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      Three days until the summer solstice.

      

      Tobias was her last hope.

      Helen purposely didn’t look toward her two good friends, Ginger and Ramona, as she made her way past occupied tables in the ground floor dining hall of the facility she’d called home for the past several years. Tonight’s supper was chicken and rice, served with green beans, peaches, and homemade rolls. Those she passed on her way to the table by the window seemed to be enjoying their meals. Even Ginger and Ramona, the traitors, she could tell even though she didn’t look directly at them. She wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. She could see them well enough out of the corner of her eye.

      The three friends had eaten their meals at that same table together for years, since Ramona had moved into The Egg—The Mystic Springs Home for the Exceptionally Gifted, the retirement home for Springers who didn’t dare settle down elsewhere in their old age, these days—and they would all share meals there again. But she wasn’t ready to forgive them. Not yet.

      There wasn’t much that could come between the old friends. Mystic Springs was a small town, and like other small towns it was filled with secrets the residents gladly kept. True, their secrets could not be called typical. No, their secrets involved witches, good and bad; shifters, who could cause a ruckus when it suited them; and magic that often surprised even the oldest Springer. Helen wasn’t exactly the oldest Springer in this room, but she was getting pretty darn close to it.

      Her chin lifted a bit. No matter what bound the three friends together, not everything could be easily forgiven. She was not an interfering biddy. She didn’t have to mind her own business, not where family was concerned. Minding her own business had never been her strong suit. Why start now?

      Tobias was eating alone this evening. Helen didn’t know where his brother Vince was at the moment, but she decided to take his absence as a gift. The fewer people who were in on her plan, the better.

      Too many cooks in the kitchen, and all that.

      “May I join you?” she asked, standing by Tobias’s table with tray in hand.

      He’d been intent on his supper and was startled by her appearance, and by her question. After a short hesitation, he stood as a gentleman should. “Of course. I’d be pleased to have your company.”

      Helen put her tray down; Tobias held her chair out for her, then eased her closer to the table. The Harper brothers did have good manners. Tobias’s hands were strong but they did show his age, in wrinkles and scars and a knot or two. Still, at the moment she concentrated on the strength she saw there, not the flaws.

      “Where’s Vince this evening?” she asked, because she supposed she should. Tobias was being polite, after all. She should do the same before she attempted to rope him into…

      No, there would be no roping. She’d persuade him to assist her in her scheme…

      No, not a scheme, a plan. A loving, well-intentioned…

      “Vince doesn’t like rice. He decided to walk down the street to the cafe for a burger tonight.”

      Right to it, then. “Do you remember my niece, Arminda?”

      Her dinner companion looked puzzled for a moment, then a light of remembrance came to his eyes. “Of course. She left town right out of high school, didn’t she? Pretty girl. Went by Armi, as I recall.”

      Helen pursed her lips. Arminda was a lovely name; a feminine, proper, family name. Armi was, well, it sounded as if her niece should be wearing clunky boots and camo. “Yes. Bless her heart.” Helen paused to take a bite of her chicken and rice. It wasn’t as good as hers, but by golly she hadn’t had to cook it, either. She considered that a fair tradeoff.

      Tobias looked concerned. The blessing could’ve been one of censure or sympathy. Sometimes it was hard to tell.

      Helen swallowed her chicken and rice and took a sip of water before saying, “Arminda is coming to town for the summer solstice and festival this year.”

      “That’s a surprise,” Tobias said. “She hasn’t been to Mystic Springs in years, has she?”

      “She hasn’t come for a visit since she married that man from Tennessee, more than twenty years ago. I’m sorry to say she’s divorced, now, bless her heart.” Two blessings within a few minutes, but that was the state of Arminda’s life these days. Divorced, fifty, angry, and starting over in all the wrong ways.

      She needed help, that much was clear.

      Tobias shook his head, took a bite of his casserole, and nodded wisely. He seemed to be considering poor Arminda’s state of affairs for a moment that went on too long. “Do you think your niece might consider staying in Mystic Springs?”

      “I wish she would, but she’s made the foolish decision to invest her savings in a business more than an hour away, near Angel Lake.”

      “There’s not much going on in those parts,” Tobias said with evident concern.

      “There is not. I don’t know why…”

      Well, maybe she did know. Arminda had no magic, despite her fine, powerful heritage. She couldn’t read minds, move objects, or shift into an animal at will or at the demand of the moon, and she’d never shown any indication of skill with potions or spells. She might as well be a Non-Springer. Arminda had never felt as if she belonged here, bless her…

      No, no more blessing. Time to get busy.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Helen said in an almost nonchalant voice. “If by chance we can find Arminda a man, a Mystic Springs man, and set a grand romance into motion while she’s here for the festival, she might rethink her foolish decisions.”

      Tobias scanned the crowd in the dining hall. “What would she think of an older man?”

      “Not much, I’m afraid.” There was no chance of igniting a hot, life-changing romance in a single day, not with one of the residents of The Egg. No, they needed someone, well, hotter. “I was thinking maybe that Lovell fellow might suit. He’s a bit young for her, but other than that I think they’d be well suited.”

      Tobias was not convinced. His face made that clear. “Maybe you’re looking at this in the wrong way. Armi might be interested in settling down, now that’s she’s fifty. Maybe you could get her interested in your book club, or the knitting group.”

      “Unlikely,” Helen said. Arminda probably did read, but knitting? Not her style.

      Helen took a deep breath, leaned forward a bit, and reached out a hand she placed over Tobias’s. “I need your help. I have three days to come up with a plan. How can I convince Arminda to give up her foolish Angel Lake venture and stay here in Mystic Springs, where she belongs?”

      Tobias squirmed. Was it the idea of helping her interfere that made him uneasy or was it her hand over his? She removed her hand as if the gesture had meant nothing. And it hadn’t, of course.

      “Why don’t you get Ginger and Ramona to help you out?” he suggested. “You three are always thick as thieves, and when you put your heads together…”
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