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Dedication


This one is for the great teachers in my life. Thanks for all you taught me. I wouldn’t be here without your help. Your patience and understanding helped shape who I am today. 
It’s also for every shitty teacher I ever had. For those of you who treated me poorly because I didn’t meet your standards of perfection. Kudos to me…I grew up and I flourished, despite you. I’m a successfully published author with over forty titles to my name. To quote Toby Keith: “How do you like me now?”
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About Water Magic


Will the fear of water be her undoing, or can a water witch overcome her past to save her soulmate? 
Hazel Hawk is desperate to obtain employment in a town reluctant to hire anyone from a family of reputed witches. A descendant of sixteen generations of magic wielders, Hazel controls water and channels it to her own purposes. There’s only one problem, she’s deathly terrified of water and terrified someone might use this to their advantage.
After Dennis Belanger discovers his ex-fiancée was trying to control his mind and manipulate his will, he vowed never to get involved with another magical being, and moved to Three Moon Falls to start over, and soon his garden center is thriving. Unfortunately, he’s exhausted and half a year behind on his accounting. Out of options, he hires Hazel as his bookkeeper, despite her reputation as a witch.
They’ve barely scratched the surface of their irresistible mutual attraction when an enemy with supernatural powers intrudes on their relationship. With lives in danger, paranormal skills must be used to defeat the foe bent on destroying Hazel, her family, and Three Moon Falls.
When Dennis’s life is threatened, Hazel must face the one thing she’s more afraid of than losing her soulmate – water. Can she overcome her fear or will they both die in battle?
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Chapter One


Hazel Hawk smoothed her favorite ocean patterned skirt, straightened her bejeweled T‑shirt, and lightweight cotton sweater, huffed out a breath and took two steps forward. Dang, she’d forgotten her resume. She’d emailed one, when she’d applied online for the position, but it didn’t hurt to have one with her anyway. She glanced around the parking lot to ensure she was alone, and with a quick flick of her fingers, cast a spell that had the resume flying off the passenger seat and into her hand through the open window of her ancient, lime green, Ford Fiesta. 
She gave her car’s rusty hood a fond pat. She loved this car. It didn’t look like much, but the gas mileage was incredible, better than a lot of newer cars. While the car wasn’t sound of body, it was certainly fuel efficient, and in excellent working order. The engine and drive train were perfect. Last week, the old car had passed her emissions test with flying colors.
“Okay, Hazel, enough procrastinating.” For all the bravery of her words, she couldn’t quite make herself move toward the customer entrance to Get Growing Greenhouses. She’d been here a million times, and loved wandering the aisles of flourishing plants was peaceful and relaxing. But she’d never anticipated being here for a job interview. Everything was riding on this.
As the youngest of four sisters, she was the only one who wasn’t gainfully employed, and it was starting to rub her the wrong way. Her family had never mentioned it, it was her own stubborn pride fueling her desire to make her way as a bookkeeper, now that she’d aced her final exams. She wanted to contribute to the household expenses, not just cause them to increase. She wanted, no needed to earn her way.
Unfortunately, her hometown didn’t present many job opportunities, especially for someone with her reputation. It wasn’t that Hazel, or her family had done anything bad, it was just their reputation for being odd. Being from a family of witches, even private ones made you an odd duck. Occasionally, when weird things happened around town, her family was given sly, accusatory glances. Their newly opened metaphysical supply shop hadn’t helped their reputation.
Now, after sending out a hundred or more resumes, this was her only interview. Not having options sucked. She could probably get a job at the gas station or convenience store working nights, but she’d finished her education and wanted a real job. She didn’t want to have to travel fifty miles to the next town for work as a bookkeeper, and she sure didn’t want to move away from the home she’d grown up in.
When this job had come up, she’d asked around town about the garden center’s new owner, but nobody knew anything about him, beyond his name. Dennis Belanger was an enigma in Three Moon Falls and that was unusual; in this town, everybody knew everyone else, except this guy. She’d hoped to learn something about him, but had come up dry, even on the local gossip grapevine. The gossip breakdown could be a point in her favor, maybe he hadn’t heard of her either and she’d be able to leave her family’s reputation for weirdness behind, at least long enough to secure the job and prove herself.
Shaking off the self-defeating thoughts, she headed toward the doors.
“He could have called me for the interview, rather than just emailing me. At least I could have tried to get a feel for him that way.” Her ability to get a “feel” for people was limited, she wasn’t gifted in reading people the way her sister Lazuli was, but she might have picked up something by speaking to him. She wasn’t totally without magical empathy.
She forced her feet into motion and fueled her steps with all the confidence she could muster. Fake it until you make it was her motto for the day. “I’m going to ace this,” she bolstered herself.
“Pardon me?”
The unexpected male voice sent her heart lurching into overdrive. Why hadn’t she noticed him when she checked the lot? Hopefully he hadn’t seen her spell the paper into her hand. The magic council wouldn’t be happy if she were caught performing magic in front of a mundane. Last year they’d bound a witch’s magic when she zapped a mundane with a spell. Hazel couldn’t imagine life without the magic she’d known all her life.
She whirled round, hand against her chest, crumpling her resume. “What?” she squeaked. The underground sprinkler to her left spit out a rush of water. Crap. She needed to control her emotions, or she’d call enough water to soak them both. Not cool. At least her water control hadn’t caused the thick clouds overhead to open up and dump on him. Unrestrained emotions were the bane of a witch’s existence. It took years to learn to experience emotion without letting their side effects run rampant. Luckily, a witch’s powers rarely came in before she turned twelve or thirteen, although there were exceptions in her family.
“You said something, were you talking to me?” A grin tipped up the right corner of his mouth, giving him an adorable, lopsided grin.
By the Goddess, he was gorgeous. Over six feet tall. Damn, she loved a tall man. Her heart skipped happily. Ocean blue eyes, golden brown hair and bulging biceps. She swallowed a wave of attraction and couldn’t stop her gaze from examining him from head to toe. Snug blue jeans emphasized his long legs, and his chest was accentuated by a form fitting Get Growing T‑shirt…
Whoa!
Get Growing? No way. She was not ogling her potential employer and he had not just caught her talking to herself. No way. No how. Heat flooded her face. Maybe he was just an employee.
“Um. Hi. I was just thinking out loud.” She almost stumbled over the words, and the edge of a sidewalk block simultaneously. Shit. Get a grip Hawk.
“Do that a lot, do you?” His smile grew exponentially. Laughter made his eyes shine. He didn’t seem judgy, just amused.
Would the earth just open up and swallow her already? Did she talk to herself a lot? Absolutely, but he didn’t need to know that. “No, not much. Sometimes. A little. Yeah.” Great, way to make a good impression. She sounded like an idiot. How was she supposed to impress him if she couldn’t form a coherent sentence?
“Nervous?” His deep laugh was more of a growl and sent a wave of warmth flooding down her spine.
Grasping for an intelligent response, she blurted, “Nope. Not me.”
He laughed again. The sound was so infectious she joined in.
“Okay, maybe a bit.” She thrust out her hand, her resume poked his chest. “I’m Hazel Hawk. I’m here to see Dennis Belanger for an interview.”
He tugged on the wrinkled paper she’d forgotten was in her hand. She yanked it back and shoved it into her other hand. “Sorry.” She offered her hand again as heat stole into her face. She was blowing this, big time.
“Nice to meet you, Hazel Hawk. I’m Dennis Belanger.”
“Dang. I was hoping you were just someone who worked here, and I hadn’t made a total ass—jerk—of myself.” She barely resisted the urge to roll her eyes at her ineptitude. “I swear, I’m a competent bookkeeper. I’m just nervous.”
“Come inside then. We’ll go into the office and discuss the position.” He placed his hand lightly on her shoulder and urged her toward the building.
Beneath her sweater, her skin prickled where he touched her. Whoa! That was a first. What man’s touch had ever affected her so strongly? None. Sure, she’d been attracted to men, but wow. Good looks and electricity, Dennis Belanger was lethal. And his laugh was enough to make her crazy, in a good way.
The automatic doors opened and she stepped inside, Dennis right behind her. Tempted to pause and absorb the healing atmosphere, she kept moving and inhaled deeply, taking in the moist air, and the aroma of fresh greenery and damp earth. Her nerves stilled as she grounded herself as she walked forward.
“My office is this way,” he gestured to the left.
She followed him through the retail area, noting, not for the first time, the wide array of products. Plant pots of all types, ceramic, glass, wicker, plastic as well as a few cement ones. Flower and vegetable seeds. Fertilizers and tools of all shapes and sizes. There was even a small section with trinkets, mugs and other gardening related gifts. She adored the fairy and dragon statuettes.
“Oh, those are new.” She paused and picked up a tiny dragon with teal and purple wings. “She’s adorable.”
“Those came in yesterday. There’s another box full in the back. I hope they sell, I wasn’t sure, but the sales rep talked me into them.”
“They’ll be a big hit. It’s almost my sister’s birthday. I’ll have to get her one.” She set the statuette down and looked up at Dennis. “Sorry. I’m not here to shop, I’m here for the interview. I just got distracted. Lead the way.” She followed him through a winding chain of six interconnected greenhouses and back outside. They crossed a small expanse of yard toward a large white bungalow with dark green shutters.
“We’re going into your house?” she blurted.
“My office is just inside.” He held the door open for her.
Weird. Why wasn’t the office in the greenhouse somewhere? Or why hadn’t he conducted the interview there, rather than in his personal space? This had the potential to be uncomfortable and unprofessional. She paused on the back step. Reaching out, she tried to get a feel for his intentions. Dammit, why wasn’t she more adept at reading people. She should have gotten her sister Lazuli to check him out in advance.
Well, nothing ventured, nothing gained. If the office was in the house, that’s where she’d be working, so no sense dithering about it. Besides, her entire family knew where she was. She wiped her feet on the wicker mat and stepped into the back entry. The small space was pristine. The walls were pale sage green, the trim gleaming white. A row of coat hooks hung on one wall, a neat shelf of footwear below it. To the left she noticed a small washroom, the office was to the right. Straight ahead, a set of French doors with frosted windows separated the entry-office area from the rest of the house.
“In here?” She asked, waving toward the office. She bent to unbuckle her sandals.
“You can leave those on, if you wish.” He wiped his feet on the mat.
She did the same and went into the office. She stood across from the untidy desk until he sat behind it and invited her to sit. Her stomach churned like a fountain had erupted inside her belly as she slid into the chair. Discretely, she wiped her damp palms on her skirt, the resume in her hand crackled. Dang. She’d forgotten all about it. It was a wrinkled mess, the corners curled and damp from perspiration. No way she could give it to him now. The interview hadn’t even started, and she was already blowing it. Searching for calm, she glanced around the room. Books lay crookedly on the shelf alongside messy stacks of paper and open boxes of office supplies. His desk was strewn with documents and catalogues held in place by dirty coffee mugs. She’d have to get rid of those right off and clean things up. She hated working in a mess.
“You’re the fourth person I’ve interviewed for this position.”
Her heart sank at the words. The fourth? Seriously? This wasn’t going to be an easy job to get.
“Honestly, I debated even giving you an interview. You have no experience and I need someone who knows what they’re doing. Is that you?”
Tempted to beg for the job, she held her tongue for a moment before answering. “I have just graduated. Top of my class to be honest. My GPA is on my resume. I’m familiar with the major computerized accounting programs and can use a manual spreadsheet. I’m not an accountant, but I know the tax categories they use and what should go where. Additionally, I have more than a working knowledge of plants and their care. I can be an asset to you. I’m also willing to work the floor if you need the help.”
His eyes narrowed, leaving her wondering what she’d said wrong. The resume crinkled in her hands as she bunched them together.
“Is that your resume?” He asked.
“It is.” She handed it to him. “Sorry it’s wrinkled.”
He took it and slipped it into the shredder. The grinding of gears and paper destroyed any hope she had of getting the job. Her heart sank to her toes and she stood.
“Where are you going?” His voice was curious, but not unkind. “I have more questions.”
“But, but--you shredded my resume.” She gestured vaguely. “I assumed we were done.”
“You emailed me a copy. I’ve read it. I shredded it for privacy purposes. I assumed you didn’t want to keep it, it’s a little crumpled.”
“Oh.” She sank back into her seat, willing herself not to blush, say anything stupid or jump to any more conclusions. Something about him made her jumpy. Not in a bad way, but in a way she couldn’t quite understand.
“I’ve heard rumors about your family. I’d like to discuss them.”
And there it was, the death knell to any chance of employment. She was going to have to leave Three Moon Falls to get work. She suppressed a wince. “Okay.” What choice did she have but to answer the questions? It was either that, or risk not getting the job.
“Your family runs the new store, the new age place?”
“Yes, we’ve just opened.” His tone was neutral, but she suspected he had a reason for asking.
“Unusual store. Why aren’t you working there?” His hands rested easily on the desk.
She studied his expression. The man was unreadable. Did he think they were crazy? She didn’t have enough information to know what was going on in his head. He might not care about the shop at all. Those lovely blue eyes didn’t give her a single hint as to what he was thinking.
“I do work there. My entire family does. All three of my sisters as well as my grandmother. It’s a family business. I’m looking for more. I’ll still work there when I’m needed, and I’m not at this job.” She floundered for a moment, struggling to express herself. “I want to be independent from my family and the shop. I need to make my own way.” Oh, she sounded totally lame.
“That I understand.” He took a deep breath. “Tell me about the unusual nature of the shop?” he prodded.
“There isn’t much to tell.” She fought back a rising sense of frustration and despair. She flattened her hands against her thighs to keep from twisting her hands together. “New age, metaphysical beliefs are making a comeback. They’re increasing in popularity. We’re capitalizing on that market. Our market research shows tourists are interested in a lot of what we sell. Books, statuettes, stones and gems. Divination items.”
“And you do you believe in all of that metaphysical business?” His tone was slightly accusatory.
“Frankly, I don’t see how it is any of your business and it certainly isn’t relevant to the job you advertised. Plus, questioning my belief system could be construed as questioning my religion. Unacceptable.” She stood quickly and looked down at him. “Thanks for your time, I’ll show myself out.” She was in the entryway before he spoke.
“Hazel, wait. Please.”
She pivoted on her heel and looked back at him, trying her best not to glare.
“Can you assure me your beliefs won’t impact your work?”
By the Goddess, the man was rude and insufferable. How could she even consider working for him? “Would you ask a Catholic, or a Christian that question?” He had the grace to flush and glance away. She’d scored a direct hit, so why didn’t it feel good?
“I apologize. The question was unworthy of you and of me. Can we pretend I didn’t ask it?”
He had to be kidding. That made as much sense as a judge telling the jury to disregard the testimony, as if you could unhear something. Reluctantly, she nodded, but didn’t return to her chair. If she didn’t need this position so badly, she’d be gone faster than water through a burst dam; but she did need the work. Financially, and for her own self‑worth.
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Chapter Two


Dennis waited for her to come back into the office. After a long, tense pause, it became apparent she had no intention of sitting back down. She stood in the doorway; arms folded over her chest, staring at him. He’d crossed a line. When he left his past, his ex-fiancée, and Drayton Valley behind, he swore he’d stop letting his ex’s actions color his perception of the world. Big fat failure there. He was here to make a fresh start and only half a year in, he’d blown it already. He needed to get his business in order and hiring a competent bookkeeper was the first step. 
His better judgment told him to apologize, again, and let her leave. Instead, he found himself asking her to sit down. She eyed him warily and perched on the edge of her seat. She reminded him of a nervous bird who might fly away at any second. He could hardly blame her.
It wasn’t just her beliefs making him nervous; after his ex, Natalia, he was cautious around women. He had no desire to start a relationship and Hazel Hawk was entirely too attractive for his peace of mind. The sun streaming through the window to her left lit her light brown hair with gold and red highlights. He wondered if they were natural or costly upgrades like his ex indulged in. He had to stop judging everyone based on Natalia’s behaviors. Hazel didn’t appear high maintenance. She looked…wholesome.
Unless he missed his guess, those beautiful brown eyes and high cheek bones were unadorned by makeup. Her clothing was simple and earthy. She was a tiny little thing, barely over five feet, maybe five two or three. She was thin, with a curvy, feminine look to her. Judging by the name Hazel, he’d been expecting someone—older. Maybe a mother returning to the work force when her children went back to school. Or even a grandmother. The rumor mill had neglected to include her age.
When he saw her in the parking lot, his attraction had been deep, and instantaneous. It had floored him. She’d been talking to herself, and it was cute. Her blush when she realized his identity was adorable. Her quiet anger at his later rudeness was justifiable and only raised his opinion of her.
Yeah, he had to stop his libido from controlling his brain. He should let her go and continue his search for a bookkeeper elsewhere; yet he found himself wanting to get to know her better. Plus, he was six months behind on his books and busy enough he’d never catch up alone. Get Growing was booming and had the potential to be a thriving success, if he didn’t screw it up by losing track of his finances. He had two choices, hire Hazel and fight his attraction; or start working twenty-four-hour days to catch up. He was already exhausted. He never would have thought running a garden center was this much work. His yard-care business hadn’t been nearly this mentally taxing. Physically, yes. Mentally, not so much.
She cleared her throat, bringing his attention back to the moment at hand. His grandfather would say, “Time to shit or get off the pot.” His best friend would tell him to “man up.” They’d both be right.
“Tell me about your knowledge of plants.” He had a thousand other questions he’d like to ask her, none of them job related.
“My family has our own greenhouses and extensive gardens. We grow herbs and flowers for teas and salves. I grew up around plants. I can identify almost every native Alberta plant species and sub-species; although there are a few I only know by their common names, rather than the scientific ones. I’m trained in the medicinal uses of plants and herbs as well as which plants to grow together for optimum benefit. I’m not trained in botany, but I’ve taken a number of correspondence classes. However, I thought I was here for the bookkeeping job.”
“You are. But you mentioned working the floor.”
“Do you need help on the sales floor? Did all your staff start with a wide floral knowledge base? Or are they just regular retail staff you’ve trained?” She squinted at him, as if daring him to annoy her again.
Damned if he didn’t like the way she put him on the spot. She was straightforward and no-nonsense; he admired that. He ignored her question about his employee’s knowledge. “I am looking for staff, but my primary purpose in interviewing you was, and is, for the bookkeeping position. But it’s nice to know you have other skills which would benefit my customers.”
Her eyes narrowed further, as if she didn’t believe him. She had such an expressive face; he wondered what she’d look like in the throes of passion. 
Not happening.
He had zero interest in women or relationships. Certainly not in the type that involved close physical contact. And yet he couldn’t stop himself from imagining her glorious hair spread across his pillow. He cleared his throat to remove the ball of desire lodged there.
“When can you start?” He’d meant to ask something else, but the question exploded out of him before he’d consciously made a decision.
She leaned back in her chair; arms crossed over her chest. He’d expected eager acceptance, judging by how she’d explained her need for the job.
“What hours are you offering? What is the wage? If I work the floor will I be paid the same wage as for bookkeeping? A bookkeeper does earn more than regular retail staff. Are there benefits?”
He stifled a grin; he admired her spunk. Her professionalism was miles above his. She’d be an asset to his fledgling business. He named a monthly wage. “Full time, forty hours a week. Benefits after a three-month probation period. There will be no sales work until the books have been brought up to date. After that, we’ll discuss it.”
“Wait. Just how far out of date are your books? You’ve haven’t been open long.” She sounded wary. Justifiably so.
He flushed. Time to fess up and hope she didn’t refuse the job. Two of his earlier prospective hires had refused when they saw his shoe-box accounting method. “Let me put it this way,” he smiled his most disarming grin, “I’ve been open for seven months, and I’m six months behind on paperwork.”
“You’re telling me you haven’t paid bills for six months? How are the lights even still on?” Her eyes bulged and her mouth dropped open. She blinked rapidly and snapped her mouth shut.
This was where she walked out on him. He held up a hand. “Wait. I didn’t say I haven’t paid bills. I have. I’m up to date on payments. I pay them when they come in. I just haven’t entered anything in the computer yet.” He winced at the admission. Frankly, it was a miracle he was even still open.
“That’s a relief. Do you have a business plan? Projections for the future?” She paused and eyed him skeptically. “Do you even have the money to pay me?”
He laughed. He totally deserved her scorn and doubt. He’d made the right decision offering her the position. She’d keep him on his toes. “Yes, I have a plan.” In his head, but he wasn’t going there. “I have adequate funds to pay your wages, and that of my other employees.” Why was he defending himself? He had run a successful yard-work business and sold it for a tidy profit. He had more than enough money to keep the greenhouse afloat for a couple years, or longer. Though his plan was to grow quickly into a profit.
“Where are your receipts? Your cheque book? How are you recording your purchases, wages, income?”
“In my head. The receipts are here.” He pulled an overflowing box off the shelf behind him and dropped it on the table with a thud. Loose papers flew everywhere, and he scrambled to stuff them back in the box.
“Are you out of your mind? You can’t run a business like that!” She jumped to her feet and grabbed the box from his hands. “I’m going to need a place to spread out. This paperwork is a disaster. I’ll need room to sort receipts. Somewhere it won’t be disturbed for a few days, until I get it organized and entered. There isn’t enough room in this office to do it right.”
He jerked back in his chair. What the devil? This could be a mistake. She was going to be the type of woman to step in and take over his business which wasn’t what he wanted. All he needed was a competent record keeper and someone to handle bill payments. He wasn’t a business newbie. Although admittedly, he’d had a partner who’d handled most of the paperwork before they sold out. Maybe he shouldn’t have been so quick to offer her the job. Hell, he hadn’t meant to offer it. He’d intended to send her on her way and keep searching. In his exhaustion, he was losing control over his ability to make rational decisions and stick to them.
His goose was cooked. Rather than admit he’d screwed up and was still leery of her new age ways and lack of experience, he again brought up the probationary period. “There’s a three‑month trial period. If, at the end of, or during that time, I’m not satisfied with your performance, I have the option to terminate your employment.” Suddenly, it was of utmost importance that she agreed to his terms. He didn’t want to run into issues when he had to fire her later on. “I have paperwork for you to fill in before you start.”
“Can you even find it?” Her tone was light and teasing.
“Yes. I can find it,” he shot back defensively. He’d printed it this morning. She wasn’t even hired, and she was giving him the gears. This could be a colossal mistake, or it could be fun.
She chuckled, obviously not believing him. Her laughter brightened the room, like the sun coming out from behind the clouds. Dammit all to hell. He wasn’t attracted to her. He refused to be. He didn’t have time for women, especially witchy women.
She was an inexperienced bookkeeper and new age to boot. He’d had enough magic shit from his ex. He was not going to get caught up in it again. One thing for certain, you couldn’t trust a witch. They had unnerving skills and didn’t hesitate to use them.
“One last thing,” he said, pulling the forms she needed to fill out of the printer’s tray. “No magic on the premises.”
“What?” She gaped at him like he’d grown three heads.
“No magic. None.”
“I’m sorry, what do you mean by magic?”
“You heard me. Your family has a reputation for being magical. I’m asking you not to perform spells on my property.” God, he sounded as paranoid as he felt.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about. Besides, why in the world would I need magic when I’m entering numbers into a computer and balancing your books?”
Shit, now she was defensive again. He liked her better when she was smiling and teasing. His head started to ache. He massaged his temples. “I’m familiar with witches and magic. Yes or no?” Damn. He had to get a grip on himself, and his biases.
“I promise, on my honor, I will not use magic on your property. Not that I believe in magic.” Her eyes shifted away as she talked. “I assume someone who had the ability to cast spells wouldn’t just go throwing them around in public.” Her brows scrunched together, and her hands curled into balls.
Yeah, she was pissed off and somehow her agreement wasn’t reassuring; but he’d try and take her at her word. He reminded himself she wasn’t Natalia; she was her own person and hadn’t given him a reason not to trust her. Yet.
It crossed his mind that if she was an actual, living breathing witch, she might be influencing his decision, the way Natalia had. He opened his mouth to ask her if she was, and snapped it shut. No sense going there, if she was, she wouldn’t admit it anyway. Another of his grandfather’s expressions crossed his mind. “Trust first, doubt later.” He wished the old guy hadn’t passed away three years ago, he could use his advice about now and he definitely could have used it when he realized what Natalia had been up to.
He slid the papers across the desk. “Fill these in and I’ll find you a place to work.”
“Unmagically.” The single word was a shot, but he refused to take the bait.
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Chapter Three


Hazel danced into Four Seasons Metaphysical, her family’s new age shop. Peace and calm washed over her as she breathed in the fragrant air. Lavender, rose, sage, lemon. The aroma came from bundles of dried herbs and the scented candles they sold. She loved it here. She adored every metaphysical book and new age trinket on the shelves, especially the rocks and gems. She grabbed her sister’s hand and spun her in a circle, laughing like she was nuts. 
“Wow, you’re excited,” Amber said, grinning widely. “I gather you got the job?”
Hazel released Amber and hugged herself. “I did. I start first thing in the morning,” She couldn’t stop a tiny frown from pulling her brows together. She was still miffed at her new employer’s attitude.
“I hear a but in there. What’s wrong?”
Amber was just coming into her clairvoyant skills, but she was Hazel’s closest sibling, and knew her moods well.
“Aside from nearly accidentally soaking his feet with the automatic sprinklers? He’s a total witchaphobe. He actually warned me not to use magic on his property. As if I would! Can you believe that?” His gall still irritated her. She sensed he had his reasons, but he didn’t reveal why, and she refused to ask. “It pissed me off. I barely managed to stop myself from admitting I was magic.”
“So, he believes then?”
“Yup.” Was a grumpy believer any better than a non-believer like Amber’s fiancé, Kody, had been? Probably not. If he’d had bad experiences, it was probably worse, much worse.
“At least he knows about our world and you don’t have to worry about accidentally exposing yourself to him. You’re already out of the broom closet,” her sister commiserated. “That has to be reassuring.”
“I guess. I mean I didn’t actually confess, so he’s still guessing.” His bias against magic was upsetting. You’d think she’d be used to it by now. Most of the world were non-believers or people who considered magic evil and the tool of the devil which just wasn’t true. Speaking for her family, they were nature lovers tapped into the power around them and trying to be good people.
“It’s not like you’d use magic at work anyway, right?” Amber paused. She shifted some amethyst crystals on a glass shelf and gave her sister a sly look. “What aren’t you telling me? I’m sensing more. Fess up.”
Damn. She must be giving off strong emotions if Amber was picking up on them this strongly. Lazuli was the family empath, not Amber. Hazel tried to rein in her unchecked attraction to Dennis. The trouble with being part of a family of witches and empaths was sharing a strong connection. Emotions, especially fear, desperation, and excitement flowed easily through their connection, particularly when she forgot to block them. If the emotion was strong enough, it could be felt over a long distance. Miles.
As kids, all four of the Hawk sisters had learned to shield their emotions from each other, and their grandmother, most of the time. Eventually, the block had become habit, done without thinking. In her excitement, she’d let the block slip. Hastily, she threw her mental wall back up.
“I’m just excited to have a job, nothing more,” Hazel fibbed. She spun away and hurried into the store’s back room. Unfortunately, because she had no customers at the moment, Amber followed.
“You are such a liar. What are you hiding? You might as well tell me. One of us will get it out of you.” She sat on the small red sofa in the staff area.
“Smells good in here,” Hazel deflected.
“She was making lavender candles,” a disembodied voice complained. “I can’t abide lavender. Calming, my left butt cheek. It gets my hackles up.”
“What’s wrong with lavender, Ev?” Hazel looked around the room trying to locate the speaker. Evelyn Woods, the former owner of the building, was one of the store’s two resident ghosts.
“My grandmother, the old hag, always used lavender soap. Every time I smell it, I see her grumpy, judgmental face and get annoyed.” Ev appeared at the tiny kitchen table with a small popping sound. A second pop heralded the arrival of Kansas McGuire, the shop’s second ethereal resident.
“I adore it,” Kansas piped in. “I might not have gotten hooked on drugs and OD’d if I’d learned about calming herbs. Even now, it helps me chill.”
“You would have had to stay in school and not drop out for that,” Ev countered.
The duo had a love-hate relationship. They’d only revealed themselves to the family a few weeks ago and they’d been bickering good naturedly since. Despite their constant arguing, the pair had steadfastly refused to admit why they remained on the physical plain rather than passing through the veil to the spirit world. Being tied to the building had to get old after a while.
“Get used to smelling lavender,” Amber warned. “It’s my best-selling candle.”
Ev and Kansas groaned in unison. “I love the smell, but not everyday. When you make candles, the smell is so overwhelming.”
“Back to the matter at hand.” Amber flicked her long, dark brown hair over her shoulder. “Fess up, Hazel. What actually happened at your interview…besides getting the job?”
“Oh, I smell gossip,” Ev chimed in.
“Ugh. I think I liked it better when you two kept yourselves hidden.” Hazel glared at the duo. Ev shrugged and Kansas stuck out her tongue. They were an entertaining, if impudent, pair.
“Hazel,” Amber taunted, “don’t make me call Laz.”
“Fine.” She dropped onto the couch beside her sister with a groan. “He’s cute.”
“How cute?” Amber teased.
Sisters were such a pain in the ass. “Like trip over my tongue and the sidewalk cute,” she confessed, burying her head in her hands.
“So, totally hot then?” Amber pressed.
“Way too hot. Good thing he works the floor, and the office is in his house.” Shoot! She hadn’t meant to reveal that little detail.
Amber and both ghosts gasped.
“Is it a good idea to work in his house?” Her sister asked, all evidence of teasing gone from her voice. A frown dimmed her teasing smile.
“It isn’t exactly in the house. Well, it is, but it isn’t.” She snapped her mouth shut hoping Amber would let it drop. She should have known her overprotective sister would interfere. She always did.
“Explain.” The single word was a demand. “I won’t have my sister working in unsafe conditions. You don’t need a job that badly.”
Being the youngest of four girls felt like a burden. Everyone else thought they could run her life and were ridiculously over-protective. “I do need the job, no matter what you think. Technically, the office is in the house.” She held up a hand to stop the protest she saw coming. “But it’s in a porch‑entry and separate from the real house. I doubt I’ll see much of Dennis anyway, he’s short staffed and works in the garden center itself. Okay?” She held back a wince at the belligerence in her voice. She was looking forward to seeing him every day.
“Can you trust him? Did you get any bad vibes from him? Do we need to send Gramma or Laz over to read him?”
“Don’t even think about sending them. I can handle this. I swear. Honestly? I didn’t get much from him, but there wasn’t anything overtly negative or dark and certainly no signs of magic or evil anywhere I looked. And I did look.”
White, or good magic left a residue behind, sort of a sparkle, which other magical practitioners could see. It faded over time until it disappeared. Dark magic, what some people called black magic, left darkness, as if all light had been sucked away. She hadn’t seen evidence of either.
After their recent run-in with a dark sorcerer named Keres, the entire family was super careful. With a lot of luck, and skill, they had managed to defeat Keres, barely. Hazel nearly died that day when Keres conjured a swarm of wasps. She was deathly allergic to them. It had taken every ounce of her sister Hyacinth’s healing skill to save Hazel. She might not have made it if not for Amber’s fiancé and his grandmother’s help.
Death had walked too close to them, to all of them, during the battle. Only their ability to blend and combine their magical skills had saved them. They’d injured Keres badly, and in the aftermath, he’d been arrested by the Witch’s Council and taken to a secure center for incarceration and healing. Part of her found it hard to believe he was gone, and not coming back.
Keres had been searching for something, an item he claimed her ancestors had stolen, though he’d never revealed what it was. In the weeks since his defeat, they’d spent dozens of hours searching family records without finding a clue.
Both Amber and Lazuli had experienced visions since the clash. Amber’s involved a cloth wrapped item and running water. Hers seemed to come to her from the past. Lazuli’s were vague visions of a potential future and more threats to their family. None of them would fully relax until they discovered what Keres had sought.
Consequently, Dennis’s bias against magic was both a comfort and an annoyance. At least Dennis wasn’t magical. Now, all she had to worry about was her strange attraction to him and how his casual touches made her feel alive.
“I guess your new boss seems safe then? Not a threat or potential threat?” Amber persisted, arms crossed over her chest, her face set in a serious, slightly threatening mask.
Hazel considered the question. “Yes.” The only danger she could perceive was her attraction to Dennis. “There’s no magic there, despite the greenhouse having the healthiest plants I’ve ever seen, anywhere, except in our own greenhouses. I’ve been there dozens of times since Dennis took over from the previous owners. There’s a peace there, a serenity, that wasn’t there before he arrived.”
“You think it’s natural?” Ev asked. A former witch herself, she was well versed in magic.
“You took the words right out of my mouth,” Amber laughed.
“I think it’s due to proper care and watering. Those plants feel loved, but it’s not magic. I think he might be genuinely gifted with growing things.”
“Be careful anyway,” Amber advised, obviously taking her big sister role seriously. “We need to keep our guard up.”
“Are you keeping yours up now that you’re practically living with Kody and not safely at home with the rest of us?” She was joking. Sort of. Kody’s apartment was the suite above their shop. Both spaces were magically warded for protection and to prevent unwanted entry. The comment would get her sister’s goat, and as the youngest, she loved teasing her siblings as much as they loved bossing her around.
“At least we have privacy here,” Amber retorted, half angry. “At the house there’s always someone interrupting our privacy. We’re never alone which isn’t healthy for a new relationship.”
Sasha, the shop cat, hopped up onto Hazel’s lap. “And they need their privacy.” The cat chirped. “They’re always all kissy faced or making out.”
Sasha, a black and white cat with a grey sash across her chest, had wandered into the shop one day and declared it her home. Somehow, she had magic enough to get from the shop into the apartment through closed doors. Amber’s fiancé had been the first to hear Sasha talk. Recently, she’d begun talking to them all and never missed a chance to blurt out something sarcastic or inappropriate.
“You could always move out,” Amber suggested. “Move into the house with everyone else.”
“And leave my fans? My people need me.” Sasha let out an indignant meow. She and her brood of kittens were favorites with customers. All six babies were already spoken for and would leave for their forever homes in a couple weeks.
Hazel elected to ignore the cat’s vanity. “Time for a celebratory tea. I’ve got a job!” She set Sasha on the floor and rose to fill the kettle. She had the ability to move things telekinetically, but usually did things the normal, non‑magical way. Especially in the shop where a customer might come in at any time. Additionally, it would be way too easy to become dependent on magic. Besides, she was a highly active person and staying still for too long made her antsy. She loved being on the move. Dancing, jogging, yoga, walking…it didn’t matter, she loved it all. Except swimming. She could do without water sports.
She was a water witch with the ability to locate and control water. That didn’t mean she liked it. Once upon a time, she had loved it. But after nearly drowning when she was ten, she avoided anything deeper than a bathtub. The only exception to avoiding water was the nearby creek. She loved wading in the creek, but only when it was running slowly, and she could clearly see the bottom. Nothing deeper than mid-calf.
When Keres blew up part of Raven Falls during his reign of terror, she’d joined the rescue team on the lake. Barely functional due to her fear, she’d survived the day only by channeling her strongest will. Her fears had taken a back seat to the lives of others.
“Seriously,” she put the kettle on the burner and turned to face Amber. “When are you guys coming home? The house seems empty without you. It misses you. I miss you.”
“Probably never, except to visit. We’re going to build our own place, as soon as the plans are finished. Frank Perrum, who owns the lumber yard is also a draftsman. He’s working with us to create our dream house.”
“Oh.” Sadness overwhelmed Hazel, squashing her elation over finally landing a job. She’d slept in the room beside Amber’s every day of her life. It didn’t feel right that her sister was breaking up the family for a man.
Amber walked over and hugged Hazel. “Cheer up, Sis. I won’t be far. We’re building on the family land. Down by the orchard. Close enough to come mooch dinner as often as we can. Nobody can cook like Gramma Pearl.”
“That’s good. I guess.” As much as her three older sisters were enormous pains, she loved them. Hell, she loved Amber’s Kody too. Her favorite sister was moving out. It felt worse that she begrudged her sister’s happiness.
“There was a time when I didn’t think I’d ever want to move away from my family.” Amber explained. “Times change. Kody’s my family too. If we’re going to make our relationship, and our marriage work, I need to spend time alone with him.”
Logically, the words made sense, but deep down, in her heart, she felt…abandoned. Family was everything.
“Besides, don’t you want a niece or nephew to spoil?”
Hazel jerked out of Amber’s embrace. “Are you pregnant?” She asked excitedly. Wouldn’t that be amazing?
“No. Not yet.” Amber grinned.
“Are you trying? A new baby to cuddle would be fabulous.”
“We aren’t actively preventing it,” Amber replied with an unusually shy smile.
“Did you tell Kody all Hawk babies are female?” In all the Hawk family records, there hadn’t been a single male child born since the Salem Witch Trials.
Their family was, by accident, or design, based on a matriarchy. With no sons, the women had kept the Hawk family name, passing the name, along with their magical knowledge and skills onto their daughters.
“He figured it out for himself, but he’s hoping to beat the trend. I warned him not to get his hopes up.”
“Oh, I can’t wait,” Hazel said with a chuckle.
“I can.” After her sarcastic response, Ev popped out.
“What was that all about?” Kansas asked. “I better check on her.” Slowly, she faded away to wherever ghosts went when they weren’t visible.
The bell out front jangled and Amber hurried to serve their customer. Hazel poured the water over loose‑leaf pineapple‑orange tea and breathed deeply, drawing the familiar, comforting scent in. What a day!
A new boss. A handsome, sexy one to boot. Her sister moving out. Her sister trying to have a baby. A hot boss, who was a witchaphobe. Up. Down. Up. Down. A crazy emotional rollercoaster and it was grating on her nerves.
Mug of hot tea in her hands, she sat back on the sofa, crossed her legs and closed her eyes. Breathing calmly, slowly, she centered herself and took a moment to count her blessings.
Her eyes popped open. Tomorrow morning, eight o’clock sharp, she went to work for the hottest man she’d ever met. Oddly, excitement flooded through her.
So much for calm.
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Chapter Four


“Is Dennis in?” Hazel asked Rosa Hunley, the lady manning the garden center’s cash register. Rosa had worked at the garden center for as long as Hazel could remember. In her mid‑fifties, she was an institution and knew almost as much about plants as Hazel. 
“Hi, Hazel. He’s up at the house. He said he’d meet you in the office.”
“Thanks, Rosa. How’s your Mom?” After a few moments of small talk, Hazel hurried toward the office, it wouldn’t do to be late on her first day. She’d have loved to stop and smell the flowers and enjoy the calm and quiet, but work waited. If she wanted to linger in the greenhouses, she’d have to remember to make arrangements to start later or leave home earlier.
She rapped on the back door with her knuckles and let herself in. Dennis wasn’t in the office. She looked around for a moment, wondering where he was. Dust and stale air assaulted her nose. The outside door, like the office window, was shut tight. The place needed some fresh air. She opened them both, letting the breeze blow through.
Better, but not enough. A short, wide, three-wick candle sat on the shelf behind the desk. Dennis’s or a remnant of the previous owners? She walked around and leaned in to smell it. Lovely. Lemony and outdoorsy. Two of her favorites. She cleared some room and moved it to the desk and rummaged around in her purse for a lighter.
She’d barely lit the first wick when Dennis arrived.
“What are you doing?” He demanded.
“Lighting a candle?” Why was he so upset? “Is that okay?” Guilt flooded through her. She shouldn’t have touched his stuff without asking.
“I told you, no magic. Put it out.” He crossed his arms over his chest and scrunched his brows together.
Anger replaced guilt. “What?” She blew out the candle. “It’s your candle. It’s not magic, it’s just a candle. It’s stale in here, in case you didn’t notice. I’m sorry if I offended you by using your candle to freshen the room,” she snapped.
She didn’t give him time to respond. “Is this how it’s going to be? You questioning my every move? If so, you can stuff your job up your…” She bit back the last word, realizing she, like him, might be overreacting. “I agreed to no magic. I meant it, Dennis. I’ll keep my word. I don’t know why you’re so dead set against it and it’s none of my business, but I promise you I will not do anything even remotely magical on your property. Ever.” She breathed deeply and forced her clenched hands to unfurl. She needed to get a grip.
She looked down at the desk at the water bottle she’d brought with her. Bubbles perked their way up from the bottom. Shit. She struggled for calm. She’d let her emotions run away. She looked up at him and crossed her arms over her chest, mimicking his posture. “Are we good? Or shall I go?”
His mouth opened and snapped shut. He closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “We’re good. I apologize. Go ahead, light the candle; it is stale in here,” he admitted.
She bit back a snarky comment. If this were her family, she’d have let it fly, but she was trying to be professional, and she’d already failed. His paranoia about magic was off the charts. He must have known an unethical magic practitioner. Someone who dabbled in dark magic or had hurt him with their magic.
Dark magic wasn’t her style, nor was it her family’s style. They practiced white magic and never used it to control others, but she’d met people who did. One of her family’s cardinal rules was, “Do as you will, with harm to none.” Except for teenage angst and hissy fits directed toward her sisters when she was younger, she abided by that rule and she resented his implication that she might behave otherwise.
“I’m sorry.” He shuffled his feet and looked down at the floor. “I’ll try to contain my bias.”
She didn’t know how to respond, so she nodded her acceptance. “I’d like to get started if that’s okay?”
He blinked rapidly. “Okay. I set you
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