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      Being wicked is a choice. At least I hope it is.

      Most families try to hide their sins away from prying eyes; mine erected a statue to commemorate theirs. Okay, that’s not entirely true.

      Homicidal witches turn to stone, immediately and irrevocably. The murder of one of our own is the one crime for which, in our world, there is no redemption. I don’t know who makes the rules; I only know it happened to my grandmother.

      Nobody is sure exactly what went down that day, but when it was all over, my mother, Sylvana, was gone, presumed dead, leaving nothing behind but the charred mark of dark magic on the earth. Only the trees bore witness to the vile act that orphaned me.

      However it happened, my walk to work every day took me right past a life-sized reminder of everything I never wanted to be. On the afternoon when everything began to change, I was running late to work, and my Nikes hit the pavement in speed-walker mode, so I only managed a handful of steps before something odd caught my eye. A flash of color blazed against the granite.

      A blood red rose with thorns the size of a baby’s thumb sent a flicker of ice up my spine and set the hairs on the back of my neck vibrating. A cloud of scent enticed me to lose myself in its sweet thrall, to test a finger against a petal to see if it was as soft as it looked.

      As much as I preferred to ignore this particular piece of my history, Clara drew my eye every time I passed by. That rosebush hadn’t been there the day before. Trust me; I’d have noticed considering it was a month and a half too early for the delicate petals to thrive.

      Immortalized in stone, my grandmother stared balefully back at me. No artist would ever be that skilled with a hammer and chisel; tendrils of hair whipped by wind or fire were picked out in exquisite detail around the face that haunted my dreams. Feral eyes, fixed on something in the distance, pierced through the granite. The fierce grimace of concentration that curled back her lips couldn’t hide that she had been a beautiful woman. No hooked nose or warts marred the perfection of her face.

      Even if Clara Balefire was evil to the bone, they’d been lovely bones. For that, at least, I was thankful, since those same bones had been handed down to me. It was uncanny how much I looked like her. Another fact I chose to try and ignore.

      Anyone who knew Clara points out how we could have been twins. Funny how no one ever mentions my mother. Speak the name Sylvana Balefire and those witches quickly find a stain on their shirt to fuss with, or a reason to bolt for the nearest exit.

      Not that I have a lot of contact with the witch community. Whether it’s because they know something about why my wicked grandmother murdered her poor, innocent daughter or they don’t, I’ve never been certain.

      They’re probably afraid my defect will rub off on them.

      Powerful witchiness runs in my family. With a last name like Balefire, how could it not?

      My mom called me Alexis, which means protector. Alexis Balefire. Protector of the ritual flame. It’s a lot of name to carry, so I shortened it to Lexi. Alexis is a fighting goddess who wears armor, carries a shield, and wields a sword. Lexi is the cute girl next door who wears designer clothes, carries a purse, and wields a lipstick.

      That’s who I wanted to be; or, rather, that’s who I was destined to be. Call me shallow if you must, but saving the world isn’t on my to do list. I’ll settle for saving people from the perils of loneliness, and at least I’ll be able to sleep at night knowing I’m not in danger from any falling houses. Wicked witches never meet their ends in a calm and peaceful manner, of that I’m sure.

      But Balefire isn’t just my last name; it’s also my responsibility. Don’t laugh, but an ancient Balefire lights up the fireplace in my living room, and since I have no other family to speak of, it’s my job to feed it enough magic to keep it burning. If the fire goes out, bad things will happen in the witch world. Crazy, right?

      Only one problem, though. The powerful magic running in the blood of my family passed right over me and, barring a miracle, at midnight on my rapidly-approaching twenty-fifth birthday, my fate would be sealed.

      Witch or no witch. Soon the decision would be final, and I had little hope of it turning out the way I wanted. Looking at it from the glass half-filled perspective, not getting my magic would take away the worry of following in my grandmother’s wicked footsteps.

      But who wants half a glass of anything?

      And being wicked is a choice I’d never make. I hoped.

      What little power I did have showed itself in a heightened sense of intuition—one that applied almost exclusively to interpersonal relationships. Which is just a fancy way of saying I’m a matchmaker with a particular proficiency for recognizing potential love connections when I see them.

      With no other skills to my credit, I used my limited powers to open up FootSwept Matchmaking, where word of mouth gets me as much business as I can handle, and allows me to help people fall in love almost every day. Who wouldn’t love a job like that?

      My office sits on the corner of a tree-lined block of storefronts backed by a larger section of converted factory spaces. Fumbling in my purse for the keys, I glanced up at the broom and stars logo painted on the front window just above the slogan, Get Swept Away. A nod to witchery only those in my closest circle understand. Once the door slammed behind me, I fired up the coffee pot, then opened my battered day planner to check my schedule.

      I know, I know, I was a busy business woman in the 21st century; you’d think my entire life would be uploaded onto the cloud, but I was still attached to paper and lists. Somehow, the act of tracing the words, pressing pen to paper and leaving a physical mark on the page helped turn my intentions into actions. I don’t think anyone else would understand my system, but it worked for me.

      Not more than two seconds after I had settled in at my desk with a mug of steaming coffee, the phone began to ring and didn’t stop for the next two hours. Business tends to run fairly steadily, with spikes of increased activity around the holidays. Other than the week directly after Valentine’s day, my schedule is rarely overwhelmed; but lately, it was as though the entire city had become lovelorn—and nobody seemed able to sort it out for themselves. Not that I was complaining—but I don’t like to rush through my work, and an increase in demand meant I’d have to turn clients away if I couldn’t fit them into my schedule.

      I slugged the last half of my coffee in one swallow, made a face at the now-tepid brew, and when a client I didn’t recognize stepped through the entryway, hit the button to send all calls straight to voicemail.

      “Are you the..the one? The matchmaker.” The harried woman asked in a tentative voice. Her eyes avoided meeting my gaze, and her cheeks blushed a delicate shade of crimson. She scanned the office for the trappings she expected to find. A computer and a camera set up to record a dating video. Finding neither, her eyes fixed back onto the edge of my desk.

      “I am. My name is Lexi Balefire. Can I help you?” I used my most welcoming voice and moved from behind my desk to lean down for a bit of eye contact. Thinking she needed a less formal setting, I led her to a cluster of armchairs occupying one corner of the room.

      She sighed and sat down. “Probably not, I’m completely hopeless!” A tear formed in the corner of her eye, and she looked down at her trembling hands. Blond hair hung limply halfway down her back, and she wasn’t wearing a stitch of makeup. On one wrist rested a beautiful, engraved silver bracelet, and the sandals on her feet looked like quality leather to me—but the rest of her outfit was clearly composed of bargain bin pieces. Frugal and smart, my instincts screamed, but self-effacing to a fault.

      “What’s your name?” I asked gently.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, how rude of me. I’m Mona. Mona Katz. It’s nice to meet you, Lexi.” Despite her obvious discomfiture, the grip of her handshake was firm and when she smiled, her face transformed into something lovely.

      I smiled and returned the sentiment. “Now, tell me your story,” I invited. This was the most important part of my job. Listening to the client is what activates my…magic might be the wrong word, but I can’t think of a better one unless it’s intuition. Magical intuition.

      “Well, I seem to just have the worst luck with men. Every one I’ve gone out with has some problem I think I can fix. They always start out nice but end up being jerks.”

      At least she’d come to that conclusion on her own. One less problem for me to solve.

      “I know I’m not the whole package or anything; I’m just a plain-Jane pastry chef with a decent salary and an average body. I can take care of myself, but…I’m lonely.” Mona blurted, finally looking me in the eye.

      That one glance confirmed my instincts were, as usual, spot on. There was strength in her, and grace as well. It was too bad she couldn’t see it for herself; Mona Katz had a self-image problem, but her priorities were in the right place.

      Most of the time, people hold themselves back from love—and they usually don’t realize they’re doing it.

      Squeezing her into my packed schedule would require a shoehorn if I was going to take her on. I already knew I would. The force was strong with this one. Forgive the movie reference, but that’s the best way to describe how I work. It’s actually quite simple.

      They talk, I listen, and eventually I get the buzz, the tingle. A tugging feeling that originates right behind my belly button, and if I follow the pull, it will lead me right to the perfect match. I’m almost never wrong. My friend and business partner, Flix, says I have an internal GPS, and it’s always set to romance. I tell him he’s being cheesy, but it’s as good a description of my methods as any.

      The average amount of time it takes me to locate a match is two hours—longer if I have to go outside the city. Mona’s match was close. I could tell by the caliber of the sensation I was feeling. Really close, actually.

      “…utter disaster when I found out he was still married.” On a roll, Mona continued to tell me about the last time she had dated anyone.

      In the early days, with a match this close, I would have dragged her out into the street to engineer a first meeting right there and then. I’ve learned a lot in the last few years. No one wants to believe true love is that easy to find. They expect more pomp. More circumstance. I’ve learned to give it to them.

      “And he was cheating on both of us. It was devastating.” I saw the ghosts of her sorrow reflected in Mona’s eyes. She hadn’t just been beaten up by love; she had been burned, stomped into the ground, and then buried.

      A boost of confidence is exactly what this woman needed, and I was more than prepared to give it to her.

      I leaned back in my chair and looked at her thoughtfully for a moment, deciding that directness was the best option in this situation. “Mona, please don’t take this the wrong way, but I think maybe you aren’t giving yourself enough credit. You’re a smart, attractive woman—don’t roll your eyes, it’s true—but you have to believe that for yourself if you want someone else to see you that way. Will you trust me to help you?”

      She nodded hesitantly, and I went back over to my desk, pressed a button mounted beneath it, and marched over to a door in the corner most people assume opens into a closet. And while technically they’re correct, this isn’t where I keep my magic broom.

      Indicating for Mona to follow me, I led her down a short hallway and into a large room, then spun around quickly to observe her reaction—this was my favorite part.

      Incredulity and delight vied for first place as her gaze bounced from the racks of clothing and accessories to the Wall of Shoes, as I liked to call it, and finally lit on a stunning man leaning against a barber’s chair and wielding a pair of gleaming gold scissors in his manicured fingertips.

      Flix was pure manly perfection, personified, and he knew it. To regular humans who could not see past the glamour to his true face, he resembled a Greek god. Apollo or Adonis, too beautiful to be real. It was a damn shame the faeries on his mother’s side of the family considered him an ugly duckling.

      And if he was ugly, what order of magnitude would be considered handsome? Probably too much hotness to handle. But I will admit I’m curious. Who wouldn’t be?

      Being only half of something was one of our common threads; Flix was half faerie and half human, and I was half human and half witch—which made neither of us one thing or the other. We also both loved old movies, the more chick-flicky the better.

      Still, I was pretty attached to the whisper of power I did have and had wished to be a real witch on every star in the sky, plus twenty-four years of birthday candles, and about a thousand stray eyelashes. Meanwhile, Flix, who had magic in spades but no higher purpose to use it, would have done anything to be a regular human.

      “And what do we have here?” His melodic voice exaggerated for effect, rang out. “A beautiful Goddess, somewhere underneath all this…” he waved a hand theatrically and grimaced, “frump. Sit down, my love, and let me work my magic.” Any hope Mona might have had for a match between Flix and herself was dashed as it became clear that his tendencies leaned in the opposite direction.

      Mona quietly accepted her fate and spent a solid hour chewing on the inside of her lip as Flix yanked unapologetically at her hair, painting strands into individual squares of aluminum foil and applying several colors of dye. While that was setting, he turned his attention to her face. With gentle hands, he applied soothing balms and makeup of his own creation before combing, cutting, and teasing Mona’s hair into submission.

      While she was being poked and prodded, we learned that Mona was actually quite an accomplished pastry chef, and had recently taken a position at one of the best-kept secrets in town: Crumb, a bakery specializing in unique wedding and specialty cakes. We also learned that part of Mona’s problem on dates might be that she didn’t stop talking. Like, ever.

      She told us about every dog she had owned since the puppy she got on her fifth birthday. And then went on to provide exquisite detail about the last four wedding cakes she’d made.

      I sensed the incessant chatter was a nervous habit and hoped getting her a little more comfortable in her own skin would give her that bit of confidence she seemed to need.

      When Flix finally, with a flourish and a self-satisfied “Voila!”, whirled her around to face the mirror Mona’s mouth dropped open in disbelief.

      Flix had worked with her natural hair color to create a dramatic multicolored effect, darker at the roots and fading subtly to golden blond at the ends. Layers framed her face, and long bangs swept across her forehead, enhancing her high cheekbones and bright blue eyes. Though he claimed not to use his magic on our clients, I sometimes wondered if he had a secret cache of faerie dust hidden in his apron pocket; but maybe he was just that good.

      “I…I can’t believe it.” Mona breathed, looking back and forth between Flix and me as if wondering who to thank first.

      “It has been my pleasure, my dear. All I did was make you look more like you. The natural beauty was there, it only needed to be released. Feeling good about your appearance has more to do with displaying who you are on the inside! Now, let’s see what our Lexi can do about locating your soul mate.”

      Flix deposited a kiss on each of her cheeks, causing them to flush pink once more, and took his leave. With a noticeably lighter heart, Mona turned her head this way and that to get a good view in the mirror of what he had done.

      “Does everyone get a makeover when they come here?” I could tell Mona was hoping she wasn’t a special case and that this was just how things worked at FootSwept.

      Putting people together was serious business, and the last thing I wanted was to make any of my clients think that finding a soul mate hinged on such superficial things as appearance. I firmly believe that love comes from the inside, not the outside. Let’s face it, though. By the time most people get to me, they’ve been through the dating wringer, and a little pampering soothes the battle-weary soul.

      “Everyone gets what they need.” I hoped my answer was diplomatic enough. “Would you like to pick out something new to wear?”

      “Is it part of the fee? I don’t want charity.” The vehemence in her voice suggested that she might have had to rely on the generosity of others in the past. “I have a great job. I can afford to pay.”

      I laid a hand on Mona’s arm, “I’ll let you in on a little secret. I have deals with nearly every clothing store in town. They give me a rock bottom discount price in exchange for sitting in on job interviews to give insights on which applicants will make the best employees. The clothes are part of the service, but it’s up to you whether or not you want to choose an outfit.”

      When Mona hit my closet full of goodies, it was with a spring in her step. No woman could resist picking through that many pairs of boots.

      “You hang onto those clothes for your date, and I’ll work my magic. I’ll call you in a few days, and we’ll take the next step.” I promised, sending her on her way and locking the door behind her. It was well past my official closing time, but I had no intention of heading home just yet, so I pressed the button under my desk again, and Flix appeared before me as if out of the ether.

      “Glass of wine before you head for home?” He guessed and pulled a bottle of my favorite red out of his back pocket. “Or do you need a place to crash?” His affected accent was gone in the absence of paying clients, and he was back to being my regular old Flix. If you can call a sexy faerie man regular at all.

      “An adamant yes to the former, and a regretful no to the latter. I’m going to have to bite it and see what havoc has been wreaked since I left this morning.” Did I forget to mention that Flix isn’t the only faerie in my life?

      Most of my kind only have one faerie godmother—they’re sort of like guardian angels for witches—but my sordid past had left me with three, and trust me, that’s two too many. What’s more, being sisters, they didn’t always get along.

      Witches rarely, if ever, meet their Fae benefactors and I was probably the first in history to live with one, though since the house we all occupied belonged to my grandmother, technically they lived with me. The four of us made an odd family, but it was the only family I’d ever known.

      Hinting that I might be old enough to be on my own made them laugh, and not in such a nice way, either. I guess, compared to the few thousand they’d admit to, my paltry twenty-four years seemed about a minute long to the godmothers. Probably why they treated me like a child half the time.

      Flix handed me a glass, and I swirled it around for a moment before taking a longer sip than necessary.

      “With Vaeta back from the underworld, it’s been a little on the cray-cray side at my place. They’ve crammed a hundred years-worth of fighting into the span of six months, and they have no consideration for the fact that some of us need our beauty sleep.”

      If that sounded like envy, it wasn’t. Much.

      “I finally had to beg Terra to put a quiet charm on my bedroom.”

      Topping off my glass again, Flix quirked an eyebrow at my tone. “And how did that work out?”

      “She made it so I can’t hear anything at all when I’m in there; not my alarm, or my phone, or even my mp3 player. It’s just completely silent now, which is even more annoying than the racket, and she won’t lift the spell. But I’m the one acting childish?”

      I ranted on while Flix finished off the bottle. “Not to mention, business has picked up exponentially lately. I’m even getting walk-ins these days.”

      “It’s just a phase. In another month you’ll go through a dry spell and be crying on my shoulder that no one needs you.” An elegant shrug dismissed that worry, and Flix changed the subject back to the faeries.

      “Vaeta still not fitting into the whole sister dynamic?”

      He didn’t seem surprised. We didn’t talk much about his Fae heritage and I wondered if he identified with Vaeta since she was the household outcast at the moment. A feeling he knew well enough from interactions with his extended family.

      “The other three think she’s an idiot and are not shy about stating their opinion.” That statement earned a raised eyebrow. We usually avoided the subject of his family, but what little he did say made me think they were a two-faced bunch of snobs. Sneaky with their condemnation of him and his status as a halfling.

      Don’t tell Flix, but there were times I would have traded a handful of sneaky faeries for the filter-free bunch I lived with.

      “She’s been in the underworld, I guess, for almost a hundred years. Lured by some demon with romance on his mind and poetry on his tongue, if Evian is to be believed. Vaeta is the romantic of the family.”

      Flix quirked a smile.

      “Okay, romantic is the nicest word anyone has used. I believe the word nymphomaniac has come up a few times, but the upshot is that she ended up in hell because of a dude.”

      Is it ironic that half my business comes about because some woman has experienced that very same thing only metaphorically?

      Absently flicking a finger to clean the wine glasses and return them to the cabinet, Flix said, “I’ve heard my mother talk about that type of thing. Demons have a taste for Fae, and once on the hook, it’s hard to get back out of the underworld.”

      My one and only brush with death occurred on the day Vaeta returned because she’d gone for the dramatics when setting up a reunion with her sisters.

      “I’m not sure it was all that hard. She made her way into a nexus, lured and kidnapped a guardian angel to get the right mix of people there to open the portal, and then tripped out the door after tossing around a bunch of magic.”

      While I recounted the story for at least the third time, my fingers moved toward where my hairline arched over one eye. I touched the tiny scar where I’d hit my head on the edge of a mist-shrouded prison cell in the portal where Vaeta had made her stand.

      Since her return, Flix hadn’t been coming over as often.

      “She says the demon was her captor, but all that time, her sisters thought she had chosen to turn her back on them. Which, I guess she kind of did, or she didn’t realize she was in so deep until it was too late. Terra, Evian, and Soleil have been in my house for what feels like my entire life, and have literally never mentioned her. It’s beyond strange that they could just pretend like she never existed. I mean, she’s their sister, and I know it was painful, but…it seems cold.”

      Flix was silent for a long moment. “I imagine that kind of betrayal seems unthinkable to someone who has never experienced the way families can hurt one another.”

      I knew Flix’s family wasn’t the most loving, and if I could, I’d take all that pain away. It did irk that he seemed to have forgotten I knew exactly how easily families can hurt one another.

      On that note, we closed up the shop and I headed home.
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      Falling dusk verged on snuffing out the last pretty pink light of a spectacular sunset as I rounded the end of the block. All thought of raiding the fridge for leftovers—Soleil was a spectacular cook—and the hope of a quiet evening evaporated in a hot second. Flashes of light bright enough to rival any dance club shot out of the downstairs windows. Quite festive in a bizarre way that boded no good.

      The faeries were at it again.

      From the front, my house looks like a regular northeastern colonial. Clapboard siding, six-pane windows with shutters. Nothing fancy, and not nearly big enough for three larger-than-life faeries, so they added a little. Okay, a lot. The new addition is bigger than the original house and, being in the back, not visible from the street. Somehow, the yard is still larger than any of the others in our neighborhood. I suspect that’s Terra’s doing.

      Half of me wanted to go inside and assess the situation, the other half wanted to grab a flight to someplace far, far away. Aruba. Cozumel. Antarctica might not be far enough.

      The sound of a throat clearing behind me broke my reverie. “Looks like quite the party.”

      The voice was male and deeply resonant. Above my head, a streetlight flickered to life just as I turned toward a man who stood with my cat in his arms. Salem blinked back at me defiantly.

      What’s more, the little traitor was purring up a storm. Odd, considering how up until now, my cat had always hated the mere sight of any male who ventured onto the property.

      “Do you live here?” The question drew my attention away from the cat and back to the man holding him. The streetlight highlighted a shock of curly blond hair that just brushed the top of his collar. In the subdued lighting, I got the impression of warm, brown eyes and a quirky smile. Cute. The fingers of one hand stroked and soothed Salem’s head.

      “Salem.” I juggled my purse and the bag I was carrying to reach for him. “That’s my cat, where did you find him?” I eyed the feline with suspicion. In all of Catdom there couldn’t have been a lazier example than Salem, who rarely ventured past the sunny flagstones of the back patio. The furball returned my gaze with a blink I swear was deliberate enough to qualify as a wink.

      “Sitting in the middle of my dining room table. He must have slipped in when I came home. I’m Kin, by the way. Mackintosh Clark. I just moved into the gray house at the end of the block.”

      “Lexi Balefire.” I smiled up at him. “I’m sorry for the cat invasion. He’s…really, Salem? Are you wearing catnip cologne?” Salem knocked my purse to the ground when he squirmed away from me in an effort to get closer to Kin.

      Kin treated me to another lopsided grin. “What can I say, I’m irresistible.”

      The comment earned him a raised eyebrow from me.

      “Well, welcome to the neighborhood.” An ominous booming noise issued from the house. “Really, you’ll love it here. If you’ll excuse me, I need to uh…” How was I supposed to end that sentence? Play referee to four fighting faeries? Get inside and stop my house from blowing up?

      “Should I call someone? I could go in with you to make sure it’s safe.” His concern was touching, but taking him inside was number three with a bullet of the worst things I could do right now. Numbers one and two involved initiating a level of bodily contact that was premature, given I had only met him five minutes ago.

      Tempting, though.

      “No, it’s fine. One of my…er…roommates is…um…” Nothing, and I mean nothing came to mind as a plausible explanation, so I went for the crazy option. “A lighting designer. She’s probably just experimenting with some new strobe effects or something.”

      It sounded lame, but Kin swallowed it hook, line, and sinker. And then he threw me a twist.

      “I’m a musician. Do you have her card? I might ask her to design something for me.” That explained the calluses I’d felt when his fingertips brushed against my hand.

      “Not on me. I’m sure I’ll see you around, though.” He retrieved my purse and hung it awkwardly over my shoulder.

      “Count on it.” I got a warm smile while Salem received another chin scratch. Kin did the gentlemanly thing and waited to see me safely inside. Exactly what I wished to avoid. I managed to squeeze through the door without giving him a look at whatever fresh hell waited for me on the other side.

      Speaking of the inside…well, I’m not exactly sure how to describe it. I put Salem on the floor, then picked my way around a swamp in the middle of the foyer. Muddy water oozed across the tiles until a border of spiky grasses contained the fetid sludge—compliments, I was certain, of a clash between Terra and Evian, whose elements were earth and water.

      Four fighting faeries. Sounds like a kick-ass name for a girl band, right?

      The bwarping voice of a bullfrog lifted me half off my feet. I shot a dirty look at the swamp denizen squatting on a rock. He glared back at me malevolently, flicked out his tongue, and snatched a buzzing fly from the air. I hoped neither of them would turn out to have been one of my faerie godmothers transformed, and continued into the family room to check out the light show.

      I had to admit; this was a new one—probably Vaeta’s influence. At least a dozen bubbles floated around near the ceiling; some filled with water, some with tiny flashes of lightning, some with both. The faerie version of disco balls. My nostrils flared at the ozone scent of scorched air. Magic hung over everything like a wool curtain, itchy and suffocating. No wonder Salem had run for the hills.

      I’d do the same if I had a choice.

      The house was quiet except for the occasional outburst from the warty frog in the entryway. I was starting to feel that scene-of-the-crime hush. The one that comes right before the forensic team swarms in. As I headed for the kitchen, I worried at what I might find.

      Before I got that far, though, I had to pass through an obstacle course of fallout. Icicles stretching down from the hall ceiling like stalactites dripped to create ever-widening puddles that made for treacherous walking on slick tiles. I ventured past the downstairs bath and noticed everything in it was entirely covered with glowing moss.

      It was too much to take in all at once. Weird things were happening all around me.

      I found the four of them in the kitchen amid the shambles they had created. The range, covered in dripping ash, looked like a post-apocalyptic movie prop. The kitchen counter had sprouted daisies. Half of them were still cheerfully intact; the rest had been flash-charred, and when I touched a gentle finger to one blackened petal, the tiny flower collapsed in a pile of dust.

      The table hovering near the ceiling with its chairs circling around it conjured the image of a demented game of Ring Around the Rosie. A flour devil erupted from the canister and flew out the window.

      But everything else turned to background noise as I took in the tableau before me.

      Four women stood as though frozen in various states of disarray. Even wet and covered in a mixture of mud and powdery ash, they were impossibly beautiful. Fae to the bone.

      Evian, faerie of the water, drew my eye first. Hair, the color of a Caribbean sea, flowed with liquid grace around a face set in concentration. One hand, tipped with mirrored nails, gripped a swirling ball of water that was aimed at her sister, Soleil. Water and fire, a volatile mix, and the most likely reason why the entire house felt like a sauna. Evian’s other hand gripped Vaeta’s arm just below the elbow.

      A study in shades of gray, Vaeta appeared to be in the throes of whipping up a miniature tornado. Probably not the first of the day, given the chaos in the kitchen. The little whirlwind had picked up some soil, undoubtedly deposited there by Terra, whose affinity was with earth. The dirty cloud spinning around Vaeta’s feet made me think of Pigpen from the Peanuts.

      Growing up around women who fell out of bed looking like warrior princesses had forced me to develop a healthy self-image. I learned early on not to compare myself to anyone. Right now, though, I would have won a beauty contest against the lot of them. Hands down.

      The surprise of my entrance seemed to have put a crimp in the battle, and I found myself staring at four shame-filled faces. Half of me wanted to rail at them for the havoc they had created, the other half to laugh because they reminded me of children caught stealing goodies from the cookie jar. And I was the one considered a baby in this house. Right.

      Sometimes less is more. I let my steely stare and raised eyebrow indicate my opinion of what they’d been doing. Deliberately surveying the room, I took in the enormity of the disaster, made eye contact with each of them in turn, shook my head in disgust, and headed for my section of the house. On my way out of the kitchen, I heard one of them mutter, She started it, followed by a vehemently hissed, Shut up.

      Out of curiosity, I paused to see if I could overhear anything that would tip me off as to what had caused the battle. Half the time it was nothing more than a stray comment from one sister to another and taken as a grave offense. Nothing ever stayed just between the injured parties, though. Sides were taken, and the whole thing escalated until no one was even sure who said what, or why they were fighting in the first place.

      “No, you started it,” I heard Vaeta hiss. “You called me an airhead again.”

      “That was Soleil, not me,” Evian retorted as the negative energy started to ramp up again.

      “Stop acting like children.”

      “Shut up, Terra. Nobody died and put you in charge. Yet.”

      A crash drew me back to the kitchen. In the six months since Vaeta’s return from the underworld, I had refereed this same argument more times than I wanted to count. You’d think beings who have lived for centuries would have a better handle on methods for dealing with their emotions. You’d be wrong.

      This time I combined the glare with a wagging finger. “That’s enough for one day. Apologize to your sisters.” I included each one in the command. “And then clean up your mess. If you leave it for me again, I’m going to start rethinking our living arrangements.”

      These were the only mothers I’d ever known, but lately, it felt like opposite day had taken a turn for the weird.

      

      Lost in thought, I didn’t realize my feet had carried me beyond my own suite of rooms until I was standing in front of my grandmother’s bedroom door. Equal parts fascination and dread fought for supremacy as they did every time my hand touched the knob. My wildest imagination failed to produce a scenario where the woman who had slept in this room might have resorted to killing her own daughter.

      A deep breath, a twist of the knob, and a shudder as I passed the threshold were familiar experiences. I’d come in here hundreds of times over the years, hoping to find something that might provide insight into my family’s sordid past.

      I trailed a finger across the dust-free dresser—one perk of living with an earth elemental, no dirt dared mar any surface Terra deemed a clean zone. Of course, the opposite was also true. If I annoyed her enough, she took great pleasure in recalling her vast array of faerie cleaning benefits from my rooms, or worse, sending all the dust in the house to coat everything in my bedroom.

      Not exactly a shrine, this room remained as it had on the day my family fell apart because I couldn’t bring myself to change anything that might eventually provide me with answers. The only two people who know what really happened that day are gone. One innocent witch dead and the other wicked one turned to stone.

      The frantic cries of an abandoned witch baby must carry a potent message to the Faelands. Terra, hearing mine, rushed to fulfill her duty and ended up dragging her sisters into taking care of me. None of them had any idea how long-term that care would become. No one has ever told me differently, but I assume it has taken all three of them to amplify my latent magic enough to sustain the Balefire.

      That’s my theory on why they stayed even though I’d long passed into adulthood.

      To their credit, while the sister’s child-raising methods have been unorthodox, they have done their level best never to make me feel like a burden. My adopted family, wonky as it is, is a loving one, even if faerie love isn’t exactly the same as human. Their maternal instincts took a while to kick in, and by the time the faeries figured out what to do with me, it was a couple of weeks before anyone went looking for clues to what happened to my family.

      All that had been left in the clearing was a lifelike statue depicting a witch gone over to the wicked side, and a blackened scar on the ground. Mother killed daughter and paid the price for her sin.

      The only thing missing? A body.

      With no other definitive evidence of her death, I spent years fantasizing that despite the granite proof, my mother, Sylvana, had escaped. As the years passed, so did the childlike hope. And still, here I was again, looking for something—anything—that might bring knowledge or power.

      Of the two, power was the thing I needed now. Ever since my fourteenth birthday had come and gone without bringing on my Awakening—the term we use for when a witch comes into her full magic—my fellow witches had begun treating me like a lost cause.

      The whispers and sympathetic looks increased each year as they trooped past me on their pilgrimage to secure a bit of the Balefire to light their home fires at Beltane. Worse, though, were the long, speculative looks into the magical flame as if each witch were assessing its color and intensity.

      Talk about being measured and found wanting. My yearly trip to the bottom end of my self-esteem. Happy Birthday, Lexi Balefire.

      I didn’t need the added pressure of knowing they were counting on me to maintain the status quo. You’d think one of the nicer witches would have at least tried to help, but they avoided me like my lack of magic was contagious.

      I pulled my wandering mind back to the task at hand and opened the trunk at the foot of Grandmother’s elaborately carved, four-poster bed. As many times as I’d done this, I should have stopped expecting to find anything new, but hope springs eternal, I guess.

      A layer of blankets came out first to reveal several neatly-stored boxes. I pulled them out one by one. The topmost one contained a selection of baby clothes that looked ancient. I handled them gingerly as I pulled each piece from between layers of folded tissue paper and laid it aside, then ran my hands through the box to check for anything I might have missed.

      Next was a carved box with exquisitely wrought hinges and clasp, stuffed to the brim with love letters from wannabe suitors. Despite my grandmother’s wicked ending, scanning through the desperate pleas of numerous men made me wish I had known her. She must have been something in her day. I hastily, and none too neatly, shoved the contents back inside and moved on to her dresser drawers which, save one, held nothing but clothes.

      The bottom drawer was where Clara kept her photograph albums. I leafed through them, hoping as I always did to find just one picture of my mother where her face had not been burned or cut out. Someone had taken out their vengeance on Sylvana’s image in a big way. My grandmother, I could only assume.

      The poster woman for cackling evil.

      It was the same throughout the house—evidence that someone wanted to erase her memory. Did she take after her father? Or was her face as uncannily similar to my grandmother’s as my own?

      Who would I ask? The witches who barely acknowledged me on the one day a year I couldn’t be completely ignored? I had no one to talk to about my past, and not even the love of faeries could overcome that kind of loss.

      Fury rose in me while I methodically searched every nook and cranny of the room for something that might trigger the latent power inside me. My family history might be shrouded in intrigue and scandal, but one thing the Beltane fire-seekers agreed on was that my bloodline had produced the most powerful witches of every generation. Every generation except for mine.

      How humiliating.
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