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For those who have a soft spot for more unusual romances...
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I put this collection/boxed set together to assist readers with time constraints. Maybe you want to sample all the paranormal, sci-fi, and fantasy romance tales I’ve written at the same time. Or, perhaps you’d like to get a head start on each separate series, to bypass the typical routes. I also wanted to reach out to new readers, those who were not familiar with my work, to give them a good sampling. Then, they could decide if they wanted to try my more contemporary or historical stories. Whatever reason that brought you here, know that I’m glad you found this book, and I hope you enjoy it! ♥
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Decisions abound in these supernatural, romantic tales...

How about a dose of magick sprinkled on the town’s newcomer?

Would you go for a stranger with rare blue eyes in the middle of a winter retreat?

And finally, is it abduction...or just what she’s always wanted? 
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She never imagined casting a simple spell could turn out so wrong, and oh, so right...



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Magick & Moonlight


The Magick Series,

Book 1
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Chapter One
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Ethan Hamilton walked along the shore, kicking rocks. Up above the water, the moon looked as big as a saucer. It was a full moon, the kind that people usually associated with werewolves, vampires, and all those silly legends. The kinds of things pop culture made people believe were true. But he knew better. Monsters weren’t real. There were monsters, of course, but instead they were humans who did terrible things.

There was always an explanation for everything. Just as there were reasons he was standing by the shore in Yachats, Oregon, wondering if his decision to start all over was warranted. Could he forget what happened and just move on, move to a different town, and hope that a new life would provide him with better options? Could he forget what had happened in Seattle, the pain and humiliation of it all? 

Just as he was getting disgusted with his self-analysis, he caught something out of the corner of his eye. He turned and noticed firelight in the forest to his right. A campfire was burning. He’d been told the forest was usually empty this time of year. That was why he’d chosen the cabin, for the seclusion. He figured it was probably just a couple of kids screwing around. Concerned that they might start a forest fire, he went to investigate. Suddenly, he stopped. 

“You’re not a cop anymore,” Ethan reminded himself gruffly. He shook it off. That didn’t matter though. The last thing he needed on his conscience was a careless accident turned into a royal nightmare. 

He grimaced, but went on to seek out the person who’d started the campfire. He walked for a while, before he could see a small stream of smoke wafting up above the line of trees. He eventually neared a clearing yet stopped as he could hear a voice. Stepping closer without drawing attention to himself, he peered around a tree. In the clearing was a campfire. A woman was dancing naked around it. Occasionally, she would stop moving and stir something inside a cauldron hanging over the fire. She chanted low words in another language. 

The flames cast light over her nude body, while the darkness of the night partly obscured it in shadow. Her hair, as black as licorice, swung freely about her shoulders in thick waves. Her eyes in the firelight looked nearly obsidian. Her body was magnificent. He felt his mouth go dry as he stared at her. She was slim with just the right amount of curves. The light from the flames danced over her full, white breasts and hips, and did nothing to hide the dark triangle of hair between her thighs. As she turned, he glimpsed her backside and when he felt his groin tighten in response, he groaned out loud.

The sound caused her to freeze. Her gaze was wild, panicked, reminding him of a wounded animal that wasn’t sure of what danger it might be facing. When her eyes met his, the breath escaped him just as she gasped. Dear God, she was lovely. From what he could tell, she was about five foot four and perfect. He could not mistake the pull he felt, the way he was drawn to her sensuous mystery. Instead of covering herself, she crept closer to the fire and before he knew it, she produced a knife. 

Her voice called out, startling him. “Strong gusts of sweet Nature's Life, soft scented stillness to calm all strife, Blow for me, breathe for me, sweeping all evil away. Blow for me, breathe for me, in dark winter night or bright summer day.”

He didn’t understand her words at all, but he couldn’t look away.

Then her eyes traveled back to his. “What do you want?” she hissed.

The contrast between her ferocity and the carefree, joyous way she’d been dancing made him want to laugh. He shook his head. “What are you doing with that? You could hurt someone.”

“It’s an athame.” She narrowed her eyes at him.

He frowned. He doubted she knew how to wield the weapon. But it wouldn’t be smart to underestimate her. His job had taught him to be prepared for anything. “Now, wait just a minute, sweetheart. I’m not going to hurt you.” He took one step out of the line of trees, then stopped.

“Oh?”

“I just came to make sure no one’s trying to start a fire out here.”

She frowned. “Are you a ranger?”

“Hardly.” He sighed. “I used to be a cop.”

Her eyes wavered over his face, and then gave a swift perusal of the rest of his body. He had never been more aware of his masculinity, dressed in simple jeans, a tee shirt and a jacket.

“I don’t recognize you. Are you a tourist?”

He shook his head. “No. I just moved here a few days ago.”

“Oh.”

“What are you doing out here anyway?” He struggled not to be distracted by her nudity, however appealing it was.

“Nothing. A spell.”

“A spell?” His eyes flew to the black cauldron. He remembered the strange chanting he’d heard before. “You’re practicing witchcraft? That’s a new one.”

“Wicca, actually, is a religion based on the elements of nature. It’s a way to harmonize with our environment.”

“Is that right?”

“Yes.”

Unnerved again by her naked body as well as her suggestion, he shrugged out of his barn coat and approached her. He draped it around her shoulders and buttoned it over her, aware that he might as well be caressing her, he was so close. He realized that his coat was touching her luscious, naked body, her most secret spots. The thought made him clench his fists. “Can I give you a ride back home? My truck is nearby.”

A long silence fell. Her gaze on his, it seemed to take her a while to decide if she could trust him. “All right.” She dropped the knife she held.

With much relief, he sighed. “We need to put out the fire,” he pointed out. 

He took a stick and nudged the cauldron enough so that its contents spilled onto the fire. A puff of smoke filled the air, causing them both to cough at the whiff of herbs and something else that smelled burnt. He began to doubt if she was really a witch after all. It was likely she was dabbling in the arts because she was bored. At her whimper of distress, he turned, alarmed. “What is it?”

She pointed to the mess he’d created with the broth and the campfire. “I wouldn’t have done that if I were you.”

“Oh? Why not?”

She opened her mouth as if to explain, then suddenly closed it. “Never mind.”

“Fine, then. Let’s get out of here.” With a hand against the small of her back, he nudged her gently toward the path he’d taken to find her campfire. “So, how long have you been dabbling in—” 

“In what? Magick?”

He wondered if her contrariness was borne out of the urge to make him more uncomfortable about the subject than he already was. “Yes.”

“All of my life.”

He raised his eyebrows. This woman was getting more interesting by the moment. And for all he knew, she might be crazy. “I see.”

“I doubt it.”

Not only was she sexy as hell, she was feisty. He fought down the response of his libido to that deadly combination. Perhaps she was a witch. She would be nearly impossible to forget now that he’d met her. “Maybe you could tell me your name?”

“You can call me Jessie.”

He grinned. At least now he could put a name with a face. Or a body. “Well, nice to meet you, Jessie. I’m Ethan Hamilton.”

“Good to meet you too. What are you doing out here though?”

“I have a cabin not too far from here. I was by the shore when I saw the light from the campfire.”

“Oh. Sorry for disturbing your peace.”

“Believe me. It was no bother.” At least not if he didn’t want to sleep tonight. His body was as hard as a rock, clenched in anticipation of what he could share with this woman if she let him. And that wasn’t likely, considering her reception of him. “We’ll reach the truck soon, I promise. You’ll be home in no time.”

“Thanks.”

“No problem.” He cleared his throat. “Is there a reason I found you naked out in the woods? I mean, you lost your clothes somehow, right?”

The secret smile she gave him made his throat feel dry. “Do you want me to lie?”

“Of course not.”

“The ritual was best practiced in the nude. Skyclad rituals are very common, you know. The Goddess tells us, ‘You shall be free from all slavery, and as a sign that you be truly free, you shall be naked in your rights.’"

He lifted a brow. “Even if that were the case, you didn’t walk there naked, did you?”

“Didn’t I?”

Maybe she was crazy after all. 

“I didn’t walk at all.”

He thought she might be saying that she was transported by magic. Yep, she was batty as hell. He was so not touching that one. He cleared his throat again.

A sharp cry startled him and instinctively, he reached forward and grabbed her when she started to fall. Unfortunately, she ended up right in his arms.

Or maybe it was fortunate after all. With her luscious lips so close, he could almost taste her. And her scent...God, she was intoxicating, like a mixture of night air and jasmine. “You all right?” he managed.

She nodded. “My foot caught on a rock, I think.”

“Is it bleeding?”

“My foot or the rock?” Her cheek dimpled.

He laughed. “Your foot, of course.”

“No, I don’t think so. It’s all right.”

“Good.” He realized his mistake immediately. Some strange instinct caused him to keep her close. Stepping back would be a crime and she was seductive. Knowing she was naked underneath his coat didn’t help anything. She was way too accessible. Heedless of the costs, he plunged a hand into the soft waves of her dark hair and lowered his mouth to hers.

She tasted like wine, potent and sweet. He explored her mouth slowly, allowing her the chance to pull away or slap him. He knew he’d deserve it. He’d never stolen a kiss before, and he couldn’t think why he’d done it now. But she tasted delicious. And her body felt so good against his. He groaned and drew her closer. When she moaned in return, he kissed her deeply and moved a hand down her back. His hands wanted to roam further, but he held himself in check. If he was a real gentleman, he’d pull away now. Reluctantly, he did. 

He drew back and tried to get his libido back under control. “Ah...sorry. I wasn’t thinking.” He swept a hand through his hair.

He thought she looked just as shaken. But she smiled a little. “It’s okay. No harm done, right?”

“Right.” He eased an arm around her again and took her to the truck. 

Jessie was turned toward the cabin when he opened the passenger door.

“Everything all right?” he asked. 

“Yes. That’s a lovely cabin.”

“Thanks. It’s a rental.” He led her to the truck, where she hopped in quickly. After he shut the door, he walked around the truck to the driver’s side, got in and started the engine. He glanced over, saw her bare legs that seemed to go a mile and looked away. 

Jessie sighed.

When he looked back at her, she was shivering. “Oh. Sorry.” He flipped the heater on full blast and smiled when she cast him a grateful glance. “Is your place on the outskirts of town or farther in?”

“Right in the middle.”

He nodded. “Great.” He pulled away and started down the long road that wound around the forest.

Jessie was quiet as he drove back towards town. Ethan couldn’t blame her. They were basically strangers, though he supposed he had some familiarity with her body now. It was odd. When he’d had her in his arms, she hadn’t felt like a stranger. It had felt right somehow. As his lips moved on hers, as he’d held her tight against him, there was a sense of homecoming. She’d seemed familiar somehow, though he knew he would remember having met her.

Ethan was not prone to fantasy, but he couldn’t shake the sense that there was some importance to knowing her.

When they were back to civilization, he noticed that even though the streetlamps were on, the town was dark and deserted. He hadn’t been here late at night before. He’d gone into town to get supplies, but had mainly kept to himself. Yachats was small, unlike Seattle. He imagined things were a lot different here.

“Here,” Jessie spoke up. “Turn left.”

He followed her orders and stopped before a quaint white house with burgundy shutters. It was little more than a cottage. Judging by the age of the house and the style, he guessed she liked Victorian homes. For some reason, that fit her. Even in the dark, he glimpsed a decent garden and flower beds around the outside of the house. He was reminded of his grandmother. Nana, his father’s mother, had loved gardening. He had often escaped to her house when his parents left town. His own mother wouldn’t know what to do with a plant, although she certainly paid for the gardeners to make it to look otherwise.

“Nice house,” he commented as he killed the engine.

“Thank you. It was my grandma’s. Well, ours. Never mind.”

He imagined there was more to that story, but he didn’t press. She probably wanted to get away from him as fast as possible. For God’s sake, the woman was half-naked. Who could blame her if she still wanted to protect herself?

“Well. It was nice meeting you, Ethan.”

“Certainly a pleasure,” he agreed. He shifted as color moved up his neck. He tried to get control over his desire. He cleared his throat. “Let me walk you up.”

She looked surprised again. “All right.”

He got out of the truck, then opened her door. She murmured a thank you. He caught a glimpse of bare thigh when she exited the vehicle. He wisely suppressed a groan.

Ethan shut the door and followed her up the walk. When they were standing on the porch, he glanced at the white swing nearby. “It seems so peaceful. She must’ve been special, your grandmother.”

“She was.” A comfortable silence spanned between them. “Well, I should go inside.”

“Sure.”

“You must forgive me if I don’t return your coat right away. It would cause me more embarrassment if I did otherwise.”

He frowned. He hadn’t noticed her discomfort before. He supposed he’d been distracted by her natural sensuality. But in the moonlight her cheeks were flushed. 

Ah, hell. That peep show had been private, not meant for anyone but herself. “I understand.”

She smiled. “Goodnight, then.”

“Night, Jessie.” His eyebrows rose to see her open the door without a key. Not much need for security measures out here, he imagined.

When she was safely inside, he returned to his truck. The engine roared to life as soon as he turned the key. With a last lingering glance at the house, now lit up from the inside, he drove back the way he’d come. Riding through town, he thought of Jessie. She was certainly an interesting woman and not one he was likely to forget. Perhaps the fact that she had his coat would offer a convenient excuse for him to talk to her again. He looked forward to it.
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Chapter Two
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Jessie Anderson closed the door and waited for Ethan to leave before she relaxed. When his truck was gone, she released a long sigh. She also felt strangely bereft, though she had no idea why. She shrugged it off. Maybe she was simply tired. It had been an eventful night.

She removed the coat and lifted it to her nose without thinking. It carried his scent, of cologne and something very male. This made her feel warm. She carefully set the coat on a table, then moved upstairs to locate something to wear. At the closet, she paused.

She thought of Ethan Hamilton. He’d only been wearing jeans, a tee shirt and hiking boots. Not much different than some of the other men in town. He looked good, though. Ethan wore his hair long on top in brown layers. His blue eyes were very compelling. The moonlight had caught the color so perfectly, she had wanted to drown in his gaze. He was tall and muscular, built very well. And dear Goddess, his kiss was really something. She’d never felt like she had when he’d kissed her. There was such passion, even power in his embrace. She had nearly lost herself in the moment.

But, why had she told him what she was doing in the forest? That was so stupid. She wondered if she’d momentarily lost her mind. The man made her want to be completely honest. And that was just crazy. Sure, he was a cop, or a former cop – she wasn’t sure – but that didn’t mean she had to give him full disclosure.

She’d told him her secret. The implications really hit her then. 

She could be found out. What if he told someone? Her grandmother had told her to be careful for a reason. Her business might suffer because of it. What if something worse happened? What if they ran her out of town? Or institutionalized her? Panic could make people crazy. It had been proven plenty of times throughout history.

This wasn’t good at all.

She bit her lip. But, what if she could trust him? He said he was a cop. Could Jessie believe that he would keep her secret safe?

She shook her head at last. She couldn’t take that risk. She had to act. Now. 

But, what could she do?

The idea came to her as she recalled that abrupt kiss. Obviously, he was not indifferent to her. Could she do it? Make someone her puppet? She had never been the manipulative type.

Jessie groaned. She didn’t have a choice, did she? She went downstairs and gathered the necessary supplies. She retrieved his coat and searched for an inconspicuous place she could cut. After locating one, she used a pair of kitchen shears and trimmed carefully.

Then, she got to work. She used lavender and cinnamon for calming and healing powers and combined it with a mortar and pestle. She added it to her small cauldron. With a red pen, she wrote Ethan’s name on the fabric she’d acquired from his coat. She pressed her lips there three times, all the while imagining it was his mouth she was kissing and that he was receptive to her touch. She placed the fabric in the cauldron as well. 

Deftly, she stirred it together, aware that what she was doing was incredibly dangerous. The Rule of Three, the Wiccan law that stated whenever you wished harm to come to another person, it could come back to you three times over. It would also be dangerous for her emotionally. If she made a man fall in love with her, how could she not feel something for him as well? She had already noticed how attractive Ethan was. When he’d kissed her, it had felt so right to be in his arms. She had also noticed how he made her feel different, alluring. She hadn’t considered herself a beautiful woman before. But he’d looked at her as if she was irresistible. She wondered just how enticing she was to him, longed to find out. 

She measured some out and made a tea from it. She poured the potion in a cup. She swallowed it, choking down the unsavory parts of it, then washed it down with some juice. This should work, but she wasn’t sure how fast. 

She spoke the words as she created a fire, adding flame from a long match, in the cauldron. The flames sprang around wildly, consuming the fabric and the herbs. “Fire come from below, bring me the love that I do know. Make my heart blaze and shine, to bring the love that will be mine. Soon my love will come a day, three times strong and here to stay. So mote it be.”

The flames slowly died down. She left the room and prepared for the next step. It only needed to be sealed with another kiss. Love spells were so uncertain though. Perhaps it wouldn’t work at all, yet it couldn’t hurt to make herself a little more seductive.

Sometime later, there was a knock on her door. In only a black chemise and matching panties that she’d donned after her shower, Jessie eased on a short black satin robe and tied the sash. She went to answer the door.

It was Ethan. He looked the same, still as appealing. He didn’t seem to notice the chill of the air. “I came to see if you were all right.”

“I’m fine. Thank you for your concern.”

“I need to be sure, Jessie.”

“I’m all right, I just said that.” She frowned as he let himself in, closed the door and pulled her close against him. “I don’t understand.”

“What’s to understand? I love you. I want you. It’s simple.”

“Oh.” She supposed it had worked then.

“Do you want me?”

She measured his features, taking in every detail, even that strong chin with a bit of a cleft. A peaceful feeling came over her as he held her. It was a sense of security mingled with passion. Oh yes, she wanted him. She nodded.

“Good.” He covered her lips with his, teasing them open until his tongue could touch hers.

With a murmur of pleasure, she looped her arms around his neck, leaning against him. Before she knew it, he’d scooped her up. She squealed.

He laughed. Then he took her straight upstairs to the bedroom.

She blinked. How had he known that? Ethan had never been in her house before.

He placed her gently, lovingly, on the bed and joined her there. He untied her robe and groaned to see what she had on underneath. “Jessie,” he whispered, caressing her through the material. Then he slowly removed her chemise.

She arched up as he locked his lips onto her breast. Her eyes fluttered closed and she gripped his hair, holding him to her.

He muttered words of praise as he worshipped her body. When he removed her panties and placed his lips onto her womanhood, she gasped. It took only moments before she cried out with pleasure, her eyes wide. 

He removed his own clothing and she recovered in time to appreciate the reveal. His chest was so massive it was amazing. And the shape he revealed as he dispensed with his jeans had her heart rate increasing double-time. He tossed his briefs and slipped a condom on. She nodded at the forethought and accepted him into her arms as he joined her on the mattress once more.

When he penetrated her waiting flesh, he felt large. But his movements were slow, almost methodical. She was grateful. She had had only one other lover in her life, and that was back in college. As he increased the rhythm, it was so rewarding. He was compelling, controlled as he made love to her. She closed her eyes and accepted his kiss. She counted her blessings that she’d thought to do that spell. She might never have had this chance to even be with Ethan.

She looked up into his blue eyes. As he strove against her flesh, she couldn’t look away. She lifted her hips, rising to meet him, to assist him in his journey. His intense regard warmed her. She knew this was one thing she would not regret.

She lifted her mouth to meet Ethan’s kiss and released a muffled cry. His release came as well. As their bodies cooled and he drew her with him, close to his chest, her lids slowly drifted shut.

***
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Jessie woke upon her stomach, her face in a pillow. The morning light drifted through the room as she blinked the fog from her eyes. She glanced at the display on her alarm clock. 11:52. Saturday. Jessie groaned. She usually opened the store casually on the weekends and sometimes not at all. As the proprietor, she had that right. But she was an early riser. This morning was the exception. Her body felt well-used, but it was not unpleasant. It seemed Ethan’s reserves were tireless. He just kept wanting her. They had made love three times during the night, dozing off in each other’s arms and awakening periodically to rediscover one another. She didn’t really mind. She had never experienced that before. Jessie’s dry spell in the romance department had caused her the occasional concern. She’d often wondered if she had what people called passion. She seemed to have it in spades with Ethan. Or maybe that had come from the man himself. She couldn’t doubt his skill as a lover. 

In any case, she should really get up and figure out what she was going to do about Ethan. He might be under a spell now, but she didn’t know how long it would last. It could be days or weeks. And love spells didn’t always work. Well, they never really worked because willpower was a stronger force. Memories could break through. And it wasn’t love. Real love, the kind you read about, the kind she’d always doubted, was given freely, not coerced. And Ethan wouldn’t forgive her if he ever figured it out.

Jessie sighed into the soft pillow beneath her head and then sat up. There was a large, empty space beside her in the bed. “Ethan,” she whispered, and she was surprised to find tears starting in her eyes. 

How silly of her. It was just sex, wasn’t it?

She spotted a pink carnation on the bedside table. Oh, wow...how had he had time to head to the flower shop? Reaching out, she picked it up and inhaled the sweet, subtle fragrance. She smiled and fetched a vase. Filling it with water, she gently placed the flower in the container. 

Suddenly, she heard a strange noise downstairs and froze. It was a repetitive sound, like clattering. Given last evening’s events, it had to be Ethan. So...he hadn’t left after all. The relief that moved through her was profound.  

Her belly curled a little, however. She was hardly experienced with morning after events. What was she supposed to do? Should she boot him out at some point? What was the protocol for this situation?

Jessie grabbed her silk robe and put it on, tying the sash. She realized it was a form of self-protection, that move, but what else was she supposed to do? They had established a kind of intimacy already. However, she didn’t know what to do with Ethan now that he was under the love spell. She hadn’t thought that far ahead.

With a moody shrug, she left the room and padded down the stairs, keeping an eye out for Ethan. When she reached her kitchen, a room she’d had a blast decorating in shades of yellow, her eyes widened. The man was cooking. He moved around the room so swiftly she had to blink. 

When he spotted her, he smiled. “You ruined the surprise.”

“I did?”

He nodded. “I was going to serve you breakfast in bed.”

Moved by the thought, she stepped forward and didn’t resist when he kissed her. “I usually don’t sleep this late.”

He lifted a shoulder. “So live a little.”

She smiled. “What are you making here?”

“Nope. I’m not saying. Go have a seat and I’ll serve you.”

Jessie was caught between a need to be fiercely independent and somehow charmed at the same time. “Ah...fine,” she muttered. She sat down at the wooden kitchenette. “No hints?”

“None.”

“You’re no fun.”

“You didn’t complain last night.”

Color warmed her face. She sighed. “That’s...I don’t make a habit of that.”

“Sex?”

She shook her head. “It’s been a long time.”

“I could tell.”

She raised startled eyes to him. She hadn’t been awkward as far as she knew. But, what did she know about sex anyway?

“Jessie, that isn’t what I meant.” He shook his head and sat down next to her on the bench. He took her hand. “I was afraid you were a virgin. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“You didn’t.”

“Good.” He kissed her cheek and returned to his task. After about ten minutes, he came back with two plates. When he set one down before her, her stomach rumbled in gratitude. They both laughed.

Jessie got a look at the plate after he took off again. It was gourmet. She realized it was a helping of eggs benedict, a meal she’d only had once when she was away at college.

Ethan returned with two steaming mugs and orange juice. “You didn’t have any coffee so I made you herbal tea.”

“Thank you.” She sniffed. Chamomile, one of her favorites. “I don’t really ingest caffeine.”

“Oh. Well, that explains it.”

He sat down next to her again and she realized he had a pair of jeans on, but no shirt. She’d had little time to appreciate it the first time, but she had noticed afterward that Ethan shaved his chest hair. His broad chest was smooth and very appealing. Her mouth watered a little.

“Are you going to try it?” he prompted.

She jerked back to reality, caught in her daydream. She looked down at the plate. “Yes, of course.” She sliced the layers of English muffin, ham and egg covered in hollandaise. The flavors burst happily on her tongue. She moaned in appreciation. It was so much better than that diner crap she’d had before. “That’s good. Where did you learn to cook?”

“My grandmother. She taught me everything.”

“Mine too.”

He smiled.

The moment of camaraderie that began there erased any awkwardness. The meal went very well, and they spoke of grandmothers and precious childhood memories.

They kept chatting even after they were done with the meal, and Jessie’s tea grew cold. She couldn’t help it. She had never talked so much with anyone and especially not with such a comfort level. Ethan kept one arm wrapped around her and listened closely when she talked about the days she’d spent in her grandmother’s house.

Jessie eventually excused herself to take a shower and dress. When she was about to head out to open the shop, Ethan insisted on driving her. As she couldn’t refuse without offending him, she agreed. She was also reluctant to admit she liked his black truck. She felt taller and she could see everything from the cab.

When he dropped her off at the door of the shop, he asked if they could meet up later, if he could pick her up when the store closed. She relented. Things had been pleasant between them so far. It couldn’t hurt anything.

That evening, Ethan took her to dinner. They talked about their college experiences. Whereas he had been in a fraternity, she’d had a roommate, but she wasn’t exactly close to the girl. Jessie had immersed herself in her studies.

After dinner, they returned to Jessie’s house, where he asked about her music tastes. She showed him her eclectic mixture of Celtic, pop, alternative and electronic music. Ethan said he hadn’t heard of The Corrs or Owl City, but he would try them. He knew of Sia and Ellie Goulding, though, just from seeing them on TV now and then. He made her laugh when he said he liked Journey, and favored more classic groups like The Eagles. She just happened to have one Journey CD and they played it.

Ethan pulled her into his embrace when ‘Open Arms’ came on. They slow danced for a while. Being in his arms felt so right. He started to kiss her and then after a while, they made love. 

It was late evening when Jessie, unable to sleep yet, pillowed her arms and leaned her chin on top of his chest as she gazed in his azure eyes. “What brought you to Yachats, Ethan?”

His features changed to a hard mask and she held her breath. Why was he angry?

“You’re a clever woman. I suppose you wouldn’t believe me if I said I just wanted a change of scenery.”

She lifted a shoulder. “You said you weren’t a tourist. I...” She thought for a moment. He had been in the cabin, really out in the middle of nowhere. He was looking for an escape. “I would say you meant to start over.”

“That’s true.”

“What are you running from?” 

When he scowled, her belly tightened. She knew nothing about this man. Even if the spell had worked, that didn’t change someone’s personality. If a man was violent, that wouldn’t affect a thing. In fact, the spell would make things worse. Love would turn to dangerous obsession. 

She shivered. “You don’t have to say.”

“A lot of things happened in Seattle.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked softly.

He was quiet for so long she was sure he wasn’t going to. 
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Chapter Three
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She’d barely taken a breath to speak before he said, “It was bad, Jessie. Real bad.” 

Her heart faltered a bit. “I’m not going to judge you. Okay?”

Ethan nodded. “We responded to a call. A known drug ring we were trying to bring down. But that day, there was a shootout of some kind, probably a turf war. We tried to stop it.

“When you’re in the moment, you just try to survive, to keep from being shot. You gotta make it to the next few minutes and hope that someone’s bullets will run out so you can take them down and cuff them. Or that you can get a clear enough view to incapacitate someone briefly. I shot towards the area where the assailants were. I think they somehow got away. Things got quiet, almost eerie. We had radioed in for backup, but no one came until much later. My partner and I were the first on the scene. So, we started canvassing the area to make sure we didn’t miss any of the perps.” His face was ashen. “Behind one of the barricades they’d used was a boy. Shot. He couldn’t have been more than twelve.”

“Oh, Ethan,” she whispered.

“I don’t know why he was around. Maybe he had been kidnapped. It was also possible he’d been recruited.” He shuddered. “I killed him.”

“How do you know? It could’ve been anyone.”

“Ballistics matched my gun. My bullets killed that boy.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah, me too.” He cleared his throat. “What makes it worse is we never found the bastards responsible, the reason he was there. I think that would’ve helped. I went to his funeral. His mama knew who I was, what I’d done. She told me to leave, that she never wanted to see my face again, her baby’s killer.”

“She was wrong, Ethan. You didn’t force him to be there. And you didn’t even see him behind that barrier.”

He nodded. “Maybe. But it doesn’t keep me from reliving it every day.”

That made a lot of sense. He was a broken man. It was no wonder he’d needed to leave Seattle. “So, you left?”

He shook his head. “Not right away. I started drinking. Heavily. My partner did an intervention, got me into a program.” He shrugged. “I’m a recovering alcoholic. I won’t go near the stuff, Jessie. But I still struggle with what I did to that boy.”

“Were you suspended?”

“Because of the drinking, nothing else. For a while, I thought IA might get involved. Yet, everyone said it was an accident. No one could’ve known about the boy.”

“I have to agree with them. It’s not your fault. You didn’t know.”

“You don’t understand. He’s not just some statistic. He had a name. Treyvon Montgomery. He had a family, a little brother.” His eyes darkened and he sighed. “I lost touch with mine. So much stuff happens in life. You can’t discount the importance of family.”

“That’s true,” she said gently. “Maybe you should call him.”

His eyebrows rose. “Why? He lives in California. He’s some hot shot lawyer. He always hated that I was a cop. They all did.”

She sensed a bigger story there. “It’s never too late to mend fences, Ethan. I didn’t have that chance.”

He frowned. “What do you mean?”

“My parents were killed in a car accident when I was very young. My grandmother became my legal guardian. She was like a mother to me. But I was stubborn, a silly schoolgirl with wild dreams. She tried to teach me about roots, about family. She tried to show me who I was, what I was, the responsibility of the religion.” She took a shaky breath. “I was away at college when it happened. It was a stroke. They said she didn’t feel anything. She was on life support when I went to see her. The doctors told me it wouldn’t be any kind of life. She really wasn’t there, and I had to let her go.” She sighed. “They took her off life support. She passed within a half hour.”

He reached out and cupped her cheek. “I’m sorry.” His voice was hoarse.

“Me too. After that, I got more serious about my studies. I took a part-time job to pay the bills. She’d willed the house to me, though. I couldn’t set foot in it until five years ago, after I graduated. Too many memories. When I came back to Yachats, I wanted to honor her in some way. I launched a store and made candles, just the way she always taught me.”

“It was a good idea,” he commented.

“Yeah. I hope so.”

“I know so.”

His quiet conviction moved her. She leaned forward and kissed him. “I know you’re not ready yet, Ethan. But the sheriff here is a nice guy. I’ve known him since I was a kid. He might be able to give you a desk job, if you wanted it.”

He nodded. “Thanks. I’ll think about it.”

***
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Ethan and Jessie grew closer. He seemed to want to see her all the time and she supposed the term ‘dating’ could be used loosely, though she was the only one who knew the truth. Ethan stayed over a lot of nights and sometimes they even went to his cabin out in the forest. He took her out often and just as frequently made her dinner at home. He really was an exceptional cook. At least she thought so. She could barely scrape together a sandwich without ruining something. Occasionally, Ethan would light candles, her favorite practice as a Wiccan. In the warm glow, their dinners seemed romantic and they often ended up in bed afterwards. They just as frequently watched a movie or talked. Jessie suspected he was trying to charm her.

It was one such evening that she lay awake in his arms after they’d made love. Ethan had fallen asleep first, and, by the lamplight from the bedside table, she traced his features hungrily with her eyes and fingertips. His lean face was angular, his nose Roman. She detected a bump, as if he’d broken his nose before. It had probably happened in the line of duty, but it just as easily could’ve been in a schoolyard. 

There was a lot she still didn’t know about him. And she wanted to know more. She needed to know. She had always been a curious child. She thought the urge had left her until now. The more she learned about Ethan, though, the more she was dying to know. It was this eagerness that caused her some concern. He wasn’t  an experiment. He was a human being. Truthfully, she’d almost forgotten about the spell. It felt real even to her.

When they were in town, people treated them like a couple. Elderly women smiled and made comments about how good they looked together. Ethan had been in the shop so many times that her customers even knew him by name and inquired after him. She knew she shouldn’t get used to it. The spell was bound to break eventually. She couldn’t help it though. No more than she could help the ease in which they related. Being with him was comfortable and stimulating at the same time. He was an entertaining companion.

She didn’t know how to define their relationship. She heard a woman call Ethan her boyfriend once, and she thought it sounded juvenile. Ethan was obviously her lover. And he had feelings for her. He was always telling her he loved her. And when it became awkward, he would tell her she shouldn’t worry. They had plenty of time. 

But, they didn’t. 

The truth was Jessie was running out of time with him. She hadn’t realized how much that would hurt. She dreaded the loss, feared it with her soul.

Jessie gazed at Ethan. He was so handsome; somehow in sleep, he seemed at peace. She had often noticed him deep in thought and his features would tighten. That angular face would become a hard mask. She wondered if he ruminated often about his old job. She imagined she would too, in his place. It was a ton of fallout to handle. She was all too grateful for the fact that the spell couldn’t affect personality. She had learned a lot about Ethan. She knew him. He was a good man. She was going to miss him when it ended. She knew good things in life didn’t often last. At least for her.

Tears stung Jessie’s eyes. Her chest ached. After a stunned moment, she realized why. She was falling in love. By the Goddess, she hadn’t seen that coming. 

What was she supposed to do now?

***
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About a week and a half later, her life changed. Jessie was doing shop inventory one Saturday. She did this annually, whether she wanted to or not. She had brought many boxes back from the store filled with her candles so she could start counting. Inventory usually took several days, but she liked to be organized.

Her doorbell rang. Abandoning the inventory for the moment, she rose to answer it. He stood there with his hands shoved in the pockets of his jeans. He wore a red flannel shirt and the scent of his aftershave wafted towards her. Just as she was about to issue a warm greeting as she would’ve done in the past few weeks, his eyebrows went together in a frown. 

“What the hell did you do to me?”

The endearing welcome died on her lips and she shook her head. The angry light in his eyes set her on edge. “What? What do you mean?”

He shoved past her into the house. “You know exactly what I mean.”

She closed the door slowly, afraid that her growing fear might give her away. She turned back towards him. “No, I don’t. What are you talking about?”

“I mean weeks ago, I found you in the woods doing a ritual. And now, I have all these images, which feel more like memories in my head. I did things I didn’t think I could do. I revered you like a goddess. You’re in my thoughts, all the time. I didn’t initiate any of that as far as I know. So, what did you do to me?”

She shrugged. “Sounds like a case of old-fashioned infatuation. So, why would I have any knowledge of it?”

He approached her and seeing the dangerous glint in his eyes, she backed away. His advance didn’t stop until he had her pressed against the wall. His face inches from hers, he ground out, “Because, sweetheart, you were there. The whole time. I worshipped you, body and soul. And you remember it as clearly as I do, don’t you?” He reached out to place his hands on her throat. Instead of strangling her, he absently rubbed his thumb over her neck.

She gasped, aware of the magnetism between them and his powerful anger, but she couldn’t lift a finger to stop him. She didn’t seem to have any self-control when it came to Ethan. Resigned to her fate, she slowly nodded. Her fear gathered in spades. The spell had worn off. He deserved the truth. 

“I will tell you if you promise not to kill me.”

One eyebrow rose. “Please, Jessie. You know me better than that. You’ve known me for a while now. Do I seem like that kind of man? I used to be a cop, you know.”

“Still...it would make me feel better.”

He stepped back. “All right, I won’t kill you. I would never do that.”

“You might consider it after I’m done.”

He frowned and crossed his arms over his chest. “Maybe you’d better tell me. I don’t want to make any more promises I might regret.”

She paled beneath his scrutiny. His words of love, all the promises he’d made were erased in one swipe. She had to remember that what they had been was no longer an option. She took a deep breath and began unsteadily. “My reputation here in Yachats is important to me. When you found me in the forest, I was afraid that word would get out about my...extracurricular activities.”

“You mean, about you being a witch.”

“Wiccan. And this is a small town. People don’t think outside of the box. I run a gift and candle shop. Do you think after they found out that they’d return for business? I doubt it. Hundreds of years ago, people were burned to death and hanged for less than the truth. Even drowned. How do you think they’d react here and now?”

“Not well, I guess.”

She nodded. “That’s right. I was afraid of losing everything I’d built here. I did a love spell, one that would guarantee you were in my confidence. However, most spells aren’t definite. And rarely are they long-lasting. I had no way of knowing when it would wear off. I didn’t even know it had worked until you came to me that night.” She sighed. “But I need you to believe I never meant for it to go this far...”

“I don’t believe in that stuff, Jessie. Magic is a myth.”

“You’d better start believing because it was a love spell. Why do you think you can’t remember having the free will to approach me yourself? Why do you think you remember these things that were out of your own control? The spell had influence over you. I didn’t intend to control you, but I did start the spell. And I’m sorry.”

He gripped her arms, crushing her roughly to him, then pushed her away. He cursed, retreating slowly to the other end of the room. Clearly rattled, he swept a hand through his hair. “You used me,” he said quietly.

“No, Ethan. It wasn’t like that. I’m not proud of what I did, but I didn’t want to hurt you—”

“You expect me to believe that? How can I believe a damn thing you say? You didn’t trust me enough to accept I wouldn’t tell anyone your secret. How do I know you didn’t fancy yourself some boy toy and conjure up one?”

She stepped forward. “I didn’t do it for those reasons. It was only to ensure my privacy, my protection.”

“Is that all it was?”

She heard the torment in his voice, and she hated that she’d put it there. “No, of course not.”

“I don’t believe you. I can’t.”

He didn’t trust her anymore. Though it stung, she deserved it, nonetheless.

“You made me look like a fool!” His tone increased and her eyes widened. She backed off.

“That wasn’t my intention,” she said quietly. She sighed. “I didn’t see it that way. I was so amazed by everything you did for me. I felt special. I felt loved. I...I fell in love with you too,” she whispered.

“Don’t! You’re lying,” he said through his teeth. “This was all a game to you. I bet you had a nice laugh at your boy toy, snickering whenever I was away.”

“Please, Ethan. Don’t say those things. I never meant to hurt you. You meant so much to me.”

“It’s fine, nothing to be ashamed of. People have hookups all the time. I was just someone to warm your bed when you were lonely.”

“No, it was more than sex. Please, you have to believe me.” She went to him, but he blocked her attempt to embrace him. Brokenly, she cried, “I love you. I wouldn’t try to hurt you.”

“I don’t want your love. You lied to me. Everything I felt was a lie. None of it was real.”

“That’s not true!”

“It is for me.” He skimmed past her and opened the door. “Now that I’m in control of my own mind, I want you to listen real close. Just stay away from me. I don’t want to be touched by you or one of your spells again.” He looked into her face, watched expressionless as the tears spilled over her cheeks, and said hoarsely, “Promise me, Jessie. No more spells.”

She trembled in the face of his cool composure. It was true. He didn’t feel anything for her at all anymore. “I promise.” 

When he closed the door behind him, she sank to her knees on the carpet. Regret swept over her. If only she hadn’t cast that spell, she wouldn’t be in this position. She wouldn’t be heartbroken. She wouldn’t be wondering why she had made the man she loved hate her. She wouldn’t be wishing she’d never been in the forest one night during a full moon when a mysteriously appealing man came across her. If she had only stayed home that night, she wouldn’t be kneeling on the floor, her arms wrapped around her middle, with this sick, desolate ache inside her. She wouldn’t have to hurt ever again. 

She wished there was a spell to reverse time, but none existed. And it wouldn’t do well to wish for it. She wouldn’t regret having met Ethan, just hurting him and hurting herself.
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Chapter Four
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Ethan was making dinner for himself three nights later. It struck him as odd how lonely that felt. He had always been a loner, had felt different from his family. Nana was the only one who accepted him the way he was. That was fine with him. He grew accustomed to not needing anyone.

But these past weeks with Jessie had been a revelation. He hadn’t seen how lonely his life was and he hadn’t realized that it was bad. Until now. He didn’t know what the future held for him, but he was pretty sure that hiding out in a cabin was not the answer. It was funny that it had taken so much to make him understand that.

Ethan stirred his stew, and realized he was missing a key ingredient. Cursing, he turned off the burner. He left the cabin and drove into town. He went to the local grocery store, C&K Market, just off the Oregon Coast Highway. His errand done, he opened the door of his truck, and froze. He set the grocery bag in the seat, afraid he might drop it.

Just across the street, Jessie was locking up her shop. He’d forgotten it was so close by.

She wore a pair of black pants and a periwinkle sweater. She looked good. He remembered her shape, athletic but curvy. Not tall, but the perfect height for him. He was sure he’d never forget. He knew just how far those curves went. His mouth went dry at the thought.

She was leaving, walking down the sidewalk now, most likely towards home. He realized she walked everywhere. Jessie didn’t own a car. It made him worry. The evening was setting in and the streets were starting to look empty. He was worried that a stranger might try to mug her or take advantage of her. A stranger like him. He cursed under his breath.

Jessie could be tough when she wanted to be, but she was innocent in a lot of ways. She hadn’t manipulated him the whole time—that was clear enough. At times, she’d even been shy. It was like courting a virgin. And he knew it wasn’t an act. From the way the town acted, she hadn’t been with anyone else. And Yachats was her hometown. He felt protective of her even now. He supposed it could be a leftover instinct from being a cop, but he felt far from platonic towards her.

As he looked at her, his chest ached. He rubbed at it absently. Ah, hell. He had feelings for her, didn’t he? The spell had worked at the time, but it had worn off. This wasn’t obsession any longer. It was...real. He cursed again and leaned his head on the open truck door. All the while he was pushing her away, he’d fallen in love with her. He clenched his jaw.

It was bound to happen sometime, he supposed. He had never been in love before, though he’d been with a woman now and then. He had dated casually. He enjoyed women. However, none of them had held his interest for longer than an evening or two.

Jessie was an enigma. No matter how much he learned about her, he sensed there was so much more. He’d barely scratched the surface, though she had opened up once she felt more comfortable with him. Her charm was natural, not forced like some of the women he’d been with. Some had fake laughter. Jessie tended to genuinely giggle when he cracked a joke or when she was laughing at herself for being clumsy. She also had a sarcastic side to her humor that was a lot like his. Not to mention the fact that she was powerful, both emotionally and because she was Wiccan. The whole package was alluring.

This was crazy, he thought. The woman had cast a spell on him, and he was defending her!

The day he’d walked out on her, she had been crying, something he really had never seen her do. Her tears could simply have been fear of what he might do. But she had looked hurt, regretful as he’d finalized things between them. He shook his head. She didn’t deserve his pity. She was a cold bitch. That was all.

But he knew he was deluding himself. Jessie hadn’t meant for it to go that far, that was obvious enough. So why was he still punishing her? Why punish himself for stumbling across her that night? And for what had inevitably happened later, and in the following weeks? Should he torture them both for that? He didn’t know. But he wasn’t sure he was ready to trust her again either.

He really had to get a handle on this. He had to think. He was in love with her. Fine. But that didn’t mean that he wanted to fall into her trap again. He could ignore these feelings. Couldn’t he?

How had a witch done this to him? Why had he let her? Even now, she held him in her grasp. He was enthralled with her. He blinked as he realized she’d disappeared. Instinct made him get in the truck and drive slowly down the street in the direction he’d seen her walk. He turned down her street and crawled to a stop some ways from her house. She bent to pluck some weeds from her flower bed. Then she went to the porch and sat on her grandmother’s swing for a while. 

Jessie lived a lonely life too, he realized. He knew he shouldn’t feel sorry for her. He turned around in a neighbor’s drive and headed back to his cabin. When he made it inside, he finished putting his stew together. He let it simmer for a while, leaned back against the counter and crossed his arms over his chest.

He didn’t know what he was going to do about Jessie. He was kidding himself if he thought these feelings would just go away. He knew she was the one for him, whether he acted on anything or not. He had known from the first moment he’d kissed her, way before she’d cast the spell, that she was special. 

She still was. 

He knew she wouldn’t have done the spell if she didn’t feel it was important, if she meant to protect herself. She just wasn’t the vindictive kind. 

Ethan shook his head. This was a mess. He just didn’t know how to get out of it.

***
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Five days after Ethan broke her heart, Jessie got the shock of her life. Just as she was leaving the house to walk to the shop, she spotted his black truck parked outside. Her heart tripped a little. With her hand on the doorknob, she could only stare for a moment. She forced herself to move. Her feet dragged as she met him at the window of the truck.

She leaned on the door and stared at Ethan. He still looked good. His hair was a bit haphazard, but his eyes were wonderful. Dressed in jeans and a red shirt, he wore the coat she’d returned to him. That only made her think of the night they met. She tried to shake away the reverie. “Hello.”

“Good morning.” He sighed. “I would like to drive you to work.”

The part of her that loved him screamed, ‘Yes.’ Logic overrode it. “I’m not sure that’s a great idea. Being in the same space could be dangerous.”

“For whom?”

She glanced away for a second.

He frowned. “You don’t trust me.”

She shrugged. “I could say a spell to protect myself, but would it be too late?”

There was an odd silence between them.

“Jessie, I’m not going to hurt you. I swear it.”

She wavered. “I don’t know.”

“Then I swear on my honor as a cop.”

“Former cop,” she countered.

“I applied for the deputy position. So, let’s just call it like it is.”

Her eyebrows rose. “Okay. But, why? Why do you want to drive me to work?”

“Part of it is concern. I don’t like that you walk everywhere alone. I don’t care how small Yachats is. Anything could happen.”

“I’ll accept that. It’s a very ‘cop’ thing to do.”

“That’s not all.”

“No?”

He shook his head. “I care about you, Jessie. I don’t think it’s going to go away. So...that’s all I needed to say.”

Tears filmed her eyes. Her throat got tight. “I...I care about you too,” she whispered. She opened the door and got in. Then she latched her seatbelt and pulled the door closed. “Okay. I’m ready.”

He nodded and started the truck. They drove in silence. He dropped her off at the curb in front of the shop. “I’ll pick you up later too.”

Her racing heart couldn’t take much more of this. “All right.” She raced inside to escape the heat in his eyes.

Those eyes, she thought. They could go warm or get cold like ice crystals. She was grateful the hatred was gone, but what were they building here? The spell was gone. So why had he come back? She wasn’t sure she wanted to accept the protective gesture as an excuse. If he really did care about her as he’d claimed, then was it possible they could work things out?

Jessie tried hard to keep Ethan from her mind that day. The shop was busy, and everyone seemed interested in her candles. She also kept getting questions like “What is good for stress relief?” or a lady would ask her about aphrodisiacs in a hushed tone. She had told a couple of customers that she did well with herbal remedies. Word must’ve spread. She thought she might have to expand her products or redesign her business plan eventually.

In any case, a lot of it served as an adequate distraction. By the time she closed the shop, she was weary from all the questions and ringing up customers’ purchases. With a sigh, she locked up. 

Sure enough, Ethan’s truck was parked at the curb. She smiled and got inside. She had forgotten how hard it was to climb in with her small frame, but she managed it.

“You look tired.”

She nodded. “Some.”

“Busy?”

“Very.”

“I’m glad for you.” He started the truck and headed out.

“Thank you.” She took a deep breath. “I want to say something.”

“Yes?”

“I’m very impressed. It took a lot of guts to apply to that job. So...that’s all.”

“Thank you. It wasn’t easy.”

“I don’t imagine it was. That’s why I’m impressed.”

“I don’t relish getting into similar situations, but I’ll do it if I have to.”

“That makes sense. It might be very different here in Yachats. What if it’s too boring for you?” So much actually rode on his answer, but he couldn’t know that.

Ethan shrugged. “That’s a price I’m willing to pay. I’ve been idle, Jessie. It’s just not me. I must do something. And this part I know very well.”

She released a breath. “Well, I hope it works out for you.”

“Thank you. That means a lot to me.”

She hoped that was the case. No matter what happened between them, she wanted him to be happy.

When they reached her house, she went for the door handle. Ethan touched her arm. Her gaze swam back to his.

“Can I come in, Jessie? I don’t expect anything. I just want to talk to you.”

She nodded. It probably wasn’t wise, but her heart was running things today.

They both went inside. As it was so late, Ethan ordered pizza. She found that a little amusing because he preferred homemade. He was such an excellent cook, she often wondered why Ethan hadn’t become a chef. She shook her head. A cop who was also a decent cook. It was strange.

When the pizza came, they ate greedily, soaking up the flavors of tomato and cheese and pepperoni, her favorites. Soon, the feeding frenzy was over and as she sipped from the glass of wine he’d poured her, she wondered what he was thinking. “Does this bother you? When I drink?”

He shook his head. “It doesn’t bother me. I’m not going to relapse. I know better than that.”

She nodded. 

“So,” he began after a few moments. “About what I said earlier.”

“Which part?”

“When I said I cared about you.”

She held her breath.

“I don’t want you to think I would just say that to get anything out of you.”

“You meant it.”

“Yes. Actually, that’s a pretty mild description for what I feel.”

The relief she felt was exponential. She set down her glass. “Are you...are you still angry?”

He lifted a shoulder. “I’m not happy about the way you approached it, Jessie. But I’m here. I’m not walking away.”
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Chapter Five
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Ethan held his breath. He hadn’t realized he’d had so much riding on her acceptance of him. He was lucky he’d gotten what he had today. That didn’t mean she wasn’t still hurt by the way he’d treated her. He regretted it. He could’ve been less harsh toward her when he’d found out the truth. 

They were both sitting on the couch where she fully turned toward him. “You mean, you really want to be with me?” she asked. Her voice was practically a whisper, as if she couldn’t manage anything more.

That’s when he realized the magnitude of her charm. She didn’t know how special she was. It was no wonder he’d fallen in love with her.

“Yes. It’s exactly what I mean.”

“But—”

“All of that is in the past,” he said, anticipating her words.

She sighed. “That’s a good idea. I’m surprised you can compartmentalize things.”

“You can’t?”

She shook her head. “I’m sorry about how I did it. But my feelings came from knowing you at that time.”

He was relieved to hear it. He smiled. When she leaned forward and kissed him, he gently pulled her close. “No spells this time, huh? No games,” he murmured against her lips.

Jessie shook her head. “You can stop anytime you want.”

He grunted. Like there was a chance in hell of that, he thought, as he held her to him. She was too damned appealing. He felt, more than heard, the shiver shift through her. Interested, he put his mouth on hers once more, taking in her moan of welcome.

Ethan took her to bed. Though he knew her body, this was different. They were finally on the same page. He removed her clothing slowly, traced her skin with his fingers and mouth, delighting in her sighs and soft moans. When she reached the pinnacle, he heard her cry out.

He wasted no time getting undressed. He gathered her against him and kissed her. He made love to her slowly and linked his hands with hers. Eventually, he rolled so she was fully atop him.

He watched her as she moved sinuously over him. As her body arched and she moaned, her chocolate brown eyes catching his, he thought she was a siren. She called to him body and soul. She’d ruined him for life, for he was hers. But, just as much, she was his. And in that moment, he was sure of it. Her expression held affection and pleasure. 

When she cried out and he released as well, he eased her down lengthwise on top of him. He pushed her hair back so he could kiss her. Then they laid like that for a while, catching their breath.  

***
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Jessie’s body took some time to calm. It always did after they made love.

“This is unbelievable,” she said finally. “The fact that you’re here. I can’t get my head wrapped around it. I know what I did was reprehensible.”

He was so quiet, she lifted her head to see his face. He looked thoughtful. The man was a mystery to her. 

“You did that for a reason,” he said. “But I’m not sure I like your reasoning anymore.”

She sucked in a breath. “I told you—”

“I think you do too much hiding. You cloak yourself in this thread of normalcy. You’re not normal, Jessie. That’s what makes you special. You’re powerful, the most compelling woman I’ve ever met. And you deserve to shine. Your gifts should be seen.”

She could barely get her breath back after the confession. “It’s dangerous. What you’re talking about is dangerous.”

“Coming out? People do it all the time.”

“This is not a question of sexuality, but magick. Can you honestly say there is a guarantee now that things won’t end up as they did before? Witches burned at the stake, drowned, even slaughtered because they were thought devil worshippers? Do you know what kind of fear I have to live with every day, hoping that someone won’t find out?’

“Which is why you cast a spell on me.”

“Yes, that is part of the reason.”

He frowned. “You don’t have to be afraid, Jessie. Not anymore. I won’t let anything happen to you. And I think you need to have more faith in people. We are not living in the same world anymore.”

“You don’t think I get what you’re saying? I know I might be accepted. There is also a possibility this would cause a panic. People are unpredictable. Are you willing to take that chance? I’m not.”

“I don’t think you’ll have peace until you come to terms with who you are.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Really? You have the nerve to say that to me. I know who I am. I let you see that I was a witch.” She moved off him and went to find a robe. She could hear him following her into the walk-in closet.

“Jessie, listen to yourself. You didn’t have a choice. I already saw it before you even knew I was there. How could you possibly dispute it?”

“I could’ve let you think I was crazy.”

“I already thought it, not that you knew it at the time. That’s why you did the spell.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Fine. Maybe you should come to terms with the fact that your life isn’t over just because you accidentally shot Treyvon Montgomery.”

His eyes narrowed. “That was low.”

She blew out a breath. “You’re right. It was. And I’m sorry. You’ve obviously found peace with some of it or you wouldn’t have gone for the deputy position.”

“Yes.” He sighed. “Look, I care about you, you know that. But I don’t like this fear you have. I don’t believe there’s a reason for you to be so afraid anymore. Will you think about it? Please. I don’t think people will disappoint you the way you think they will.”

She leaned into his chest and released a breath when he wrapped his arms around her. “It’s hard to rely on someone. I’m just getting used to ‘us’ again.”

“And I won’t walk away. I swear it. Whatever you decide.”

She nodded. “I’ll think about it, I promise.” They went to bed. 

Jessie stared at the moonlight shining through the curtains in the room. She’d been chanting in the moonlight when Ethan had first found her. She had taken a risk by putting a spell on him. Every Wiccan knew that kind of spell was risky. It could always backfire. Messing with free will was a dangerous game. 

But here she was with him again. He claimed he was not going anywhere. She trusted that he meant it. The risk had been worth it.

Could she take another? Could she put herself out there for people to see and judge her? Could she handle what her grandmother and her ancestors couldn’t? 

She hoped she had that much courage.
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Chapter Six
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Some months later, Jessie looked down at the pile of business cards on the counter. She straightened the crisp white stock, which held an indigo image of the goddess Luna. The rest of the message was in gold lettering:

Goddess Candles & Fine Gifts 

Where magick and scents come together.

She shook her head as she thought of her journey. For so long, she had repressed who and what she was in public. Even her grandmother had taught her not to make waves. Jessie had hidden her gifts and only used them in private, in her own home or in the forest where no one could find her. Times had changed. And it was past time she stepped in the light.

Jessie shook her long dark hair back and straightened her loose, blue lightweight dress. It had Celtic knots embroidered into the fabric. It certainly encompassed the New Age feel of the store.

Just then, the bell rang. She looked up with a welcoming smile. Her face broke on a wide grin as she saw who it was. When he came up to the counter and leaned over it, she could smell the spice of his aftershave. When he placed his lips on hers, she accepted it naturally and returned the kiss. She pulled away and ruffled his hair a bit.

He caught her hand in his. “How has your day been?”

She gave herself a moment to just look at him. Ethan was a handsome man, far too much for his own good. But she couldn’t contain the happy flutter in her chest. “Ah...it was good. Slow morning, but it picked up after noon. Actually, business has been hopping, and I think I may have to hire someone else.”

His eyebrows rose. “Another witch?”

She shrugged. “I met one yesterday at the coffee shop. She might be interested.”

“Well, I’m glad it’s going well. You deserve it.”

“Thank you,” she murmured.

“About to close?”

She checked her watch. “In twenty minutes.”

“I’ll wait while you finish up.”
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