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      The cloud of smoke began to clear, and my coughing fit finally settled down. Luna was tight against my chest with her claws piercing my arm. We looked around and saw we had been transported to a room in an old building. It reminded me of a bank or post office from the late 1800s. It appeared to be a reception area that had a completely Victorian look. In front of me was a large, ornate wooden desk that had a beautiful young woman seated at it. She couldn’t have been more than thirty years old. Her long red hair was pulled up and off the shoulders of her pinstripe business suit. Her thick, black-frame glasses were really the touch for the naughty librarian look, and she sure nailed it. It helped that her tight-fitting suit coat had only two buttons, barely keeping the thing on.

      “Hello, Leigh. Hello, Luna. My name is Esmeralda. Please, have a seat until you’re called.”

      “Hi—Esmeralda. I can’t say I’ve heard that name before. So, what exactly is this place?”

      “The Witch’s Union, Local 1313, of course. And the note you received wasn’t just an invitation, sweetie. Think of it more like a summons.”

      I was thinking she looked a little young to be referring to me as sweetie in such a condescending tone. She sounded like my mother.

      “Since you’re so curious, I’ll tell you. I’m 326 years old.” She scrunched up her face and then added “Sweetie.”

      “What! You can read my mind? And I don’t know what’s more incredible! The fact that you can hear my thoughts or that you look so young for a 326-year-old. I don’t know what beauty products you’re into, but you need to share the secret.” I paused to gauge her reaction, and I was happy when she smiled at me. “Also, what exactly am I walking into here?”

      “Listen, Leigh. I’ll give you some advice. When you go in there, be polite and respectful. Those are some real old-timers in there.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You are going before the review board. They are going to check you out to see if you are worthy of being a witch, but don’t worry. You never would have made it here if you didn’t have something they wanted. God only knows what that could be.” With her hands on her hips, she looked me up and down. “Just remember, despite what they look like, they are several centuries old, and they aren’t always very nice to young—rookies.” She looked me over once more, and she seemed less than impressed at what she saw before adding a snarky little quip. “Like you.”

      “Okay. I’ll remember that. Now, where in the world are we? It’s hotter than hell in here.”

      “New Orleans. Yes, it is hot. And you are far too underdressed for hell, my dear.”

      “Uh—of course.” I started to think that perhaps I had fallen and cracked my head, hard. So hard that I was actually lying unconscious in my living room, dreaming all of this.

      “No, you’re not dreaming, and it looks like they are ready for you now.”

      I stroked Luna’s fur and spoke softly to her. “Well, the crazy train is about to leave the station. Might as well enjoy the ride.”

      Esmeralda opened a heavy wooden door and ushered me through. It was a very upscale boardroom. The kind of room you could imagine seeing extremely rich and ruthless Wall Street types plotting their next financial calamity. Instead, three women were seated at a long wooden table. It’s not like they were in the stereotypical witch’s costumes. These ladies wore little black cocktail dresses and looked quite elegant. Elegant and stunningly beautiful women, no more than forty years old. They looked as if they should be milling about in an upscale art gallery on opening night. I imagined them strolling around with the cream of high society, saying things like, “Thank you, dahhling.”

      You know, saying the word darling in a way that just made them seem snooty. I glanced down at my summer ensemble of a tank top, shorts, and worn but comfortable old slippers. I chuckled out loud when I realized how underdressed I was. I felt slightly awkward, but it’s not like I had a chance to prepare for the meeting. Trust me, I’ve been dressed worse for a midnight run to Walmart, and I wasn’t going to let this phase me.

      The woman in the center flashed a comforting smile. She had long flowing curls of red hair and emerald-green eyes. She introduced herself.

      “Hello, Leigh! We are so happy to finally meet you! My name is Hilda, this is Isabel, and Marie.” She nodded to the women on either side of her.

      The woman to her left had a full head of long curly blonde hair and bright blue eyes. Her curvy look screamed sexiness. She was very beautiful, and her little dress strained to contain her huge boobs. Holy cleavage! And those look real! I thought. She laughed and said, “Hi, Leigh, nice to meet you. And yes, they are all natural.” She winked at me. Thank God, she had a sense of humor.

      On the other end was a tall and slender African woman. She looked at me with a very stern gaze and then smiled warmly. It took me a minute to place her accent. Creole?

      “Ah, Leigh. Our new young writer. I am so pleased to meet you. We all are. I must say, we have been waiting a long time for a writer. Isn’t that right, sisters?” She looked at the other two.

      “Yes, we certainly have. We’ll talk more about that in a bit. First things first. Leigh, I know you had no idea that we exist or that all witches belong to a union. So, we have decided not to reprimand you for the unapproved use of witchcraft. However, we will require you to join the union and pay dues.”

      I began to sweat a little. A teacher’s salary isn’t exactly the gravy train. I hadn’t been very good at balancing my checkbook either. I was to the point where writing a check made me hesitate to hand it to the cashier at the grocery store, and I always breathed a sigh of relief when they ran it through the little verification gadget in the cash register. “Dues? How much are we talking about here?”

      “Well, if we go back to the point where you got the desk, it comes up to six dollars and thirty-two cents.”

      My mouth almost hit the floor. “That’s it? Really? You had me worried for a minute.”

      “Well, these rates were set a long time ago, a very, very long time ago. It’s really just a matter of principle. I’m sure you understand.”

      “Oh, yes! Of course.” I was more than agreeable to their dues.

      Hilda spoke up. “Let’s cut to the chase here, shall we? You are the first witch in decades who has the writing power. We all have our specialties, and you happen to be one of the few who can make the magic desk work.”

      Isabel added. “Yes, Leigh, it’s a very important power for us. We got a look at that story you started. Let’s see—I have the title written down somewhere.” She shuffled through a small notebook. I cringed with embarrassment because I wasn’t sure if they were going to laugh their asses off at the title I had chosen. “Ah ha! Here it is.” She cleared her throat and then announced it loud and clear. “Four Bitten Fangtasy.”

      There was a crazed cackle and a snort from behind me. I turned my head to see who it was, and there was Esmeralda, the Naughty Librarian. I had no idea that she was still in the room. “You’re kidding, right?” asked Esmeralda.

      “No. No, that is the title she has. I’m sorry you don’t approve, Esmeralda, but we love it.”

      “Umm, is there any special reason that you are interested in my story? Because, seriously, it is nothing more than a sort of fan fiction. Well, more like payback against the author of my favorite series. I never intended for it to be anything substantial.”

      “Oh, we are all fans of paranormal romance books. I mean, why wouldn’t we be?” They all chuckled.

      “Yes, I just love the werewolf books, personally. I can only speak for myself when I say I am hoping for a book that finally gets it right. And let me tell you something, honey, once you’ve tried werewolf, you’ll have a whole new appreciation for the word stamina!” Isabel said.

      “Seriously, Isabel? Werewolves stink, and all they want to do is doggy style. Now, let me tell you something when it comes to fucking around with a werewolf, protection has a whole new meaning.” Marie chimed in.

      Hilda joined in, “You’ve got that right, sister, a flea collar, that’s the protection you’ll have to insist on. And don’t even get me started on how they lick their own furry balls. Disgusting creatures. They should all be muzzled—and castrated.”

      “You witches are harsh! I’m sorry, but I just can’t resist those puppy dog eyes,” Isabel cooed.

      I was shocked at the conversation playing out before me. “Wait! You’re saying werewolves are real? What else? Fairies? Vampires?”

      “Besides werewolves, it’s just us old witches, sweetie. There hasn’t been a vampire around in centuries. Enough of this silly talk. Now, back to your book. We’ve discussed this at some length, and from now on, we want you to consider us your creative editors, so to speak,” Hilda explained.

      “Well, I—I don’t know, really. I just started this, and to tell the truth, I am doing nothing more than dabbling with writing a story.”

      “Oh, dear! No, don’t sell yourself short. You’ve got it. We just want to help out once in a while. Maybe provide you with some plot ideas. Rest assured, we know what makes a good story, and let’s just say, it is highly advisable that you consider our suggestions. In fact, we insist you continue writing your paranormal romance. You can back out, but only if you can find another witch who has the power to use the desk.” Isabel tauntingly smiled.

      I knew right then the reason why the desk was given away for free by the odd old woman. She must have thrown in the towel. Before I could make any decision about it, I had some questions. I was still thinking that if I could get a grip on this magic, I could do some great things for people, as well as have some fun with writing. “Excuse me, but is there any way I can get some training for my new witchcraft power? I would really like to get a grasp on what it is that I should or shouldn’t do. I’ve had a few—incidents, you could say.”

      Isabel answered, “Oh yes, of course. I almost forgot! Your training program. We are sending a witch to spend a little time with you. She will be able to help you hone your magic and answer all of your questions. So, consider yourself an apprentice right now, and no magic unless it is approved by your new mentor.”

      Esmeralda snickered in the background. I was a little unsure why she did it. It left me with an unsettled feeling that things weren’t quite right. To make things worse, the other witches had sly smiles plastered to their faces. I had to tell myself—that’s just how witches are. Of course, if you really think about it, when you refer to someone as a witch, it generally isn’t a compliment.

      The witches each added their parting comments as they surprisingly ended our meeting a little earlier than I expected.

      Hilda was the first one who started to shoo me out of the door. “Now, please pay Esmeralda your dues on the way out.”

      “No more willy-nilly magic spells off the internet,” Marie added.

      Isabel wanted just one thing: her werewolf. “Just concentrate on a delicious werewolf story for me, doll! Mama needs some alpha male!”

      “Okay. I guess it would be good to have somebody show me the ropes. Now, how exactly do I get home? And please don’t tell me by riding a broom. I have no desire to go rocketing through the sky with nothing between my ass and the earth but a cheap Dollar Store broom. That’s another thing. Why the broom? Why not fly on something a little more comfortable? Maybe a recliner?” With that little slip of sarcasm, I had triggered a telling response from the witches. Their shocked expressions were so apparent, you would think they had just witnessed an alien tap dance across the floor.

      Surprisingly, Marie scolded me. Her voodoo priestess accent made it seem more of an ominous warning. “Leigh, you are now a young witch. Please don’t carelessly disrespect one of our most cherished symbols. The broom is a timeless and honored reminder of our past. Karma is a bitch, and it appears from your recent spell-crafting that wicked bitch has you on her radar. So, choose your words carefully.”

      Isabel called back to Esmeralda, “Dear, would you take care of Leigh’s dues and arrange for her and Luna to get back home?”

      “Of course. Come on, Leigh. There’s someone in the lobby already waiting for you.”
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      Esmeralda led me back through the doors into the reception area. A woman about my age stood at the desk. She was very thin and had reddish blonde hair that curled down onto the shoulders of a cute, flowered summer dress. When she gave me a genuine, bright smile, I thought she looked so perfectly little, cute, and most importantly, completely harmless. She looked nothing like a stereotypical witch. She didn’t even look like the little black dress club that I had just met. “Hi, Leigh! I am so excited to meet you! I’m Gertie. Gertie O’Leary.”

      Now, I have to say this. We all know one or two bubbly people. You know, those friends that are always so cheerful, you swear they consumed enough Prozac and fairy dust to make even the most terrible situation seem delightful. Those are the Bubblers. They just smile and giggle as they say things like, “Oh look, another speeding ticket! That’s what I get for not being a more considerate driver,” or “I just got fired from my job! Giggle—giggle. I’ll finally have time to make cupcakes for everyone and bring them into the lunchroom!” Or even, “Oh darn, they stopped making Twinkies, like forever! Giggle—giggle—I’m pretty sure I can come up with a super healthy alternative!”

      No. No news was too devastating for the Bubblers. Sure, sometimes they can be a little annoying, but I just love them. They balance out the world from all of the chronic whiners, drama queens, and bitches on the other side of the emotional personality pendulum. I consider myself one of those people right in the middle, by the way, but we all have our days.

      I reached out to shake her hand, and as I should have expected, she launched herself at me with outstretched arms. She was a hugger as well. Hugger-bubblers are a common combination, if you’ve noticed. “Hi, Gertie, I’m happy to meet you, too.”

      I genuinely meant it. If I had to be a witch’s understudy, Gertie would at least keep things fun. I wouldn’t want any of those other snooty witches I had met. I knew right away that Gertie and I would get along just fine.

      She took Luna from my arms and nuzzled her face into Luna’s long black fur. “Meow, Meow.”

      I cringed as I anticipated Luna’s reaction, and then there was nothing but loud purring. The last person who had tried to stick their face into Luna’s fur like that was Kelly. She ended up running through my house shrieking a blood-curdling scream while Luna dug all four claw-studded paws worth of pain into either side of her scalp. Luna looked like she was trying to wrestle a soccer ball. Luna had completely covered Kelly’s face so that she couldn’t see the chair that she tripped over as she darted around the room in terror. The real screaming, the screaming that got my neighbor to call the police, was when Luna broke free and ran off, two long locks of Kelly’s hair streaming from her paws.

      Apparently, Luna loved something about Gertie. In general, the old grouch was enjoying this witchcraft business. She really was like a new cat.

      Gertie handed Luna back to me and then looked at me with her hands on her hips and a smile on her face. “Now, I can’t read minds like they do around this place. I suppose you’re wondering why I’m not like the other witches here at the union. That’s because they are all very old. Centuries-old. I think it makes them a bit cranky. Me, I’m twenty-four years old and I age normally, just like you. Here’s the thing, though, I was born in 1850, but then I was frozen in time in 1871. I was frozen for forty years! And then in 1911, I was freed, but it only lasted for another year until I was frozen in time again. That lasted one hundred years. So, I’ve only been back for a couple of years now. I just don’t count all of those frozen years towards my age. Can you blame me?”

      “Hell no, Gertie. I’m in no hurry to hit one hundred.” I was figuring out the math in my head when I began to worry about this whole frozen-in-time issue. “And you were frozen in time? Oh my God! Seriously? Who did that to you? Is that a normal thing?”

      “Well, it seems that I had a little mishap—so, yeah, you could call it that, a mishap. The first time I was frozen, it was because a certain witch became very upset with me—” Gertie paused and looked down at her feet before she finished speaking in a sad tone. “And she froze me in the Arctic for forty years. I just skipped an entire forty years and didn’t even know it. She wasn’t a very nice person, not at all.” Gertie instantly shrugged off her sad look and then smiled at me in true Hugger-bubbler fashion. “But that’s all water under the bridge now! Here I am and none the worse for wear!”

      Esmeralda wriggled her way into the conversation. “Mishap? Hah! Leigh, I’m certain you’ve heard of the Great Chicago Fire of 1871. Supposedly, it was started when Ms. O’Leary’s cow kicked a lantern over.” She bowed and waved her arm towards Gertie. “I now present to you, the one and only Ms. Gertrude O’Leary. The witch who singlehandedly burnt down the whole damn city of Chicago. Unfortunately, her cow was not able to be present today.”

      “Oh my God! Seriously? You? You’re the infamous Ms. O’Leary?” I was really surprised. Gertie looked nervous and shaken. I knew this was a pretty painful memory for even a Hugger-bubbler to handle, so I smiled at her and
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