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            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        AFTER THE MAGIC

      

      

       

      
        
        Wolf shifter Kason Holt is a single guy, running a bar in a small town tucked away in northern Oregon, with no plans to change status quo.

      

      

      

      
        
        No reason to. The love of his life left him. Natalia Vasquez, a witch from the local coven, moved away to the big city to “find herself.”

      

      

      

      
        
        When she finds herself back in her hometown, she also finds herself an enemy, which isn’t helping Kason’s case to keep her at arm’s length.

      

      

      

      
        
        In fact, he insists on moving in with her to protect her from this unknown enemy.

      

      

      

      
        
        He’ll figure out how to nurse his broken heart later—when she leaves again.

      

        

      
        Witches and Wolves, in reading order:

        After the Magic

        Wolf Me Tender

        Can’t Hide Your Wolf

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LETTER TO READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      This story, originally titled Lyall, was published under my pen name, Tami Lund, in 2020. It was part of a shared world in which books were written by multiple authors and were based in the same location, sharing specific characters, and a few “local” venues.

      In 2020-2021, under my pen name, Tami Lund, I published three books in this shared world.

      While it was fun to write with the other participating authors, it was time to move on from that shared world, which meant, due to copyright requirements, I needed to make specific changes to my three books, Lyall, Benjamin, and Anthony.

      So I’ve changed many character names (including the heroes of books one and three). I eliminated a couple of side characters that were not important to the storyline. I also changed a few character sexes (which required far more read-throughs than expected, to ensure I caught and changed all the pronouns), the location, the names of venues, and a handful of other updates that ensured the books were taken entirely out of that shared world.

      I then decided to change the titles to something more fitting to each storyline, commissioned new covers, and moved the books to my paranormal and fantasy romance pen name, TJ Bell.

      If you’ve already read Lyall, Benjamin, and Anthony, the general storylines, the character personalities, and the happily ever afters have all remained the same. Those were mine to begin with, and there was a reason I wrote them the way I did.

      Because I loved them!

      If you haven’t previously read these books, welcome. I hope you fall as much in love with these wolf shifters and witches as I did.

      

      Cheers!

      TJ Bell
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      The door to On the Prowl swung open, a beam of sunlight spilling onto the scuffed wooden floor, outlining a shadow of a woman. Tall, although probably a little exaggerated by the angle of the sun. Definitely had curves.

      And wasn’t human.

      Kason Holt kept stacking pint glasses, preparing for the anticipated evening crowd. “On the Prowl is the last stop on your way out of town. You want somethin’ local, or you lookin’ for some of those fancy craft beers they’re making up in Seattle?”

      And everywhere else in the world. Seemed like everybody thought they were a beer expert these days.

      “I was actually hoping you had a nice glass of merlot.” The woman stepped into the bar and the door swung closed behind her, abruptly cutting off the halo of light.

      “Shit.” The word tumbled from his lips before he could clamp them into a thin line he hoped looked disapproving. Or at least off-putting. “You’re back.”

      Natalia Vasquez stepped closer to the bar—thank the gods the wide expanse of wood was between them because Kason had a familiar urge to attack her, and not in a way the word might imply. His version would without a doubt give them both a rollicking good time before it turned sour. Like it always did.

      Not this time. Not again. Not ever again.

      “It’s temporary,” she said, lifting her hand in the classic stop motion.

      “It’s always temporary.”

      “But this time I’m stating it up front.”

      “For once.”

      She winced. Good. She deserved that zinger. And a hundred more, except he was too busy drinking her in to think of any additional scathing remarks at the moment.

      Jesus. She hadn’t changed a bit. No, wait, she’d changed a lot and not a single aspect was off-putting.

      The thick, dark hair was still curly, although she’d managed to mostly tame it into a bun that sat at the base of her neck. Her complexion, while still dark, was several shades paler than the last time she’d breezed through town.

      Too much city living, not enough time outdoors.

      Her wide, brown eyes were outlined with generous, dark lashes and smoky shadow. Her cheekbones were still high and plump, although not as much as they were the last time he’d seen her. She’d definitely lost a little weight.

      He couldn’t decide if that was a bad or good thing.

      Her clothing, if anything, had gotten even more prissy. The button-down, silk blouse, the narrow skirt. What were those things called? A pencil skirt? Seemed like she’d told him that once upon a time.

      And then there were those freaking shoes. Tall, with spiky heels and straps around her ankles; Christ, a man could get lost in a fantasy about her footwear alone.

      A man, but not this one.

      “So why are you back this time?” he asked, his voice gruff, which was okay because it hid how he really felt. What that was, he wasn’t interested in analyzing at the moment. If ever.

      Not if she wasn’t staying.

      “My tía.”

      It was his turn to wince. Selina Vasquez, Natalia’s great- aunt, the woman who’d raised her since her own mother had died when Natalia was a pre-teen, had gone to the Summerlands not even a week prior. Not only was the Willamette Coven mourning Selina’s passing, but so were the wolves. She’d been a great ally and a friend; the first witch they went to for healing that couldn’t be accomplished by the shift.

      “And you’re just now making your way back home?”

      The burning ceremony had been three days ago. Kason had insisted they hold off as long as possible because he’d assumed Natalia would want to be there.

      But she never came.

      Until now.

      She wrung her hands, twisting her fingers until Kason feared she’d wear the damn skin off.

      “Maybe I’d rather have something stronger than wine. Like tequila.” She edged closer to the bar.

      Tequila. Oh, he and Natalia and Maestro Dobel had had some seriously unforgettable ménage à trois back in the day.

      He grabbed the bottle he kept tucked under the bar. It was coated with dust.

      He reached for a martini glass, prepared to make one of the fancy concoctions she liked so much, but she shook her head. “Straight. Neat.”

      He paused before flipping over a lowball glass. Straight and neat was Natalia’s code for it’s been a shitty day and I need the liquor to hit fast and hard to help me forget.

      The drink he poured was a heavy-handed one.

      She sat gracefully on the barstool and wrapped her right hand around the glass. Lifting it to her lips, she breathed in before taking a sip. Then a slug. She closed her eyes and let it linger on her tongue before swallowing and chasing it with another. It’d be fucking erotic if he let his mind wander there.

      Finally, she opened her eyes and canted her head. “You aren’t drinking with me?”

      “That’s the path to perdition.” As they both well knew. Or maybe she didn’t. Maybe she had no fucking clue how much it ripped his heart to shreds every time she came into town, gave him a glimmer of hope, and then disappeared back to the big city. Again.

      She nodded once, succinctly. “Fair.”

      She sipped at her drink, and Kason returned to stacking glasses. It was two in the afternoon on a Tuesday, so they had the place to themselves for now. In a few hours the regulars would make their way here for a quick drink before heading home, and any tourists—humans, mostly—who thought spending spring break in the valley or the nearby mountains was a better option than the crowded beaches would belly up to the bar to exchange stories about what they saw, what they still wanted to do before they headed back to their mundane lives.

      As soon as Natalia finished off the liquor in her glass, he snagged the bottle to give her a refill, a habit. If he didn’t, she’d reach over the bar and help herself. Like she owned the damn place. Or had a thing for the owner.

      No, scratch that. Like the owner had a thing for her.

      Had. Past tense. Definitely past tense.

      Someday, it might be true.

      “I couldn’t do it,” she said, her melodic, soft voice crashing through the silence like a tidal wave.

      “Do what?”

      “Come back. For the burning ceremony.”

      “Couldn’t get time off from your job?” She’d told him, probably more than once, but he couldn’t recall what she did for a living way out there in Dallas, Texas. Something decidedly not backwoods like, which had been one of her goals when she’d left the first time, all those years ago. Gods, it had been fifteen years since they graduated high school, when she hit him up for one last roll in the sack before heading southeast to the lights and hustle and bustle of the big city.

      That “one last time” had turned into a series of “just one more” times that occurred every few years when she popped back into town to check on her great aunt or because their coven’s high priestess had summoned her or that one time when her big-city boyfriend broke up with her and she soothed her heartache in Kason’s arms.

      And then broke his heart when she went back to the guy a few days later.

      Was she still with him? No, that had been years ago. Ten maybe. She’d surely be mated by now if that were the case.

      Shit, was she mated? He wanted to ask, but he really didn’t want to know.

      “No,” she said. “I couldn’t. Emotionally.” She stared at the honey-colored liquid in her glass. “Didn’t want to admit it was true. Like, if I stayed away, she’d still be alive.”

      He nodded. Hell, he’d spent the last fifteen years of his life believing Natalia would come back to him. She just needed time. It was only when he realized she wasn’t coming home for her aunt’s burning ceremony that he had some sort of epiphany: she really wasn’t ever coming home, at least not to stay. Sure, they’d grown up together, had been high school sweethearts, and he’d thought they’d been madly, deeply in love, but love only worked if both parties were on the same page.

      When they graduated, Natalia had wanted to leave the tiny town of Golden, Oregon, and she hadn’t asked Kason to go with her. And they hadn’t been on the same page since.

      “Yet you’re here now.” Three days too late.

      She glanced up sharply, like she’d heard those words he’d said in his head, but she dropped her gaze back to her drink. “Yep. Guess I am.”

      “Why?” Why bother was what he wanted to say.

      She picked up a cocktail napkin with On the Prowl and a paw print stamped on the corner in navy blue ink and began to shred it. “The herb farm. She left it to me. I have to figure out what to do with it.”

      Selina’s herbs had always been, hands down, the best in the coven. She’d had a thriving business providing remedies to the Western Wulf pack and selling her magic-infused herbs to the human tourists who were looking for a bit of supernatural but were afraid to dabble too much.

      “Keeping it running yourself is out of the question, I assume?”

      Her hands stilled and Kason watched as a fat teardrop splashed onto the wooden bar top. He handed her a fresh napkin. She snatched it and dabbed at her eyes and sniffled and wouldn’t look at him.

      “I’d never be able to run that farm as well as she did.”

      “You mean you were seriously considering it?” His heart gave a funny little leap, the way it always did when Natalia showed up yet again and he allowed himself to hope that this time she’d stay.

      But she was already shaking her head before he could even fully ask the question. “No. Kason, please don’t do this. Not now. We’ve been through this so many times, I don’t know why you think things will change.”

      “Because you’re from here, Natalia. And I know you aren’t a wolf, but witches have that same sense of family, of home, of⁠—”

      “Not all of us.”

      “I think you’re just afraid.”

      She took another drink.

      “You’re afraid of us,” he persisted. “Of what we could be. What we should be.”

      “Kason, I gave you my virginity and, yes, my heart, but that was a long time ago. We were both too young to understand what we were doing. And even back then, I never intended to stay here. I told you that. I’ve always told you that.”

      And he’d been stupid enough to believe he could change her mind. That their love could overpower whatever the hell she was running from in her head.

      He watched as she drained her glass. Then she placed it on the bar and dug around in the leather bag she’d draped over the back of the barstool. Extracting a twenty, she tucked it into his tip jar.

      Kason plucked it back out and tossed it at her. “Keep your big-city money. It’s not any good here.”

      She slipped off her seat and straightened her spine and looked him in the eye. Even in the dimly lit bar he could see the pain swirling in those brown depths. Whatever the hell she’d been running from, she still hadn’t run far enough.

      And then she left. Without the twenty.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Natalia made it to her car and pressed a shaking thumb to the little button on the handle that would unlock it, courtesy of a wireless connection to the key fob that was buried somewhere in her oversized purse. She slid into the leather seat and tried to suck in a decent amount of oxygen. Enough to calm her racing heart, preferably.

      When that didn’t work, she banged her forehead against the steering wheel.

      At least she’d managed to escape Kason’s too-knowing, too-trusting, too-wishful, and way too sharp gaze before losing her cool. That was something.

      Wasn’t it?

      Shit, shit, shit. She shouldn’t have come back. Okay, she didn’t have a choice—she really did have to figure out what to do with Tía’s herb farm—but she sure as hell shouldn’t have gone to Kason’s bar.

      What had she expected to gain from that little reunion? Another fabulous bout of sex before Kason’s accusatory eyes chased her all the way back out of town?

      Well, yeah, that would have been nice, even if the guilt tended to last for months afterward. Who was she kidding? That guilt never fully went away.

      And yet she went back for more, every single time.

      Those first few times she’d ended back in bed with Kason she’d convinced herself it was purely lust. Kason Holt had thick, black hair that was just a little unruly, melted chocolate eyes, corded muscles everywhere, and she did mean everywhere.

      If she googled tall, dark and handsome, his picture would probably pop up.

      No one had blamed her for tumbling into bed with him far, far younger than she should have. Lord knew all the other girls were standing up and waving frantically, doing everything they possibly could to divert his attention. She’d definitely not made any friends of the female variety when she walked away from what they all referred to as “perfection” after she graduated from high school. Each time she came back, they let her know what a fool she still was, too. No matter how much time had passed.

      Because they’re all still here. Stuck. Never leaving. Never bothering to figure out if the grass is greener.

      She’d said those words to Tía once, and her aunt had replied, “Sweetie, we live in the Pacific Northwest. The grass cannot possibly get any greener.”

      Even Tía hadn’t understood.

      Natalia lifted her forehead from its resting place against the steering wheel. As she reached up to flip down the visor so she could check her image in the mirror, she caught movement out of the corner of her eye.
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