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      After losing her mother to an unexpected illness, and unable to locate a sister who is MIA, Pepper has to come to terms with being alone for the first time in her life. She refuses to sit still and feels sorry for herself. Reviving her herb garden becomes her first project and she mixes up a potion to help it grow. As she performs the spell, a silver wolf stumbles into her backyard, his focus on her. Knocking the magical potion from her grasp, he shifts into a gorgeous man.

      Tyler Nash never expected to scent his mate while on a run. Seeing her in the flesh, tending to her garden by moonlight, is too much for him to deny. Little does he know the witch accidentally puts a hex on him, and not just his heart. Now, everything he touches sprouts leaves and flowers. But the screwed-up version of a green thumb is the least of their worries.

      Pepper discovers a secret her mother didn’t get a chance to share before she died, and now the father she thought was dead comes back with dark plans of his own.

      

      Note: The Mating Hex was originally published in 2016 under the title, Hexed With Sass. It has been re-edited to fit in the Ashwood Falls World as a standalone novella.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “How are you supposed to find a mate if you never try to look for one?” Ruthanne, his older sister, sat on his sofa in his living room, nagging about finding a mate. He expected it from their mother, but it looked like Mom had recruited backup.

      A frustrated groan rumbled past his lips. “Who says I want a mate right now?”

      He was young, only thirty. In shifter standards, that was still a pup. Considering they lived a very long time, what was the hurry?

      Not wanting to talk about it any further, he hurried toward the door. After yanking the thing open, he heard her ask.

      “Where are you going?”

      “For a run.” And away from my overbearing family.

      He jogged to the tree line at the edge of his backyard. When he entered the thick trees, he shifted in a flash and took off, the moon shining through the branches as his only guide. It felt good to run, to get away from people, and be alone for a little while.

      Yes, he loved his family and pack, and he wouldn’t consider leaving. Ashwood Falls was home, family. He just wished his parents and siblings would let him breathe.

      He hadn’t realized how far he’d run until he came to the Everton Ridge Coven property line. He skidded to a halt at the border and hesitated. There was no rule about crossing onto witch territory as long as he respected their harm none rules. That wasn’t what made him pause.

      An alluring scent did. Roses and cool mint drifted on the air. It was faint, but he picked it up. The wolf whimpered, wanting to follow it. To see where it came from. The man was curious as well.

      Raising his nose into the air, he sniffed and then took off in the direction of the delicious scent.

      He was careful to stay within the trees and brush surrounding the homes of the coven until he found the one he searched for. A female. And she was alone. With his supernatural night vision, he watched her as she sat at a table in front of the kitchen window. Her wavy red hair was drawn back in a loose ponytail. He wanted to see her up close, face to face.

      He started to move forward until she stood, put something in the sink, and opened the fridge. A moment later, she disappeared. No. Where did she go?

      It felt like hours had passed before she returned with a book in her hand. What are you doing, my little witch? He couldn’t see her fully while she stood at the counter.

      Then she moved to the back door, and he crouched low, and ducked behind a large tree. And waited.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Pepper’s heart ached. Loss and abandonment squeezed her chest until it became hard to breathe, and sleep only came a few hours a night.

      The house was too quiet, too empty.

      Without Mom, the energy in the home seemed heavy and sad. Even after Pepper cleansed it the day before.

      With a sigh, she glanced into the glass scrying bowl of water and tried, again, to reach her sister. No luck. Pepper carried the bowl to the kitchen sink and dumped the contents. Every day since her mom died a few months ago, she’d tried to locate her older sister. Each time, Pepper came up empty. Much like the house.

      Ruby simply didn’t want to be found.

      But she needs to know Mama has passed.

      Swallowing the lump in her throat, she moved to the nook in front of the bay window overlooking the herb garden in the backyard. Another downer. No matter what she did, the herbs wilted and just looked…sad. Like her.

      If only there was a way to snap out of the funk. Right before her mother passed, she ordered Pepper to allow her soul passage and not to hold onto her. Same for Ruby.

      Pepper made that promise to let go and be happy, so that was what she would do. Right after another glass of wine.

      Grabbing the bottle of red vino, she tipped it over her red plastic cup. Two red drops dribbled out and stared at her from the white bottom. She looked inside the bottle, not having a clue what she expected to see in there. As if by magic, it would refill and everything would be good again.

      If only. Pepper didn’t possess those kinds of powers.

      Okay, Pepper, you have got to get over yourself and find a purpose.

      Maybe tomorrow.

      She turned to the fridge, dropping the empty bottle in the trash on her way. When she yanked the door open, it hit her. Magic. She was an earth witch. A garden spell should be easy for her. And for the moment, she’d have a purpose.

      Abandoning the need to drown in a second bottle of wine, she crossed the kitchen to the living room bookshelf where she kept her magical library. Why hadn’t she thought of it before? Oh yeah, I was taking care of my sick mother and searching for Ruby.

      Not anymore. Ruby was more than capable of taking care of herself.

      Pepper had to start living for herself. The first thing she needed to do was fix the herb garden. Then she’d find something else to fix.

      She was stronger than wallowing in her own pity.

      Pulling the family Book of Shadows off the middle shelf, she sat with her legs folded like a pretzel in the oversized armchair. The elegant leather-bound book hummed with magic. Passed down four generations, it held all the secrets of her family as well as spells, recipes, and history.

      She flipped through the pages until she came across the gardening spell she’d seen her mom use on many occasions. Tears filled her eyes as she saw her mom’s neat handwriting in the margins of the book. Pepper traced the letters lightly with her fingers. Suddenly the room filled with notes of lavender and gardenias. Her mom’s scent. A sense of happiness filled her heart, telling her, her mom was okay.

      A smile lifted her lips. Happy journey into the next life, Mama.

      The AC kicked on and the air from the vent above where she sat blew the pages of the book. When Pepper touched the page to turn it back, she felt a pull. Studying the spell, she frowned at first. A happiness spell. Interesting.

      It was a simple spell, a few lines to chant with blanks to fill in for her own purpose. With a shrug, she settled into a more comfortable position and closed her eyes. Everyone deserves to be happy, right?

      
      
        
        By the powers of the elements

        Happiness will find its way

        To fill my heart…

      

      

      Into the blank, she put…      With everlasting love

      
        
        I will it so

        Mote it be, blessed be.

      

      

      
      Opening her eyes, she smiled, the tightness loosening in her chest. She rose and carried the book to the kitchen while flipping back to the garden spell.

      Two ground eggshells, one banana peel, water, and a pinch of sage, blended then poured into a watering can. Hmm, that’s simple enough.

      About ten minutes later, she stood barefoot in the center of the circular garden. Half the garden seemed healthy. It was the half her mom tended. She must’ve cast a growth spell on that half before falling ill.

      Pepper turned to her side and frowned. “I have something special for you.”

      Yeah, she talked to plants, not that it did any good by the look of the sad browning leaves. She just wasn’t as good at tending to a garden as her mom. Another ache formed in her chest. Stop. She’s in a better place, not in pain, and will live on in my heart.

      After grabbing the plastic spray bottle from the rack on the outer wall of the house, she added water and then about half of the potion to it. Kneeling on the edge of the stone walkway, she set the amber-colored glass jar with the rest of potion next to her. She’d freeze the remainder to use in about a month.

      With the book opened to the page to the spell in one hand, the spray bottle with the growth potion in the other, she sprayed the plants evenly while speaking the chant.

      
      
        
        Gather strength by the moon’s glow.

        Make leaves grow by Sun’s touch.

      

      

      
      A snap of a twig behind her made her jump to her feet and whirl around, her heart hammering against her ribs. In the process, she knocked over the glass potion jar, spilling the herbal contents. Great. A low growl made her step backward. As she did, she stepped on the jar, cracking it.

      A sting on her big toe had her glancing down. Damn. Blood mixed with the spilled potion on the pavers. Another great.

      Annoyed at who or what disturbed her, she searched the woods her backyard merged with. A few yards away stood a beautiful silver wolf. She frowned after noting the too-human eyes staring back at her the color of the Caribbean ocean. It was a shifter. Most likely one of the Ashwood Falls wolves.

      She didn’t have much interaction with the pack except for the occasional run-in in town. Hotties with fur. She’d always kept her distant because she didn’t like drawing attention to herself. Besides, she had a sick mother to care for…until a few months ago.

      The pack was located a few miles north of her coven. Still, none of them had ever crossed over into the coven’s territory, as far as she knew.

      She placed her hands on her hips. “What are you doing here? This is witch territory.”

      There were several long moments before he stalked toward her, a hunger in those blue eyes. One step by slow step, he advanced, his nose twitching as if scenting the air. She narrowed her eyes. “I think you’re lost.”

      Or on something.

      Still, he didn’t stop. A low growl came from him that made her freeze. What the hell was wrong with him?

      He stopped a few inches from her and sniffed. First at her hand, her leg, then her crotch. “Hey! Stop that.”

      Perv.

      She went to bat him away with the water bottle
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