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It was one of those lazy fall days we get here in Boulder, Colorado, the kind that still feel like summer. The sky was blue, the wide green leaves of the cottonwoods were bright yellow, and a pair of late season dragonflies buzzed overhead. It should have been relaxing. But as I lay in the hammock beside my bestie, watching him use his long, basketball player legs to push off the tree trunk and swing our resting place, a cloud covered the sun. I felt the temperature start to fall.​

In less than an hour the sun would drop behind the sharp outline of the Flatirons towering over Boulder. Night would come—and so would the cold. Like an omen a shiver of anticipation ran over me. I brushed it away—it wasn’t dark yet.

“Hey, Jayda—” Bobby Joe gave another push, sending the hammock into a slow swing.

Bobby Joe lived in the apartment over our detached garage. If we were fancier, we’d call it a carriage house but, despite our hundred-plus-years-old Victorian home with the wrought iron fence and loads of gingerbread, Nana and I weren’t really very fancy, so garage apartment it was. Bobby Joe had moved into the apartment a few years ago and it worked for all of us. He helped out with the rent and loaned us his token-male strength to our two-woman household. In return Nana insisted on feeding him, regularly sending him back across the yard after dinner with a stack of leftovers.

“What?” As the cloud moved away and we soaked up the last of the afternoon sun, I returned to savoring my day off from the coffee shop. Bobby Joe and I were just hanging out, talking bullshit, and taking turns petting Nosferatu, our gargantuan black cat whose weight was rapidly putting my legs to sleep.

“I’m gonna rock and roll all night!” Across the yard, Nana gave a little hip wiggle, wielding a hoe like a dance partner as she attacked the weeds and sang the lyrics to a song no one else could hear. She’d just figured out how wireless earbuds worked and it was super cute to watch my seventy-something grandmother jam out to a song no one else could hear.

Like Bobby Joe, Nana was slim and tall—totally unlike my short, stocky curves. She totally rocked dancing of any kind—with a garden hoe or otherwise. You’d never guess my ex-hippie grandmother, in her cut-off jeans and paisley shirt, was a powerful witch. If she’d wanted to she could have been a powerhouse in the Denver Area Night Witch Council. But she’d never wanted anything like that. No, Nana was in her element leading the local coven like she had for years and dancing barefoot in the garden of the old Victorian she’d owned since before I was born, and it just made me happy to watch her dance.

Happy? What with the warm weather, having a day off, and hanging with my favorite people, I was feeling uncharacteristically optimistic. Weird. “You know, Bobby Joe, I think this is going to be a good birthday.”

Big mistake. I should have known better than to say anything like that out loud. Fate is always listening.

“I can’t believe you’re finally going to be twenty-one.” Bobby Joe gave me one of his lovely wide grins, all bright teeth in gorgeous chestnut-brown skin. “I’m super stoked we can finally go clubbing together. You can be my wing-chickie.”

I snorted. “Bobby Joe, no one has a wing-chickie. Not even gay men.”

“Hey, it’s got to be a thing somewhere. Wing-bitch just doesn’t have the same feel.” His sunny smile went sly. “Even if it’s more accurate.” I gave him an eye-roll and he laughed. “Okay, no wing-chickie. But you’ll have to be my wing-something because, girl, we are going out!”

“I don’t even know if I’ll have time. There’s so much to learn for my ceremony. Just think, I’ll finally be able to access all the high-level spells and books.”

“And party every day!” Nana did another big swoop with her dance partner and I laughed. Nosferatu opened one sleepy eye and frowned across the yard. I could almost hear him chastising her for daring to disturb his nap.

“Can I help? I know I’m not in the know about all the witchy stuff, but I’m a hell of a study partner.”

“You’re sweet.” I gave him a pat on his cheek. “But I’ve got it under control. All the stuff we need is tucked up safely in the attic. Everything is fabulous. Except for the moon.” I sighed and gave the clear blue sky a dark look. “Unfortunately, it’s going to be waxing full, not dark like tonight’s moon.”

“So, what kind of stuff do you need to induct a new witch into a coven?”

“Thirteen ingredients for the potion—a witch’s dozen.”

“Were they hard to get? I mean, I know you have special shops and things, but for something like this I bet the requirements are pretty strict.”

“Some of them weren’t too hard to come by, but the graveyard dirt had a lot of rules.”

“Rules?”

“Yeah, funky ones. Like, I couldn’t have any other witches even close to the cemetery, I had to dig it up by myself.”

“Why?”

“It’s kind of a test, you know? See if you have the balls to go into a graveyard at midnight.”

I didn’t expect Bobby Joe to understand. I mean, he knows Nana and I are witches but he doesn’t need to know the details. He’d only found out the truth about us because we were so close and he’d been underfoot at our house since elementary school. As a rule, the general public has no clue magic is real. I mean, some of the white witches have shops and things, and some even run open circles. Dangerously stupid, that’s what I say. But then, white witches are so weak and laughable that mundanes don’t take them seriously. Just look at all the silly Halloween movies and crap—you guessed it, inspired by white witches.

We night witches, we know better than to leave the safety of the dark.

Now it was Bobby Joe’s turn to shiver. “Ooh, graveyards. I love hearing about this spooky stuff, Jayda, but man, I’m glad it’s not me. There are spooks and haunts in graveyards.”

I had to admit, I’d been kind of proud of myself when I’d collected my pound of graveyard dirt. I’d had to fly all the way to the east coast to the Ebonwick cemetery just outside of Salem, Massachusetts. Now that dirt was old. When I’d entered the gates I’d caught sight of a few of the dead who refused to pass on. A few glared at me, some shrieked and groaned, and one dead creep had stalked me and called me ‘missy’. Yuck. I’d taken the dirt from my great-great-grandmother’s grave. Not all graves had ghosts, but Sarah hung on just to guard our section of the cemetery and to guide neophytes like me. Her ghost had actually been very helpful. I kind of wished I lived closer so I could hang out and learn more.

“So, tell me, how do you collect dirt for a once in a lifetime event?”

“It’s kind of tricky. It needs to be from the grave of someone powerful, and it absolutely must be collected just at the stroke of midnight and on the dark of the moon. Remember last month when I went back east to see my Aunt Lissa? That was one of the things I was doing.”

“Thirteen things. What else do you need?”

“It’s kind of like something old, something new. I have a brand new ceremonial robe, black for the first time ever.”

“Like a black belt?”

“Yeah, kind of.” A black belt of kick-ass magical status. Or at least, a sign that I was ready to learn how to be kick-ass.

Another shadow temporarily blocked out the warmth of the sun, not a cloud this time, a raven. It landed on the lawn and, with a little shake and fluffing of its feathers, began strutting around. Nosferatu stiffened. Before I’d braced myself twenty pounds of cat dug into my thighs and launched from my lap.

“Ugh!” He landed gracefully, crouching low as he stalked the bird across the grass. “Not nice, cat!” One ear flicked back, so I knew he’d heard me, but his focus was now all on the raven.

He edged closer and the bird turned, spreading out its wings. “Caw!” It dove for the cat. Nosferatu booked it for the tree just as the raven’s sharp beak snapped closed, nearly catching the black tip of the cat’s tail.

“Hey!” I gathered my powers and flicked my finger out. A stick fell from the cottonwood, right on the bird. It squawked and jumped, giving the cat time to escape. With an outraged glare the bird sailed up into the sky and flew away. “Take that, you bully.” With a smug smile I settled back into the hammock.

Nana paused her dance moves and pulled out one of her earbuds. “Jayda, save your magic. Our kind hasn’t survived the dark times because of waste.”

“Yeah. I get it. But when I’m a full night witch and have lots of spells, watch out! I’ll be hell on a broomstick.”

“If I ever see you riding a broomstick then I’ll know you’ve reached mega-witch status.” She laughed, stuck her earbud back in, and got busy tackling a sprawling cluster of weeds as if it were her worst enemy.

“You can ride a broomstick?”

“Really, Bobby Joe?” I raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you think if I could ride a broomstick I’d be off playing magical games and hobnobbing at some snobby school for witches?” I settled back down into our nest as Nosferatu slunk in our direction. He hopped back into the hammock, taking his rightful place on top of our pile. He stretched out a paw and, claws extended, began cleaning between his six toes.

“Okay, so no broomstick. So tell me what you do plan to do once you’re a big shot witch.”

“I won’t really be a big shot. That’ll take time, but once I’m inducted I’ll be able to learn new, more powerful spells—the kind that can change my life. No more working at the coffee shop for the ingrates. I’ll move on from Java Jo’s to something that actually makes money. Maybe even change my looks.” I snorted. “Yeah, right. That takes more power than even a full coven member could gather.”

“Hey, girlfriend, what did we talk about with you hating on yourself? There’s nothing wrong with the way you look. You’re a brick house, Jayda. Yow!”

I rolled my eyes and gave him a quick squeeze. “Love you, but did you ever think that since girls aren’t your thing, maybe the way you see me and the way the guys I’d like to date see me, they might not be the same?”

He took a deep breath, about to challenge me. Nana’s phone rang out. She paused, looking confused. “Jayda? Do you see the phone?” She started searching the herb garden.

I scooped it up from where she’d parked it on the table next to me. “Here it is.”

“Oh, thank the winds.” She raced over. “Hello? Just a minute, Winnie, I can’t hear you.” She tugged out an earbud. “Okay, that’s better. Winifred, slow down.” Her smile faded as she paced across the large yard. “They wouldn’t dare!”

She hung up. “That was Winnie.” Her color was high, her eyes bright with anger. My heart rate sped up in preparation. Whatever it was, it had to be something big because in seconds Nana had changed from sweet hippie Nana to fierce tiger Nana. “Apparently the council is throwing roadblocks into your induction ceremony. They didn’t even have the guts to call and inform me themselves, just used poor soft Winifred as a sacrificial messenger. Typical.”

“What do you mean, roadblocks?” I struggled to sit up.

“I don’t understand.” Bobby Joe’s forehead crinkled. “It’s your birthday. They can’t stop your birthday, can they, Jayda?”

“Not her birthday, no.” Nana pressed her lips together. “As you know, Bobby Joe, Jayda’s not a full night witch. Now, because of her half-human status, they say she needs to do more than the regular ceremony.”

“Like what?” Crazy things spun through my brain like—hunt down a rare vampire bat and milk it for its blood. Or maybe—take on a werewolf and collect thirteen pieces of its hair. Or even worse—collect nail clippings from my seventh grade science teacher, Mr. Bleckler. Yuck!

“The graveyard dirt she collected isn’t good enough. The council says since Jayda collected it from a family member’s grave they think it’s too weak to counteract her half-blood.”
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