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      Needle-like icicles hung from the bare apple and pear trees that made up the small orchard behind our house. Mine and my dad’s. Some of them were so long they almost reached the ground.

      Decorative evergreens lined the back of our property. They appeared to struggle to be free of the heavy weight of the ice and snow that still held their lower limbs captive. Young green needles were starting to peak out from under the dark green patches that were all that was left of the previous year’s growth.

      There was no doubt in my mind that this year’s wassailing would prove to be more powerful than last. More than half of our Coven showed up this year. Pretty good turn out, actually. The festivities had lasted an entire week. Corny as it might seem, I loved the spells we sang to awaken the trees.

      
      May thy bloom and bud, may your fruit grow plenty

      Enough to fill bushels and barrels for many,

      Years be they fast or time pass slow,

      Bloom, buds burst forth and grow,

      Wassail thy trees! Wassail!

      
      Every day the temperature seemed to rise just a little bit higher than the last. I breathed in the scent of winter’s ending. It came to me in waves of salt, water, wood, and damp earth. A witch’s sense of smell was more perceptive than a human’s, but not as great as other supernaturals. Still, I inhaled deeply.

      A smile tugged at the corner of my mouth. After the intense cold of the past few months the smallest change was most welcome. The ground was squishy beneath my boots. Puddles dotted my backyard as mounds of snow and ice slowly melted during the day only to refreeze again at night.

      It was a long, slow process, but I was overjoyed. It seemed as if we were going to experience the usual seasons in my small corner of Northern New Jersey once again. Untainted by dark powers and evil intent.

      It was all thanks to Grazi Kelly, of course. My gal, my homie, my BFF. Okay, so I helped a little. But that’s what friends do. They help each other. And Grazi just happened to be a very important player in the supernatural war that was constantly being waged between the powers of good and evil. Helping her was in everyone’s best interest.

      Anyway, the effects of dark magic sometimes included extreme weather. When she defeated the Scarred Sisters Coven in the woods in Bethlehem, PA, she stopped that. Okay, we stopped that.

      It was still a little unreal to imagine I had anything to do with it. But I did. I had finally come into my talents as a Witch right before the battle. I was a bit of a late bloomer, but I finally had magic!

      For the first time ever, I was really psyched for spring. Witches usually were, what with new growth and beginnings. It was a very important time for our Coven, which was primarily agriculturally based.

      Personally, I tended to be more technically inclined. Maybe my excitement was because I finally had a magical talent. Maybe it was because I was sick to death of the cold. Or maybe it was because I was just so ridiculously happy.

      I mean, how could I not be? It was almost Valentine’s Day and I could practically feel the grass seeds beneath my feet waiting to push through the mud and make themselves known.

      Oh, St. Valentine, I wonder if you ever felt this way. You married followers of Christ in secret and passed along outlawed messages between Christians during Roman times.

      Were you ever anxious, excited, and scared all at once?

      Balancing my beliefs between Christianity, Wicca, and Asatru was kind of tricky, but sending me to Catholic school had rubbed off on me. Dad had all sorts of reasons for it. Something about the Coven wanting to keep tabs on the goings-ons of the Church.

      Witches weren’t really fans of institutionalized religion, but hey, I enjoyed my many beliefs. I figured no one should have the right to tell me what or how many beliefs I was allowed to have.

      At any rate, St. Valentine’s Day was still few days away, but I always thought of that day as some sort of herald that spring was near. It seemed to me as if the bowels of the Earth were stirring with new life.

      Though this was the month of the Snow Moon or the Hunger Moon, I couldn’t help but be happy. It was as if I could hear nature’s young churning and waiting to burst forth all bright and new and lovely.

      I don’t know. Maybe I was being silly or just overly romantic. I mean, I finally have one. For the first time in my life, I have one.

      A Valentine.

      My stomach bubbled with excitement when I thought about it. A Valentine of my very own. I inhaled his minty scent and smiled. My mind had a nasty habit of running away with me.

      His anima magicae filled my nostrils and brought me back to the present. I became aware once again of where I was and who I was with.

      Jody Nieves.

      My boyfriend!

      Jody’s dark eyes were closed as he stood next to me. His long arms were outstretched. His palms were lifted toward the sky.

      His head was tilted toward the sky. Long, glossy dark curls spilled behind him. His hair was gorgeous. Thick and shiny enough to make any girl jealous.

      There was no moon out tonight. No stars either. He was nearly invisible in his pitch-black pants and leather Guardian’s coat. I couldn’t help but stare at him. He was delicious to look at. Especially when his lips twitched as if he was trying to suppress a grin.

      “Atencion, Angela. Come on, just ten more minutes,” his voice was calm and neutral, but it sent shivers down my spine all the same.

      It amazed me how he could transition from English to Spanish and never leave a trace of accent in either language of the other.

      Flawless.

      I closed my eyes and raised my arms, mimicking his stance, though I doubted I looked as good. Mastering my powers was more difficult than I thought. I mean, it seemed so easy when I was right in the middle of all the fighting back in December.

      With Grazi.

      Focus, Angela.

      Okay, back to my powers. They were surprisingly strong for someone as young and inexperienced as myself. They were also a lot more difficult to control when I wasn’t full of adrenaline, like when I was in mortal danger. I almost held a tiny spark of a flame in the palm of my right hand when my thoughts turned to Grazi once more.

      It had been weeks since I last saw or heard from her or Ronan. The closest thing I got to receiving a message was an insta-chat post in WolfMoon from SilverWolf stating that “the full moon was close and soon he’d be eating his fries with gravy.”

      Whatever the heck that meant. I guess thousand-year-old Werewolves weren’t known for making much sense. Seriously, the dude was strange!

      “Angela.” Jody’s tone meant he knew I wasn’t paying attention. For his sake I bit my bottom lip and tried again.

      Flames danced around in my head. They weren’t scary or hot. Well, not to me anyway.

      They grew tall inside of my mind. Full of different hues and levels of intensity. Not just orange. No. The flames inside of me were a rainbow of colors.

      Blood red, blinding white, deep gold, bright blue, shimmery purple, neon orange, apple green, and pale, pale pink. They danced around inside of me in a melodious pattern. They rose up. Floating in the sky inside of my mind and then, they grew.

      When I opened my eyes, my right hand was encased in a sparkling pink flame. It didn’t hurt. On the contrary, it felt great. I felt great. Strong. Powerful.

      Higher, I thought, and the flame grew, deepening in color as well.

      Jody backed up a step. His face carefully blank.

      I didn’t spend too much time thinking about him just then. No, not when I held fire in my hand. The flames turned bright red and spread from my right hand to my left. I marveled at the rush I got when that happened.

      More, I commanded. It raced up my arms to my elbows. And as it grew so did my zeal.

      I felt amazing.

      Invincible.

      My breath was coming faster and faster. All I wanted was more.

      To feel more power.

      To use it.

      Yeah, I could use it.

      I could do anything. I was so sick of winter. So sick of the ice and snow. I’d fix it. I could make it all go away. I just needed more!

      “Angela. Angela!” Jody’s voice sounded far away. Like he was inside the house while I, I was in the yard surrounded by my flames.

      My beautiful fire.

      But that couldn’t be right. He was standing right there.

      I turned my head to look at him and saw only red where I knew he should be! I turned my head left and right. But all I could see was fire. I was surrounded. I panicked for a moment. I was inside the flame, true, but they were my flames.

      They wouldn’t hurt me.

      Couldn’t hurt me.

      I was safe inside the flames. It was the only place I was truly safe. I rotated my head, but the fire was the only thing I could see. It danced and sparkled.

      A thing of beauty.

      It was hypnotic.

      A pulsating blaze.

      Warm and bright.

      I wanted more, but wait... I was doing something before, wasn’t I? Wasn’t I looking for something, or someone?

      Stay.

      Dance.

      Feed.

      More.

      Angela.

      Fire Witch.

      More.

      Brighter.

      Burn.

      Burn.

      BURN!

      “Angela! Stop!”

      Suddenly I felt cold. Cold and wet.

      I turned my head. There were no more flames. No more fire. Only Jody standing with the garden hose in his hands.

      His face was pale, and he looked shaken. I looked down only to see the charred remnants of my jeans, sweater, and black leather boots sticking to my now soaking wet body.

      “Oh crap! Not again.” I kicked the dirt and turned around.

      The walk back to the house was cold and embarrassing. I knew my face was probably as red as my hair. But surprisingly, I didn’t care about that just then.

      When was I going to learn control?

      I heard the sounds of Jody cleaning up behind me. By now, he understood that I wouldn’t be physically hurt or damaged by the flames. He knew I would need some time to pull myself together, take a shower, and change into dry clothes.

      He was giving me the space to do all that while he carefully put away the hose and picked up whatever bits and pieces of my clothing were left. I wondered if I burned any of the trees. But we should have been far enough away to stop that.

      Oh boy.

      This whole mastering my powers business was getting pretty expensive. That was the fifth outfit I burned to bits this week alone!

      Ugh.

      Oh well, there was always the mall. I could probably stand to do a little shopping.

      Glee!

      My cheeks were still burning by the time I reached my bathroom. Thank goodness, I didn’t share it with anyone. I had to get a kitchen sized garbage pail just for the amount of burnt clothing and shoes I threw away.

      It was a good thing I had my own private suite of rooms in the house I shared with my Dad. I wondered for a while if I should move back into the main part of the house with him. Now that he was no longer being held by the Tribunal, and Kaylie, my stepmom, was gone, I had worried that he would feel lonely in the big place by himself.

      But things had quickly returned to normal. He was busy most days with his corporation and didn’t get home most nights until after nine o’clock. Besides, I really, really liked my own space. Dad even seemed happy without my fashion diva ex-stepmother around. Truth be told, I was happier too.

      Finding out that we weren’t blood related was probably the best thing that had ever happened to me. I no longer felt guilty for her not liking me. As a matter of fact, I thought of it as a compliment these days. I was glad she left the way she did. When I thought about how my father almost paid for her crimes, I wanted to barbecue her!

      Okay, Angela, Kaylie is gone.

      Dad is safe.

      Deal with the mess in front of you.

      I locked the door and turned to face the garbage can. I took the lid off and began peeling my burnt, wet clothes off of my chilled skin. I didn’t bother inspecting them to see if anything was salvageable.

      Nope, I chucked them straight into the trash can without a second glance. They were destroyed.

      Oh well.

      I asked once if we couldn’t just magic them back to the way they were before, but Jody and Sherry both had fits.

      Magic was not to be used frivolously for personal gain.

      Anyway, at least I knew that my body would be fine. I mean, I was unharmed. Fire couldn’t hurt me. Well, my fire couldn’t hurt me, I wasn’t so sure about regular fire.

      I spied myself in the mirror and instead of turning away I faced myself. For years, Kaylie and girls like the petite and blonde, Julianna DiPaolo, and her perfect cheerleading squad made me feel like a freak with my red curls and full figure.

      But not anymore.

      I mean, I knew that I would never look like them. But nowadays, I didn’t care. I mean, I didn’t even want to try. What I had, who I was, I liked. My style and individuality. Even my freckles. LOL. There was no point in trying to look like something that I wasn’t or in crying about it. I was finally just happy to be me.

      And then, of course, there was Jody. He made me feel beautiful. He was kind, encouraging, and pretty freaking hot himself. Seriously, he was cover model cute. But he was more than just a face or a body. He was intelligent, funny, and supportive. I really liked him. I felt good when I was with him.

      I felt good about myself when I was with him. It wasn’t anything he said or did exactly. It was more the way I felt about myself when he looked at me with his chocolate brown eyes or held my hand inside his.

      I stepped onto the blue glass tile floor of the shower stall and turned the faucet handle toward where the word hot was etched into the brushed nickel plate. A steaming spray of water came pouring out of the shower head and I stepped fully underneath it.

      Lavender scented shampoo filled my nostrils as I applied it to my longish red hair. It would take two applications for me to scrub the smell of smoke out of it. I followed up with some conditioner in the same scent.

      Next, I tackled the soot and ash that clung to my body. A little coconut scrub, made for me especially by Sherry, on top of my favorite natural loofah would do just the trick. I loved the subtle scent and moisturizing qualities of the scrub. She was a marvel, that Sherry.

      A powerful Witch and my mentor.

      There was really no one word that would describe her. She was the only Witch I knew who could claim the magical blood of several peoples. She was European, Romani, and Native American. She was descended from both Welsh and Celtic tribes. Her Romani ancestors came from both India and Eastern Europe. And she even had ties to Ancient Egyptian priestesses.

      There was no doubt in my mind that Jody was already on the phone with her reporting what had happened tonight during my training.

      Oh, well.

      Can’t win them all.

      A knock sounded on the bathroom door as I towel dried my hair.

      If I wasn’t careful, I’d have a huge frizzy mess on top of my head. It was important to keep blotting my hair in evenly pressured strokes with a cotton towel for maximum absorption. Next came a detangling spray and wide toothed comb.

      “Yeah?” I answered the knock without breaking my concentration.

      If only I was this focused when it came to my magic.

      I rolled my eyes at my own stupid vanity. But that didn’t stop me from combing my hair till it was just right.

      Now, scrunch, scrunch, scrunch, and voila.

      “You alright?”

      “Uh huh.” I was holding the comb in my mouth and spit it out onto the counter to better answer him.

      “Okay. I, uh, called Sherry. She wants us to go see her. I’ll get the bike, alright?”

      “Yeah, I just need a few more minutes.”

      “Take your time, sweet. You’re sure you’re alright?”

      “I’m good, Jody, thanks.” I smiled.

      I liked it when he called me that.

      Sweet.

      The sound of his boots heading down the tiled stairs told me it was okay to walk into my bedroom to change. I was still getting used to being in a relationship with a boy. I was so not getting dressed in front of him!

      He respected me, though. He didn’t push or anything the way some boys did. Or so I’ve been told. I never had much luck dating anyone at my school.

      Sacred Heart Prep wasn’t exactly swarming with kids wanting to date an uber-curvy redhead with an eccentric taste in accessories. But Jody, well, he was different.

      He was a Witch.

      And he liked me.

      He told me I was gorgeous. That was certainly a first. He kissed me like all the time. And always seemed to want to hold my hand or touch my hair. It was like he needed to be in physical contact with me when we were together. A hand on my elbow or something like that. I didn’t mind. Not at all. I quite liked it.

      Sometimes when we touched, I swear I saw sparks. Like the coldness of his magic and the heat of mine sizzled when they met. It was like, wow. I mean, whoa, it was so awesome.

      I applied some anti-frizz goop that I left on my dresser to my damp hair. Sherry had designed it especially for my wild red curls. I hadn’t cut my hair in a few months and it was already hanging down my shoulders in soft tendrils. I kinda liked it this way. Still, I grabbed a thin, dark purple, crushed velvet headband and put it on.

      Cute.

      I wore a pair of heather gray leggings with a deep purple and gray sweater that was a little clingy, but I liked the way it accentuated my curves. I shrugged on a pair of knee-high rain boots to protect me from all of the mud and slush that would surely be on the road.

      I got them online. They were super cute. They had this purple and teal paisley design that I just loved. I grabbed my black fully lined raincoat and headed for the stairs.

      Oops.

      I had to head back for my cell phone. After a momentary panic, I remembered where I put it. Snug in the inside pocket of my jacket.

      Duh me.

      I seemed to have developed a sort of magical relationship with my phone over the past few weeks. Like, for real. No joke. Not just in the usual teenager way. But then again, I am not the usual teenager, am I?

      Actually, I could sometimes channel my magic through my cell phone. Guess I really was a techie geek. Not that I minded. If my talents hadn’t turned up, I was thinking about going into software development as a profession. I still might, but first I needed to learn more about what I am. Jody called me a Fire Witch.

      I had never heard that term before, except in fairytales or spooky bedtime stories for little Witches. Often the stories I heard ended with the Fire Witch being captured, enslaved, and drained of her powers.

      That is, if she wasn’t completely seduced by them. Oh yeah, there was the tale of
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