
  
  [image: ]




  
  -Fire Magic- 
-Three Moon Falls Book 1-
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
Copyright © 2019 by Katie O’Connor
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews, without permission in writing from its copyright holder. No part of this document may be used in conjunction with or to train artificial intelligence.
Published December 2019 by Snarky Heart Press and Katie O’Connor
(katieohwrites.com)
ISBN: 978-1-9990192-7-3 (Digital Edition 1)
ISBN: 978-1-9990192-8-0 (Other Digital Edition)
ISBN: 978-1-9990192-9-7 (Print Edition 1)
ISNN:      978-1-997548-09-6 (Alternate Print Edition)  
Design and cover art by Raquel Lyon, Crooked Sixpence Book Covers
Copyediting by Terri St. Clair






  
  [image: ]
About Fire Magic


He’s a professional diver. She’s a witch who controls fire. Fire and water don’t mix… 
Amber Hawk can trace her roots all the way back to the witches of Salem. She’s got astounding magical abilities, including the ability to control fire. Something weird is happening in her peaceful hometown of Three Moon Falls, and Amber suspects dark magic is behind it. The only way she can get to the bottom of all the strange happenings is to team up with the infuriating, sexy man who’s been making her life miserable.
Kodiak Wilkins doesn’t believe in hocus-pocus mumbo-jumbo. He thinks Amber’s a bit off her rocker, but against his better judgement, he’s attracted to her. Something keeps pushing them together and scary things are happening. He’s going to have to swallow his disbelief and help her out of this dangerous crisis. And in the process learn some interesting things about himself.
Can they defeat this evil and keep their lives separate, or is fate going to keep forcing them together until they admit the attraction burning between them?
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Dedication


This one is for Mom. She’s my number one fan and supports me unconditionally in everything I do. I would never have produced a single story if it weren’t for her unwavering support and belief in me. 
A super shout out to my unofficially adopted sister, Suzette who cheers loudly from the sidelines of my career.
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Chapter One


“Turn it up! I love this tune,” Amber Hawk shouted over her shoulder at her older sister, Lazuli. 
“You’ve got it.” Laz stopped hammering and cranked the radio. Her off-key voice joined in with the familiar lyrics, and Amber added her own somewhat more melodic version as she rubbed wax into the antique sideboard destined to become a candle display cabinet in her soon-to-open new-age store.
Her shop, Four Seasons Metaphysical, would be the first of its kind in their tourist-trade driven hometown of Three Moon Falls. Some of the locals were skittish about Witches and Wiccans, but tourists loved eccentric shops. They’d adore the book her family had written about local ghost sightings. People would buy it, thinking it fun and eccentric, not realizing every word was true.
Unable to resist the radio’s rhythmic beat, Amber dropped her rag and performed a stumbling pirouette into the main aisle. Arms flailing wildly, she danced and belted out the song at the top of her voice. Laz and their baby sister, Hazel, joined her in a frenetic, energy raising dance. The positive energy they raised would pull good things into their store. Dancing, singing, and music created the best results for working positive magic. White magic.
The music cut off mid-syllable. “Cut the noise, people are trying to sleep,” a male voice roared.
Laz and Hazel squeaked in alarm. Amber dropped her hands to her side. Anger overrode her common sense, and she stomped toward the stranger who stood, uninvited, in her store.
“I beg your pardon?” She jabbed him in the chest with one finger.
Tall and broad shouldered, he still managed to appear slim. A scowl turned down the corners of his mouth, darkened his pale green eyes, and created tiny frown lines around them. Even this early in summer, he was tanned a lovely golden brown. He must like to spend his time outdoors; a trait she identified with—she loved the sun. He wore faded jeans and a loose-fitting t-shirt that emphasized his large, well-defined biceps. The man was definitely drool-worthy, despite his angry expression.
“What are you doing in my store, and how did you get in?” They’d locked the doors after Hazel arrived for the work-bee. She threw him her best, fess up now look and waited, with her hands on her hips.
“I’m here to shut down this crap. You’ve been banging away all hours of the day and night for twelve days, and it’s going to stop.” He crossed his arms over his chest.
Amber almost drooled when his biceps rippled. Those muscles would be solid and strong under her fingertips. Or her lips. Her unwelcome guest was more than passably attractive—he was flat out gorgeous. Sinful even.
“How did you get in here?” she repeated, mimicking his posture.
“I came down the stairwell that connects my apartment upstairs with this space.” His eyes narrowed in challenge.
Well, challenge accepted. “That apartment is empty. It’s been empty for seven years. Tell me another one, and this time, make it believable.” She almost rolled her eyes at her own childish taunt. The truth was, nobody had occupied that suite since the store owner died up there when she slipped over a mop bucket and cracked her skull. “Exactly who are you?”
“I’m Kodiak Wilkins. I rent the suite upstairs. I’m trying to sleep. I have a business to run, and I can’t do that if I’m too exhausted to dive.”
She blinked and squinted at him, trying to make sense of his words. Sleep and dive? Oh, he must be the new diving instructor who did tours of the lake bottom. It still didn’t explain why he was in her store.
“Okay, Mr. Kodiak Wilkins, try again. My landlord never mentioned renting the suite.” The rudeness in her voice would set her grandmother off on a tirade about manners. It made her wince; she wasn’t like this. She was calm, cool, and collected—most of the time—but she did tend toward impatience, and he was pushing her that way.
“Kody will be sufficient, and if my cousin, your landlord, didn’t tell you about me, it’s not my fault. But it is typical.” He closed his eyes for a second, and the rock-hard muscles in his arms and shoulders relaxed.
She recognized his attempt at calming himself. He was right. Jason Wilkins, landlord and arrogant pig, wasn’t much on keeping his tenants informed of anything beyond rent increases. Owning half the town, he pretty much did as he liked.
“Sorry about the noise, Kody. We didn’t know you were up there.” She waved vaguely at the ceiling. “We’ll tone it down a little.”
“I let the noise go because I thought it would be a short-term thing. This is getting ridiculous. I don’t suppose you can quit working at night?” he suggested reasonably.
“I’d love to, but we open on Monday, three days away, and our grand opening is the next Saturday. If we don’t get the fixtures together tonight, we can’t stock the shelves.” They were fast running out of time to get ready for the opening. If they weren’t, she’d happily avoid night work. She’d like to accommodate this handsome man, but they were way too short on time.
“You can’t do this during the day?” He massaged his temples with two fingers.
“Unfortunately, we can’t. It’s a group effort thing, and the only time we can all be here is at night,” she offered warily. “We’ll turn the music down.”
“Thank heaven for that,” he exclaimed. “I detest country music.” He shuddered. “Is there anything I can do to facilitate and expedite completion?” 
“No.” She glared. The ridiculously formal words got on her nerves. “There is nothing you can do to facilitate and expedite completion. Thank you.” Sarcasm rang from her voice as she spat the words out. She waved her fingers dismissively toward the back room. The man was intolerable; too bad he was so danged good looking. Wasn’t there a saying about that? Something regarding kindness and beauty? She’d have to look it up next time she fired up her computer. “Feel free to leave, and I’ll thank you to stop entering my store without permission. Breaking and entering is against the law.”
“The door was open. There was no breaking involved.”
“That’s not true,” Hazel spewed, striding forward and planting herself, arms crossed, beside Amber in a show of solidarity. “I checked it myself when I brought in the last of the shelving.”
“It is true, and I resent you calling me a liar.” His face was turning red, and he looked pissed. 
Amber needed to put a stop to the argument. “Listen, I’m sorry we disturbed you. We’ll try to keep it down.”
“Thank you.” He nodded briskly and strode into the back room.
“Shut the door behind you,” Laz yelled. “Insufferable jerk,” she muttered.
“I heard that,” he called back.
“Good,” Amber returned his volley. Stupid stuffed shirt of a man.
“Women.” Exasperation filled his voice, making the trio of sisters giggle.
“Hyacinth should have been here,” Hazel declared. “She’d have put him in his place.” 
She referred to the oldest of the four Hawk sisters. Descendants of the Salem witches, each had their own magical skill. Though she rarely indulged her petulant side, Hyacinth had a gift for bringing pain or healing with a simple look or touch. She’d have given him a magical flick to the backside.
Pleased that he was gone, they shared a high-five and returned to work. Abandoning her furniture waxing, Amber picked up a shelf and attempted to hang it on the shelving wall. It slipped out of her grasp and clattered to the floor with an eardrum breaking clang.
Ten seconds later, before she’d even picked it up, their neighbor was back. “Let me do that,” he demanded, gesturing for her to get out of the way.
“I’ve got it,” Amber said. She didn’t need his help. She was more than skilled enough to hang a few shelves.
“I’ll get it. I’ll get them all. The sooner they’re up, the sooner you’ll be gone.” He snatched the shelf off the floor and gently nudged her out of the way. “What height?”
She pointed to the place she wanted the shelf. Who was she to argue? She was fully capable, but her grandmother didn’t raise any fools. If he wanted to do the lifting, she was going to let him. He grabbed another shelf off the teetering stack and looked at her with one raised eyebrow.
Hazel and Laz returned to their hammering while Amber and Kodiak hung the rest of the shelves. As he placed the last one, Amber stood back and watched him. The man had the nicest derriere she’d seen in ages. Firm, fit, and encased in snug denim jeans, he was a fantasy come to life. The muscles rippling down his back and across his shoulders weren’t hard to look at, either.
Nope. She wasn’t interested. He might be helpful now, but he’d blown in like a backdraft, spewing fire and anger. She didn’t have time for people like that. They’d have been quiet if they’d known he was around. They were reasonable people, unlike him. A frown creased her forehead. She wasn’t usually so judgemental. Gramma Pearl would ask her what was it about Kodiak Wilkins that set her off? No sense fretting over it now. She’d gladly accept his assistance and was grateful for it.
Kody mounted the last shelf and turned to face Amber. His easy grin rocked her to her toes. Wow! The man was beautiful when he relaxed. An answering smile crept over her face.
“Thanks for the help,” she said. She offered her hand. “I’m Amber Hawk. These are my sisters.” His large hand dwarfed her small delicate one. She looked up at him, trying in vain to ignore the rush of pleasure his firm grip sent cascading through her. “We’ll try to limit most of the noise to daylight hours.”
“I’d appreciate that. Let me know if you need any more lifting done. I’m free most evenings.” He walked out of the room. Pausing in the doorway, he looked back over his shoulder. “Nice to meet you. Maybe I’ll get all your names next time. Don’t forget to keep your door locked.”
The shop’s back door closed with a barely audible click, and Amber make a rude gesture toward the ceiling. “Of all the unmitigated gall. How dare he say the door was unlocked?” 
“By the Goddess, he was cute,” Hazel piped in. “Like man, I could stare at him all day, and did you see those bulging biceps? And that ass?” She sighed heavily. “He’s a gift from the gods.”
“With an attitude that doesn’t quit.” Amber shook her head. “That man is entirely too full of himself. He probably thinks his shit doesn’t stink.”
“And those eyes?” Lazuli sighed. “And that sleep tousled hair? I’d like to crawl into his bed.” She hugged herself dreamily.
“Nobody, not any of us, is going to crawl into his bed. Not now, not ever. He’s insufferable. He’s rude. He’s….” She didn’t even want to admit that he had reason to be upset, or that he was pleasant when he chose to be.
“Oh,” Lazuli sing-songed. “Amber’s got it bad. She’s drooling over the hot guy upstairs and staking her claim.” Lazuli and Hazel high-fived each other.
“Not even,” Amber protested. “Sure, he’s hot, but he’s—”
“A god among men?” Hazel teased. “Too sexy for words. Too hot to handle. He just needs some good loving to calm his inner beast, the Amber Hawk magic touch.”
“Get over yourself,” Amber protested. “He’s a jerk.” He was delicious, but she’d be danged stupid to admit her attraction to her sisters. They’d never let her live it down. 
Besides, she wasn’t looking for a man. She’d set her heart on opening this new-age shop, and she was going to make it work. She didn’t have time for sexy divers with rock-hard bodies and bulging muscles.  Nope, not interested. Not one bit. She bit down a sigh. She’d never convince them; she couldn’t even convince herself. Their neighbor was a man who could fire up her hormones without even trying.
“He might have been rude, but we have been keeping him awake for nearly two weeks. I’d be pissed, too,” Hazel said. “Just because we’re up late doesn’t mean he wants to be. I can do my work anytime. If he’s a diver, he needs to be awake and alert underwater. I can’t say I blame him for storming down here.” She paused thoughtfully. “Although, I know that door was locked. I double checked.”
Like her sister, Amber was certain the door had been locked. His claim that it was open didn’t make sense. It was definitely closed, and that indicated that people weren’t to just walk in like he had. Kody Wilkins wasn’t telling the truth.
“Why would he lie about the door?” she wondered aloud.
“Maybe he didn’t,” Hazel said, her brow wrinkled.
“You said it was closed and locked,” Lazuli countered.
“At the very least, he opened it. I checked it when I went to the bathroom an hour ago,” Amber stated, hands on her hips. This was turning into the typical Hawk family running discussion with everyone throwing out ideas without listening to anyone else. They bickered for several moments until Hazel thrust her arms up in a stop gesture and gave a piercing whistle.
“Geez.” Amber winced. “Don’t do that! You’re killing my ears.”
“Look, I researched this building before you rented it.” Hazel grinned.
“And?” Amber and Lazuli chimed in unison.
“And rumor has it,” she paused dramatically, “that it is haunted.” There wasn’t anything Hazel loved as much as a ghost story. She’d spent most of her twenty-three years chasing ghosts.
“You might have mentioned it,” Amber said wryly.
“Hells no.” Hazel laughed. “A haunted store is the perfect place to sell the book we wrote about local ghosts. I mean, seriously, can you think of a better place? I’ve even included our resident spooks in the final version of the book. Well, final version until we find more local properties. I’ve started talking to the owners of some of the places, like Earl Cooper at the bookstore on fifth, about setting up a ghost tour. We’d run them at set times and charge for them. A portion of the money we receive would go to the other venues, or maybe they’d just like the exposure. I’m working out the deets.”
“Resident spooks?” Amber sighed. “Is there more than one ghost in here? Thanks for the heads up.”
Lazuli laughed.
“Come on, favorite sister, it’ll be fun.” Hazel hugged Amber. “Besides, I’m sure they’re not malicious, or we’d have heard from them before now.”
“Malicious?” Amber squeaked. This was getting out of hand. First, a handsome neighbor, then ghosts? What was next? Demons? “And have you tried to connect with them yet?” she asked with a raised eyebrow, mimicking their grandmother’s best I-know-you’re-up-to-something look.
“Nopers. I thought we’d get all settled in nice and cozy first.” Hazel twirled in place, a rapturous expression lighting her face. “I can’t wait.”
Goddess help her deal with her practical joker sister and her affinity and passion for all things ghost related. Hazel, with her auburn hair and brown eyes, had a lot of Irish trickster in her.
“Just how many ghosts are we talking here?” Amber asked.
“I’ve found references to two. The lady who ran the drugstore died upstairs and a teenage girl who died of an overdose; she came in for help, but the paramedics couldn’t save her. Neither is reputed to be malicious, but they must have put off renters or this prime location would have been snapped up before now. You know how it is when ghosts don’t like their neighbors.”
“Great.” Or not. She had a point about them scaring off renters. What else would deter someone from renting a large store facing the lakefront in an extremely high traffic location? And their store had been vacant for years, until they leased it. Amber had jumped on it when she started searching for a business location. “Weird that I never felt anything when I toured the store, or since we started moving in.”
“I think that’s because they want us here,” Hazel said. “We’re great people, after all. I’m sure they recognise our awesomeness.”
Amber marvelled at the seriousness of her youngest sister’s voice. Ever the lighthearted jokester, there was a strong undercurrent of solemnity to her statement.
“Are they here now?” Amber looked around. “I can’t sense anything.” 
Her gift for dealing with ghosts was weak, despite trying to develop it into a usable skill. The only spirit she’d ever successfully contacted was her maternal great-great-grandmother, Rosemary Jade Hawk. It was tradition that Hawk women kept their family name. They could all communicate with her, though nobody knew why she was hanging around and keeping tabs on the family. It wasn’t uncommon for the ancestors of witches to pop in and out of their descendant’s lives. Though they steadfastly refused to discuss any aspect of the afterlife, the sisters had chalked the ghostly visits up to a normal occurrence for their family.
Amber and her three sisters had been living with their maternal grandmother since they were teenagers, when their mother and her new husband took off in search of a witch killer. Unlike their great-great-grandmother, they hadn’t heard a peep from great-gramma since she died seven years ago. It was unusual for a family member to fail to pop in on occasion; especially around Samhain when the veil between worlds was at its thinnest.
“No sign of ghosts since we started moving in,” Hazel declared, slightly exasperated. “I had hoped they’d be around. I’d love to hear their stories.”
“Yeah, me too.” Laz wiped down a shelf and dropped her wash rag into a bucket. “Do you suppose one of them unlocked the door?” Laz’s hazel eyes lit with excitement, and she tossed her long sandy-brown hair over her shoulder. 
Amber looked at her sisters; they shared a common bone structure and similar facial features, but their hair and eyes let anyone know in an instant that they had different fathers.
“Why would they unlock the door?” Amber pulled a box knife from the tool pouch around her waist and sliced open a cardboard box. “Oh, it’s the candles. Find my clipboard and I’ll count while I place them in the display.” Hefting the box, she carried it to the sturdy oak shelving unit she’d been polishing earlier, which was positioned as far from the windows as possible to protect the candles from the sun.
She’d use the adorable bay windows to display items less susceptible to the sun’s rays, like stones, ritual brooms, wind chimes, and statuary. She could picture it already. Tomorrow she’d take down the paper in the windows and hang the new blinds so she could create displays that would be revealed when they opened their doors to the public for the first time.
She sorted the candles by size, color, and scent. Votives, tea lights, and pillars.
“I don’t know why you’re stocking commercial candles,” Laz complained from across the shop. “You make the best candles on the market. You’ve got a gift for scent and color, and you know it.”
“I do.” Amber smiled at the compliment. “But mass produced are cheaper and will appeal more to the general public. My specialty candles have their own place for the serious witch or spell crafter. You know that. Besides, the only ritual candles I’m stocking are mine.” 
The petite half-inch by four-inch tapers were perfect for rituals and burned quickly for fast results. She created them in a rainbow of colors to suit different purposes, including silver and gold to represent the deities.
Deity. What deity did Kodiak Wilkins believe in? Did it even matter? She wasn’t interested in him. Was she? She shook her head to clear her thoughts. She’d better get her act together or she’d never be ready for the opening. She pivoted to check on her sisters. They were giggling quietly as they sorted and placed books on one of the bookshelves that Lazuli, the family carpenter, had custom built to fit across the lower half of one wall. Books were displayed, spine out, below, and other items would be on the upper level. Staples like herbs, incense, Himalayan salt lamps, and rocks and crystals would occupy the shelves in the center of the store. None of the inner shelves were high; instead, Amber planned on hanging decorative items from the ceiling, keeping an open, airy feel.
“How’s it going?” She wandered over to the bookcase. She’d love to spend a couple hours familiarizing herself with each and every book.
“Great. So many titles I haven’t read. I can see my book collection growing. I get a discount, right?” Laz nudged her with one elbow. “How’s it going with you? You sure were lost in thought over there. Dreaming about your sexy neighbor?”
“That’s our sexy neighbor,” Amber corrected.
“So, you agree that he is sexy?” Laz pounced on her slip of the tongue.
“I never said he wasn’t.” Amber’s cheek heated. “Just because he’s hot doesn’t mean he’s a nice guy, nor does it mean that I’m attracted to him,” she said stiffly. Okay, maybe she was. 
One thing was certain about her sisters—if she ever let weakness show, they’d pounce on it and tease her mercilessly. It was all great fun, and they all did it, but sometimes the teasing got old. She’d avoid giving them the satisfaction. But damn, he was sweet to look at.
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Chapter Two


“Damn punk kids,” Kody groused, pulling his dark blue Ford F150 4X4 into his spot behind the building that housed his apartment. He stared at the barn-red wooden walls of the two-story building. Eventually, he’d build a house, but for now, the small apartment above the unnamed store run by those three hellcats would serve him well enough. 
Just thinking of his trio of noisy neighbors banging and thumping around made his headache worse than it already was. Today had been a shit ass day. His second tour group was late and quibbled about paying full price for a shortened dive. It wasn’t his fault they were an hour late. With their top of the line dive gear, one would think they’d be experienced or at least have tried diving a few times. Nope. Pampered rich kids getting whatever they wanted without any effort at all.
He’d given them the usual safety rundown and accepted their assurances that they were all set and understood the safety rules. That was his first mistake. It was all downhill, straight to hell, after that, and he’d known better than to take them at their word. Stupid move on his part.
He climbed out of the truck and beeped it shut. Even that noise set the jackhammers off in his head again. No way would he survive another night of hammering. The shop’s back door was open. Soft strains of country music filtered out, but the early evening was blessedly free of hammering.
He stopped at the base of the outside stairs to his apartment, one foot on the ground, the other on the bottom step. Pain slammed through his head. This would pass, he knew, but for the love of mud, the pain was crippling. He lifted his right foot onto the second stair, and waves of blackness washed over him. His knees buckled. He swallowed hard. He. Would. Not. Go. Down. Only pussies fainted from a headache. His vision cleared, and he moved one step higher.
“Hi, Kodiak.” Amber’s cheerful voice slammed into his head.
“Kody, please.” He grunted. The staircase blurred, and he staggered into the railing.
“Kody, are you alright?” Her voice rose in panic. She was at his side in an instant.
“No.” He was going to say something witty but couldn’t find the words. Shit. He wasn’t alright, not by a long shot. He was shaking like a dog shitting tacks.
A soft, warm arm wrapped around his waist. “Come on, let’s go back down,” she urged. “You look wobbly. I don’t think it’s safe to climb the stairs right now. Come inside the shop and sit for a minute.”
He didn’t want to; he just wanted something to kill the pain and to sleep for a week. Gently, she turned him on the stair and led him down. As they stepped over the threshold into the shop, her arm left his side briefly. The door closed, and the lights dimmed. The reduced brightness after bright afternoon sun was a blessed relief. He sighed.
“Come on, over here to the couch.”
The couch? There wasn’t a couch here last night. The room had been filled with boxes. He vaguely noticed the boxes had virtually disappeared. Only a few remained. Slight pressure on his back urged him forward.
“Tell me what’s wrong,” she whispered as they walked across the room. “Maybe I can help.”
“Tylenol? Advil? Something?” He clutched his head in his hands.
She eased him onto the couch, and he leaned back, closing his eyes. His body calmed, and he stopped shivering. 
“Hang tight, I’ve got something in the bathroom.” She was back in an instant, thrusting a cool glass of water into his hand and holding out two white tablets. “Take these.”
Obediently, he swallowed the pills, mumbled a thank you, and passed the glass back. The couch dipped when she settled at the other end. She shuffled a bit. Not wanting to risk bringing on more pain by opening his eyes fully, he peeked at her from the corner of his eye. She was cross legged, facing him, elbows on her knees and chin in her hands. Her long hair, not quite brown, not quite blonde hung over her shoulders, almost to her lap. She looked like she’d wait there all day, her green eyes patient and caring. She looked like a goddess; some kind of tempting siren destined to lure him to his doom.
“Sorry to disrupt your day.” His voice was like kettle drums in his ears.
“No worries. We’ve been disrupting your nights. Call it Karma. What’s bugging you?” She brushed her hand across his arm, her touch was light and calming. 
Calming? He wasn’t upset. He was just exhausted and mildly oxygen deprived. “Headache, exhaustion.”
“That’s more than a headache. Do you get migraines? I have a great tea for headaches. Can I fix you some? It might help.”
Tea? Coffee was more likely to help. “No, thanks.”
“It’ll help. I promise.”
Something about the soft, earnest tone of her voice convinced him. “Okay.” He was too beat to fight her. He wanted this headache gone and some food in his stomach so he could sleep. He’d been a fool, failing to recognize the lies the kids were telling him. Someone could have died today.
“Who could have died?”
He opened one eye. She was perched beside him, paused in the act of getting up. “A client.” He hadn’t meant to speak out loud. He massaged his forehead, hoping to ease the pain, half of which was mental. His stomach growled.
She laughed lightly. “Okay, tea, then food, and then you tell me about it. Sometimes a burden shared is a load lightened. I’ll be right back.” She patted his knee and stood. 
Was she always this physical? Did she touch everyone? Questions bombarded him, exacerbating the pain in his head. He massaged it with both hands. Water ran, the kettle hit the stove with a soft thunk. The fridge opened and whispered closed. A drawer slid open and eased shut. The sounds were infinitesimal, as if she were trying not to disturb him. They sounded like a calypso band. Paper rustled. 
“Sugar? Milk? Honey?” she asked from across the storage room. “Honey would give it the best flavour.”
“Fine.” He groaned, not caring. The drugs better kick in soon; he was dying.
“Kody? Here, take this tea.”
He squinted at her. “Already?”
“You drifted off. The tea’s cool enough to drink. I’ve made you a sandwich.”
“Bacon?” He smelled bacon and toast.
“Yeah, bacon and tomato. I hope that’s okay.”
He struggled to sit up and grab the tea. The pounding in his head had lessened but was still excruciating. He took the warm mug; it was soothing in his hand. He was thirsty, he always was after a dive. He sipped it gratefully. Bitterness scarred his tongue. He nearly spat it out. It tasted like dirt and bark, like the crap his grandmother had made him drink as a kid. “What the hell is this?”
“Herbal tea. I took a risk that you aren’t allergic to aspirin; salicin is the medicinal ingredient in willow bark, it converts to salicylic acid…aspirin. There are a few herbs, as well as turmeric, ginger, and cinnamon. It’ll help with the headache. Drink up.”
“No allergies.” If he didn’t hurt so damned bad, he’d question the beverage, but all he wanted was relief. He winced but chugged the contents of the mug. “That’s disgusting.”
Her chuckle danced over his skin, somehow relieving some of the pounding in his head. Setting the mug on a box beside him, he reached for the sandwich. “Thanks. I’m starving.”
“That might have contributed to the headache.” She waved toward the box. “Drink the water, too. You’re dehydrated.”
“What are you, a nurse?” How in the world did she know he was thirsty? His mouth was as dry as the Sahara. He chugged the water, and it helped alleviate the bitterness left by the tea. 
“Not a nurse, but I have a working knowledge of medicinal herbs. I’ve taken some classes.” She shrugged off the value of her knowledge.
The sandwich’s toast was crispy and warm. Fresh tomato and the comforting flavor of bacon with a hint of mayo exploded on his tongue. “Wow. This is delicious.”
“Thank you.”
He gobbled the sandwich in half a dozen bites. “Why do you have a complete kitchen in your store?” Okay, maybe not a siren luring him to his death, maybe a healing angel. Oxygen deprivation must be getting the best of him—he wasn’t normally taken to flights of fancy like this.
“Convenience. I’ll be working long hours. It’ll be nice to eat healthy and not have to rush out and pick up my meals.”
“Wouldn’t a microwave work?” He nearly groaned at the inanity of his questions. He sounded like a social reject who couldn’t even talk to women. To his surprise, she laughed again. A light, trilling sound that made him think of chirping birds and bells.
“I rarely use the microwave, though I do have one. I prefer fresh cooked foods with veggies right off the vine. We grew the tomatoes in the greenhouse. That’s why they’re so flavorful. The bacon comes from Evinger’s Butcher Shop. They raise and process their own meat.”
“The sandwich is delicious, even if the tea is…” He floundered, looking for a way to politely say the tea tasted like mud.
“Vile? I know. It’s disgusting, but it works. Just be glad I sweetened it. Gramma Pearl would have made you drink it plain. It’s much worse that way. Trust me, I drank it plain for years before I realized I could run a go-round and sweeten it myself.” She grinned broadly. “How are you feeling?”
His head ached like hell, but the pain had eased off considerably. “I don’t know if it’s the drugs, the tea, the food or the nap that helped, but I’m feeling much better. Thanks.”
“You’re welcome. How did you end up with such a headache? You should have treated it long before you arrived here. Surely, you weren’t driving like that?”
Guilt slammed him in the guts. He had driven like that, and he probably shouldn’t have. He should have eaten and drank something before getting into his truck. Calling a cab would have been the smartest idea. What if the headache had overcome him on the road? His stomach roiled, nearly sending his meal back up.
“I did drive, but the worst of it didn’t hit until I got out of the truck.” He sighed. “I just wanted to get home. I forgot my sunglasses after a crappy day.”
“All’s not sunshine and blue water in the diving business?”
Her questions could have been prying, but they seemed to be coming from a place of honest concern. He didn’t mind answering. “Today sucked. I disregarded my intuition and it cost me.” She didn’t say anything, just nodded for him to continue. “The morning was great. An easy group of moderately experienced divers. No problems at all. We explored the outer caves below the falls. They’ll be back later this summer for a longer dive.”
“That doesn’t sound bad.”
“It wasn’t; they listened, and there were no issues. My assistant and I ate lunch before the afternoon group arrived. That’s when things went bad. Real bad.” Memories washed over him, and the blood drained from his face, despite his pounding heart. “Someone could have died.”
“Oh no,” she exclaimed, settling beside him and patting his shoulder comfortingly. Her hand rested there, like a soft hug, more soothing than it should have been.
“Yeah. I was an idiot. A group of four college kids. All in top of the line gear. I judged their skill based on the equipment. No novice owns gear like that. It runs into thousands of dollars. I mistakenly equated gear with experience. I ran the safety orientation. They joked about a bit, but I’d swear they understood the importance of the orientation. Apparently not.”
“What happened?”
He flashed her a look; her brow was furrowed, and her fingers knotted.
“Everything was fine at first, but after the first few minutes, when we were well into the caves, they completely abandoned the buddy system.” He leaped to his feet and paced the room, fighting the anger and desperation he’d felt.  His head pounded with fresh waves of agony.
“After that, one kid disconnected himself from his tank when he accidentally severed his air hose with a knife that he’d snuck down with him. I can’t figure out how the hell he managed to bring a knife.”  Anger tore through him, firing him up and making his heart pound, aggravating his headache. He dropped weakly back onto the couch. Pacing exacerbated the thunder in his head.
“What would he need a knife for?” She sounded as puzzled as he felt.
“Hell if I know. I don’t allow knives on my dives. I carry one for emergencies. Nobody but my assistant is permitted to have them. I made that clear up front. Or, I thought I had. He cut himself badly. Seventeen stiches badly. Thank God this was a lake dive rather than an ocean one. Sharks would have made quick work of him. The damn kid had panicked and almost set off a riot between his buddies. If it wasn’t for the quick actions of Bryce, my assistant, someone might have drowned.”
Frustration and irritation wracked him. He shivered remembering the panic and fright. At the last second, his training and years of diving kicked in and a measure of calm had come back.
“Bryce corralled the rest of the group and led them out while I dealt with the cut and forced the boy to stop hyperventilating. It’s not easy to give commands underwater, and the cave we were in had no airspace. There’s a reason why we have orientation. When he got his shit together, I shared my regulator with him on the way out. We were in deep, too deep for their level of experience. I should have asked for proof. I will next time.”
“Oh, Kody, that must have been awful. Is he okay?”
“He’s fine. I took him to the hospital and stayed with him until he was released. He’ll have a wicked scar, but no debilitating damage, and his oxygen levels were spot on. Incidentally, his father is head of Opti-Oil International. I hope he doesn’t decide to sue me.” He didn’t even want to think about the damage a lawsuit could do to his fledgling diving business, ending it before Kody even got started.
“That’s terrible. A lawsuit would ruin you.”
“I’m hoping for the best, but I’m not holding my breath, which is exactly what I did so he could use my air until we were out of the caves and could surface,” he joked lamely. “I let him use my tank. We stopped only when I couldn’t hold my breath any longer and I had to use the regulator for two breaths. Toward the end, the kid fainted. From the stress or panic. Probably both. And I had to tow him the rest of the way while he used the regulator. Do you have any idea how hard it is to cover a man’s mouth and nose, use the regulator, and then put it back on?”
“Gracious, that must have been awful. I can’t even imagine. No wonder you’ve got a headache. Oxygen deprivation, dehydration, and starvation. It’s a wonder you could drive at all. You’ll need to sleep and should probably take the day off tomorrow.”
“Can’t. I have a youth class. Training beginners. Luckily, it’s orientation and pool work, not a real dive. But, yeah, I need some sleep. I should go.”
“Why don’t you nap here for a while? I’ll keep one eye on you while you rest, just in case something goes wrong. I don’t mind. I’m stocking shelves anyway. Lie down.”
“I’ll just go upstairs. I’d rather not litter up your back room.” She was being so nice to him, despite his pissy mood last night. It didn’t make sense. She should be giving him the cold shoulder. He’d certainly think twice about helping a virtual stranger who’d been as rude as he had. “I don’t want to impose,” he said, struggling to his feet.
The world tipped alarmingly, and he dropped back to the couch. “Or maybe I’ll just stay here a while longer, if it’s not a problem.”
“No problem at all.” She rummaged in one of the remaining boxes, pulled out a fuzzy blanket, and tore the tag off it. “Lay down for a while. There’s no pillow, but here’s a blanket.” She held it out to him.
“I can’t take your new stock,” he objected even as he reached for the moon and stars patterned blanket. “I’ll pay for it.”
“Only if you ruin it. I needed a display model anyway. Get some sleep. I’ll be out front; just give me a shout if you need me.” She waited for his agreement before flicking off the rest of the lights and leaving him alone in the soft comfort of near darkness.
The only light remaining came through the open doorway between the front of the shop and the back room. It was a blessing for his pounding head. Out front, the radio volume decreased until he could barely hear it. Amber hummed softly while she worked, a catchy tune unrelated to the radio rhythm.  She was virtually silent except for the occasional sound of a sliding box or the slicing of a box cutter. Her presence was strangely comforting.
In fact, everything about her was strange. Her generosity, her humming, the incredibly homey set-up of the back room. A mini-kitchen and couch in the back of a store? And four large workbenches, one with an enormous sink. Celestial patterned fabric and multi-colored yarn spilled out of a box on another workbench. Storage shelves and cupboards lined two walls. It reminded him of his grandmother’s sewing room, where she worked diligently on quilts for charity when she wasn’t mucking around in the garden.
Amber’s quiet compassion made him smile. Her soft sounds lulled him to sleep.
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Chapter Three


“Isee you’ve been sleeping on the job.” 
“What? No.” Amber whirled round to face her oldest sister, Hyacinth, as she entered the store from the back room.
“You can’t fool me. There’s a blanket draped over the couch.” Her blue eyes sparkled with mirth.
“Yup. How can you look like a million bucks in a men’s flannel shirt and blue jeans?” 
As a midwife, Hyacinth was always on the go and consequently kept her wardrobe simple and easy to clean. It didn’t stop her from looking like a model. At five foot seven, she was the tallest of the sisters. A natural healer, she was a great midwife, but she also had an annoying gift for sensing untruths being told by her sisters.
Hyacinth shrugged. “I can’t help how I look. The Goddess just made me tall and fit; and my clothing fits my profession. I just got back from a delivery. Reesha Tallows had twins. Two beautiful babies, one of each. I can’t believe how beautiful African-Canadian newborns are. Not nearly so red and angry looking as some.” She grinned at the memory. “Now, stop with the evasion. Tell me why you slept on the couch. I can sense your lie.”
“I’m not lying. I did not sleep back there.” She crossed her heart and popped a girl guide salute. “Do you want me to pinkie swear like we did when we were kids?” Those were the days; everything was so simple. Nothing to do but go to school, play outside, and practise their magic lessons with Gramma Pearl. Yeah, it had been tough sometimes, and birthdays were rough without her mom and stepdad, but their grandmother made up for it in many ways.
“Okay, not a lie, a partial truth. Who was sleeping back there, and why don’t you want to talk about it?” She reached into a box and handed Amber a small statuette of Athena. 
Amber priced it and set it in a glass display case with several other goddess statues. A gathering of colorful fairies was poised to dance on the shelf above, dragons guarded the shelf below. “Kody was feeling under the weather, and I let him rest there. Okay.” She held out her hand for the next statue.
“Ooo.” Hyacinth made the single syllable sound like both an accusation and a wickedly delightful secret. “I heard about him from Laz and Hazel last night.”
“Come on, Cynth, it’s not like that. He had a crappy day at work. I won’t give you details. I won’t betray his confidence, except to say there was no way he’d make it upstairs. He probably would have broken his fool neck if he tried. He could barely stand.” When had he left? She’d checked on him twenty minutes ago, and he was dead to the world. Why hadn’t he let her know he was leaving? Men!
“What was he doing here in the first place? You said he acted like a jerk last night. And now he’s visiting?” Her words were a blend of accusation and question. Another statue, this one of Zeus, came out of the box.
“He wasn’t. Now that we have a screen door, I was opening the inner door for some fresh air and he was hanging off the railing. I decided it was easier to help him into here rather than hauling his ass upstairs. Why am I explaining myself to you? Nothing happened.” She never could lie to her sister. Cynth was only four years older, but sometimes it felt like decades.
Hyacinth held up her arms in mock surrender. “Don’t blame me. I’m just watching out for your best interest. Your dating history isn’t the best.”
“Get over yourself. I only seriously dated two guys. One of which turned out to be a total tool. Everyone makes mistakes. I’m so over him, and his lies. Besides, I’m not looking to date, and if I was, I certainly wouldn’t be interested in Kody Wilkins.”
“Just be careful, okay? We don’t know anything about him, and his cousin Jason is a first-class jerk, even if he is your landlord. Promise me you’ll take care and watch your back.” When Amber nodded, Hyacinth continued, “I’m going to look around and check out what you’ve done. It’s looking great.”
“Help yourself. Don’t be afraid to soil those midwife hands and put in a little work. This is a family venture after all.” 
Hyacinth laughed at the light-hearted teasing. 
A fresh wave of excitement washed over Amber. She’d been working since her sixteenth birthday. She’d been a waitress, a chambermaid, a hostess at a steakhouse, a cashier, and a volunteer at the hospital. She did tarot and tea leaf readings at the farmer’s market every summer. She was more than ready to work for herself and to contribute more to the family coffers. Four Seasons Metaphysical was going to be a huge hit, she could feel it. People were already knocking on the front door, wanting to come in and look around.
She was timing the opening with the first rush of summer tourists. There would be enough business from locals to get by, but the summer and Christmas rushes would be enormous. After two years of online business classes, she was more than ready for this.
Her heart pounded with trepidation, but at the same time, she was deadly calm with certainty; this was the right move. She’d had dreams and visions of this for eighteen months. Now was the time. For her and for her family. They’d each contributed cash for start-up capital and supplies, as well as using their innate skills to create stock.
Tomorrow, she’d bring additional stock from home. Her candles and gemstone jewellery. Hazel was contributing potions, spell kits, soaps, and lotions. Lazuli had a stock of carved wooden boxes and wall plaques. Hyacinth was donating herbal teas and medicinal herbal creams. Grams was creating cloth bags to hold spells and other special items as well as dream pillows. They’d all worked on crocheted pouches and gemstones on macramé necklaces. They grew most of the herbs and dried them for sale.
She was limiting stock to handmade and local artisans where she could. She’d ordered some custom Rune Stone kits from a friend in Saskatchewan. Books were a different matter; they weren’t easy to source locally, but she was bringing in titles by the biggies in the genre. 
“This is pretty cool,” Cynth called from the corner Amber had set up for psychic readings.
Amber wandered over to join her and straightened the star patterned table cloth. “I know. I tried to blend what tourists would expect with a more realistic, serious vibe. Did I pull it off?”
“In spades, baby sister, in spades. I love the crystal ball display and the fringy curtains; they’re so Gypsy-chic. You’ve got a great bohemian vibe without hitting stereotypical bo-ho. Well done. Who’s going to do the readings?”
“For now, I’ll do tea leaves and palm reading, especially with walk-ins. Lazuli will do most of it, at least those we can schedule in advance. Lucky for us, she’s got a flexible schedule as a self-employed carpenter. Once we’re up and rolling, I’ll be offering basic Wicca and magic classes.”
“You’re going to be busy. What does your new boyfriend think about all this?” Hyacinth met Amber’s eyes with a questioning stare.
“Boyfriend? There. Is. No. Boyfriend. What makes you think I have a boyfriend?” She shook her head in reinforcement of her words. Sometimes, her sister’s tendency to step in and play mother was annoying. Other times, it was a downright pain in the ass.
“No? What about Mr. Hot Diver upstairs? You’re already practically sleeping with him.” This time, there was definite teasing in Hyacinth’s voice.
“By the Goddess, you’re a pain in the ass. I did the guy a favor. End of story. Now, help me set up or go home.” Hyacinth didn’t even blink at the familiar family nagging. The four of them had been bickering back and forth since they were toddlers; she knew when her siblings were teasing and when they meant business.
“You’re not answering the question. Are you interested in Kody Wilkins?” She sat in the corner chair.
“No. Not my type.” Cute, yes. Nice backside, yes. Pleasing personality? Nope. Admittedly, he seemed concerned about the injured boy and had put his own life at risk to save him, but he was angry, too. It was difficult to judge his true state of mind when he was exhausted, hungry, and recovering from mild oxygen deprivation. “Not interested in him at all.” Amber settled into the chair across from Hyacinth and pulled a deck of Tarot cards from their protective velvet bag. She shuffled them and passed them to her sister.
“You sure you aren’t protesting too much?” Hyacinth asked, dealing the cards out into a twelve-card spread. She scooped them up without looking at them and slid them back into the bag. She dropped the deck on the table and stood to fidget with the display of crystal balls beside the table. She shifted them from their straight-line arrangement to something more artistically random.
“That looks good,” Amber observed. Perhaps she could change the subject. “You’ve got a good eye.”
“I’ve done some research. Kody Wilkins has a good reputation as a diving instructor. He’s got the highest possible level of lifeguard training. Nobody in town knows him, except his family. He’s been engaged twice, but both breakups have been amicable. One was his high school sweetheart, the other a girl he met in dive school. No details on what broke them up.”
“Hyacinth. How could you go prying into my neighbor’s background like that? What gives you the right?” She closed her eyes and shook her head. Shame for her sister’s incredibly rude actions and anger at her interference blinded Amber. She clenched her fists and blinked back sudden tears. “How could you? What if he finds out? I’d be mortified.”
“You are interested. I figured you were. Which is why I checked him out. It wasn’t difficult. It’s easy to track someone on the internet, especially if you know his address, his family, and his profession. Easy peasy, even if he doesn’t have any personal social media accounts, just one for his business.”
“Totally irrelevant. Don’t ever pry into my friends again. Stay out of my life.” She shook her finger in Hyacinth’s face. “How would you feel if I snooped on your friends?” Heat rose in her face, and the burn scar on her left shin ached. Oh, this was bad. When her emotions ran high enough to make the ancient wound hurt, someone was in trouble.
Her palms started to tingle. She fisted her hands to still the angry spark growing there. She would not zap her sister with a fireball. She wouldn’t, no matter how badly she wanted to.
“Whoa, bank in the fiery anger before you torch the place. Your hands are glowing blue-red. Breathe.” Hyacinth threw up her hands in surrender. “I promise I won’t do any more research on Kody.”
“You do and I’ll torch your precious ’69 Camaro.” The car was her sister’s pride and joy. Hyacinth had inherited the green sportscar when her birth father passed away. Their relationship had been a strong one after he discovered she existed—when she was fifteen. The car was her last link to him. It was a gas guzzler, but completely reliable.
Amber hadn’t been so lucky. Her father was living in another town with a new family and uninterested in the daughter he fathered unintentionally. He considered his ex-girlfriend a liar and a fake and wanted nothing to do with her or Amber. Neither Hazel nor Lazuli knew their fathers. Both were conceived while their mother was travelling in Europe.
Their mother, Lily-Beth, hadn’t been promiscuous. Each child was born out of love. Their mother just declined to marry the men who fathered her children. In the end, the men moved on. Eventually, Lily-Beth had reconnected with Trevor Moon, a member of Three Moon Falls’ founding family. They’d fallen in love, married, and set off to hunt down a witch assassin when Amber was ten. No witch was safe until they put a stop to the targeted killing, which meant figuring out what he was gaining from the deaths, or what he was searching for.
“You touch my car and… and…”
“And what?” Amber taunted, rubbing her palms together to suppress the fire she’d generated. “You’ve got nothing. You’re a midwife, a healer. It’s not in you to hurt people.” Hyacinth was the gentlest of them all, and it took a lot to set her off. Her calm, rational sister had never hurt anyone.
Hyacinth’s shoulders slumped infinitesimally. “Sometimes I wish I were.”
“Meaning?” Amber asked. “Who pissed you off?”
“Earl Cooper,” she spat.
“Earl, four-eyes, baggy britches, Cooper? Where did you bump into him?” She put a hand on Cynth’s shoulder to comfort her. How had she gone from the victim to the consoler? 
Earl was Hyacinth’s nemesis. They’d been butting heads since he kissed her in Sunday school. When they were young, their mother sent them to church thinking a sound grounding in Christian beliefs would help them understand their peers. The experiment only lasted two years, but it had helped them realize why so many people feared them. Hyacinth and Earl had almost gotten beyond the kiss when he discovered she believed in magic. To a good Christian boy, her beliefs were the death knell to his feelings.
“I stopped into the bookstore and bumped into him, not literally. He gave me the cold shoulder. I don’t know if it’s because I rebuffed him two decades ago, and he never got over it, or because …” she waved vaguely around the shop, “because we’re … not Christian. I was trying to be civil, and he was dismissive. I think he wanted to throw me out of the shop.”
The floor shivered. Anyone else would have attributed it to a passing truck. Amber knew better. “Bank it, earth girl. You’re letting your anger out.”
Unchecked emotions could be devastating. Amber had fire, and Hyacinth had the power to move the earth. Things could get dangerous if they weren’t in control of their stronger emotions.
Hyacinth pressed her palms together and put the tips of her index fingers to her nose. She drew in a deep breath, closed her eyes, and relaxed. “Sorry
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