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Chapter One
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One should know when one is being cursed. Or at least, that’s what I always thought. But that day in October seemed just like any other day—except for the raven.

After a morning where I’d expected things to be amazing, but they’d turned out to be...NOT, I headed off to work. It wasn’t my original plan, but—I’ll get to that later. As I made my way through the weeds by the side fence, skirting around the bumper of Blue Betty, my super-old, super-dependable, Volkswagen Beetle, I saw him perched on the old wooden hitching post. He fluffed his feathers and eyed me sideways. His eyes gleamed black with intelligence.

“Good morning,” I said, not feeling it but trying anyway. Not even a flinch from the bird.

“Hey! I said good morning.”

He cocked his head, looked me in the eye, and gave me an evil stare. A shiver ran down my back.

“Fine. Whatever.” I tucked my two middle fingers down and made the evil eye sign right back. Thinking that was that, I opened the door and got in. As I started the engine, he flew up into the crystal-clear autumn sky, sailed low over the car—and, with a raucous caw, crapped all over Betty’s curvy blue hood.

That alone should have told me something was up, but it was one of those amazing days we get here in Colorado. Bright and sunny, the air crisp with fall, the mid-afternoon sky a brilliant blue. If weather had been any indication, I should have been singing and dancing and attracting bluebirds. Unfortunately, I’ve never been a day person—too much sunlight.

Maybe that’s why I missed the signs. Instead of enjoying the day, I was morose and self-centered. Instead, I saw the raven as something else—I saw it as an omen of failure.

Because it was my birthday. My twenty-first birthday. And even before the bird, before the rest of the horrible afternoon, before the catastrophe that came shuddering into being that very night—I already knew it was a bust.

At 10 pm that night, October 22nd, I would turn twenty-one. Why my mother couldn’t hold out for Halloween, I’ll never know. I think it was for spite—she never did like me. Anyway, despite the inauspicious date, it was my twenty-first birthday and it should have been exciting. I should have been getting ready for my induction into the official Council of Night Witches and, like every other adult night witch, taking my place in the local coven. Instead, everything was going wrong.

And it wasn’t just the bird.

I’d woken up that morning with a smile on my face and a song in my heart. Unusual for me, I admit, but I’d taken a couple of days off work so I could prep for the ceremony. I’d slept in, finally coming downstairs for a late breakfast to find Nana—dressed in faded blue jeans, bare feet, and her favorite paisley top from 1976—popping pans of devil’s food cake into the ancient oven.

I love my Nana. She’s one of those seventy-is-the-new-sixty, kind of gals. In fact, I think sometimes, when her blue eyes are sparkling and her cheeks are flushed with the weather, she could pass for fifty-nine. She lets her long black hair with glints of silver fly loose, or sometimes laces it into braids. Me? I never do braids. I have just enough Irish from Nana’s dad that my hair is thick and curly and difficult. That’s where Nana says I get my freckles from, too. But even she couldn’t tell me which ancestor I should blame for my eye color—a weird kind of amber that got me teased all through school. And while Bobby Joe says they’re cool, I know his own bi-racial blood makes him okay with strange genetic combinations. His family’s even more mixed up than mine—except not magical at all, something he used to fuss about on a regular basis.

“Good morning, birthday girl.” Nana closed the oven and gave me a kiss on top of my wild bed-head of black curls. I sighed. Eleven o’clock in the morning and she’s got cake baking and music playing and I’m still trying to get the sleep out of my eyes. “There’s hard-boiled eggs in the refrigerator. You’ll need some protein to keep your strength up if you’re going to make it all the way through the induction tonight.”

“Don’t fuss.” I gave her a hard hug and a kiss back, then hid my smiling face inside the refrigerator as I searched for the eggs. I couldn’t keep my excitement from showing, no matter how cool I wanted to play it. “The ceremony’s only two hours long—three tops. It’s not like I’m working a full shift at the coffee shop where customers are crabby and I’m running my ass off. I’ll be fine.”

I never got to hear her reaction. The doorbell chimed, ringing out “Stop, In the Name of Love” by the Supremes. Sometimes, despite her tight jeans and youthful attitude, Nana was still stuck in another decade. I moved to answer it.

“No, Jayda, honey. I’ve got it. You sit and eat your breakfast.” She left the kitchen, bare feet moving at a rapid pace through the swinging door and into the narrow hallway leading to the foyer of the huge old house.

Yeah, we have a foyer, a dining room, even a butler’s pantry.

Nana moved to Boulder in the nineteen-seventies when she married my grandfather. Or at least the dude she referred to as my grandfather. After the divorce she ended up with custody of the old Victorian just north of downtown, as well as her infant daughter—A.K.A. my mother. Fast-forward...Mom moved out, had me, and we lived on the East Coast until the year I turned ten. That’s when Mother Dearest opted to move to California and marry Mr. Moneybags. Not his real name, in case you hadn’t guessed. I moved in and Nana became my mother, my grandmother, and my best friend, all rolled up into one. Okay, maybe not my best friend. That’s Bobby Joe, and he’d never forgive me if I said otherwise. But Nana came close.

I sat down and tapped the hard shell of my egg on the table. Nosferatu, our huge black cat, rubbed against my ankles and I bent down and gave him a good scratch behind the ears.

“What are you doing here?” The freeze in Nana’s voice carried all the way down the front hall.

“Good morning, Maria. Is your granddaughter here?”

My stomach seized with disaster. Why in the hell was Simone Babcock—our newly appointed council rep, pretty, perfect, and everything that Nana and I detested—at the door on the most important day of my life?
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[image: ]




At the sound of Simone’s voice I dropped my half-peeled egg and watched it roll onto the floor as all the reasons why I should never expect a happy birthday ever came crashing into my head. Weird kids at school don’t have happy birthdays. Weird kids who don’t have at least one parent stick around to raise them, really don’t have happy birthdays. Weird kids who—

“Jayda!”

Nosferatu was after the egg in a flash. I left my pity-party and my breakfast to the cat. I wasn’t hungry anyway. Together, my unhappy stomach and I joined Nana at the front door.

“I’m here.”

Simone Babcock’s perfect little nose wrinkled at the sight of me. “Oh, there you are, Jayda.”

Okay, so I wasn’t pretty on a good day, but I was even less so when I rolled out of bed. I was wearing my favorite flannel PJ's covered with grinning cats, and the bunny slippers Nosferatu had ripped the eyes out of. My untamable hair was snarled and I’m sure I still had last night’s pillow creases pressed into my cheeks. To be fair, it was my house and my birthday, so I had a right to look a mess, but, looking at the perfection of Simone’s sleek hair, shiny brown boots, and perfect suede jacket, I cringed.

Several feet behind Simone stood Winifred Jones, one of Nana’s oldest friends and a fellow coven member. Winifred gave a tiny half-hearted wave. “Hi, Jayda.” Her plump face twisted into an expression of misery. “Happy Birthday.”

“Thanks.” But now, I wasn’t sure if it was a happy day or not.

“What do you want, Simone?” Despite Nana’s faded and comfortable hippy attire, she looked every bit the leader of the Boulder coven as she stood tall and stared down the other witch.

“I’m here on council business.”

This couldn’t be good. Ever since Simone had been appointed council rep last year, she’d made us and the entire coven miserable.

Nana was the head of the Boulder coven, and if there was any official business of the local branch of the Western Night Witches Council, she should have been directly informed. And not by a flash-in-the-pan like Simone Babcock, new to the area and more than half Nana’s age. Something was going on here, something bad.

“Go on.” Nana arched an eyebrow.

A small smile flitted across Simone’s face. She pressed her lips together, chasing it away, and took a deep breath. “Maria Ebonwick, the council sent me to officially inform you that your granddaughter, Jayda Maria Ebonwick, cannot be inducted tonight.”

My stomach fell off a cliff, while the rest of me stood frozen.

Nana flinched. “Why in the seven hells not?”

“She’s not a full night witch, and as such, she cannot be allowed even the minimal membership, or protection, of a coven. Her half-blood is just too big a factor to ignore. Sorry.”

Simone looked anything but apologetic. Her color was high and her eyes sparkled. That smile she’d been holding back flitted out again, tempting me to punch her in the face with my balled up fists.

“No one said anything when I sent in the application.” Nana looked around Simone at Winifred. “Winnie, what is this? What’s going on?”

Winifred was nearly halfway to the gate, as if putting space between her and the whole situation would fix anything. “I’m sorry, Maria.” Twisting her plump fingers together she cringed and backed up another foot. “So sorry.”

“There was some debate.” Simone’s tone implied there really hadn’t been. “You yourself are held in high favor, Maria. But, in the end, majority ruled.”

“The ceremony’s tonight. We can’t cancel it. We won’t.” The skin over Nana’s clenched knuckles white and tense.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to. Without official approval anyone who participates will be sanctioned by the council. Face it, Maria, even though you and your daughter are powerful witches, without a magical father, she’s considered misbegotten.” Simone’s lip curled. “Her powers are weak. No one could seriously think her worthy of inclusion into our membership, not even you, Maria.”

From out of nowhere a gust of wind blew, ruffling Simone’s perfectly placed bangs.

“Get out.”

The wind blew harder. Winifred's gaze darted wildly around. She grabbed her hat, holding it tight to her head she scuttled towards the iron gate and the safety of the road.

Simone inclined her body into the wind and stood her ground. “I’m sorry, Maria.” But there was no sign of sympathy on her face, just the vindictive light of victory.

Nana pointed her index finger at the other witch. The wind increased to gale force speed, stirring up a cloud of leaves and dust.“Get off my property.” Each word came out crisp and clear, resounding with authority.

Simone ducked, protecting her face from debris, and backed down the red flagstone path. “It’s the council’s decision, Goody Ebonwick,” she said, invoking the ancient title used for witches hundreds of years ago. “You must abide.”

“Get out!”

The wind blasted, blowing Simone nearly off her feet. She scraped hair out of her eyes, and glared. “Watch yourself, Maria.” She had to shout to be heard over the rising storm. “You’ll find out soon enough—the coven isn’t your private domain where you can be a petty queen and do whatever you want. There are consequences for trying to foist such a weakling on us. Consequences.” The look she gave me was filled with hate.

My hand shot up automatically in self-defense, a curse rising to my lips.

“Human.” She spat downwind before turning around and striding out the gate to her BMW. The wind blasted. The gate slammed shut, the wrought iron latching with a loud clang!

“Sorry, Maria.” Winifred tucked her head down and hustled for the car, grabbing the door handle and scrambling in just before Simone sped off in a cloud of exhaust.

The wind died away, leaving the day calm and sunny again. But the perfect sky was an illusion.

My throat dry and my skin gone clammy, I turned to Nana. “What the hell just happened?”

“Repercussions. Humph! We’ll see.” Muttering to herself, Nana retreated to her study to make some phone calls while I headed back to the kitchen. The sweet scent of baking cake turned my stomach sour. I didn’t want cake anymore. I didn’t even want breakfast. In less than five minutes my entire life had gone from best-day-ever! to falling apart.

A half-hour later Nana came storming into the kitchen. “Unbelievable! Outrageous! You won’t believe what they’ve done.” The china started rattling in the cabinets. “Not only have they rejected your application for admittance to the coven, but you should read what they wrote! They’re soooo very sorry, but they can’t in good conscience let someone half-human into the group, no matter that I’ve been leader of this coven for decades. No matter that they’ve done it before for other lesser members. No matter that your grandmother, great-grandmother, and all your ancestors before you have been late bloomers. I told them they just need to let you mature, but no.”

The sugar bowl danced a jig across the counter, the lid sailing off its base and flying across the kitchen. I leapt up from my chair and snagged it, just before it hit the wall and broke into smithereens.

Nana ignored the shaking china. “This is all your mother’s fault. If only she’d chosen someone magical to be your father, instead of rebelling and sneaking off with that lousy DJ, you’d be one of the most powerful witches in Colorado. Maybe even in the country!”

Nana had very carefully chosen the man she’d had a child with, even taking a trip down to New Orleans during Mardi Gras and sleeping with a member of the Louis family—well known in the witching world for producing powerful progeny. It had cost her marriage, but she’d always said it was worth it.

“But no, not your mother!” Nana paced across the kitchen. “Not only does she deny her power, leaving it to starve while heading off to California with that banker, no, she burdens you—her only child, her baby—with being half-caste. Well, I won’t let them get away with it.” She rushed over and wrapped me in a fierce hug. The smell of sage, wintergreen Lifesavers, and patchouli enveloped me—the scent of love. “We’ll fight this,” she whispered.

Tears welled up. I wanted to join in, tell her I was up for the fight, but all I could manage were sniffles. “I’m sor-r-ry, Nana.”

She rocked me back and forth. “Shh, my small shadow. It’s alright.” She held me until my shoulders had stopped shaking and all the breakables in the kitchen had settled down to normal. She brushed my hair out of my sticky, tear-stained face, and smiled. “I love you, Jayda. I always have, right from the moment I knew you existed. Nothing you are, nothing you ever do will change that.” She gave me one last hug before straightening up, her face hardening. “Those bitches have made a mistake, and I’m going to make sure everyone on that council knows it.” Off she went to make phone calls, pull favors, and tug every string she had at her very long fingertips.

I’d barely sat down again when my phone rang. It was Xenia, my manager from the coffee shop. She had that bright chirpy voice that said she was having a bad day too but putting a brave face on it. “Hi, Jayda, how’s your day off going?”

“Not so good.” That was an understatement. Everything I’d ever thought about doing with my life had gone up in smoke. “What’s up?”

“I know it’s your birthday, and I know you’ve got plans, but is there any way you can squeeze in a shift? Or at least part of it? Troy bailed again and it’s just me here.”

I looked at the empty shell Nosferatu had left on the floor, and thought of the long empty afternoon and evening in front of me. “Sure, no problem.”

“I love you! Can you be here by one? And close?”

“Of course.” Why not? My day had gone down the shit hole, there was no reason why I shouldn’t work. Let something good come out of this mess, even if it was for Xenia and not for me. I scooped up the remains of my breakfast, dumped it in the trash, and headed for the shower.

Anytime I feel crappy I do a little extra to make myself feel better. Straighten my hair, add a dashing uplift to my eye-liner, dress a little sexier. I had on my brand-new birthday jeans, my super-cute lace-up shorty boots with the French heels, and a tight little black top that showed off my assets. The council was doing their best to ruin my birthday, the least I could do was look good on my way down.

After hosing off the raven’s present from Betty’s hood, I drove to work. It took me forever to find a parking place anywhere close to Java Jo’s. The shop’s located in an old converted house just east of downtown Boulder, two streets off the main drag, where there are no meters and all the cheap people park so they can walk to their underpaid jobs as cashiers and food servers. I’ve been working at Java Jo’s since high school, starting as a dishy and grinding my way right up to barista. We serve coffee, pastries and sandwiches during the day. And at night, there’s live music and booze.

I got out of the car and there he was, eyeballing me from one of the peeling picket fences—the raven. At least, it looked like the same one. Same beady eyes. Same cold stare. I pressed my lips together and swallowed.

“What the hell?” I tried to shake off the coincidence and locked Betty, double checking she was secure. This day was already a disaster, I didn’t need anyone breaking into the car too.

The stupid bird followed me all the way to work, cawing and flapping as he flew from post to post. Before I even got to Java Jo’s, my feet hurt. I began to wish I’d worn more comfortable shoes than my cute boots with the teeny-tiny heels. It was my birthday, after all. Didn’t I deserve to at least look nice?

Maybe not.

“Shoo!” I waved at the raven, but he only moved off a few feet before flying at my hair and yanking out some strands by the root. “Ouch! Go away.”

I wished I had power enough to shoot flame from my fingertips, but Simone Babcock was right—my half-human blood made me weak. Oh, I could do basic spells. I told a mean fortune and I had a few special talents up my sleeve, but when it came to anything fancy, I was a total witch-loser.

Maybe I should have stayed home and moped because the day went downhill from there. I burned my finger on the espresso machine and it turned into an angry red blister. I screwed up orders. I even accidentally called a person dressed as a woman ‘sir’. Tears of hurt gathering in her eyes, she snatched back the five dollars she’d been about to drop into the tip jar. To be fair, she was built like a line-backer and her legs were a bit hairy, but I knew better.

“Thanks a lot, Jayda.” Zippy, our kitchen staff for the day, rolled his eyes as he carried a tote full of mugs back to the kitchen. “Don’t forget, those are my tips too.”

My shoulders sagged. Could nothing go right today?

By eight o’clock I’d dropped so many dishes Xenia was pulling out her bright red dreadlocks. “I can’t take any more. What’s wrong with you today?” She shooed me out the door into the gathering dusk. “Go home, Jayda. I’ll close up by myself.”

Feeling like I’d let her down, I stumbled down the single stair from the old porch, made my way across the front yard, and headed out the white picket fence to the sidewalk. The tears I’d been avoiding all day rose to choke my throat.

I’d never expected to be a big shot on the witches’ council. My half-human side, my lack of strong powers, hell, even my looks were lackluster. But I had expected to be part of the coven who had raised me.

After my mom had bailed, dropping me and my suitcase off at Nana’s house with the words, “He doesn’t like kids, even normal ones. There’s no way I’m screwing this up by taking her with me.”

I’d been lost.

Nana loved me. I’d always known that, but that was the day I knew—she was the only one. Then, the coven had taken me in. They’d become my aunts, my big sisters, my babysitters. They’d taken me to Girl Scouts when Nana was busy. They’d knitted me scarves and baked me cookies. They’d driven me from house to house, so everyone could have a turn spending time with me. They’d loved me and promised me a real place in the circle. But now, because of the council, all that was gone.

It was getting late. Large heavy clouds had built up behind the foothills and the chilly wind blew gusts of leaves and trash, pushing me down the street. I turned the corner, heading to where I’d parked Betty three blocks away. There, waiting in the neighbor’s dying ash tree, was the raven.

I stuck my tongue out at him, feeling slightly better as I did so. “Screw you, raven, and your little dog too.”

I heard the rustling of wings and turned. My one raven was now three. I stared at the group, foreboding shivering up my spine, even more black wings scudded across the darkening sky.

Do you know what a group of ravens is called? An unkindness.

Or a conspiracy.

They flew silently behind me as I moved faster to the car and unlocked her, flinging my purse into the passenger seat and slamming the door behind me as they chased me on shadowed wings. I started Betty, grateful to hear her come to life. At least something was going right.

I should have known better.

Maybe it was the fact that all day I’d been sorry for myself, thinking about how my future was ruined. It wasn’t just me, though. This affected all of Nana’s plans too. Remembering how fiercely she’d fought on my behalf brought tears as I drove into the gathering dark, leaving the unkindness of the ravens behind.

My mother might never have loved me, but my Nana did. Nana had taken me into the big Victorian and away from my mother’s sterile, sophisticated, non-magical life. She’d given me wonder and spells, and a big dose of Boulder hippie wisdom. The old witch had raised me and because of her, while I might never be as powerful as my mother, I also knew what it was like to be loved, really loved.

Maybe there was still hope for this birthday. There was always birthday cake. I smiled as I drove around a series of inconvenient construction cones toppled over by the wind. Because of the construction, Betty and I were rerouted way out of the way into a wide detour around Pearl Street. And then, right there, just past the mall, Betty upped and died.

My brief spurt of optimism dying with her, I pulled out my cell phone. Even before I touched the screen, I knew it would be dead.

The sun was long gone and the night had that chill of early fall darkness you get right before Halloween. Even for me, the shadows held a bit of spookiness. Shoulders tense, I put the car in neutral, got out, and using all the power in my stocky thighs, I pushed her to the side of the road. Thank the goddesses I owned a Bug. Like me, Betty was short and stocky, with sexy full curves. She was a car even a shorty like me could push. With Betty safely parked, I took stock.

I was in a residential area not far from the bright lights of Pearl Street. But also not far from home. My feet ached. It had been a long day at the shop, and I was tired and cold and looking forward to my birthday dinner and my first officially legal glass of wine. The wind gusted, blowing harder than ever and the night wrapped around me, cloaking me in its darkness.

I smiled. The sun was down and the waxing moon was just rising. Maybe this crappy day was finally over.

Yeah, right.

The night wind blew, sending a brush of urgency shivering over my skin. Suddenly, all the horrible things that had happened during the day felt big, bad, and ominous. I didn’t know why, but I needed to get home. Now.

I moved swiftly down tree-lined streets into an area with fewer streetlights, heading for a shortcut that would get me home much faster than sticking to the well-lit routes. My prophetical feeling of doom pushed me faster and faster. I was focused on my need to get back to the house, not paying attention to the streets the way a girl should. From out of nowhere, I heard voices. Male voices. Yanked out of my self-absorbed pity-party, I glanced up. A crowd of college boys sauntered towards me, bottles of beer in their hands, their voices loud and belligerent.

The leader slowed. “Hey, girl, what’cha up to?” He was big and muscular and his pale hair shone in the dim light of the distant street lamp. The rest of his posse spread out a few to each side, forming the classic triangle behind him, eyes gleaming with aggression.

Do you know what a group of boys are called after dark when you’re a lone woman?

A gang.
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Chapter Three
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The urgency to get home pulsed under my skin, a searing message like mercury in the blood. Home. Home. Home. Nothing else mattered, especially not a bunch of stupid guys out for a night of fun. I quickened my pace and skirted around them, moving deeper into the shadows of the alley, telling myself—it’s early. They likely aren’t that drunk. And I’m not going to be easy pickings.

Laughter sounded too close behind me and I turned. Shit. The alley—the very same alley I’ve taken many times before, but during the day—is dark and creepy at night. Darkness should be my home, but with the moon nearly full, my powers are weak. And most of all, these boys don’t know who I am—what I am. They think they have the advantage. And given the whole crappy day, they might not be wrong.

The guys hung back and I breathed a shaky sigh of relief. I turned my back on them and kept walking, every step taking me deeper into the alley. The far end was well-lit and I could hear sounds down there—sounds of people moving? Someone taking out their trash? Maybe. At least someone was there, and that meant that I wouldn’t be alone.

I glanced behind me. One, two, three...where were the rest of them? I ducked my head and moved faster, heading for the street light at the end of the alley and safety.

And then the people ahead of me moved into the light. My breath caught.

By the flash of their college tees and the confident tilt of their chins, I recognized them—it wasn’t some neighbor down there, some guy taking out his trash, it was part of the gang. Damn. They must have circled around. I darted a quick look back and realized there were two missing. Now I had four at my back and two at my front. Six men in their early twenties looking for trouble.

I pushed down the rise of nerves. There was no one here to rescue me—no one but myself.

Well, boys, you want trouble? You’ve got it.

Behind me, far too close to my boot-heels, the leader spoke. His voice was confident and deep, and full of the arrogance of alcohol. “Well, well. Just what we needed to make this night more interesting.” His crew laughed and I shook my head at the nastiness layered into the sound.

I knew these boys. Okay, not personally, but I’ve met plenty like them. They come into the coffee shop and ask for things they don’t need. They flirt with the pretty girls, smile and laugh, but they don’t tip unless they get someone’s phone number on a napkin. They don’t clean up after themselves, never taking a mug to the counter or trash to the bin. They leave gross messes of soggy napkins stuffed into half-full mugs, empty packs of cigarettes, and wads of gum.

These are the boys who barely look at me during the day because I don’t fit their slim-trim Boulder ideas of what a woman should be. That’s who they moved here for from out of state—imported California beach babes. They date the chirpy blondes and the elegant brunettes, but the lusty curvy girls with a little too much here, and a lot too much there?

We’re reserved for the dark.

The evening wind rose. It tugged my hair, pulling at my clothes, urging me to hurry, hurry, hurry. I let my darkness rush to the surface. And after this terrible, no-good day, when I couldn’t do anything right, it felt good, so good, to let the out the bad.

“Hi, boys.” The sultry sound of my voice rolled through the alley. They straightened up, caught in the net of my siren’s call.

I turned and walked directly back into the darkest part of the alley, heading for the leader and totally ignoring the two at my back. Well, not quite ignoring. As I walked, I let my ass swing from side-to-side, showing them what they were missing.

That’s right, boys. Let those tongues hang out.

On my own, I’m not super-confident about my looks. My crazy hair, weird eyes, and not-so-skinniness have taught me I’m not everyone’s cup of tea. But when my night magic tingles under my skin, and my inner witch comes to the fore—I’m a goddess.

I touched the leader’s arm and slid against him, letting the fullness of my large breasts skim his body. His eyes widened and his breath caught. But before he could do anything, I was gone.

On to the next. This one had dark brown eyes with wide pupils totally fixed on me. I let my magic out, taking just a hint of his desire. It sparkled and fizzed over my skin and into my blood, feeding my weakened powers. Mmm, delicious.

I used what I’d just taken to accentuate the throaty sound of sex in my voice, and a tremor went through the group. “My, my, aren’t you a big one?” I skimmed my fingers along his cheek, feeling the scratch of freshly shaven beard, catching the scent of musk and pine and rising sex. My breath quickened.

So easy to lean up and kiss those lips—to take what I wanted, taste the heat and desire I could smell in the air, swallow it down and feed my power.

The night wind tugged at my hair, reminding me. There was more at stake tonight than feeding my power. The drive inside me to get home rose, superseding the hunger.

I pulled just a tiny bit more from brown eyes, using it to amp me up before letting him go. He stumbled away. I caught the eye of the guy behind him, and inhaled the pheromones scenting the air with desire. I winked, swung left, and reached for his buddy instead. Psych! His disappointment and increased need was an aphrodisiac to my magic. I fed on that too.

Working the crowd like a Kardashian, I moved from man to man, leaving the stunned victims of my magic behind. Each one thinking they’d lost their chance as I headed for the final one, the one in the back. The one who’s actually the most dangerous because he’s been at the outside of my circle of influence the longest. By this time I’d siphoned off enough of their lust that I was practically glowing. Or I would have been—if I were that kind of witch. But night witches rarely glow—we wouldn’t waste power that way. I gathered all that lusty energy and leaned up with my hands on the last one’s shoulders.

“Mmm,” I purred.

This one wasn’t as tall as the others but his large muscles from lifting weights are the rec-center felt powerful under my hands. His dick was hard as a rock, and I could tell because even in the dark of the alley the bulge pushed his jeans out so far I could almost taste him.

And I wanted to. I wanted to go down on him, to unbutton his shorts and unzip that fly, until he spilled out in my hand, long and hot and hard.

Instead, I let all of that want, all of that desire, bubble up inside me and I kissed him on the mouth. He’d been drinking whiskey and someone’s home-brew, and he tasted faintly of nicotine—all the sins a good Boulderite wouldn’t poison his well-honed body with. But this one had because, despite his clean-cut good looks, he was just as wicked as me.

Our tongues brushed. All his energy came rushing into me—and I sucked it down.

It was nirvana. I could have stayed there all night, drinking from him, letting his need for sex and excitement and violence feed me until he dropped.

Instead, I released him.

He stumbled back, his expression dazed, one arm reaching weakly for me as I walked past the trash cans into the now empty alley opening. “Later, boys.” I moved into the bright light of the streetlight, the power I’d gained tingling in my bloodstream. Leaving them all behind with maybe, possibly, just a little less arrogance and aggression—and their souls a little bit more stained with the dark.

I picked up my pace and rushed to turn the corner before they could recover and realize I’d played them. Power rushed through me, making my blood sing even under the bright light of the rising slip of moon. And by the time I made it to the next alley and swung down it, I knew they were just starting to move—and wondering, what the hell just happened?

I happened. Me! Jayda Maria Ebonwick, one of a long line of night witches going back into history. Screw the council. I might be half-human, but I am a night witch.

Once upon a time we were called hags, not because we were ugly, but because the villagers were scared of the dark. We fed on sex and desire and the killing instinct. When we were bad, we caused disharmony, playing with the ones who saw us as too sexy, too curvaceous, too much. And when we were good we helped our neighbors—but they never seemed to remember that.

We’re the ones they hung and burned and tortured. We’re the ones who caused all the scandal. We’re the ones who survived.

During the day we look like anyone else. Plain old humans who bake cookies, go to school, and work and live like everyone else—camouflage. But at night, especially during the blackest nights, we revel in our powers and draw deeply from the dark.

My surge of energy fading, my feet aching, I finally caught sight of our street sign—Hemlock Way. Almost there. Tired, but moving faster up the last bit of hill, I turned onto our street. I could see the warm lights beckoning in the large Victorian house we called home.

Instead of the sight of home making me feel better, a surge of apprehension squeezed my stomach.
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