about you? You look like a throwback to the eighties.”

“That would be the last time I bought anything new.” Dust dry, the words fell off my tongue.

It was always this way with us—probably the same with most sisters who bicker over nothing and would still die for each other. Putting a stop to the pettiness before we ended up fighting like a passel of faeries, I dragged Mag to my room to rummage through my clothes for anything devoid of shoulder pads and geometric, color-blocked patterns. 

We were not going out in public with her in the next best thing to a nightgown. 

“No jeans. I can’t abide the things,” Mag specified. “And those high-waisted ones are way out of style.” 

“Actually, they’re back in. Haven’t you noticed what the kids are wearing these days.” I tossed her a pair of black leggings and a long white tee with flowers on the front. “Here. This is the best I can do.”

After struggling into the clothes, Mag faced the mirror and grumbled, “I look like Barbie’s grandmother,” and I had to hide a snort behind a fake cough that didn’t fool her in the least, but should have earned me a few points for trying. I opted for the pair of the jeans she’d scorned and covered up the dated front by leaving my blouse untucked. 

“We’ll hit Zayres on the way back,” I pulled my purse from the hidden recesses of my closet and checked to see if the wad of cash I’d stuffed in there the day before my unfortunate incarceration remained. 

“How much you got there?” Mag smirked at me.

“Couple hundred. That ought to do it.”

Now it was her turn to snort, and she didn’t even make an attempt to hide the sound. “Zayres went out of business years ago, and you don’t have enough there to do any damage unless we’re going to a secondhand store. Welcome to the new world, Sis. Is there any more where that came from?”

Funny how the world moves on when you’re standing still. 

“I can’t believe we had to drive this thing,” Mag grumbled from the passenger’s seat of Terra’s van. “Tell me again why we couldn’t just skim from here to there.” 

“There’s nothing like the feeling of a powerful piece of machinery in your hands.” Not that Mag would know anything about that, having never learned to drive. There are faster ways for those of us with enough power and skill, but I wanted to look out the windows and let the breeze blow through my hair. 

“Park it somewhere inconspicuous at least. Might as well wave a flag and have a parade. Draw less attention. Stupid thing looks like a clown’s wardrobe.” 

Sighing, I did as she asked even though it had been years since Mag retired from actively pursuing rogue magic. She might still have an enemy or two floating around, though I doubted that was the case, and her worries were nothing more than old habits and an overinflated sense of propriety.  

“The crime scene has already been examined and the park cleared for reopening. We’re not doing anything wrong.”

Mag raised an eyebrow, “We don’t need to be doing anything wrong to stick out like a sore thumb.”

Every step of the last twenty feet between the car and the square of earth where Tansy Blankenship’s body had been found evoked the same skin-crawling sensation I remembered feeling when I was four years old and convinced something evil lived in my closet. Not even the sun’s warmth banished the growing coolness that pebbled my flesh and sent a shiver through my limbs. 

“You feel it, too?” Mag slowed to a standstill and inhaled as though scenting the air. 

“I’d have to be a complete null to miss it.” Hate prickled across my skin. The kind of hate that tiptoed through the world and aimed itself toward me and all of my kind. 

“It’s not possible, they're all dead, and I should know because this,” Mag circled a hand in front of it to indicate the wrinkles and signs of advanced age on her face, “was how I paid for enough magic to make witchkind safe from the last of the Raythe.”

Maybe not. "Unless there has been another one born since you retired."

For the first time, Mag’s demeanor matched her frail appearance and it worried me how fast she turned pale and shaken. Any witch willing to give up her long-lived youth was a witch of great power and even greater heart. Witches can live for hundreds of years without aging at an equivalent pace, which is why I’m over 200 and still look like Lexi’s slightly older sister. It’s a fringe benefit meant to allay the burden of keeping the Unseelie court of Faerie from crossing into and wreaking havoc on our realm. Long story short, gifts can be taken away as easily as they were given.

In another minute, she'd pulled herself together again. "There have been no reports. I'm sure I'd have heard."

“Have I ever told you how much I admire you?”

“What? Am I dying?” Mag swiveled her head to get a better look at herself, and I was happy to see some of the color return to her face. 

“Shut up. I'm not kidding, and you’re not dying. Not ever.” I dusted off my hands even though they weren’t dirty. “Now, let’s get to work and figure out what we’re facing. If it is a Raythe, we’re all in danger.”

“It can't be. This is something else and my money's on it being a demon.” Mag lifted the voluminous shirt to reveal a tool belt of sorts that she’d wrapped around her waist. No wonder she looked so chunky around the middle and walked as if she carried the weight of the world; she had a complete arsenal tucked into that thing. 

Potion bottles peeked out over the leather loops that secured them to the outer surface, which looked like it could have been made from tanned dragon hide. Crystals hung in cages made from knotted string alongside pouches I could only assume carried whatever herbs and powders she deemed necessary for working magic on the fly. An athame and a boline rode special-made holsters, and a pair of wands tucked into their own carriers on the opposite side. 

“Nice piece of kit. Where’d you get it?” While Mag had crazy skills in the craft, outside of knitting she hadn’t ever been what you’d call crafty. 

“Custom made by an old…acquaintance.” My immutable sister blushed. 

“An old boyfriend, you mean?” Evil still stained the air, but this piece of info was too much to let pass without prying a little. Mag liked to keep the juicy parts of her personal life hidden, even from me. 

“I prefer men to boys, now get your head out of your hormones and help me collect some evidence.” I suppressed a smirk, pulled out my wand, and tapped it lightly against the glass potion bottle she handed me. The bottle made sucking sounds as I waved it around to collect as much essence of evil as it would hold.

We spent a little time examining the area, and while Mag continued collecting samples, I ranged out to see if I could pick up any sign of a trail leading away from the scene of the crime. After crashing through the underbrush and getting tangled up in some thorny bushes, I concluded the twenty-foot radius we’d observed on our way in held up in a perfect circle with no break anywhere that I could find, even after a second rotation around its edge. 

Heart heavy, I returned to where Mag was stowing away the last of her bottles with precise, but vicious motions that betrayed strong emotions. 

“Find anything?” 

“Dead end and not a single sign of a casting circle.” I picked a twig out of my hair and tucked tousled strands behind my ear. 

Grave-faced, Mag headed for the van. That she didn't even try for the driver's seat was a sign. “Let’s go then. I need to get to the workshop."

Halfway there, she stopped and tilted her head to the side. 

“That poor girl. Can't you feel the terror she left behind?” Mag’s abilities in the divination department came along with a heightened sensitivity to psychic energies. A ghost could sit on my right shoulder, and I’d never have a clue, but I didn’t need a ghost to tell me Tansy’s sadness had settled over the clearing like a pall. I shivered, took my sister’s arm and led her back to the van. “I can’t stop thinking what if it had been...”

“Lexi. I know.” I pushed back against the mental image that rose unbidden. First rule of witchery—and it goes without saying that this applies to everyone—is that what you concentrate on most is what will manifest in your life. Positive or negative. Life comes with this rule built in, and you can call it magic or positive thinking or whatever you want, but it pays to respect the process. “It wasn’t, and we need to put that out of our heads.” 

“We’re going to have to decide what to do about her at some point.” Shifting back to our earlier conversation, Mag kept her tone neutral. 

“It’s a bit late, don’t you think? Still, I think we should keep this little fishing expedition under wraps. She has enough trouble following her as it is.”

“She needs to know what she’s up against.”

“Maybe, but not today.”

The shopping trip and all thought of offering condolences forgotten, I drove slowly toward home.








CHAPTER 7







Lexi




Gran and Aunt Mag blew through the door like a hurricane, bringing with them a gust of crisp, early autumn air that tossed a pile of month-old mail off the entryway table. Several forgotten credit card bills fluttered to the ground, and I silently thanked Flix for setting up automatic payments on all my accounts. 

“We’ve got work to do, follow us.” Mag flicked her eyes and a withered finger toward the parlor.

“What kind of work?” I asked, trotting behind like a curious toddler or an obedient Jack Russel Terrier. 

Mag fixed me with a stare hot enough to wilt lettuce, and Gran jabbed an elbow into her waist, “Don’t pay any attention to your ornery old aunt. We might have a lead on what happened to Tansy Blankenship.”

The thought of the witch’s unfortunate death wiped the smile off my face as I reached for the flame-concealed lever that would let us all into the space behind the fireplace. Something in the vicinity of Mag’s waist clinked heavily as she passed behind the stone facade.

I soon found out the source of the sounds when she pulled a collection of palm-sized potion bottles from a belt strapped beneath the gaudy t-shirt she sported with more panache than you might expect. 

“What on earth is in those?” I scrunched up my nose at the sight of what looked like brown sludge if brown sludge were a gaseous substance. Anything that can look like smoke and mud at the same time is extremely suspect in my book. 

“Not exactly sure, but the fact that it’s already begun to solidify should tell you plenty.”

I stared at Aunt Mag blankly and received a look of utter disgust in return. “I keep forgetting you know nothing.”

“That’s what I tried to tell you,” Salem chimed in, having slipped in through the fireplace in cat form without us noticing and then flickering into his human body—fully dressed, I noted with a mix of irritation and relief. 

On further inspection, I decided Salem’s outfit looked quite spiffy, and when Pyewacket trotted through the fireplace behind him, I realized why. One look at her sleek fur, and he seemed to gain an inch of height along with a few more around his chest. She curled up on a cushion near the fire, and even though he continued talking, his eyes flicked her way every few seconds. 

“Only one kind of vapor turns viscous like that—essence of demon.” He lectured with even more zeal than usual. Salem loves an audience, but I could have kicked him for pointing out my ineptitude in front of the one assembled before us now.

“You mean it was a demon that killed Tansy?” I squeaked.

“Possibly,” Gran’s voice was cautious, “All we really know is that there was a demonic presence in the location where she was found. Death attracts all sorts of creatures so I wouldn’t be surprised if we found traces of multiple species.”

“We must be thorough. Everything leaves a signature. This is magical forensics, and far more accurate than anything you’ll see on CSI.”

“I love that show!” Gran exclaimed. “Though I never imagined Sam Malone as a silver fox.” 

“Clarie, you’re dating yourself,” Mag rolled her eyes, “Poor Lexi doesn’t even know what you’re talking about.” 

“We have cable. I’ve seen reruns of Cheers. Can we focus here? There’s a dead witch and possibly some kind of demon skulking about, and you two are discussing canceled shows and prime time television.” I admonished.

Gran sighed, “You’re right, Lexi. We’re sorry.” If I detected a note of sarcasm, I’d never mention it out loud. Salem had the good sense to stay out of the conversation altogether. I knew he despised cop shows almost as much as he abhorred dilly-dallying when it came to working magic.

Something short of properly chagrined, Mag went to work, and Gran explained what she was doing in a way that made me feel as though she were teaching a class of third graders. Assuming my education was well in hand, Salem catted out and curled up in a ball as close to Pyewacket as he could without actually touching her. Even though it looked like he was dozing, I could tell his whiskers were tuned in to her very movement. 

“Your aunt is a master of alchemy, which is classified under the branch of—” 

I cut her off in an attempt to prove I wasn’t a complete dolt.

“The branch of elemental magic, involving the manipulation of naturally-occurring substances,” I recited. “Salem says it’s easier to understand than the mental branch and easier to explain than arcane magic.”

“He’s correct, though that’s something of an oversimplification. Mental magic comes from within the witch or wizard; it’s innate. You can’t learn telekinesis, for example; you’re either born with the ability to move objects using only the power of your mind, or you’re not. Same with divination and capacity to create illusions. But, you can learn a spell or brew a potion with similar effects.”

At least her recitation distracted me from what we were testing. Plus, it was good to learn from someone who’d actually been there and done that.   

“Arcane magic—which encompasses such practices as summoning, binding, enchanting, and charms—involves harnessing as-yet unknown forces to accomplish a similar goal. 

Mag has been trying to bridge the gap her entire life. She believes those forces can be analyzed using the principles of the alchemical—or scientific—method. If we can isolate all of the traces found at the scene of Tansy’s death, for example, we can determine what branch of magic killed her. And that will tell us, first and foremost, whether she was murdered using magic or sorcery.”

I already knew sorcery was abhorred in the witch community. A sorcerer is a person lacking innate magical talent—one who harnesses the power of another being and perverts the magic for his or her own gain.

My mind clicked into motion, and suddenly I understood what was so concerning. “You’re trying to figure out whether this was an outside attack on witches, or if Tansy was killed by one of our own.”

The two older witches exchanged a look I couldn't read. 

“There is no good conclusion here, but we’d certainly prefer if Tansy had tussled with a supernatural predator. I realize that sounds counterintuitive, but the alternatives are humans or witches, and neither bodes well for the future. It would mean we’re either being split from the outside or splintered from within; either way, figuring out who’s holding the ax is priority number one.”

“Well, she’s dead, so if it were one of us, wouldn’t the killer have been,” I flinched at having to say the word, “stoned.”

“One would think,” Mag said.

I thought back through all of Salem’s lessons—even the ones I’d only half-listened to at the time. I remembered the tales of witch persecution even grade school history teachers couldn’t ignore (I’d absorbed every detail of those, you can rest assured), and recalled the bedtime stories Terra, Evian, and Soleil had regaled me with as a child—especially the ones I’d assumed were complete fiction but could now recognize as flimsily-concealed truths.

“You’re worried we have been or will be discovered,” I stated simply.

Gran nodded, and Mag piped up, “Discovered, revealed, and eradicated. We can never let our guard down. There’s more to being a witch than working magic. And you, my dear niece, have even more to fear, what with your particular brand of special gifts. Fate Weavers are considered a delicacy to a variety of creatures.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat. Being referred to in the same manner as a slice of goose liver pate can be extremely motivating. “What can I do to help?” 

“Just watch and learn. And don’t touch anything.” Mag barked. In all honesty, I preferred Salem’s overbearing teaching methods to Mag’s grumpy demeanor any day.

Gran began by lighting several white tea light candles while Aunt Mag rubbed each vial with a layer of herb-infused oil and placed each one in a suspended rack made of iron—for grounding, she explained—and laid out a pile of cardboard sticks in various colors.

“Each one of these testers has been steeped in a combination of revealing potion and the essence of various beings. We’ll start with the basics—Fae, demon, witch, shifter, et cetera—and then narrow down the results as we go.”

Mag lifted the stoppers off each bottle, inserted a different stick into each collection of goo. The red one gurgled, and the contents bubbled over the top of the vial, then crusted into shiny black crystalline shards. Yellow and blue produced no special effects, but the green one put on a miniature fireworks show before Mag deftly replaced the lid.

Another one of those looks passed between the sisters. The kind that smacks of adults conspiring to keep sensitive information from the ears of children. 

“What?” Something failed the magical litmus test—perhaps failed wasn’t the right word, but I wanted to know. 

“Demon.” Gran said.

“Coincidence? Unlikely.” Mag referred to Rhys and his timely visit. 

None of us noticed the Balefire dwindling to a bed of embers until the air had stilled to utter silence behind the clinking of glass and the shuffling of our feet against the stone floor. 

“Um, you guys…” I pointed and rushed to the hearth.

When I reached for the handle nestled in behind the andirons, a feeble flicker of blue was all I could see above the glowing coals, and I felt none of the familiar tickle I was used to from the fire. The only other time I’d seen it close to this low was during the days before I’d gained my magic and this was worse. Way worse. 

Thanking Hecate that part of my life was over for good, I gave the handle a yank and nearly landed on my butt when nothing happened. 

“We have a problem.” Another tug and the fireplace stood stubbornly still. The impossible room I’d made my own no longer felt like a cozy sanctuary. Every time I glanced away from them, it felt like the walls crept closer. We were trapped, and in another minute I might give in to the urge to voice the scream creeping up the back of my throat. Bracing my foot against the andiron, I grabbed the handle again. “This. Thing. Won’t. Move.” A grunt punctuated each word. 

“Here, let me.” Confident in her magic, Clara gently nudged me aside and, knowing I couldn’t watch, I turned to survey the space for something that might help. Potions, powders, and books. Nothing useful unless…there was one book that might have something. The family Grimoire rested in its customary place on the pedestal in the center of the summoning circle. 

The scents of old leather and parchment soothed the claustrophobia for about a second and a half—right up until I saw the room shrink another foot all the way around and realized it wasn't my imagination. Claustrophobia my left foot. You’re only paranoid until they really are after you, and the room was getting smaller by the minute. 

What would happen when the walls met? When the Sanctum dwindled to nothing with us locked inside? Would it spit us out the fireplace or would the walls eat us whole? I shuddered and renewed my efforts to find something to stop the inexorable slither of sneaking doom from closing in on us completely. 

Meanwhile, Clara and Mag’s voices rose with excitement, and not the good kind. 

“Just crawl through.”

“I can’t. Remember we closed off the back of the fireplace when we installed the sliding door system?”

“Excuse my memory, I'm old.” A sullen Mag kicked the raised hearth with one surprisingly dainty foot. “What are we going to do, then? Because I don’t want to spend the night fighting for space on the sofa.”

“That’s not going to be our biggest problem in a few minutes.” Abandoning the book, I rejoined them near the hearth. “Haven’t you noticed the workshop is getting smaller? What happens to us if it disappears? And by the way, isn’t the door mechanism a mechanical thing?”

Clara ignored my first two questions and zeroed in on the last. “Runs on magic. I got that handle at a junk shop over in Palmer. The only way to get out of here is to feed the Balefire.” She glanced toward the empty wood box, then at me.

“What? It’s a magical fire, we haven’t had to add wood to it since my Awakening.” Fear sparked a touch of defensiveness, but at least I didn’t whine. “Can’t we use our magic?”

As it turned out, the answer to that question was a rousing no. Even with all three of us thrusting hands and power into the dying embers, we managed to raise nothing more than a brief flare of red before the coals darkened again. So much for the witch feeding the flame part of the Balefire lore. 

“You didn’t answer my question. What happens if the room disappears with us in it?” 

“Best case, we get expelled through the fireplace. Worst case—we end up somewhere else, or dead. There’s no rule book or contingency plan for these things. We’re witches, we work with what we have at hand. Let’s worry about the Balefire for now, and figure out the rest later, shall we?”



