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  Dedication



This one’s for the girls in my high school. I was a total dweeb and too shy to reach out in friendship.
Know that I’m stalking you on social media, and wishing I’d been brave enough to befriend you. As an adult, I’ve learned that you probably shared many of my insecurities. I wish I’d known that back then.
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About This Book


She believes she’s the weakest of her magical line, and she’s facing the biggest villain. 
Lazuli Hawk has been in love with her deceased best friend’s husband since the day she met him. He’s everything she wants in a man, but you don’t just jump your bestie’s guy. Especially not when your family is the victim of a series of evil magicians intent on finding mysterious artifacts of immeasurable power and killing all of you in the process.
Frank Perrum’s daughter is making him crazy. She keeps running away to visit the neighbors. There isn’t a single nanny left in town who will put up with her shenanigans. The only solution is to have Lazuli look after her…if he can control his attraction. He’d like to date the beautiful witch next door, but he’s incapable of loving her the way she deserves to be loved. And there are a lot of rumors about dangerous men stalking her family. That’s no place for his daughter.
Rosie Perrum knows her dad is destined to fall for the witch next door, but she’s getting tired of pushing them together. With the showdown imminent, they’re running out of time. Can they find love in time and defeat the evil hunting them?
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Chapter One


Unease thrummed through Lazuli as she stared out the kitchen window. The yard, which she loved so much, had an ominous feeling in the early dawn. Though the grass was still green, the trees were barren of leaves. Fall was here, and she’d swear she could feel snow in the air. 
She’d been up for hours, waiting. Her nerves were strung tighter than a bowstring. Something wasn’t right. Trouble was coming…her clairsentience, her visions of the future, were blaring and prodding her with vague and foggy images she couldn’t put together into a cohesive vision, or even a solid premonition. It was going to be bad. Horrific.
Every psychic nerve she had was screaming. She’d had hundreds of premonitions in her life, maybe thousands, but nothing had ever set her nerves on edge like this. After waking from a disturbing nightmare, she’d crept downstairs and started breakfast.
Gramma Pearl, a light sleeper, joined her shortly afterward. She was already dressed in jeans and a brown striped sweater. The outfit complimented her hair and made her look younger than her sixty years. She didn’t say anything, just clasped Laz on the shoulder and smiled sympathetically.
“I’m scared,” Laz confessed. Her grandmother nodded. “Something big is coming. Too big. I’m not sure we can handle it.”
“Try not to fret. Worry doesn’t solve anything. All it does is sap your strength for the time you’ll need it. Let’s put that worry to work after breakfast. We’ll make some healing cookies, and I have a new energy ball recipe I’d like to test out. It might boost power. Now seems the right time.”
Laz nodded. She’d love something to enhance her magic. Of the four sisters, she believed her magic was the weakest. Hazel could do just about anything with water. Cynth moved earth and used its power to grow things and help her heal injuries. Amber generated and controlled fire.
What did Laz have? Visions. Freaking visions. Ya, she could move air. Big whoop. Any ten-dollar fan could do that. She admired the hell out of her sisters. Their skills were amazing. But jealousy still crept in now and then. A spell enhancer would ramp up her limited skills, maybe even turn them into something.
She pulled out the family recipe book. With luck, the busywork would keep her distracted. Sometimes the best way to clarify a vision is to stop thinking about it. Like when you can’t think of something, and eventually you go about your business, then two days later, the thing you couldn’t recall pops right into your head out of nowhere.
Her mom wandered into the kitchen, and after a quick hug, started a batch of pumpkin muffins. Their pumpkin harvest had been the best in years. They had enough to decorate the yard and to preserve for later. They had canned and frozen pumpkin just waiting to be used. Before long, the rest of the family trickled into the kitchen seeking coffee and breakfast.
As the sun rose, morning sunlight streamed in through the kitchen window, bouncing off juice glasses and highlighting the elegantly mismatched, celestial-patterned coffee mugs and the nearly empty food platters sitting on the enormous, round, oak kitchen table. Lazuli stared down into her mug, nibbled on a strip of bacon, and tried to ignore the twanging of her nerves, like she was a harp, and someone was plucking her strings.
“I’m so glad you guys are finally home.” She smiled at her mother and stepfather. After years away, Lily-Beth Hawk and her husband, Trevor Moon, had arrived home last night, though they still hadn’t found the witch killer they’d been tracking. The current theory was that after he disappeared off their radar, he’d headed for Canada. Since Canada was home, they’d come back to Three Moon Falls to continue their work and spend some much-needed time with family.
“It’s good to be home.” Her mom’s smile was soft.
“It is,” Trevor agreed. “We’ve missed all of you.”
The whole gang, all ten of them, four sisters, three boyfriends, mom, dad, and grandmother, were squished around the massive table designed to seat eight. Idly, Laz considered taking the table apart and rebuilding it to be expandable. If this family continued to grow, and it would once her sisters started having babies, they were going to need more space. Luckily, the kitchen was enormous and had plenty of room, almost as if the ancestor who built this part of the house had foreseen the need for extra space.
Lazuli’s youngest sister, Hazel, and her fiancé, Dennis, were cuddled up against the kitchen alcove’s window. Amber and Kody were on her left. To Amber’s right, their third sister, Hyacinth, was holding hands with her fiancé, Earl. Even Gramma Pearl was smiling this morning, though something resembling unease wavered beyond her smile.
Lazuli’s mind whirled with omens and premonitions, while her family chatted easily about nothing as they devoured the feast Lazuli and Gramma Pearl had prepped to go with the muffins. After last night’s celebration of defeating evil once again, the whole family had stayed overnight at Hawk Manor, the family home. Luckily, the manor had seven bedrooms.
What an amazing, magical family she had. Lazuli didn’t want to feel ungrateful, especially after everything that had happened in the last few months, but she was jealous of her sisters’ happiness and of the love between her mom and stepfather. Aside from Gramma Pearl, Laz was the only single person left in the family.
Sure, she’d dated, but only one man had ever caught her heart, Frank Perrum, and he was out of the question. Her thoughts drifted to their handsome neighbor, and her chest squeezed, stealing her breath. She’d fallen for him years ago when he and his wife, Celine, her best friend from university, had moved in next door. Even though Celine had passed some time ago, Lazuli couldn’t bring herself to act on her attraction to Frank. Going after your bestie’s man was a hard no. Not that he’d ever shown any interest in her. Besides, she was only twenty-six. There was plenty of time to find her soulmate. Wasn’t there?
“Frank is coming over today after lunch,” Amber announced.
Lazuli nearly choked on her bacon. Coughing hard, she managed to avoid catastrophe and stop choking. You’d think that as an air witch, she’d have better control of her breathing. Apparently not.
“We’re looking at the place where Kody and I are going to build. He needs to know the landscape. He and his designers are going to start on the plans for our house.” Amber smiled sweetly at her fiancé. “We have so many ideas.” Happiness rang in her voice and shone in her eyes.
“Do you want me to watch the store for you?” Lazuli asked. She didn’t want to be around when Frank was here. It hurt too much to be near him and his adorable daughter Rosie.
“No, but thanks, Andi is coming in.” The family had recently opened Four Seasons Metaphysical, a shop devoted to selling all things magical, spiritual, and paranormal. Business was good enough that they had hired Andi full time and were looking for more staff.
Laz nodded. Maybe she couldn’t escape to the store, but she could hide out in her woodworking shop. She had plenty of commissions to finish before Christmas. She turned to her parents. “How long are you home for?”
“I’m not sure.” Her mom smiled, “But I’m thrilled to be here.”
Trevor jumped into the conversation. “We think the person we’re looking for may be in Alberta, though we can’t find him by scrying. We’ll work from home until that is confirmed.” He paused. “Or proven otherwise. Besides,” he chuckled, “you girls need someone to watch over you. You get into entirely too much trouble when you are unsupervised.” A teasing grin accompanied the words.
“Hey, I was supervising them,” Gramma Pearl objected.
“None of what happened was our fault,” Hazel growled.
“Okay then, catch us up.” Not the Coles Notes, the full story.” Their mother picked up her coffee, took a long, slow sip, and looked at each of them. She stopped at Amber, who sighed as if she didn’t want to go first.
“Fine. This guy, Keres, was creeping around town. Turns out he was evil and looking for some kind of magic talisman. We fought. He tried to kill us and nearly managed to get Hazel with a swarm of magical wasps. After he killed his minion for more power, Kody and his grandmother, Abigail, helped us defeat him.” She leaned back and crossed her arms. Kody reached behind her to massage her shoulders.
“I suppose I’m next,” Hazel piped in. “After Keres was incarcerated, his son, Mathew Brown, came around stirring up crap.”
“Don’t forget my ex-fiancé was in on it too,” Dennis added.
“Right. I nearly drowned trying to save Dennis from them.” Hazel shivered in remembered fear. After drowning as a kid, she was terrified of water. Having to submerge herself fully in the lake to defeat Brown was the hardest thing she’d ever done. Her voice tensed. “Mom, it was the worst day of my life.” She smiled shakily. “But, by the Goddess, I’m damned proud of what I did.”
“You should be,” Trevor exclaimed.
Everyone turned to Hyacinth, who grimaced.
“Riley was odd.” She paused thoughtfully. “More than once, she said he’d kill her if she didn’t find it. I’m not certain if she was truly evil or just under evil’s influence. We’re not sure who she meant by he, but we think it might be Vance MacElroy. She had a dossier on him. And on our family. Our fight with her was hard, not as hard as with Keres, but still hard. She had so many skills, casting burning light, fire, moving the earth, and water.”
“I don’t know much about magic, though I am learning,” Earl piped in. “But it was like she was just learning all those things, too. Like she wasn’t completely sure how to use them all.” He shrugged.
Lazuli’s mother and stepfather shared a long look. Laz almost swore they were communicating telepathically. Trevor was from a magical family and had very limited skills, so it was possible. After all, Laz could share basic emotions and some images with her family.
She swallowed a sigh. At times like this, even when surrounded by people she loved, she was lonely. “They were all looking for a talisman or a chalice. We did find a pendant with thirteen jewels on it. It’s evil.”
“How so?” Trevor asked.
He and her mother had been all over the world studying magic. An evil magic item wouldn’t surprise either one of them.
“It compels you to wear it,” Laz said. “I swear it calls you. It makes you angry and want to fight.”
“Where the hell is this thing?” Her mom demanded.
“Well hidden,” Dennis said. “And it’s staying there. We’ve got pictures.”
“I want to see them later today.” Her mom pinned Dennis with an ‘I’ll get my way’ stare.
“Oh no,” Pearl exclaimed, derailing the conversation. “Here comes Rosie.” She pointed out the window. She looked at Lazuli. “I guess you’re up.”
For whatever reason, Rosie adored Lazuli. At five, she was precocious and opinionated. Ever since her mother died just over a year ago, Rosie had taken to chasing off nannies and running away. Her favorite place to run was the Hawk’s house.
Lazuli pushed away from the table and went to the kitchen door. She stepped into her work boots and, leaving them untied, went outside. She stood on the back deck with her arms crossed over her chest and waited for Rosie. It was chilly without a jacket.
One day, the youngster was going to get hurt on her misadventures. She raced across the lawn; her pink winter jacket unbuttoned despite the chill.
“Laz!” Rosie exclaimed and threw her arms around Lazuli’s waist.
She kneeled. “Rosie, what are you doing here? Where is your father?”
“At home. Getting ready to go to work.” Her father, Frank, owned the adjacent section of land, but it was at least a half mile from his place to theirs, and also was the one man Laz couldn’t get out of her thoughts.
“Why are you here?” Laz looked Rosie right in the eye. While there had never been a wild animal attack on Hawk land, the possibility still existed. There were wolves, bears, coyotes, bobcats, and cougars in the area. That didn’t even get into the elk, moose, and deer that could be dangerous if startled.
“I wanted to see you.” Her eyes welled up. “I love you. I miss you.”
“I love you too. But remember that we had a deal? If you want to come over, you have to ask first. You have my phone number. You should have called.” She kept her voice calm and patient, though she was terrified that something would happen to Rosie.
Rosie looked at the ground and scuffed her feet. Her long black hair hung forward over her shoulders, hiding her expression.
“I don’t have a sister. I want a twin, like Mandy and Jenny at school.”
“When I was young, I always wished I were a twin. Sometimes, I’d dream about it.” Those memories rushed back. There were times when she was sure she was a twin, and her parents had sent her sister away. Of course, they always denied it, proving it with baby pictures and family photos. It was just the imaginings of a young girl unsure of who she was.
“But you have sisters. I just have Dad.”
Laz smoothed Rosie’s hair back and placed her finger under her chin, gently pushing upwards. “Rosie, look at me.” She waited until Rosie met her gaze for a few seconds. “I know that sometimes you’re lonely. Please promise me you won’t run away again. Sometimes, life can be dangerous. I don’t want you to get hurt.”
“I watched out for the bad man.”
Lazuli’s heart leaped in her chest. “What bad man?”
“There was lots of bad men. They hurt you guys. Lots of times.”
“Where did you hear that?”
“At Daddy’s work. The ladies in the store were talking.”
“They were talking about bad men?”
Rosie nodded.
“The bad men are gone, honey. But you still need to stay safe. There are wild animals out there.”
“They won’t hurt me,” she said with utter confidence.
Lazuli stared out over the yard, looking for a way to get her point across. Lucky for her, Frank came running across the grass. Seeing them together, he stopped dead. Slowly, he walked forward, his expression turbulent.
Oh, oh. Shit was going to hit the fan.
“Here’s your father. I think you need to apologize.”
Rosie’s gaze darted left and right, and for a moment, Lazuli was certain the girl would run. Finally, her gaze dropped to her feet, and she twisted her hands together. Maybe this was the time Rosie realized they were serious.
“Frank. Hi. I was about to call you. She just arrived.”
He paused at the edge of the deck. “Lazuli, hi. Sorry, she’s being a bother again.”
She rose slowly to her feet, her hungry eyes drinking him in. Tall, dark, handsome, broad-shouldered. He reminded her of storybook Gypsies. He had a Romany air about him. She loved his short, dark, neatly trimmed scruff. His brown eyes seemed to cut right into her.
Whew! The man was something else.
Her heart thundered.
He stared at her.
Oh yeah, he was waiting for her response.
“It’s okay, Frank. She isn’t any trouble, though I do worry about her getting hurt.” She frowned at Rosie, who blushed and looked away.
“If you married my daddy, you could live with us, and I wouldn’t need a stupid nanny, and I wouldn’t have to run away to see you.”
Frank gasped. Lazuli barely kept her mouth shut.
“Oh, honey. It doesn’t work like that. Your daddy is my friend. Just like your mommy was my friend. We don’t love each other like married people do. We’re not getting married, but you and I can still be friends.”
Rosie stamped her foot. “But I dreamed about you and Daddy getting married. You had a short, puffy dress, like a tutu. It was white with sparkles, and the man said you were married.” She paused. “But you had your hands tied together with ribbon.”
She’d dreamed about a handfasting? What did a five-year-old know about handfasting?
“That sounds like a lovely dream, but that doesn’t mean it will come true.” Laz tried to let her down gently, even as she wondered if Rosie was having premonitions.
Rosie’s mom, Celine, had possessed a small amount of magic. That meant that Rosie also had magical blood. Five was early for magical gifts to manifest, but some children got their magic around then. Anywhere from five to sixteen was normal.
Laz shook her head. There was no way it was a premonition.
It was more like one of Laz’s fantasies.
She and Frank barely spoke. It was like she didn’t exist to him, even if she was aware of every movement of his delectable body.
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Chapter Two


Frank ran his fingers through his hair. He was at his wits’ end. Now his daughter was trying to hook him up with Lazuli Hawk. That wasn’t going to happen. It wasn’t that she wasn’t pretty, because she was. Her blondie-brown hair hung down past her shoulders, and her blue eyes sparkled, despite looking worried for Rosie. She was tall and muscular. She smelled of a delicious combination of wood shavings, cinnamon, and sugar. 
Instead of her usual jeans and T-shirt, she wore a long flowing skirt in swirls of green and gold. Her bulky sweater was the same gold. The colors brought out the blue in her eyes and gold in her hair. She glowed like the sun shone from within her. She was lovely. And smokin’ hot. Any man, except him, would be eager to date Lazuli. He often wondered why she never seemed to date…not that he was keeping track.
He apologized again. “Come on, Rosie. Time to go home. Mrs. Kirk is waiting for you. She was very upset when you disappeared.” He turned his attention to Lazuli. “They were playing hide and seek.”
Mrs. Kirk was their fifteenth nanny in just over a year. There was literally nobody left to hire, and neither of the local daycares would welcome Rosie back after she’d run away so many times. He was between a rock and a hard place.
If only Lazuli could watch his daughter. He’d be less stressed, and Rosie would be happier. Too bad he couldn’t and wouldn’t ask her. She had a thriving custom furniture business. Not to mention all the rumors about the Hawk family and some weird things happening around town.
Sure, they were magical. That wasn’t a big deal. Around Three Moon Falls, where they lived, a lot of people were magical. There were probably as many magicals as there were mundanes. While he didn’t understand why, his wife had been trying to improve her very limited magic skills. No way did he want Rosie to be tangled up in magic or the Hawks. Of course, he couldn’t seem to stop her running over here at every chance. Once, she ran away from kindergarten and traveled four miles on foot to show up here. It was a wonder she hadn’t gotten lost or hit by a car.
“Maybe Lazuli could be my nanny?” Rosie asked, her voice full of hope. “Then you could love her, and she could be my mom.”
His breath hitched, and his anger skyrocketed. He reined it in with some difficulty. “Sweetheart, Lazuli has a job. She’s a carpenter, not a nanny. And we don’t love each other, and we’re not getting married.”
A heavy cloak of failure dropped over his shoulders. He was doing everything wrong. Why else would his daughter keep seeking love away from home?
“Rosie, why don’t you go inside? I think Gramma Pearl has some cookies. I’d like to talk to your dad for a minute.”
“Okay.” She skipped inside.
As soon as the door was closed, and Laz’s sisters waved to indicate they had Rosie, Laz turned back toward him. “Let’s walk a bit.”
He looked at his daughter and the Hawk family, indecision weighing on him.
“She’ll be fine. They’ll watch her. I don’t want to risk her overhearing this conversation.”
Her eyes were troubled, her brows pinched together. He wanted to kiss the wrinkles away. Nope. He was a married man. Okay, a widower. But he wasn’t about to cheat on his dead wife.
“Fine. Let’s walk.”
She laughed lightly. “It’s a walk, not a trip to the gallows.” She waved to her left. “Let’s head out by the greenhouses.”
They walked along in silence until they were alongside the greenhouse. She walked past it and turned right. They walked into an alcove hidden between three long greenhouses set in a U-formation.
“Wow. I had no idea this was here.”
“Most people don’t know about it. Our family has a lot of secrets…nothing bad, just things we don’t share with the whole world.”
He nodded his understanding. “I’m sure most families do.”
“Take a seat.” She waved toward a wood and cast-iron bench set between a bunch of flowering rosebushes.
“This is a nice spot.” He couldn’t help but admire the abundance of roses, especially this late in October. It was a wonder the last frost hadn’t taken them all. He sat, and she took the opposite end of the bench.
“Thanks. This was my great-grandmother’s rose garden. Some of the bushes were imported directly from England.” She fell silent.
Unable to stand the awkwardness between them and wishing he were better with women, he said, “Why are we here?”
“I didn’t want to mention this where Rosie could hear, just in case you didn’t agree. If you want, I can watch her after school. At least until you find a nanny she likes.”
He huffed out a breath. “That’s the thing. There are none left to hire. I don’t know what to do. She doesn’t want a nanny; she wants a mother. Marriage is so far off my list that she’ll be twenty before I even have time to look.”
“Okay, then, how about until the Christmas break? I can commit to a couple months.” She stroked the petals of a pink rose beside her and shifted on the bench. “She’s in grade one, that means it’s only for a few hours a day, right?”
“Three-thirty to six. Maybe six-thirty by the time I get here. I’ve got a good manager for the evening shift at the lumberyard. And with the new mill going in, I’ve hired a mill manager.”
“New mill?”
“I’m opening a service where I do rough-cut lumber for customers. They bring the logs they’ve harvested, and we cut to order, for a fee.”
“Cool.”
Frank owned Jenson’s Wood Products. He’d purchased the company when he and Celine moved to Three Moon Falls. A small inheritance from his grandfather’s estate allowed him to purchase the enormous lumberyard. It was one of the largest yards in the province. Probably the largest, independent of a major chain. He had a huge indoor warehouse of wood and building supplies, where he stocked basic tools, as well as an enormous outdoor storage area. He was doing okay, which allowed him to branch into custom cutting.
“There’s been a lot of interest in the service. I hope it pays out.” He studied her profile. She had a small nose and plump, kissable lips, and just like every time he was near her, he wanted to taste them. He was drawn to her in a way he didn’t understand. She compelled him more than Celine ever had.
He’d met his wife when he was working on his graduate degree in business at university, and they’d hooked up a few times. Their relationship landed somewhere between friendship and hook-ups. They’d been faithful to each other, but not seriously looking toward the future. When she told him she was pregnant, he proposed, and they got married. When he graduated, they’d taken his inheritance and moved to Three Moon Falls.
Guilt roiled in his stomach. He’d cared for Celine the best he could. Sadly, he hadn’t loved her more than friendship, and as Rosie’s mother. She had deserved better. He shook off the memories.
“I can pay you to watch her.”
“Oh, no need for that. Call it a favor. You never know when I’ll need you to order some specialty wood at a great price. I can pick her up at school.”
“The bus can drop her off.”
“Honestly, Frank, I don’t mind picking her up. It isn’t far, and pretty soon the snow will be flying, and I’d feel better if I had her in my care instead of on the bus. I hated the bus as a kid.”
“I thought Celine said you were home-schooled?”
“For elementary. We all started public school when we hit grade seven. The bus sucked.”
“I’ll pay for your gas.”
“By the Goddess, Frank. Why can’t you just accept the favor?”
“I don’t know.” Probably because it felt like friendship, or a relationship, and he wasn’t mentally prepared to enter into a relationship with anyone. Especially not Lazuli Hawk. But what choice did he have? “Okay. I accept your gift. Please pick her up Monday to Friday. I’ll let you know if there are days without school. I’ll pick her up here after work.”
Something inside him shifted at the thought of seeing Lazuli every day. A spark of joy. And maybe a bit of trepidation. He didn’t want to get closer to her. Their distant friendship was enough. Wasn’t it?
“What about her nanny?”
“I’ll have to let her go. I don’t think she’ll be too upset.” He didn’t mind. Despite Rosie helping him select this nanny, his daughter didn’t care for Mrs. Kirk. And Mrs. Kirk didn’t much care for having to chase his daughter across the countryside.
“It’s done then.” Lazuli stuck out her hand to seal the deal.
He clasped her hand in his. Lightning shot up his arm and into his chest. Whoa! He barely managed to keep from jerking away in shock. Judging by the look on her face, she’d felt it too.

      [image: ]Lazuli tried not to think about Frank; she did. A couple of times, she actually managed to banish him completely from her mind, but only for a few minutes. The jolt she’d felt when their hands clasped startled her. Her heart had leaped to life as if it had been jump-started. 
She’d been attracted to him from the moment they met. It was as though the iron in her blood was drawn toward him, like metal filings to a magnet. Today’s visceral reaction reinforced what she already suspected. Frank Perrum, her dead best friend’s husband, affected her like no other man ever had. It was early to tell, but he might be her soulmate…his draw was that magnetic, and she’d spent five years fighting it. Out of loyalty to Celine, she would never date him. Ever.
Now, all she had to do was avoid thinking about him or being near him.
Simple.
Yup. Once this whole mess with the talisman was over, she’d find another man, one she could care about, even if he wasn’t her one true love. Of course, there was always the possibility that the myth wasn’t true. Maybe she’d be the first Hawk woman to have two true loves.
Her mother had nearly done it. Lily-Beth had fallen for Trevor Moon in high school. Somehow, they hadn’t ended up together until decades later. Her mom had been in at least four serious long-term relationships with men. The proof was her and her sisters. Each was conceived, deliberately, by a man their mother cared deeply for. It wasn’t until she and her sisters were in their teens that she rekindled her love with Trevor.
Pushing away her romantic worries, she sat in her blue Saturn outside the family store, Four Seasons Metaphysical, working up the courage to go inside. She always wondered why they didn’t call the store Four Sisters, or something relating to Three Moon Falls, or even something more esoteric or magical. Three Moon Falls and Four Seasons Metaphysical was all a bit much…especially when filling out shipping labels. They needed to automate that process instead of doing it by hand. Only Gramma Pearl truly enjoyed the handwriting part of the job.
She needed to focus her mind and connect with the powers that ran through everything. She believed it was that interconnectedness of all things, like The Force in Star Wars, that gave her the ability to get glimpses of the future using things like tarot cards and rune stones, which was exactly what she needed to do right now.
Acting on instinct, she’d skipped the tools they had at home and came to the family store to choose new ones. Maybe the store deck, or a clean, new deck, unsoiled by past readings, would help her clarify the nighttime premonitions she’d been having. So far, there was nothing but a crushing sense of unease.
Giving herself a mental shake, acknowledging that there was no sense delaying the inevitable, she climbed out of her car and hurried through the chilly air into the shop. A happy song from wind chimes announced her arrival. The air was lovely, warm, and gently scented with sage, lavender, and vanilla. Stretching out left and right, the aisles were full of books, herbs, statuettes, trinkets, candles, and stones. Her nerves eased instantly in the familiar environment. The store had a bit of chaos, but for her, it was a positive, invigorating chaos.
“Afternoon, Andi,” she greeted their employee.
“Hey, Laz. I thought everyone was busy at home today.”
“We are. Or were.” She forced a chuckle. “I’ve got a problem pestering me. I came to do some divination.”
“Cool. I could do a Tarot spread for you.” Andi did a lot of readings and was a customer favorite.
After a moment of consideration, Laz agreed. “Why not? I’m certainly not having any luck myself.” They settled in the divination corner. She stroked the smooth, fringed table cover and admired the Boho chic style her sister Amber had created when setting up the area. It was pure fortune-telling without being cliché or trite. There was even a small display of crystal balls…some of real crystal, and some just glass or pretty stone. Above them, on a wall, a jar of gemstone chips sat beside one filled with feathers. Below that were another two jars, one with slivers of charred wood from a tree struck by lightning, the other with small seashells. The jars represented the four essential elements. Earth, air, fire, and water.
Andi handed her a deck of Tarot cards. It was a newer deck design with the art created by a family friend. “Shuffle these, and when you feel they’re ready, cut once, and hand them back. While you’re doing that, tell me what you’re wrestling with.”
She shuffled and shuffled again. “I’ve got this massive sense of unease. It keeps me awake at night. And when it isn’t, it’s filling my dreams with sleeping premonitions. Or maybe it’s just bad dreams.” She shrugged. “The trouble is, it’s fuzzy. There’s nothing concrete, just vague images, like through fog, and a horrible sense of fear and uncertainty. Every night. For weeks. I’m trying to clarify what they might mean.”
“That sounds awful.” She pointed toward the deck. “Shuffle until you feel the deck is ready.”
Though she’d done thousands of Tarot spreads herself, she asked, “How do I know when they’re ready?” The candles flickered like there was a breeze, though the room was still.
Andi laughed. “You should know, you do this all the time.”
There was too much riding on this to make a decision. She kept shuffling. Suddenly, she knew…like a bolt of lightning jolted through her. She paused, cut the deck, and set it down before Andi.
“Wow,” Laz exclaimed. “I’ve never been that certain before. It just hit me that I was done shuffling.”
“That’s a good sign.” Andi laid out a standard twelve-card spread on the smooth, black tablecloth. “Here goes nothing.” She flipped the first card. The Tower.
Laz gasped. “That’s not good. I’m going to be blindsided, or something is going to go wrong.”
“Or the thing that blindsides you could be a pleasant surprise. There are always alternative meanings, you know that. Every card has a positive and negative interpretation. And occasionally the cards cancel each other out.”
Card after card revealed darkness, fear, stress, and unease. And finally, death. The candle flames wavered and snuffed themselves out.
“Well, that was reassuring. Not.” Laz snapped.
“Come on, Lazuli. You know this isn’t about predicting the future. It’s about using each card’s meanings, positive and negative, to help focus your mind. Let the cards stew for a bit. Think about what we saw. Or rather, let them flow to your subconscious, and let it help illuminate things.”
Laz sighed. “I suppose. I was hoping for more clarity.”
“Let’s brainstorm this. What do you usually do when you can’t focus on your presentient gifts?”
“Meditate. Stare into a crystal ball, or candle flame, or a bowl of water. Ignore the uneasy feelings. None of that is working.” She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this frustrated. Her nerves were taut, and a massive headache nagged at the back of her neck and in her temples.
“I’m guessing this means the universe isn’t ready to show you yet. Let it ride. It’ll become clear when the time is right.”
“Ya. I suppose. But I’m not good at waiting.”
“Who is? Especially when there is a lot on the line. I can feel it in the air. Like something is going to happen. And it’s going to be soon.” Andi shuddered.
“I just hope we’re ready for it. Whatever it is.”
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Chapter Three


The schoolyard was silent. Nobody was around. Even the wind had dissipated. Lazuli was super early to pick up Rosie. She wanted to get a good parking place for their first pick up. No other parents had arrived yet. She’d been ridiculous to show up like this. 
The front door opened, and a man stepped out. He strode confidently toward her car. She rolled down the passenger window. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with neatly trimmed hair that matched his close-cropped blonde beard. She did like a man with a beard. Objectively, he was attractive. Too bad he paled in comparison to Frank.
“Can I help you?” he asked.
“I know I’m super early. I wanted a good spot.” She laughed a little, trying to hide her embarrassment. “I’m Lazuli Hawk. I’m picking up Rosie Perrum. Her father said he’d let the school know.”
“Right. Herb Tallus, principal. Frank did mention you’d be picking her up.” He paused and gave her a questioning look. “Are you and Frank…um…”
“No. We’re not dating. I’m helping out while he solves his nanny problem. We’re neighbors. It’s convenient.” By the Goddess, why was she explaining this to him? It was none of his damned business.
“Good to know. Good to know.” He smiled. It was friendly and welcoming, and set her nerves on edge. “Can I ask, are you dating anyone?”
“Mr. Tallus, do you really believe this is the proper venue for trying to get a date?”
His face went beet red. “Sorry. It’s just that…I don’t see you around much, and I’ve been wanting to ask you out since we met after the Founder’s Day Parade two years ago.”
“I’m flattered, but I’m not currently in the dating market.” She tried to let him down easily. He showed no signs of being magical. Those who had magic gave off a nearly invisible sparkle that other magicals could detect. Dark or black magicals had the same sort of cue, but they sucked in all the light, almost like they were darkness itself. He had none of either, and magicals tended to marry magicals.
His smile slid into a disappointed frown. “Well, if you change your mind, you know where to find me. Did you want me to send Rosie out now?”
“No, but thanks. I don’t want her to start thinking my babysitting means extra privileges. Nice to meet you, Mr. Tallus.”
“Call me Herb. Have a good day, Lazuli.” He gave her an unreadable look, pivoted, and walked back to the school.
She stared at him. Chills ran down her spine as she rolled up her window. Something about him put her nerves on edge. What kind of man asks a stranger for a date at an elementary school? Weird. So weird. She pushed away the negative thoughts. Maybe he was just braver than most.
Without running her engine, she listened to a woodworking podcast while she waited for the dismissal bell. Cars began pulling in behind her, and parents and caregivers gathered in small clusters on the sidewalk and lawn. Recognizing a few magicals, she got out and went to talk to them while she waited. She wanted to ask them what they thought of the principal, but kept it to herself. No sense stirring up speculation.
The bell rang, and kids exploded out of the school. Rosie was in the first wave. She tore across the lawn, backpack dragging from her hand, and threw herself around Lazuli’s waist.
“You came!”
“I told you I would.” She ruffled Rosie’s hair.
“Yay. I need a snack, please.”
Laz laughed. “Of course you do, school is hard work for the brain, and that makes you hungry. Let’s go to my place and find you something to eat. I think Gramma Pearl is making cookies.”
Rosie chattered away about her day as they headed home. Abruptly, she fell silent. Laz peeked at her with the rearview mirror. She wasn’t asleep; she was frowning out the window.
“Hey, Rosie Posie, what’s with the frown?”
“Nothin.” A blatant lie. Tears started streaming down her face.
“Hey, we’ll be home in two minutes, and we can talk about it, okay?” The sudden mood swing worried her. Rosie was one of the most upbeat children she’d ever met.
“K.” The response was surly at best and followed by a series of dramatic sniffs.
Lazuli parked the car and hurried around to help Rosie out of her booster seat. “Let’s go get that snack and have a nice visit.”
Gramma Pearl met them on the front step. “Oh, what have we here? Do I see tears? What happened?”
Lazuli shrugged. “It seems Rosie is having a hard day.”
“Well, I have just the thing to fix that. I have peanut butter cookies and fruit-filled muffins. Plus, if Rosie wants to, we can decorate some sugar cookies I made for our friends at Athena’s Seniors’ Lodge.”
“Okay.” Rosie sniffed but seemed a little brighter.
They were past snack and well into decorating cookies before Lazuli felt it safe to broach the sudden tears. “Did you want to talk about why you were upset?”
“No.”
“Sometimes, a problem shared is easier to handle. Who knows, maybe Gramma Pearl and I can help. Or you can talk to your Daddy later. Adults just want to help.”
“Daddy doesn’t understand.”
“Did you talk to him?”
She nodded. “He says it’s just a bad dream, but not real.” Her frown was enormous. Her brows pinched together. “It is real. He didn’t believe me about the ghosts in your store either. He NEVER believes me.”
Laz took a moment to gather her thoughts. “Some people, most people, can’t see ghosts. Only special, magical people can see ghosts. Your dad is special in so many ways, but he’s not magic. That’s why he doesn’t see ghosts. Sometimes I see them, and Hazel does too. Sometimes they only let special people see them.” Hazel was the family’s ghost specialist. “What doesn’t Daddy understand this time?”
“My dreams. I dreamed about a bad man. Lots of bad men. They’re going to try to hurt us. I don’t want anybody to die,” she wailed.
“Who’s going to die?” Pearl asked, sharing a significant look with Lazuli.
“I don’t know, but when the bad men come, somebody dies, and I can’t make it stop.”
Fear raked over Lazuli’s nerves. The poor girl’s magic must be coming in if she was having premonitions. “You know what, sometimes I have bad dreams too. Usually, they are just dreams, but sometimes they come true. Mostly, the really bad ones never happen. Do you know why?” Rosie shook her head. “Because dreams are how our brain works out things we need to think about. Sometimes they’re good. Sometimes they’re happy. Or bad, or sad. Or confusing. I bet you’ve had some fun dreams too.”
“One time, I dreamed I was a pirate. It was fun.”
“But it didn’t come true, right?” Another nod. “This scary dream is probably like the pirate dream and will never come true. The best you can do is try not to worry about it. And, think about happy things as you fall asleep. Do you think you can try that?”
“Okay.” She didn’t sound very convinced.
“That’s what I do. It does help. And,” she paused to be sure Rosie was listening, “I’ll talk to your dad and make sure he knows this is serious. Now, what happy thing can you think about before you go to bed?”
Rosie’s gaze shifted around the room, and she smiled slyly. “I have a secret trick.”
“Wow, that’s lucky. Can you tell me about your trick?”
“No. Daddy doesn’t believe THAT either.”
“I’ve seen some pretty special things. I don’t think you can surprise me, and I will believe you if you tell me.”
“I can make water dance.”
“Well, that sounds cool. Show me.”
“You don’t believe me.” She crossed her arms, smearing icing everywhere, and glared. “That yanks my skirt.”
Laz did a double-take at the familiar saying. For months now, they’d bantered around the idea that Rosie was their great-grandmother reincarnated. ‘That yanks my skirt’ was her favorite way of cussing.
“I do believe you can make water dance, want to know why? Because my sister, Hazel, can do that too.” Rosie’s mouth dropped open.
“Really?”
“Absolutely.” Laz glanced at Pearl, who had fallen silent but was obviously listening.
“I believe you, too,” her grandmother added. “Moving water is a special skill, and it isn’t easy. I’d like to see it.”
Rosie’s face screwed up tightly in concentration as she stared at her water glass. Slowly, one millimeter at a time, the water seeped up one side of the glass and spilled over onto the table. “See!”
After looking at each other, they clapped for her. “Very impressive. What else can you do?” Rosie was going to need someone to guide her magical skills before they got out of control, and she did something she didn’t mean to. The younger a person was when their magic came in, the greater the chance of accidentally using it.
“Look.” Rosie pointed at the glass. The water crept back up the side and into the glass, leaving only a small wet spot on the table.
“That is so cool.” Laz clapped.
“Can you make it swirl?” Pearl asked. “Picture it moving in a circle, like water around the bathtub drain.”
After a moment of concentration, Rosie grinned as the water started moving clockwise and a small water vortex formed in the glass. “I did it!”

      [image: ]They were outside playing with the cats when Frank arrived after work. Laz turned to Rosie and said, “Why don’t you run inside and get Gramma Pearl to help you package up some cookies to take home. You worked so hard on them that you deserve to have them, and to show your dad.” 
Rosie raced down the driveway and embraced her father. “Daddy, we made cookies. I’m going inside to package ‘em. K?”
“Sure thing. I could use a good cookie, but only after dinner. I brought takeout.”
“Yay.” She raced toward the house as Laz strolled toward Frank.
Sweet Mother Earth, he was glorious, despite the bags under his eyes.
“Hey, are you okay?” she asked, smiling softly.
“Tired, but good. Rosie had a rough night last night.” He sighed and scraped his fingers through his messy hair. “Nightmares.”
“About that…” she began hesitantly.
“What about it?” He looked down at her. His expression said he was bracing for something unpleasant.
“You know Celine had some magic, right?”
“She claimed she could see the future. Once, she had a vision that helped the police find a missing child. Though that could have been a coincidence. I’ve been around this town long enough to know that magic exists. Whether or not my wife was magic is up for debate.”
“Actually, it isn’t. She was mildly clairsentient. We were working on developing that talent and looking to see if she had other gifts.”
“Okay, say I believe you, and I have no reason not to, what does that have to do with my daughter?” His earlier frown deepened, and his shoulders slumped.
“Magic is genetic.” She let the statement hang between them.
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Chapter Four


Frank jammed his hands into his pants pockets. “Are you saying…” 
“Rosie has magic. And, unless I miss my guess, she has a lot of it. Magic comes in between five and sixteen. The earlier your magic arrives, the stronger it is. I was a late bloomer, magically. I think she’s going to be a force to reckon with. She needs training and guidance.”
“What am I supposed to do, send her to Hogwarts?” His voice was heavy with sarcasm. “I don’t know anything about magic.” He didn’t need this crap.
“Normally, your family trains you. But with Celine gone…I, we, my sisters and I, can help her develop and control her skills in Celine’s place.”
He scraped his fingers across his face and through his hair. He stopped when they reached the back of his neck. “And these dreams? Are they part of that magic?”
“They could be. They might also be just dreams. But with Celine having some clairsentience, it is possible that Rosie has it too. Though there isn’t always a direct correlation between parent and child. The child may have an entirely different set of skills.”
He stumbled up onto the deck and flopped into a padded white wicker chair before his knees gave out entirely. “You’ve said that word twice—clairsenti-what? Tell me what that is. And is that why Rosie’s so drawn to you?” He stared up at Lazuli, trying to find answers in her expressive face.
She sat beside him and patted his knee. “Honestly? It could be. I can’t say for certain, but probably. Magical people can see the magic in others, though she wouldn’t know that yet. At least not consciously. Clairsentience basically means to sense what others are feeling and understand why without being told.” There was more, but she didn’t think he was ready for a deeper lesson at this point.
He nodded because he didn’t have words for the turmoil in his chest.
“With your permission, I will teach her about her gifts.” Her hands tangled together until her knuckles turned white.
“What does that entail?” How in the hell was he even considering this craziness? “Is it a problem if she doesn’t learn?” Maybe if he ignored this, it would just go away.
“Uncontrolled magic can explode at any time, maybe hurting Rosie or someone else.”
“But what harm is there in dreams?” There was something she wasn’t telling him.
Laz met his stare for a moment. “It isn’t just dreams or premonitions, Frank.” She paused.
He wasn’t going to like whatever she was holding back.
“She has the power to move water and may have other untapped skills.”
“And the fee for teaching her these skills?” he asked when he couldn’t think of anything else to say. He could adapt to the idea of magic, and why not? There were millions of unexplained things in the universe.
“Fee?” She reared back like he’d slapped her. “There is no fee,” she snapped. “She’ll be here anyway. We can work with her on controlling her skills and understanding them. Most importantly, on the secrecy needed to keep her safe.”
“Safe from what?”
“From herself, and from others. The witch burnings weren’t that long ago. Being a magical is still considered heretical and dangerous.”
“Can I think about it?” This was all too much for him to comprehend all at once.
“Of course. But at the very least, try to believe her, and maybe let her show you what she can do. She’s quite upset that you don’t believe her.”
“Can you blame me? Would you believe her if you were in my position?” He hadn’t grown up with this stuff, and he’d only learned about it after he and Celine married. It was a lot to swallow.
“I suppose in your position, belief would be difficult. And one more thing? Please advise her to keep her skills hidden from anyone outside the family.”
“Ya, I can see why that’s important.”
“Think it over and let me know. Even if you say no, I’ll still watch her after school, and I promise not to teach her without permission.” She paused. “I did watch her work with water, just so you know.”
“I appreciate the honesty.”

      [image: ]Hours later, he lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. During bathtime, he’d asked Rosie to show him her skills and was astounded. She could lift water and float it across the room without spilling a drop and could make it swirl around like a whirlpool. He was as impressed as he was baffled. 
Magic was always an ethereal concept. Logically, the brain was capable of way more than was known by science. It had to be…given the size of the brain and how much was mapped, and how much left uncharted…there had to be a use for the unknown portions.
Put that way, was it even magic? Or was it just another skill, like playing piano? Some people could, some couldn’t, and others were gifted. The idea brought him comfort as he drifted off to sleep, only to be awakened by Rosie’s screams.
He bolted out of bed, nearly tripping on the sheet wrapped around his body. How had he gotten so tangled up? He raced across the hall and into her room.
She sat on the bed, arms wrapped around her middle, sobbing.
“What’s up, Rosie Posie?” He perched beside her and drew her into his arms.
“The bad man is here. Lots of them.”
“Hey, it was just a bad dream. Nobody is here. I set the alarm. Remember how I showed you it would ring if anyone came in a door or window? You’re safe, baby girl.”
“Not here!” She glared. “Here.”
What the hell did that mean?
“Call Lazuli. She needs to know. Get your phone.”
“Whoa there. I’m not calling anyone at,” he glanced at the kitty cat digital clock on her nightstand, “at four-thirty-two in the morning. We can talk to her tomorrow.”
“No, Daddy, no! Now! It’s important.” Her words shuddered out on a wave of angry tears. “They need to know.”
“I promise, at six-thirty, when we get up, I’ll call. Okay.” For a moment, he thought she’d resist. Instead, she climbed into his lap and wrapped her arms around his neck in a death grip. He eased her back enough that he wasn’t being choked and rocked her back and forth.
After way too long for his peace of mind, her shoulders stopped shaking, her tears dried up, and she drifted off to sleep. Instead of tucking her back in, he lay down on her bed with Rosie tucked up against his side. He covered them with the blankets and lay back, wishing sleep would come.
Remembered rumors of strange happenings around town plagued him. How much was the truth? How many lies? How much was magic?
Trepidation crushed into him, turning his stomach to a churning pit of acid. If his daughter was right, something terrible was going to happen, and they could be right smack in the middle of it.
Lazuli had a point. Rosie needed to know how to control her skills, and he needed to know more about magic…what it could and couldn’t do, what he could do to keep
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