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        Hana knows she shouldn't fall for Oliver, even if his familiar training constantly leads him back to her for healing.

      

        

      
        As a tea witch and healer, Hana knows her role in Purple Oak Oasis, and as the heir of the Steeper family, she knows better than to fall for someone she shouldn't. But the heart wants what it wants, and for Hana Steeper, that means Oliver Fields.

      

        

      
        Oliver's trouble with his owl familiar leads him to the infirmary, where he gets to flirt with the very cute Hana as much as he wants. When their friendship turns into something more, it's not long before they're unable to resist.

      

        

      
        Are their feelings stronger than the rules they should be listening to?

        -

        The Tea Witch's Secret is a cozy fantasy romance with a friends-to-lovers m/f forbidden romance, an enthusiastic owl familiar, and a healer determined to do her job.
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          HANA

        

      

    

    
      The infirmary wasn't exactly the most romantic place to have a hot drink, especially not with the chatter of other healers and some discomforted groans from their patients as my backdrop, but it would have to do.

      I picked up my little porcelain cup with pink roses on the side and took a sip from what was supposed to pass for tea, relieved to find it still held some restorative magic despite the reduced rations we were currently working with. Magic tingled within me, following my blood around my body, taking some of the deep ache in my bones along with it. It wasn't enough to stop the headache I was bound to get from using too much healing magic, but it would keep me tide over for the rest of my shift in Purple Oak Oasis' infirmary, and as a representative of the Steeper family, it was important that I kept up appearances.

      With my magic replenished, I headed into the waiting room to collect my next patient, surprised to find it empty save for one person. One very handsome person.

      "Back again?" I said, barely even surprised to find Oliver here again. As much as I wouldn't admit it to anyone, I was kind of glad. Seeing him always gave me a boost, even if it had nothing to do with tea.

      He chuckled sheepishly and held up his arms covered with red scratches. "I think Howie is getting better at his landings." The magical tattoo of his owl underneath the scrapes moved in response, as if it could hear his ward was talking about him.

      I sighed and tried not to roll my eyes in response. Oliver might be one of my closest friends, but that didn't mean I could get away with publically disrespecting a member of the most powerful ward family in the Oasis, even if he could sometimes be a bit of an idiot when it came to training his owl.

      "Come on, let's see what I can do for you today," I said instead, waving him into my treatment room.

      "Thank you, Hana." He looked around before stepping inside. "Is Brew around?"

      "He's on the night shift. Why? Do you have an issue with the way I work?" If I didn't know him so well, I'd be insulted.

      "No, not at all. On the contrary, I'm kind of glad I don't have to see him."

      I pointed at the bed. "What's wrong? I thought you two were best friends."

      He sat down on the bed and groaned. "Oh, I just don't really want to look at him right now. Never mind."

      I raised an eyebrow. The two of them had been thick as thieves for as long as I could remember. "You two had a fight?"

      "No, we didn't. It's complicated. I'm not mad at him or anything. It's just..." He let out a frustrated sigh. "Complicated."

      I smiled and patted his shoulder affectionately. "Don't worry, I hear that a lot here. Shall I get started on your arm? I think we'll do the right one first since you're right-handed."

      Oliver nodded and held out his arm. "Thank you. I don't know why my familiar is having so much trouble with this. Rocky never hurt me."

      "You had Rocky for a lot longer and he lived wild," I reminded him, trying my best not to judge. As a healer, it wasn't my place to have an opinion on people's injuries. It was a lot harder when it came to people I knew and had been friends with for years.

      "True," he said. "Shirt on or off?"

      I choked a little. "Excuse me?"

      He shrugged. "The scratches are a bit higher than normal," he admitted. "I thought it might help if I took my shirt off?"

      "Oh. Then yes."

      He grinned at me, holding my gaze a little too intensely as he pulled off his shirt and tossed it onto the bed beside him. His toned chest wasn't that different from all the others I saw while healing, but I didn't get a dry mouth from anyone else stripping off their shirt in here. My gaze travelled over his broad shoulders, the muscles built up from hours of training with his familiars and the manual labour that came from working at the Fields' farm, and they suited him well. Without meaning to, I kept staring at his arms, admiring the way they flexed. It wasn't until I saw the red scratches from his owl's talons that I remembered what I was supposed to be doing.

      I turned away, but not before I saw a satisfied smile on his face, or maybe that was my imagination. I poured myself some more weak tea and sipped it down, drawing more strength from the magic it sparked within me while I tried to push aside the thoughts spinning through my mind. I focused on the tea instead, feeling it warm up my stomach and spread outwards, ready for me to use to heal. It wasn't the amount I was used to, and I would prefer to have more, but the tea shortage made that impossible and it was still going to be enough for Oliver's scratches.

      "Ready?" I asked.

      He nodded and held out his right arm. I put my hands on Oliver's arm, being careful not to irritate the scratches, and drew on the magic well inside me, letting it flow through my body and to my hands. It filled me with the most pleasant warmth and a green glow wrapped around Oliver's arm. I counted the beats in my head of the rhythm so I didn't overwhelm him with my magic.

      "I never tire of seeing this," Oliver said, seeming surprisingly relaxed by the whole thing.

      "Shh, I'm trying to concentrate," I chided him, something I only could do because we were friends. Normally, I just had to deal with patients talking to me so I didn't come across as rude.

      "Sorry." He smiled at me in a way that made it feel genuine. "Brew is always so chatty. He also hums a song when he uses his magic. Do you not need to do that?"

      "No, I count." I tapped the side of my head. "In here. That's why I need you to let me focus."

      "Sorry. You're just so distracting." He flashed me that charming grin of his, the one that made his eyes twinkle.

      I shook my head. "Don't flirt with me while I'm working."

      "What about when you're not working?"

      It was hard to control my breathing when he asked me things like that. He was probably just being a bit of a jokey flirt, but there was a small secret part of me that wanted it to be genuine. "Then it's allowed," I said without thinking. "Now shush for a moment so I can concentrate."

      He nodded and pretended to lock his mouth. It stopped the distracting conversation but he was still very shirtless, and that was even more distracting. I focused on his arm and the injuries that I was trying to heal. The edges of his scratches were frayed but they thankfully weren't deep. I let my magic trickle through me and into his wounds. I didn't have enough magic to heal them all the way, but with enough stimulation, they would heal much faster.

      Once I was done, my knees felt weak and I sank into my chair. My hand trembled when I poured myself another cup of tea and I quickly drank it. While some of my magic returned, my energy didn't and I would likely pass out the moment I got home.

      "Are you all right?" he asked, concern in his voice.

      "Fine," I promised. "There's just not enough tea to go around until the merchant gets here."

      "Ah, yeah. Should be soon, I think."

      I got up and grabbed some bandages, gesturing for him to give me back his arm. "So, Brew?" I prompted.

      "What about him?"

      "What's he done to make you avoid him?" I asked as I wound the clean bandages around his arm in the hope that they'd stave off infections and stop him from having to come back. Though he probably would be anyway.

      "I really can't tell you."

      "Hmm, how about a bet?" I suggested. "If you're back here by the end of the week with more scratches, you have to tell me."

      "I can't make that bet," he responded.

      I raised an eyebrow. "Because you know you'll lose?"

      "Because I really can't tell you."

      "You're no fun, Oliver Fields."

      He chuckled. "How about this? If I'm back by the end of the week, then I'll buy you a drink next time we're at the tavern."

      "I'll take that deal," I said, tying off the end of the bandage. "All right, that's you all done."

      Oliver hopped off the bed and grabbed his shirt, pulling it back over his head. "Thank you."

      "You're welcome." I hesitated, finally able to think now his chest was covered up. "Oli? Can I give you a word of advice before you go?"

      "Personal or medical?" he asked.

      "A bit of both." I gestured at his arm where the owl tattoo had gone back to sleep. "Can't you avoid all the wounds if you simply wore a glove?"

      "I want to teach him to land gently. He's my familiar, he needs to learn so I can take him around with me." Oliver beamed just at the thought of it.

      I sighed, not in the slightest surprised that my advice was falling on deaf ears. That was often the case here in the infirmary. Wards sometimes had a tendency to forget that their familiars were still animals and needed to be trained in a way that suited them, not us. Still, I tried and that was all I could do.

      I opened the door to see Oliver out. "I'll see you soon then."

      He gave me a curious smile. "Are you asking me out on a date?"

      "No, I meant if you're not going to use a glove, you'll be back soon enough and I'll get my beer." I leaned against the doorframe. "Are you that desperate to take me out on a date, Oliver?"

      He turned on his way out with a cute boyish grin. "I think it sounds like you're the one desperate to go on a date with me. See you next time, Hana."

      I rolled my eyes to hide my smile. We laughed, we flirted, but it never went anywhere. That was how it always was, that was how it was meant to be.
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          HANA

        

      

    

    
      I stepped out of the infirmary, surprised to find it snowing. It wasn't much, just enough to create a beautiful curtain of white that obscured the world. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, enjoying the freshness that came with the snow. Hopefully, it wouldn't be too heavy overnight or I'd have trouble getting here tomorrow.

      I waved goodbye to my colleagues and tightened my coat around me, ready to face the cold. It always felt colder when I was entirely depleted of magic, and I was counting down the days until the merchant arrived with more tea. It would be so much better if we were able to grow it here ourselves. Brew's younger brother had been doing some work on that, but so far, we hadn't had any yields.

      I started the walk to my home aided by the light of the mage-powered lamp posts scattered through the Oasis. As much as I loved being a tea witch, sometimes I couldn't help but think that being an electric mage would be interesting.

      A cat pressed itself against my legs and meowed longingly before being recalled by their ward. Not that it listened. I crouched down to scratch the cat behind the ears, wondering if this was one of the creatures I should recognise.

      "Sorry, she likes people and never does what I say," the ward said, stepping out of the shadows.

      I looked up and smiled when I recognised Carly. "No problem, I like cats. Hello, little one. You're very pretty."

      "Meow," the cat replied, purring softly.

      Carly chuckled and reached to touch the spot where I assumed her ward tattoo rested under her clothes, the physical manifestation of her magical bond to the cat in front of me.

      My mind slipped to Oliver and his injuries, something that it often did after I saw him in the infirmary. There was just something about his charm that made it hard to ignore him.

      "Is it hard to train a familiar?" I asked.

      Carly shrugged. "Regular familiars? Not really. The ward bond should make it easy to transfer thoughts and emotions. Train cats?" She picked up the black cat and gave it a little kiss on the head. "You don't train cats."

      "I don't know why I asked," I joked.

      "Something on your mind?"

      "It's nothing." I considered asking her more but thought better of it. As a member of the Inker family, and one of the village's top ward tattoo artists, Carly held a place in our society that was almost as high as mine, even if she wasn't officially part of the four families who ruled Purple Oak Oasis. She was also Katie Fields'  best friend, and I didn't want her to find out that I'd been gossiping about Oliver and his predicament. Ever since we'd been old enough to understand, our parents had drilled into us the importance of maintaining the balance between the families, which meant no accidental bad-mouthing, and absolutely no dating.

      "You know where to find me if you change your mind," she said. "But I should get going, I have some ink to prep before tomorrow's clients."

      I nodded and waved her off, wishing I'd been able to find out more about how the ward-familiar bonds worked so I could make better suggestions to Oliver than wear a glove. What had I been thinking when I said that? For one, I knew he wasn't going to listen to me, but it was also terrible advice when I really didn't know anything about training owls. I just didn't want to see him hurt again.

      I made it through the town, past Brewster Hall until I got to Steeper Manor. Sometimes, I hated that our home was the furthest from everything, but other times, I loved it, especially as I could see the Fields farm and all the land that was attached to our village. Lots of fields that grew green wheat during winter and golden corn in autumn, snowy hills where carefree children went sledging, and the lonesome large purple oak tree that stood proudly in the meadow. I would never tire of this sight. There was always something peaceful about this sight, particularly after a long day in the infirmary.

      The snow shrieked and I turned around, smiling when I met Oliver's gaze. He had his hands deep in his pocket and a scarf wound around him, partially obscuring his face.
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