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			To the handful of slow-season tourists lingering over their lingonberry crêpes, the air inside Purrfect Pancakes smelled as sweet as sugar. 

			Only we witches could sense the powerful Green Magic buzzing through the diner, as it always did at noon on the month’s first Tuesday when we collectively took over the back room. 

			Through the pink-gingham-dressed windows, December sleet pelted the beach boardwalk outside. Yet to us in here, talking shop and sharing spells, the world smelled like spring. 

			Fresh. New. Alive.

			Green.

			A baker’s dozen of us crowding the giant farmhouse table generated boisterous conversations, flowing as fast as the coffee our waitress was attentively refilling. Ethereal, glowing grass and dandelions shimmered into bloom on the checkered tile, but they were undetectable to ordinals, just like the grassy scent of our magic. 

			And if anyone got too close, our clever sign reading “Postmodern Feminist Book Club, All Are Welcome” assured that they paid no attention to what we were saying.

			I used to look forward to the Green Witch Association breakfast all month.

			Now? I’d only showed up so I wouldn’t let down my mentor, Granny Sage. 

			Between keeping the bakery’s lights on and solving murders — my new side hustle, which paid nothing — my spell skills were in a rut. 

			I still couldn’t even teleport, which was embarrassing since my car died last week. 

			Gran’s magical health was slipping more each day, and I was far from ready to take over Sage’s Bakery.

			As if that background hum of stress weren’t enough, I had something scarier on my brain today: Vampire Hunters. 

			A secret cabal of Vampire Hunters had threatened to stake my friend Britt. If I was taking a morning off work, I should be investigating her sire’s suspicious death, not here, geeking out with other kitchen witches over pancakes.

			It didn’t help that our chapter president, Jacinta Hyacinth, was obsessively organized and perky, like a cruise director from hell. She’d just forced us all to watch a PowerPoint going over the rules of this year’s Secret Santa, which were identical to last year’s rules and the year before. 

			“Don’t worry if you’re lost, ladies.” Jacinta flipped to a slide with a clip-art drawing of a confused-looking witch, pointy hat askew. Did she think we were a bunch of airheads? 

			Yes, yes she did. 

			“I’m throwing a lot at you all at once,” she went on with an encouraging smile, “but FYI, I’ve cross-posted these guidelines to our GWA chapter’s site, in the Secret Santa FAQ … ”

			I gritted my teeth, stirred more sugar into my coffee, and ignored Jacinta’s alphabet soup droning till it was mercifully over.

			On the opposite end of the table from me, Gran was holding court, as extroverts do. Keeping her seatmates spellbound, letting her pumpkin waffles grow cold, she gave tips on casting the perfect memory spell. Her magical expertise was legend, and I was grateful she still had the ability to teach. Unfortunately, the spell talk was over my head. 

			Stupid magic-skills rut. 

			Luckily, to my left, our two youngest member witches were commiserating about how early their a.m. college lectures were this semester. Now that was more my speed, and for once, I even had a spell tip. 

			Gold-star bait from Jacinta.  

			“Try lark’s brew,” I said to the yawning girls. “It’s an elixir to help you wake up early and refreshed.”

			The young women glanced at me with bleary curiosity.

			“Isn’t that one of those new biologic spells?” said Yolanda, a petite teenager so cute she could turn her mom’s knitting projects into a fashion statement. Her boxy cardigan and knitted pom-pom hat looked brand new.

			 “You got it, Yo.” I couldn’t help but feel a cozy warmth at being the helpful, young witch that newbies looked up to. “It’s cutting-edge magic, really fascin— ”

			“Save it for some spell-nerd who cares.” Amethyst scowled and knitted her pierced eyebrows, which only made her look like a concerned owlet. 

			She was a first-gen witch, born to ordinal parents, and was currently going a bit overboard with the edgy, Goth-girl phase most first gens went through. But it was hard to take her prickly words to heart when I just wanted to boop her nose. 

			“We don’t have time to sit around mixing brew like a couple of crones,” Amethyst said. “Our new film professor assigns way too much homework. We’re both working four shifts a week here after school, and we also have … other stuff.” 

			  Other stuff? I was suspicious of her vague phrasing. What did I want to bet that “stuff” amounted to dating inappropriate boys? 

			Not like I had room to judge. My last boyfriend was an energy-leeching demon.

			“Lark is a game changer,” I assured Amethyst. “Trust me, when Gran had me taking all those college business courses a couple years ago … ” Was that ten whole years ago? “Anyway, I used to make a nice big pot of this elixir at night before class.”

			Yolanda’s big brown eyes widened. “Every night?” 

			“Sounds like a ton of pointless work.” Amethyst twisted her black-cherry-painted mouth, like she’d found a newt’s tail in her latte. “Can’t we just order it online from Wizard’s Warehouse?”

			“Sure, and I could serve pre-packaged cookies made by factory robots instead of hand-rolling my own magical dough.” Augh, was this how journeyman witches thought these days?

			“Yes, girl, Wizard’s does carry lark’s brew in tincture form nowadays!” a cheery female voice piped up behind me. “Or my night-owl butt wouldn’t have gotten through design school.”

			We all glanced up to see a witch who looked as if she’d leapt from the pages of a magazine. Sleek, black hair bounced around her tan shoulders. Her yellow bodycon minidress was paired with ice-grey cowboy boots, a bold departure from the pointy-toed, black granny boots most of us wore. As she slid into the empty chair beside mine, I caught a whiff of some vanilla-bomb perfume.

			“Killer boots.” Amethyst’s voice was girl-crush shy. “You must be Leia, the new Beige Witch in town.”

			I froze. Beige? That explained the heady scent. Beige Magic smelled like perfume. I should know: My elegant Beige Witch mother always smelled like Chanel No. 5, my older sister, Bea, like Glossier You, and my younger sister, Cindra, like Black Opium. But what was a Beige Witch doing at our meeting?

			“Enchanté, y’all. I’m Leia Lin.” The witch gave a graceful wave, and I nearly strained my eye-rolling muscles. “I’m visiting from Los Angeles, got a six-month contract with Kensington Industries. They’re redecorating their properties away from that cringe, eighties stuff and wanted a magical touch.”

			Amethyst squealed. “You’re a designer? From L.A.?” Gone was the perma-scowl. She was gushing as if her favorite influencer had come to town. “It’s only the most glam magical city in America.”

			“Are you friends with any mermaids or gargoyles?” Yolanda added shyly. “I bet in California, magical society’s more open-minded.”

			“Hopefully,” Amethyst added with a sigh. “We have a vampire friend who wants to move there … well, really anywhere but here.”

			Leia chuckled. “Didn’t want to say it, but yeah. Some interesting small-town vibes here.”

			Uh, what was that supposed to mean? 

			I poured more syrup onto my pancakes and tried to hide how irked I was at the implication that Blue Moon Bay was some benighted backwater. Sure, the Vampire Hunters didn’t cast us in the best light, but they were an aberration.

			“We have gloomy winters here, too,” I piped up. “I’ve seen a lot of Cali folks give up and go home … and there’s no shame in it.”

			“You’re sweet to worry about me — ” Leia dazzled me with another smile. “ — but my hair and make-up glamours can stand up to your rainiest weather.”

			“Make-up glamours?” Amethyst stared at her. “I thought we weren’t allowed?”

			I sighed. “She’s allowed.” 

			Not gonna lie, it was the one thing I envied Beige Witches. Our oath of magic forbade spells to improve our looks.

			“I can teach you the basics if you want. It’s easy,” Leia said, seemingly unaware she’d just offered a major Green Magic taboo. She nonchalantly scanned the menu as we goggled at her. “Hey, can one of you fab witches point me to Jacinta, pretty please? She said she’d introduce me around so I can maybe pick up some side gigs.”

			“Sure thing.” Yolanda leaned back in her chair and performed a complex maneuver of poke-nudging Jacinta, who was two chairs away, still listening to Gran. “Hey, Mama?”

			Yes, the chapter president was Yolanda’s mother. 

			You’d think she’d drive any kid to rebel, but Yolanda Hyacinth was as dutiful as they came. Each afternoon, she cheerfully worked side-by-side with her mom at the diner. She’d been pouring coffee and working the register since she was a little kid. Jacinta bragged to anyone who’d listen that Yolanda was majoring in marketig to become her official business partner.

			The crones at the table glowered when Leia was introduced, and it made my petty heart smile. What can I say? Growing up, being constantly compared to my elegant mom and sisters — by the same elegant mom and sisters — had left scars. 

			I was glad when Leia delivered her spiel in a bubbly voice and was reaching for her purse to go. But then Jacinta fork-tapped a glass of ice water to get our attention again. 

			“Listen up, ladies.” The table quieted, and Leia remained in her seat. Drat. “Another meeting has flown by in joyous community-building. Now it’s time for me to unveil one of my signature surprises that’ll set you all abuzz for the next month.”

			Amethyst mimed sticking her finger down her throat. Yolanda didn’t seem to notice. She was too busy gazing in admiration at her mom, the leader.

			“I’m proud to announce a bold new initiative. The Blue Moon Bay Area Green Witch Association Mentorship Project. It’s the brainchild of our leadership, me.” Jacinta gave a modest shrug, then began passing out a stapled handout. “It’s only a thirteen-hour-a-week, volunteer commitment.”

			The older witches in the room were all impersonating deer caught in the headlights of a double decker bus, but all I could think was that this was my big break. Gran had been an amazing mentor, but now, sadly, with her magic waning, I needed another one, painful as it was to think about.

			Jacinta had done me a solid. For once.

			Lorelei Verdell, the tiny, forty-something witch who owned the garden store, was the first to recover from the shock. “I don’t see how any of us have time for such a major commitment.”

			“That’s why I didn’t want to trouble you busy bees,” Jacinta cut in smoothly, “with a cumbersome email thread. Who did all the planning work for you? You’re welcome.”

			Lorelei blinked. “You do understand what volunteer means, don’t you? You can’t volunteer others — ” 

			“This. Is. My. Gift to our community.” Jacinta ran her fingers through her cinnamon-red, bobbed hair, fervent emotion painting her cheeks. “Mentors listed on the left side of page one, mentees on the right.”

			“Here we go,” Lorelei muttered.

			The rest of the town’s elder witches joined her in a sigh of resignation. This was simply how Jacinta led. She was born to organize other people in a fundamentally annoying way, like a border collie nudging wayward sheep with a well-timed butt nip. We were all used to it by now, and no one had ever attempted a coup. 

			Because when push came to shove, no one wanted that job.

			With eager butterflies in my stomach, I scanned the page for my new mentor. 

			But weirdly, I couldn’t see my name listed anywhere. 

			“Hey, Jacinta?” I raised my hand. “You forgot to … oh, oops.” I frowned at the projector. Hazel. There I was. “You accidentally put me on the mentor side.”

			“Yes, honey, isn’t it amazing how time flies?” Jacinta quipped, and a few other witches cackled.

			I blushed. “I’m still in my twenties.”

			“Your late twenties. Verrrry late.”

			“Still counts,” I growled. “And I’m — oh, my gosh. Says here that I’m supposed be mentoring your daughter, Yolanda? Surely that’s a mistake.” 

			It would be bananas for me to mentor anyone.

			“Oh, no, I don’t make mistakes,” Jacinta said. “Hazel, you came late to Green Magic. You faced serious obstacles.” True: my mom, dad, and two sisters. “But in just a few years, you’ve forged a place for yourself among us. My Yolanda will benefit from your example of hard work and determination.”

			I shook my head, unable to believe what I was hearing. Her praise was undeserved. I wasn’t some dynamo, star witch. If I worked hard, it was only so I wouldn’t let Gran down. 

			Gran. 

			She could be my out, proof I wasn’t ready.

			“You know, technically I still have a mentor myself.” I gestured to Gran, whose clicking knitting needles now moved like tiny hummingbirds. “So, wouldn’t it be weird if I — ”

			“Nah, you go for it, Hazel dear.” Gran waved me off, as I should have predicted. “A-okay with me. You’ll be doing good for this community that’s done so much for you.”

			“Hear, hear. And also … ” Jacinta gave me her brightest marketing smile, and I sensed she felt she was about to play a trump card. Little did she know she had no leverage over me. “Yolanda thinks you’ll be a cool mentor.”

			Me? Cool? A teenager spoke those words? I turned to Yolanda, who smiled sweetly and nodded. My heart felt all warm and fuzzy, then sank like a boulder as I realized what this meant. “I’ll have to think about it.”

			“What’s there to think about?” piped up my traitor of a gran.

			Jacinta chirped, “I’ll put her down as ‘warming to the idea.’”

			Helplessly, I searched the table for allies, but all I saw were looks of mild amusement. So, that’s how it was. Every witch for herself. 

			“It’s just, I-I’m really busy these days,” I stammered. “And, um, not sure I have quite the right skillset … ?” Yolanda’s posture suddenly slumping made me feel guilty about my weaselly speech.

			But how was I supposed to be a mentor when I was a mess?

			“Miss Hyacinth?” Amethyst didn’t raise her hand. “Sorry, but I’m not feeling Lorelei as my mentor.”

			“Mind your elders, child,” Gran admonished her. “Be grateful that a sterling witch of her caliber is willing — ”

			“Woot, woot! Y’all heard the kid. I’m off the hoo-ook.” The gardening witch banged the table and did an improvised victory dance, as several others squinted with bald-faced envy.

			“I feel like I want a different kind of mentor,” Amethyst went on and turned to the beautiful newcomer. “I’m vibing with Leia here.”

			Gasps filled the room. Green Witches weren’t easily shocked, but asking a Beige Witch to mentor you was over the line, even for a clueless, first-gen witch like Amethyst.

			An odd look contorted Leia’s face. Was she stalling? Kicking herself for not having snuck out earlier? Beige Witches loved to heap contempt on us “kitchen witches,” so I knew there was no chance she’d say yes. Even so, as the silence grew, I wanted to scream.

			Then Leia flashed her pearly, probably glamoured teeth. “Girl, I’m floored! What an honor. Of course, since your magic is Green, I can’t be your mentor … ”

			Called it. Sorry, kid, but it’s for the best.

			“ … At least not in a traditional sense. However, I’d be happy to take you thrifting. Mix up kale smoothies with you. Teach you the basics of Beige.” She winked. “See what I did there? Yeah, I know y’all call us basic.”

			The elders goggled as she and Amethyst fist-bumped across the table, and I felt a grudging respect for how gracefully the Beige Witch handled that curveball. Sure, she’d be a toxic influence and stuff her charge full of nonsense and kale, instead of knowledge. Still, she’d come here to network, been adopted by a sullen teenager, and rolled with it.

			Meanwhile, I ended up making a huge fool of myself, wriggling like a worm on a hook and disappointing a sweet kid like Yolanda.

			In Blue Moon Bay, your fortune could turn on a pancake.
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			“Who does that Jacinta think she is, the queen of town?” I fumed to Gran as we strolled down Ocean Street past the icy pier, where an adorable grey-haired couple posed for selfies, each nearly swallowed by their respective puffer coats. “Assigning volunteer work? It’s like having an extra boss.”

			“That witch has always been a striver and a try-hard.” Gran dismissed our leader with two of her choice insults. “But would it kill you to mentor the kid?”

			I gaped at her. “Really?” 

			So, this was why Gran offered to walk me in to work, instead of poofing home with a snap of her fingers? She wanted to put the pressure on about Yolanda? Too bad. I was already under pressures of a different kind. 

			“I start baking at five a.m. every single day,” I reminded her. “With you semi-retired, I’ve got to hustle to ramp up. Next time some corporate café muscles in, we could lose the bakery. It’s all up to me now, and I’m not ready.” 

			The look of sadness in Gran’s hooded eyes gave me a twinge of guilt for my tirade. I didn’t mean to sound like I blamed her for losing her magical ability. 

			I didn’t want to think about the fact that she was losing it at all.

			“Sorry,” I said quietly. “It’s not just work. I’m also worried about Britt and the Vampire Hunters.”

			I regretted the words as soon as they’d left my lips. Gran no longer looked sad, but bewildered. She gazed out at the whale-grey horizon, as if the sea held the answer to some riddle.

			“‘Fraid I don’t quite understand this vampire business, Hazel dear,” she said. “Time was, you could count on a Green Witch to take care of her own.”

			“Her own?” I cringed. Sometimes Gran could be downright old-fashioned. “I barely know Yolanda, and these hunters are threatening to stake innocent vampires.”

			Gran chortled. “Please, how many of those could there be?”

			“Uh, Gran, that sounds a little bigoted.” I scanned the empty block and prayed no vampires were listening in. Or, heaven forbid, Leia from L.A. “And how about Britt, for one? You love her.”

			Nearly everyone liked Brittany Salazar, the five-foot-tall, ex-high-school cheerleader and mean girl who’d unexpectedly become my friend this fall. Though magic powers only enhanced her natural pixie-queen-bee vibe, getting turned at eighteen had also given Britt empathy for those who faced challenges in life.

			Ever since the Vampire Hunters hit her with that death threat, Britt had been crashing on my futon. Storing her yucky blood vials in my fridge. Whimsically rearranging my furniture with her super-strength. Direct sunlight gave her migraines, so she streamed comedies all day and lived in satin PJs, washing down pizza and candy bars with my best wine till her waitress shift started at the Drunken Barrel. Calories magically fled her undead body, leaving her svelte for eternity. 

			After three days, I was low-key starting to see the hunters’ point of view.

			Gran and I reached the slippery crosswalk, and I took her elbow, as usual. She shook me off.

			“Fine, Britt’s as cute as a button. But your priorities are cattywampus.” Gran folded her arms, stubbornly staying put.

			My patience wilted, like a houseplant at Mother’s. “I’d love to stand here in the freezing cold arguing,” I said, “but I gotta get back to running your bakery.” 

			 “Our barista’s hands can serve a muffin as well as yours can.” Gran tutted and a rare smirk crossed her features. “Them older gals would rather flirt with him anyhow.”

			At the mention of our hot, new, shifter barista, I glanced at my watch, and my neck muscles tightened. “Oh, wow, Kade’s been working solo for three hours.”

			Gran narrowed her gaze. “You say that as if you don’t trust a grown man to run a cash register. What, are you worried he’ll rob the till?”

			“That’s ridiculous.” I inspected my chipped, apple-green manicure. Okay, part of me didn’t entirely trust Kade de Klaw, who had a sketchy past.

			“While we’re on the subject — ” Gran peered down her thick, black glasses at me in that way only older people can do to see your entire soul. “ — has it ever occurred to you why that boy had such a troubled youth?”

			I stifled a groan. “Don’t say because he had no mentor.”

			“No. Mentor.”

			Lifting her posture, Gran finally took a careful step onto the slippery crosswalk, braving it without help as I hovered along beside her, itching to take her elbow, but knowing she was too proud to accept help from me in the middle of an argument.  

			 “A magical child will find trouble,” she huffed. “Why’d you think I hired you at seventeen?”

			“You needed a pie slave?” I muttered under my breath.

			Gran looked taken aback for once. “I say this with love, but your first pies were not Sage’s quality.”

			I laughed despite myself, remembering that shrinking, mousy girl who’d first shuffled into Gran’s bakery kitchen for a pie-making lesson. Gran was right. I’d grown as a baker and as a witch, thanks to her. The wave of gratitude washed away some of my annoyance. 

			But only some.

			“I say this with love, too, Gran. Your ideas are out-of-date.”

			“Well, that’s appropriate. I’m eighty-six,” she said reasonably and took my elbow at last.  We headed down the block, side by side. “Yolanda’s magic is brand new, shining with potential. It must be tended with care, or it could grow destructive, and — oh, my word!”

			On the corner, Sage’s Bakery jumped into view. A blue squad car was parked in front, its lights flashing. Elliot James, our town’s hot deputy and my forever crush, was wrestling a large, pale-skinned man to the sidewalk.

			A ski mask hid the man’s features, but his broad, muscular build suggested he was young.

			“Gran!” My heart pounded as I took in the full picture. “That guy just tried to rob the bakery.” 

			“No, it can’t be.” Gran weakly shook her grey head. “Who would do such a thing?”

			“No idea.” But even as I said it, my brain was noting that this robber looked an awful lot like our new barista, Kade de Klaw.

			I took off running.

		

	
		
			

			[image: ]

			Thankfully, I didn’t have to get much closer before I could tell the robber wasn’t Kade. This dude’s shoulders were truly massive, and when Elliot tore off his mask, a mop of nut-brown curls spilled out. His diamond-like stare framed a teenage face that was all hard angles and blank neutrality.

			Whereas Kade had open, boyish features seemingly at odds with his jacked body. And auburn hair that fell over his eyes, making me want to smooth it back.

			I felt a stab of guilt that my brain had gone right to suspecting Kade. In the shameless tradition of brains, though, mine pivoted to worry. What if Kade had gotten hurt in the robbery? The cashier was a prime target, at least on TV shows.

			“Hazel. Don’t even think about going in.” Elliot had spotted me just as he was folding the reasonably compliant suspect into the backseat. “Let me handle this.”

			“You did handle it,” I shot back. “Thanks, by the way. Now I’m going to check on my bakery.”

			“It’s not your bakery,” he called after me. “It’s my crime scene!”

			I stormed in, figuring he had his hands full and wouldn’t follow.

			Breathless, I stepped into the front room. No Kade. No customers. The floor I’d mopped to a high shine last night was littered with half-eaten biscuits and scones and muffins whose tops had been nibbled off.

			Queasiness squirreled through my guts. Did the thief raid my display case for snacks? The idea of him mouth-mauling my lovingly baked, magical treats shook me even more than the sight of the open cash register.

			“Miss Greenwood, what are you doing back here?” a crabby voice demanded. Sheriff Gantry lumbered out of our kitchen, leading a second man in cuffs. 

			This one looked to be in his early twenties, rockstar skinny with a fade haircut dyed avocado. Whereas his younger partner had looked every inch the professional, this guy resembled a deranged cartoon imp. But he carried himself with a CEO’s confidence.

			“Go on.” Sheriff Gantry shooed me again. “Back to your … ” He tended to trail off mid-sentence, as if his own words bored him. “Go stand with the others in the civilian holding area, till we’re done with … ”

			“With this episode of justice theater?” The green-haired perp grinned, flashing sharp canines. It was eerie how he betrayed no hint of shame while being arrested for stealing from my family. He looked smug. Triumphant. Like he’d just nailed a performance art piece about robbing a bakery. 

			With a shiver, I turned back to the sheriff. “The civilian holding area?”

			“I was trying to make it sound more official.” Gantry blew out an irritated groan. “Back packing lot.”

			“Got it.”

			A belch from the green-haired robber made us both jump.

			“Hey, Sugar Mama, thanks for the free muffins.” The guy waggled his eyebrows at me. “They were magically delicious.”

			I averted my eyes from his leer, a chill running down my back. Did he know I was a witch?

			“They’re not free.” I willed my voice not to tremble. “You’re going to pay for stealing from my gran.”

			His smirk was full of menace, at odds with his cheery, green-smoothie hair. “You’re the one who’s gonna pay, kitchen witch,” he murmured just loud enough for me to hear. “You’re a traitor to both our kinds.”

			I froze, my heart drumming so loudly he could probably hear it. What the unholy hex was he talking about? Why would an ordinal call me out? Most didn’t even know magic existed. And why would he call me a traitor?

			“Let’s go, Torrin, you ill-mannered lout,” Gantry barked, but the green-haired robber held my gaze with pure hatred as Gantry muscled him out the door. 

			I was still struggling to shake off his glare and his scary parting words as I trudged to the back parking lot.

			Half a dozen of our regulars, mostly older women, stood flanking Gran, whose lips were drawn tight in a stoical line.

			Margaret from the senior center was there, too, for once not bickering with her lifetime frenemy, Helen. Though they did seem to be competing for who would get to stand next to Kade to fuss over him with an ice pack. 

			Ice pack?

			Whoa, Kade was sporting a blackened eye. And a swollen lip. 

			I made my way to him and his ardent fan club. “You did not try to fight them both off.”

			Kade shrugged, which made his hair fall into his black eye. “You left me in charge.”

			“This man is no ordinary barista,” Margaret crowed. “He’s a hero-ista.”

			For once, Helen didn’t quibble. “I’m calling up my grand-niece over at the Gazette.” She proudly held up a red Nokia phone from the Y2K era. “They ought to do a story on how you held off the bad guys till the cavalry came.”

			“You know, I think it’s better if we keep the story to ourselves,” Kade cut in. “Don’t want my ego getting out of control.” He winked, melting both the old ladies into puddles, but I wasn’t buying it.

			What was the real reason he didn’t want any press coverage?

			Maybe he doesn’t want his black eye in the paper. Gran’s voice in my head chided me for casting aspersions about Kade when he’d just taken a punch defending our bakery.

			“Um, are you okay?” I hoped my voice didn’t betray my guilt for having assumed the worst. Twice.

			“I’ll be fine,” Kade assured me. “I heal fast.”

			Course he did. Shifter immune systems were super-powered. They weren’t as disaster-proof as vampires, but were still primed for battle. Elliot was a shifter, too, and no doubt fast healing helped in his line of work.

			“Kade and Elliot both acted heroically,” Gran spoke up, and all the Kade-admirers turned to look at her somber face. “Nevertheless, it’s a sad day for this town. No one’s ever tried to rob our bakery, not in our seventy-five years of service to the community. Something is deeply wrong.”

			“You’re right, ma’am.” Elliot’s deep voice piped up behind me. “Tensions are running high in Blue Moon Bay. I intend to find out why.”

			Great. Now I really had no choice but to report what the robber had said to me. I’d kinda been hoping to move on from the whole “traitor to both our kinds” thing, but that was apparently unrealistic. 

			“In the meantime,” Elliot went on, addressing the crowd, “we must stand together as a community against these bold, criminal attacks.” As a murmur of anxiety went up among the group, Elliot nodded to me. “Got all the prints I needed. Floor’s swept and mopped.” 

			“You mopped my floor.” I tried not to let on that he’d just done something for me no other man had. “So, I can have my bakery back?”

			The crow shifter narrowed his dark, hooded eyes. “For now.”

			My first order of business was serving coffee and snickerdoodles on the house to every customer who’d gone through that this morning. Far as I was concerned, they each deserved a loyalty reward for walking through our doors again. Even Gran, who generally disapproved of freebies, gave me the thumbs-up before poofing home to watch afternoon soaps. 

			The post-lunch rush kicked off, and time went all hazy like it always does. I served red velvet brownies, whiskey-chocolate bread, and holiday, gingerbread witches. I made small talk with a new-moms coffee klatch, then frosted three dozen Earl Grey cupcakes for a special order. The bakery’s familiar rhythms soothed me, making me feel normal again. Almost. 

			Kade was mobbed by his female fans all day. The sight of his tip jar at five p.m., stuffed to overflowing with bills, made me smile. 

			But as I swept the dining room floor after close, I saw it again in my mind’s eye, defiled by the robbers’ crumbs. Green-haired guy’s threats echoed in my head, sending a shiver down my spine.

			Traitor.

			You’re gonna pay, witch.

			Who the hell were those guys? Did they really target Gran’s bakery because of me? What’d I ever do to them anyway?

			And if this robbery was their opening salvo, how much worse would the next hit be?
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			The sun was already low, and a crescent moon was rising over the waterfront, when I locked the bakery door behind me at five-fifteen p.m. That was winter in the Pacific Northwest for you. I wasn’t just being passive-aggressive when I warned Leia.

			Though definitely that, too.

			I merged into the happy-hour sidewalk traffic heading toward the south end of Ocean Street, where Max, Britt, and I were meeting up at the Drunken Barrel.

			The Barrel was, as you might guess, a huge dive. But every day at happy hour, it pretended to be an upscale bistro, serving decent tapas and bespoke cocktails to our better-heeled locals and a few savvy tourists. I swung through its familiar, scuffed saloon doors and was amused to see that business-casual crowded out the usual coastie flannel. Instead of a local fiddler playing reels live on the corner stage, chillout lounge music was being piped in at strategic decibel levels so that it cozily blurred the roar of conversation. 

			Which was good, because when I joined their table in the corner, Max and Britt were already arguing. 

			Well, Britt was, vociferously. Max was stuffing her face with pulled pork sliders and beet, arugula, and goat cheese salad rolls.  

			“And I don’t need some stinkin’ shifter bodyguard.” Britt slammed down her empty rocks glass just as I sat down. “No joke. To a vampire’s nose, you shifters have, let’s just say, a unique aroma.”

			“Newsflash, you all don’t smell like a Lush bath bomb to us, either.” Max had finally come up for air from her sandwich. “How do you think I knew you were a vampire before you told us? You’ve got a subtle Eau de Rot.”

			“At least my thing’s subtle,” Britt lobbed back.

			They both paused their ancient feud to say hi to me, and Max recommended the sliders. 

			I flagged the waiter and ordered my usual gourmet mac-and-cheese app and glass of rosé. Britt asked for another old-fashioned.

			“What’s this about a shifter bodyguard?” I asked.

			“She needs protection until we catch these vampire hunters,” Max said with finality. “No offense to your futon, but it’s not exactly a secure location.”

			“Oh, you don’t have to tell me my security sucks.” I sighed and caught them up on the bakery heist. Every detail, from Kade’s black eye to Torrin-the-robber’s smoothie-green hair — and his creepy remarks about being a traitor to my own kind and his.

			“Whatever that means,” I finished.

			Max swore and turned to Britt. “It means you’re gonna need two bodyguards.”

			“Two stinky shifters?” Britt laughed uneasily into her seared ahi salad. Though she needed blood and only blood to survive, eating food was her hobby. “Let’s not go jumping to conclusions. What if Hazel’s robbers are just ordinals high on weed? The munchies, weird laughter, paranoia.” She checked off the signs on her fingers. “Why should I be scared of a stoned muffin-thief?”

			“Because that’s not who these people are.” Max still looked stricken. “They’re scary. They’re organized crime — well, organized for shifters.”

			My heart had been flip-flopping ever since “scary.” “A shifter gang?”

			Max nodded, her face grim. “Carnivora. They’re dangerous, and they can be brutal.” 

			“I don’t get it. Why would these shifters have it in for Hazel?” Britt said, patting my arm. “She’s, like, the nicest person in town.”

			“Aw, thanks.”

			“More importantly,” Max said, “she’s a Green Witch.”

			Her comment didn’t make me feel as special as Britt’s had, but I knew what she meant. Gran had always taught me that Green Witches were held in high regard by other magical beings. That we were neutral in their war was the only thing shifters and vampires agreed on. They hated each other so much.

			“Crud.” The realization hit me. “They must know I’m protecting Britt.”

			“How?” Britt’s eyes widened. “Are they spying on me, too, like the hunters?”

			We all gasped at once.

			“What if this Carnivora gang are the Vampire Hunters?” I stared at my friends. “Shifters hunting vampires. It makes sense.”

			Now Britt looked nervous for once. “I was really hoping it was just dumb ordinals.”

			“We need more data,” Max said, which I think was her way of trying to reassure Britt. “But I think we have our first suspects. That crew would stake a newblood if they thought they could get away with it. Ugh. I’m going to kill Kade and Elliot for not mentioning that your robbers today were Carnivora.”

			“Yeah, seriously,” I said. Elliot worked in law enforcement. He would have recognized two local gangsters. It was irritatingly on-brand that he’d told us nothing. “Wait … why Kade?”

			“My brother used to run with Carnivora back in high school — ” Max played with her food, obviously uncomfortable with the memory. “ — till he got arrested the first time, thankfully before they could make him a full member.”

			“Wait a minute. Kade was friends with those guys?” I knew a little bit about switching sides from growing up thinking I was a Beige Witch. 

			No wonder Kade didn’t want the local paper doing a story. To him, it was personal.

			“Well, I’m definitely on team ‘Get a Bodyguard’,” I said, shivering. 

			Britt glared. “Thanks, traitor.” 

			“Too soon!” I protested.

			“Two against one. It’s settled.” Max pulled out her phone and began typing a text. “It’s kinda perfect timing, too. I just broke up with this big, grizzly shifter, so he needs something to take his mind off things.”

			I blinked. “You had a whole relationship and didn’t tell us?”

			“Smelly bear fur?” Britt made a lemon face, then an angry one as the penny dropped. “Hang on. We’re hiring your very recent ex to protect me?”

			Max looked up from her phone, confused. “What’s the problem?”

			“What if he hates you for breaking his heart?” Britt sputtered. “What if he wants revenge?”

			“Not everything’s a gothic soap opera, Ms. Vampire.” Max casually reached over to bogart one of Britt’s fries. “We just weren’t compatible … turns out, I might not be as bi as I thought I was.”

			“I’ve been telling you that since high school!”

			Max ignored me. “But Graham’s a solid dude. And you need muscle in your corner.”

			“Still stuck on the fact that you kept us in the dark,” I said.

			“What are you stuck on? It’s me.” Max poured half the sugar pitcher into her Long Island Iced Tea and stirred methodically. “I’m cryptic and don’t say much, except about stuff you don’t care about. Then I go on and on.”

			She picked the weirdest moments to be self-aware.

			“Miss, I’m so very sorry, but we’re out of that mac-and-cheese you like. And also out of rosé.”

			I looked up to see the thin, boyish waiter with his usual stoical expression. I didn’t know his name because everyone called him Scruffy, presumably because of the three-hair mustache he seemed so proud of. Britt had told me he was a domestic-dog shifter and actually older than he looked, which was good because he looked thirteen. 

			“You’re out of rosé?” I echoed dumbly. Every bottle?

			“This is all that’s left from the Happy Hour menu.” He was holding a plate piled high with greens, something my mother would eat. “Kale Delight. On the house.” He set down the salad with a slight bow and walked off.

			“Today is fired,” I whined. Then I remembered Scruffy was a dog shifter. “Crap. What do you want to bet that waiter’s a member of Carnivora, too?”

			“That little dude? Nah, you’re being paranoid.” Max peered at my plate. “Ooh, cranberries and feta. That is delightful. Cool if I eat your salad?”

			I was about to dump the bowl in her lap when Britt blurted out, “I need you two to help me with something tomorrow afternoon.”

			We both looked up at her.

			“I have to run a … painful errand,” she said.

			“Painful?” Max echoed. “Are we going to the dentist with you?” 

			“Waxing appointment?” I guessed.

			“Oh, you two are so cute!” Britt laughed us off. “Vampires don’t have body hair. Or cavities. Or cramps.”

			“Or friends, if you don’t shut up,” I said.

			“Anyway, it’s worse than any of that stuff.” Worry shadowed her sweet, heart-shaped face. “We need to pay a home visit to my sire’s surviving family.”

			A shiver ran through me. The hunters were likely responsible for her sire’s death, and it was important to interview his family. But visiting a vampire den was above my pay grade. 

			Especially since I wasn’t getting paid. 

			Even Max seemed less than eager. “So how many vampires are we talking about in one house?” 

			“Hard to say at any given time.” While she spoke, Britt began shredding a cocktail napkin. Even more unlike her, she was looking down at the peanut-shell-littered cork floor instead of at us. “Let’s just say I’ve been estranged from that household for long enough the family dynamics could be awkward.”

			I saw an opening. “Um, if you need emotional support, I’m happy to process with you after the visit? Which you go to without me.” 

			“Who said anything about emotions?” Britt gave me a frustrated look. “I need Max’s quick wits and agility and your magic, in case one of those undead monsters tries to kill me.”

			Max didn’t miss a beat. “We got your back, B.”

			Reluctantly, I nodded. 

			Britt stopped shredding her napkin. She let out a long breath and dropped her shoulders five inches. “Oh, good. Thank you both.”

			My phone buzzed with a text from Jacinta, who normally only group-texted at me.

			What time works best for u to come by tmrw aft to talk w Yolanda abt being her mentor?

			I stifled a groan. Could she be any more pushy? 

			Busy tomorrow, I typed back furiously. Helping a friend.

			I shoved my phone back into my purse, snatched up my fork, and stabbed a hateful mountain of kale.
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			The small, chic neighborhood of Sunset had always felt separate from the rest of Blue Moon Bay. Tucked into the foothills one steep and winding mile of road from the glitter of Blue Moon Heights, Sunset was known for its quirky custom homes on sprawling lots with backyard chicken coops, tropical greenhouses, mini-goat pens, or avant-garde yard art. It was where the Bay’s creative class dwelled, and until three weeks ago, Britt’s sire had lived there, too.

			I should have been scared, yet mostly I felt concern for Britt, who was chewing her cushiony lip beside me as she shifted the car into a lower gear. Her aviator sunglasses couldn’t hide her anxiety, even if they hid the glare from the setting sun that gave this neighborhood its famous, million-dollar views. 

			What did these people mean to Britt? She’d called them monsters, but they’d once been her family. Her only instructions were that Max should be prepared to assume her fly form and observe, while I, Hazel, was to smile and not speak unless spoken to. Hatred toward shifters and disrespect for humans, check and check. We were walking into a literal vampire den.

			Between Britt’s discomfort, my unease, and Max methodically working her way through an entire bag of Macintosh apples, we made the drive in crunchy near-silence until Britt drove past the neo-Victorian mansion of Yalis Meltakis, the flamboyant glass artist whose airy, translucent bowls sold at auction for thousands. 

			Decorating his property was a breathtaking cornucopia of larger-than-life, glass-blown animals and fairy creatures that seemed like they might come to life at any minute. We all oohed and aahed.

			“An amazing display,” Max mused, her gaze growing thoughtful in the rearview mirror.

			 “It’s beautiful,” I agreed.

			“Beautiful?” Max spat back, shuddering. “More like a crass and trite Disneyfication of nature, magical beings, and all that I hold sacred. But, hey, to each her own.”

			“Oh, my gosh. Why’d you call it ‘amazing’?” I snapped, feeling tricked.

			Britt spoke up for the first time since we entered Sunset. “Because it’s a stunning display of wealth. A cool million, just sitting in a guy’s yard? Man, must make the two of you feel like a pair of broke losers!”

			“The two of us?” I was about to point out that Britt was projecting wildly when Max spoke up, her mouth once again full of apple.

			 “She’s not totally wrong. I was thinking about how all that loot’s just sitting in his yard. No fences. No gate. No moat filled with glass alligators, which would be cool, but I digress. So why hasn’t some punk like my brother lifted all this junk and sold it on the black market?”

			“It’s obviously warded,” I said.

			Max perked up. “That’s a real thing?”

			“Sure, magical security systems are all the rage for those who can afford them.” 

			What I didn’t add is that warding was a touchy subject among witches. The gig was taboo, for reasons that had never been made entirely clear to me by Gran, who simply said no witch with an ounce of dignity would volunteer, and she pitied those who had no choice. Even my mother, who disagreed with Gran on nearly everything, said warding was too depressing and negative to talk about.

			I narrowed my eyes in the rearview mirror at the frolicking glass sprites, feeling a twinge for whichever member of my community had been desperate enough to take that job.

			On the next block, we passed the famous Onyx Pact compound, four modern eco-homes connected to a giant central yard, all of it jointly owned by the former members of Blue Moon Bay’s most successful grunge act. Back in the nineties, Onyx Pact sung about lust, rage, and hopelessness. Now, they were all happily married dads who, from the looks of it, lusted mainly after permaculture guilds, wind-powered tilapia ponds, fresh duck eggs, and broccolini. 

			Max ripped off another chunk of apple with her teeth and kicked the back of Britt’s seat. “Hey, Brittany, was your sire a musician, too? Did he serenade you at school?” 

			Britt got that uncomfortable, strained-jaw look again, and I tried to shoot Max a “clue-up” look in the mirror. Apparently, she hadn’t gotten the memo about sensitive subject.  

			“No, wait. I bet he was one of those performance art losers,” Max went on, clearly trying to annoy Britt into answering
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