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    Every book starts somewhere. Nick and Sandra’s story grew out of a fun interactive improv story item from my newsletter, You Decide What Comes Next. As Nick and Sandra’s story progressed, it became clear a new series was forming. Welcome to Cauldron Falls, where full moon matches and Sadie Hawkins dances ignite sparks and join hearts as the magic of love fills the air. The following people helped guide and create Nick and Sandra’s journey to Believe in Love:


Cathy Mesaric Bartlett


Karen Wright


Steph K Coutts


Christine Heydt


Chandra Woolson


Rebecca Moninghoff


Kathy Brown


Denise Gaff


Sissy Daniel Johson


Thank you for your input, cheers and continued readership. Here’s to the next Cauldron Falls romance!
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Saturday Evening

"How good a fake are you?" Nick Morgan set his half-empty wine glass on the table and slid into the booth opposite Sandra Cunningham. 

"How good am I a what?" Sandra stared at him, her mouth open.

"A fake. You know, pretending to be something you're not." Nick opened the menu in front of him. He glanced over the specials, closed the menu and laid it on the table. Sandra sat quietly, gawking at him, her mouth closed. Garrett's suggested opening line hit pay dirt alright. Paydirt that was two-thirds manure and a third disbelief. 

Sandra swiped her sweaty palms on her jeans. Talk about caught off-guard! Good thing she'd swallowed her wine before Nick reached the table. Leeana hadn't mentioned anything like this when she said Nick had contacted her asking how to get in touch. Was Nick trying to be funny? 

"Why would I want to do that?' Sandra sipped her wine. Had Leeana told him about their recent discussion?

"Well. . .sometimes you need to bluff your way through things...you know." Nick opened the menu again.

"No, I don't know. Bluff I've done when I wasn't completely sure about something. Usually, understanding a new concept or technique, not much more than that." Sandra set her wine glass down on the table. "How good a fake are you?"

Nick slowly exhaled. He wasn't damn good at faking anything with this conversation. He and Sandra weren't strangers. They'd known each other for several years. They'd dated off and on during high school and beyond, been occasional friends with benefits, and accompanied each other to parties and social occasions. Why the hell was it so hard to ask her to go with him to his cousin Paulina and Jackson's wedding?

"I don't know. It's not something I set out to do. There's a first time for everything, I guess." Nick pushed the menu aside. 

"Are you bullshitting me? If you don't want to be here, it's okay." Sandra held up her hand. "Garrett and Mary love trying to fix people up. They've tried with you and me before."

"No bs. I need a favor. Garrett suggested a straightforward approach. Except his opening line crashed." Nick pointed to the waiter approaching the table. "Let's order, then I'll explain."

––––––––
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Sandra nodded. Nick pricked her curiosity with his needed a favor line. Talk about coincidence. She needed one too. "Yeah, I'm hungry."

"Good evening. What can I start you with?" The waiter laid his pad on the table. "The taquitos and guacamole dip is going fast tonight. The spring rolls are popular too."

Nick pointed to one of the appetizers on the menu. "I’ll start with the spring rolls and spicy corn fritters, please. Bring enough sauce for two. For my entrée, the Mahi Mahi tacos with extra pico de gallo, sour cream and shredded cheese with a side of refried beans and rice.”

“And you, ma’am?” The waiter turned to Sandra.

“Bring the half order of his appetizer. We’re sharing his and mine. My entrée is the shredded chicken enchiladas minus the jalapenos. Beans and rice side along with extra pico de gallo, sour cream and cheese sauce. I’d like some water with two pieces of lime, please.”

Sandra set her empty wine glass close to the edge of the table. “Nick, do you want water?”

“Yeah, I’m done with my wine too.” Nick placed his glass next to hers. “I drove tonight. One glass is my limit.”

Sandra smiled and nodded. “Mine too. Gotta keep our wits about us.”

The waiter confirmed their orders and walked away. Sandra took her cell phone out of her purse and laid it on the table. “You asked 
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something earlier and I gave you a flip answer. I’d like to ask a question if you don’t mind.”

Nick leaned back against the booth. He laid his arm on the back of the booth seat cushion. “Sounds like we both got questions. I asked the first one. Your turn.”

“Why do you need to fake something?” Sandra glanced at her phone. Her question made as much sense as Nick’s had. Faking sounded naughty and sneaky. Pretending was . . .make believe...play-acting. . .fantasizing. Nick showed up in some of her hottest favorite fantasies. Helped her run down her favorite vibrator’s batteries. Got her hot and bothered in all the usual places. Sandra slowly inhaled, laid her palms flat on the table, hoping the coolness of the table would detract her conscience from flashing images from last night’s dreams. 

Nick pressed his lips together. Garrett said Sandra was his best option. The one that would go along with the idea. The one person who knew him the best. The one who could make his family believe what they had was real. How authentic did it need to be? Gram mentioned he and his fiancee staying at her place with no need for separate beds since they were engaged during their stay for Paulina and Jackson’s wedding. Knowing Gram, she’d be checking for used condoms and wanting to know how soon her great-grandbabies would arrive. Nick inhaled slowly, pressing each finger of both hands against his leg. Counting wasn’t going to make this any easier. 

Sandra turned him on in high school and from the moment they’d shared a slow dance three years ago. Her snuggled up in his arms, a hair’s breadth away from him. Her shoulder-length strawberry blonde hair. Hazel eyes that changed colors with her mood. Azure as they quenched their passion. Golden green like a cat’s eyes when her temper flared. Curves in all the right places. Places where his hands and lips wanted to taste and touch. Thinking thoughts that kept his hard-on from nudging her hadn’t been easy. Six months later, the revelation they found each other hot and desirable during a game of truth or dare spin the bottle at a friend’s cookout. Three months later, they’d kissed and—-Nick looked up. Friends with possible occasional—no, Sandra wouldn’t say okay. . .would she?

“My mom and gram. . .” Nick hesitated, wondering if Sandra would believe they were still nagging him about kids and marriage.

Nick picked up his wine glass and swirled the remaining wine in the glass. The only unmarried son in the current generation of the Morgan family line. His mom and gram fussed and talked about their grandchildren and great-grandchildren. With ten apiece, you would think they had enough. No. He was the oddball. The remaining single grandchild Gram swore she would see married before she went to her reward. The only male non-magic in twenty-five generations. So what if he got the quirky gene that made him stand out at family functions. Big deal. If he brought a date, she’d be non-magic too. He hadn’t told Sandra about his family.

“Still?” Sandra asked. 

“Yes, still.” Nick nodded as he continued. “You’d think they’d wise up after while.”

Sandra smiled, shaking her head. “We never grow up for our parents. Mine aren’t as big on grandkids. The gotta find someone and settle down part, oh yeah.”

“One more thing we have in common. Maybe Garrett was right.” Nick grinned, leaning forward. “I think I need to reword my earlier question.”

“Oh?” Sandra leaned back.

Nick nodded. “Yeah. I have a different question first. Why do you keep looking at your phone? Expecting a call or text to get you out of this so-called date?”

Sandra laughed. “It’s not a blind date for sure. We’ve been friends for several years.”

“True. Still, there’s got to be a reason you keep looking at your phone. What is it?” 

“Well. . .I sorta. . .” Sandra paused. How did she put it? Why did family events require you showing up with someone? Why couldn’t the family matchmakers stop trying to match everyone up? They’d made some messed-up choices. She hadn’t met anyone she wanted to think about settling down with. Well, almost no one. . . 

“I’ve got something to ask you after you rephrase your first question.” Sandra pushed her phone aside. “You go first.”

“Okay, How about we go on a real date? One where we spend the weekend together? Act like a couple and see what happens?” Nick crossed his fingers underneath the table. He quickly uncrossed one set of fingers, hoping the old magic adage wasn’t correct that two sets could offset each other and cancel out your wish. 

Sandra opened her mouth, closed it, and opened it again. “Er. . .What did you say?”

“Go on a real date for a weekend and do couple things.”

“Where would this be? Why are you asking now?” Sandra gripped the hem of her shirt tightly in her hand. 

“Well, Mom and Gram. . .” Nick began.

“Oh crap. They’re not friends with my mother, are they?” Sandra clapped her hand over her mouth. She’d blurted out what she was thinking. Great time for her conscience to leave the premises.

“What if they were?” Nick smiled, toying with his napkin. 

Sandra arched an eyebrow and squinted at him. He pressed his lips together, hoping to keep his mirth in check. There was no way his parents and Sandra’s mother were friends unless Sandra was hiding her magic traits. 

“I certainly hope not. My perfectionist and authoritative mother would judge them, size them up and have no qualms about telling them what they thought of your parents based solely on first impressions.” Sandra glanced at her phone.

Nick placed his hand palm up middle of the table as he spoke. “Just kidding on that. My mom and gram are snobs too.”

Sandra looked up from her phone. “Offering a peace token?”

Nick chuckled. “Yeah, we got a bit off-topic.”

“We sure did.” Sandra laid her hand palm up close to his. “What’s special about your offer?”

“Are you considering it?” Nick placed his napkin on his lap. “Waiter approaches with our appetizers.”

Sandra turned, noticing where their waiter was. She smoothed her napkin across her lap. Could she and Nick do, like the cliché said, kill two birds with one stone? Her family reunion was in two weeks. If she didn’t show up with a date, her mother was submitting her name to all the online dating services she could find and lining up matchmakers. Her mother’s excuse was she loved her and didn’t want her to be lonely. Lonely wasn’t the issue. Her mother wanted grandbabies. She kept talking about how babies fulfilled womanhood. For her era, yeah. Maybe for some women, it did. Sandra wasn’t sure she was ready to consider children. Her job kept her busy and didn’t leave a lot of time for dating or kids. 

The waiter placed two small plates and two bowls of dipping sauces on the table. Next to the sauce bowls, he set the plates with spring rolls and spicy corn fritters. "Enjoy. I'll be back with your waters in a moment. Your orders are with the chef. I’ll let you know when they’ll be out when I come back with your waters.”

Nick broke open one of the spring rolls, laying it on his plate. “Are you considering my offer?”

Sandra picked up a fritter, blew on it and dipped it in the cheese sauce close to her. “Nick, you never asked me out to just go out beyond our first couple of dates. Why now?”

Nick bit into a piece of spring roll. He chewed and swallowed. Great, was he avoiding answering her? 

“You’re the best choice.” Nick reached for the glass of water the waiter set on the table. 

“Excuse me for interrupting. Your meals are a bit delayed. It’ll be another ten to fifteen minutes before they’re ready.” The waiter set the second glass of water in front of Sandra. “Can I get you anything else while you wait?”

“ No, thank you. We’re fine.” Nick drank some of his water and set the glass down. Did he tell Sandra what he needed or wait for her to say what she needed? Damn cat and mouse tactics were a pain in the ass. 

“I’m the best choice?” Sandra put her phone in her purse.

“Yeah. I’m considering settling down. You topped the list in a lot of things. Most important is you know me. Most women I know aren’t ready to settle down. Are you still sowing your wild oats to quote Gram?”
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“What if I said I was? I mean, it's really none of your business unless I take you up on your offer.” Sandra broke the fritter in half and ate one part. 

Nick held up three fingers. “First, Leeana said you weren’t seeing anyone. You’re too busy with work. So I’m not competing with anyone else. Second, when we did go out together, you said you had a good time.”

“I did. We agreed that our attraction wasn’t the kind that went beyond making the sheets sizzle. So friends were our best option.” Sandra popped the second half of the fritter into her mouth. 

Nick nodded. “Third, you know me well enough to help me pull off a fake relationship.”

Sandra grabbed her water glass, gulped two swallows and clutched the glass with both hands. She slowly set the glass down. “A fake relationship?”

“A relationship. Well, an engagement. . .” Nick stopped speaking, his voice trailed off. 

Sandra let go of her glass. She placed both hands on the table, leaning forward. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

“Wish I was. Remember I said I needed a favor?” Nick bit into the remaining half of his spring roll. He chewed and swallowed. 

“Yeah, and a fake engagement is that favor?” Sandra picked up a spring roll. “You can’t find someone who’s willing to be your fiancee?”

“I wish there was someone. See, there’s something you don’t know about my family.” Nick leaned forward, closing the space between them as best he could. 

“And I’m supposed to go along with this after you tell me this?” Sandra bit off part of the spring roll. Had someone spiked her water? Was Nick joking with her? Frack, the hair on the back of her neck was sticking up, and her stomach kicking like a ready-to-bust loose bucking bronco.

“Hear me out, please.” 

Sandra slowly exhaled. She hadn’t told Nick about the favor she needed. If she didn’t hear him out, he might tell her no and walk away. “Okay, explain.”

“My family are hybrid shapeshifter magics.” Nick stared at her like he expected her to scream or pull away. 

Sandra shook her head. “That’s normal for Cauldron Falls.”

“It is if your whole family is similar. Mine isn’t.”

“How so?”

“To quote Gram and Mom, I’m one of them. The whispered word—a mortal. Can’t shift. No magic. And to further tick the whole lot off, I don’t care. I’m tired of being treated as an outlier.”

“And I’m supposed to help you fake them out? Not a great place to be amongst shifters and magics. How sure are you we’re going to be safe?” Sandra dipped the last fritter in the remaining cheese sauce.

“Pretty damn sure. See, I’m the third male born in this generation. The rest of my cousins and siblings are women. Mom and Gram are hoping I make a match soon to carry on the family name.” Nick stacked his plate on top of the empty appetizer plates. 

“What about arranged marriages? Aren’t those popular with magics and supernaturals?” Sandra added her plate to the stack of plates middle of the table.

“Arranged marriages aren’t popular with the liberated women in the family. Matchmaking is extremely popular. Especially Sadie Hawkins full moon matches.” Nick scooted to the end of the booth seat, rose and moved closer to her with his hand out.

“I thought we were eating dinner. You change your mind?” Sandra turned partly toward Nick.

“I need to ask you something.” Nick reached into his pocket.

“What?” Sandra blinked, trying to make out what Nick had in his hand.

“Yes,” Nick began going down on one knee as he opened the box, “Will you do the honor of marrying me?”

Sandra scooted back as far as she could in the booth. There was faking, and there was absurdity. Had Nick gone off the edge?

She glanced down at the petite single solitaire diamond ring the box held. Nick’s gaze met hers as she looked up. He smiled. He was serious. Seriously thinking she was going to take his ring as a sign of agreement?

Sandra inhaled, pressed her lips together, knowing her answer might undo her resolve to not end up with a broken heart again. Maybe this time, she could keep her heart out of it. 

Yeah, right honey. Unless you’re ready to add some stipulations and ones you can abide by too. Great, her conscience finally decided to show back up.

“Yes,” Sandra began as Nick leaned toward her, reaching for her hand. “With stipulations. You don’t agree; the answer is no.”

Nick pulled back. Sandra had stipulations? Shit, it wasn’t like they were actually engaged. Yeah, he’d popped the question, even offered up a ring. They both knew it wasn’t a real proposal, right? 

“Stipulations?’ Nick started closing the ring box.

“Yes, stipulations.” Sandra laid her hand on his shoulder. “First one is no unprotected sex.”

Nick ducked his head, hoping he hid his grin. He hadn’t planned on unprotected sex either. He planned on protected sex. Quite a bit of it if Sandra agreed. His and Sandra’s sexual chemistry never smoldered when the mood hit them. He looked up. “All right.”

“Yes, neither of us needs an unplanned pregnancy. Forced into marriage for real.” Sandra held up two fingers. “Second, no bs about me being magical or some percentage shifter. I am not going to try faking that along with everything else.”

Nick nodded. “That one I solidly agree with. If we’re going to do this, we’ve got to stick with our story. We’ve known each other for a while and finally realized we matched.”

Sandra flipped up her third finger. “Third stipulation is we keep shit simple. Your family doesn’t need to know everything. Neither does mine.”

Nick
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