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Dedication

 


To my pal Linda – for showing the world that
the greatest hero can break the mold. Sometimes the best heroes are
a little closer to home.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


Magick &
Moonlight


Chapter 1

 


 


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.
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