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This one is for Abby Lokszyn.

Thanks for your patience in waiting for this one.

It’s also for Lynn Gale, Michaela Brent, and Audrey Carnes.

Ladies, you keep going and working through the rough spots.

You are my inspiration.

And, as always, for Terri, my editor who makes my creativity readable.

About This Book

The last thing Hyacinth Hawk needs is to run into her childhood love, Earl Cooper. Unfortunately, she’s a midwife, and he’s her current patient’s brother. A decade ago, he fled in terror when she showed him her ability to move earth and other objects with the power of her mind. She’s mourned their relationship ever since. As much as they’d both like to revisit their feelings with the maturity of adults, evil is stalking Hyacinth’s family, and she doesn’t dare risk love again.

To Earl Cooper, magic is bunkum, sleight of hand, and outright lies. When his newborn niece struggles to survive her birth, he must put his entire faith in the woman he scorned for her magical powers.

Can they overcome their past hurts to find love again, or will the evil threatening their families and their hometown destroy them and everything they care about?
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Chapter One
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Hyacinth Hawk bundled the newborn and placed the tiny girl in her mother’s arms. “Here she is, your sweet baby girl. She’s beautiful.” She wasn’t, she was red and wrinkled like all newborns, but Hyacinth wasn’t about to say that. To every new parent, their minute-old baby was the most beautiful thing they’d ever seen, and as far as newborns went, she was cute.

“She is beautiful, isn’t she?” Meredith, the baby’s mom, asked, her voice breathless with exhaustion and happiness.

Meredith’s husband, Chen, kneeled beside the bed, a stupefied, sunny smile on his face. “She’s perfect, isn’t she, Meri?” He wiped the sweat from his wife’s brow.

“Absolutely. Ten fingers, ten toes, and an adorable nose.” A few minutes later, after finishing her tasks as a midwife, Hyacinth said, “I’m going to get Meredith some tea. It will slow the post-birth bleeding and help her heal. I’ll make coffee for you, Chen.” Taking care of the patient and her spouse was part of being a midwife. She adored the special bonding moments right after birth. They filled her heart with joy and fed her soul with happiness.

Leaving the happy family alone, she slipped out of the bedroom and into the kitchen. The morning sun brought a golden hue to the white cabinets and intensified the sunny yellow walls. Meri’s entire house was bright and serene, but a sense of unease tickled the hairs on the back of Hyacinth’s neck. There wasn’t a reason for it, but she couldn’t shake it. Intuition wasn’t something to ignore, so she pushed it to the back of her mind and let her subconscious worry out what was bothering her. 

After plugging in the kettle and starting coffee, she collapsed in a chair. She was exhausted. Meri’s labor had taken eighteen hours, and near the end, Hyacinth had seriously considered calling an ambulance. Meredith had been growing weak, and the baby was becoming distressed. Channeling her healing magic, Hyacinth had pushed everything she had into mother and child, her strength carrying them through safely.

She fumbled in her purse hanging on the back of her chair and pulled out a small plastic container of her grandmother’s energy balls. Each ball gave a short-term magical burst of energy. After she perked up, she would make herself and Meri a nourishing snack. For now, she inhaled the dark rich scent of coffee. The scent alone boosted her flagging energy.

She’d be here for a few hours, just to ensure there were no complications. She would watch over the mother and child, ensuring the family was fed and content before she went home. But first, hot drinks.

Blending teas was one of Hyacinth’s healing gifts. Her family grew almost all the ingredients on the land they’d owned for generations and in their special greenhouses. Each herbal blend had a purpose. Of course, they made some blends simply for flavor. Today’s tea was a special blend, including rosemary, yarrow, witch hazel bark, thyme, plantain leaf, and a bit of willow bark to alleviate pain. Lemon and mint were added to flavor it and make it more palatable. It wasn’t delicious. Many of her patients said it was gross, but it was great for post-partum healing.

Like any medication, it was best used in controlled doses. She grabbed a tea bag with a pre-measured portion of tea and prepped a mug for Meri. While it steeped, she set a bag with more tea and instructions on the table. She ate another energy ball, an apple, and some of the chocolate she’d brought with her. What she needed was something more substantial. High fat and high protein to fuel her body’s flagging reserves. She had expended more energy than she’d intended and performing magic always had a physical cost.

She stood in a shaft of late summer sunshine beside the sink. It was hard to believe it was eight in the morning already. Robins and chickadees called outside the open window. The wind ruffled the leaves on the weeping willow in the backyard. A blue jay screamed and was answered by another. She couldn’t wait to be outside, barefoot, her feet touching blessed Mother Earth. Standing barefoot in the grass was a form of grounding, of refueling her body and soul with nature’s strength and goodness.

Earth was her element. She drew her magic strength from the soil and the soil’s produce. Simply being in nature made her stronger. She could, with effort, bend the earth to her will. More than once, as a petulant teen, she’d shifted the earth under the feet of someone who’d done her wrong. Thankfully, with age came wisdom, and she’d outgrown her spiteful youth. At twenty-seven, she had solid control over her temper and her magic.

She opened the fridge and pulled out the broccoli cheddar quiche she’d prepped earlier. She turned on the oven to preheat and started some bacon to go with the quiche and the fresh fruit salad she’d brought. The grapes, apples, oranges, and berries were from her family’s orchard and greenhouses.

She would leave the homemade soup she’d brought for the family’s lunch. The amount of support she provided depended on the mother’s wants, needs, and budget. Meredith had asked for the works. Birthing support, two hours of observation after her birth, and a light but nutritious meal. In addition to all that, Hyacinth had brought some red velvet cupcakes and some bran muffins. Like her grandmother, she found cooking for others soothing to her soul.

Her instincts nudged her again. Something wasn’t quite right. She stood quietly, listening to the sounds from outside, puzzling on her sense of unease. Finally, she shook her head to dispel her disquiet. Now should be a time of joy, not worry. Besides, intuition was her weakest magical gift, and it wasn’t always reliable. It could simply be the exhaustion following a long night and a stressful birth plaguing her.

Prepping a tray, she paused to reflect on the miracle of the birth she’d just assisted in. She truly was blessed to have a career, no, a calling, that came with such joy. She wrapped her arms around herself in a hug. Despite her exhaustion, or maybe because of it, she was giddy with exhilaration from the miracle of birth she’d just assisted in.

The kitchen door thumped with a soft, almost soundless knock. She hurried to answer before whoever was in the backyard disturbed the new family. Meri didn’t need visitors yet.

She opened the door and the caution she was about to administer died unspoken in her suddenly dry throat. Earl Cooper, her onetime crush, turned nemesis.

The smile on his face faded to a frown and his gray eyes turned stormy. “Hyacinth,” he offered a cold greeting.

“Earl.” Two could play the one-word game. She stood between the inside and screen doors, carefully keeping her eyes on his face, no matter how much her heart wanted to drink in everything about him. She looked at him and waited.

“Can I come in?” he asked after a long, uncomfortable pause. He reached for the door handle and lowered his hand before it got there. He was still nervous around her.

“Certainly, if you’re quiet.” She stepped back and let him enter. She could hardly deny Meri’s brother entry.

He wiped his shoes and stepped inside. Without invitation, he hung his denim jacket on a hook and put his shoes on the small rack next to the mat. “How is she? Is the baby here yet?”

“Meredith is doing fabulously and your new niece is adorable. They’re resting.”

“Excellent.”

She waited for more than a single word. Not sure where to take the conversation when he didn’t go on, she asked, “How have you been, Earl?” She ignored his subtle outdoorsy scent because if she focused on it, old memories would rush in and swamp her.

“Fine.” He looked all around the kitchen, seeming to avoid looking directly at Hyacinth. “Can I see them?”

“Let me check. Just give me a minute, okay?” She flipped the bacon, removed a few slices from the pan, and turned the burner down. She finished prepping the tea tray and added coffee for Chen. “I’ll be right back.”

She stepped out of the kitchen and into the hallway of the massive five-bedroom bungalow and took a deep breath. She closed her eyes and forced her shoulders to relax. She should have expected Earl to show up. He and Meridith were very close since their parents had passed when they were in their teens.

At nineteen, Earl had taken over running the family bookshop and supported his sixteen-year-old sister until she graduated tech school. She admired that he’d stepped up for her. Now, at twenty-seven, the bookstore was a roaring success with locals and tourists alike. The shop, with the unlikely name, Cooper’s Capers, was just down the street from the metaphysical shop that Hyacinth and her sisters owned.

The two businesses couldn’t be further apart. Cooper’s focused strictly on books, primarily fiction; the type of books you’d want to read on your vacation. Cooper’s was the quintessential old-school, no-frills bookstore with almost nothing but books and related items. Four Seasons Metaphysical was all about magic, Wicca, and witches. They carried books on all the major, minor, and new-age religions. They also carried everything a person would need to cast a magic spell and live a magical life; from herbs and candles to talismans and trinkets.

She didn’t want to think about Earl anymore, but her thoughts were hard to ignore. He was still too handsome with those expressive gray eyes, and his neatly cut dark brown, nearly black, hair. He was clean-shaven today and her fingers itched to stroke his cheeks to see how smooth they were. Of course, when he had a five o’clock shadow or neatly trimmed beard, she wanted to test those as well. There was something about Earl that had called to her heart since she was a young girl.

She sighed and pushed away thoughts of his muscular body and sweet smile. She knocked on the bedroom door jamb. “Hey, guys. I brought tea and cookies.” Today’s treats were, unfortunately, store-bought, but the bakery’s cookies were nearly as good as Gramma Pearl’s cookies. She set the tray on the dresser, cleared the last of her birthing supplies from the bedside table, and moved the tea tray closer.

“Here you go. Are you up to guests? Earl is in the kitchen. I can send him away if you’re not ready.” A tiny, hurt corner of her heart wanted to make him wait to see his niece. She pushed the negative thought away and gave her best smile to the happy family.

“Can he come back? Maybe in an hour?” Meri’s smile was apologetic.

“Sure. I’ll let him know. Breakfast will be ready shortly. I’m just reheating some quiche.”

“Thank you. We appreciate you acting as gatekeeper,” Chen said.

She gave them a thumbs-up and returned to the kitchen. Earl was busy turning the bacon. “I didn’t want it to burn,” he said. “How’s she doing?”

“Tired, but good. She asked if you could come back in an hour or so.”

In a moment of weakness, she offered him breakfast. Her stomach plummeted to her toes and rebounded with a bellyache. She didn’t want to be near him. Okay, maybe she did, but having him close made her long for things she’d never have.

“I’d love breakfast. How can I help? Should I just finish cooking the bacon?” His voice said he’d be happy to finish cooking it. “I’d like to hang around in case they need anything, unless you object?” His words were as much a statement as a question.

“Thanks.” How else was she supposed to respond? “Just give me room to put this quiche in the oven. She could use the microwave, but the delicious egg pie, like most things, was better reheated in the oven. He stepped aside, and she slid the pan into the oven.

“Bacon and quiche?” he asked.

“Yes, I know Chen isn’t a huge fan of bacon, but Meri loves it and she needs the extra calories. The fat and protein will stick with her longer than carbs.”

“Was it a hard delivery?” His brow wrinkled, and she recognized his fear for his sister. His protectiveness was something she’d always admired about him.

“I won’t sugarcoat it. It was tough. Over eighteen hours and at the end, I debated calling an ambulance. She’s exhausted. I’m exhausted.”

“You’re exhausted?” 

She didn’t bother to explain how her magic worked. He knew about magic and that Meri was magical; he just chose to disbelieve. It was the reason they’d never gotten together.

Fifteen years ago, she and her sisters were sent to Three Moon Falls Christian Church. They were just teens, but spending time learning another religion was beneficial in understanding how to keep up good relations with their neighbors. It was there that she had her first serious encounter with Earl. They’d been in a teen Sunday School class together. She knew Earl from school, he was in her class, but they ran in different circles. He was a jock; she tended to be shy and spent most of her time in the library.

At church, they found themselves together, and she realized, not for the first time, what an attractive young man he was. Every week after church, they’d spend time together in the park. It wasn’t long before she lost her teenage heart to him and brazenly stole a kiss. Her heart thundered just thinking about the moment. No man since had affected her the way teenage Earl had. Just being near him had her heart pounding. She pushed the memories away.

“Well, I’ve been here for eighteen hours without sleep, and I was up hours before that. Granted, it isn’t as difficult as giving birth, but it’s no picnic either. I’ve barely had time to snack, let alone eat a full meal. I’m sure you’ve put in long days at the bookstore.”

She unearthed another tray from the cabinet and put napkins and silverware on it. As she wobbled a bit on her feet, the exhaustion finally overcame her. Grabbing the nearest chair, she sat down with a thump and rested her head on the table.

“Are you okay?” Earl asked, sounding concerned.

“Yes. No. Sort of.”

“That’s not an answer. Is there something I can do for you?” The forks he was using for the bacon clattered onto the counter.

“Maybe a glass of juice and a couple of pieces of that bacon. I’m starved and I need to refuel. Helping with a birth always sucks my energy.”

The fridge opened and closed. A glass of juice appeared on the table beside her. A plate of bacon followed before she could muster the strength to drink the juice.

“Thank you.” She chugged the juice and nibbled the bacon. The acidic juice hit hard on her nearly empty stomach, but her energy perked immediately. She sat up. “I really mean it, thank you.”

“Did you magic my sister? I don’t believe in magic, but my sister says it can extract a physical cost.” His frown showed his confusion and that he was upset by the idea.

“What’s it going to be, Earl? Either you don’t believe in magic or you think I magicked her. You can’t have it both ways.” Memories assaulted her again. Weeks after their first kiss, the topic of magic had come up, and believing herself in love with Earl, she’d confessed that the rumors were true. She was a witch, and she did have magic powers. His sister was magic, so she thought he’d understand.

Boy, had she been wrong. He’d recoiled in horror and broken up with her on the spot. Devastated, she’d lashed out as he walked away, sending a small shockwave through the ground, which knocked him off his feet.

More than a decade had passed. Her heart still ached from missing him. She hated him. She needed him, and he would barely talk to her. This was the longest conversation they’d had in years.

“I don’t know.” Confusion and honesty colored his voice.

It took a second for her brain to leave the past and remember that she’d asked him if he thought she’d used magic or not. Something inside of her withered. She was used to people being skeptical, or thinking she was a fraud, but coming from Earl, it still hurt.

Rather than start yet another argument, she found a bowl for the fruit salad. They’d have some with breakfast and anything left over after Meri and Chen ate would make a good snack for them.

“Hyacinth, come quickly. There’s something wrong with Anna,” Chen’s voice cracked in panic. Despite her exhaustion, her heart and body exploded into action.
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Chapter Two
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Hyacinth bolted down the hall and into the bedroom, totally ignoring Earl, who was hot on her heels. “What is it?”

“She’s all blue,” Meredith cried, tears streaming down her face. “I don’t think she’s breathing.

Hyacinth took the baby from her and carried her to the teddy bear print padded change table in the corner of the master bedroom. She unwrapped her and laid her down. She felt for a pulse and found nothing. “Not today,” she muttered under her breath.

“What is it?” Earl demanded, standing right at her back.

“Stethoscope, in my bag.” She jabbed her hand toward her black medical bag. Earl was back at her side in seconds. She listened for a heartbeat and found nothing. “Call an ambulance,” she demanded, dropping to sit on the floor with the baby between her legs.

Chest compressions on an infant were the hardest thing she’d ever done, save for pronouncing a baby stillborn. She started compressions, and willed baby Anna to live. Desperate, she called the Goddess for help. “Pray,” she mumbled to Earl, even though he was on the phone.

In the distance, Meredith wept, and Chen demanded to know what was going on. She ignored them. There was no time for reassurances or handholding. Baby Anna needed all her attention.

She kept up the delicate but forceful compressions and dug deep within herself. She didn’t know what was wrong, but the universe was mistaken if it thought that this baby was going to die. Not on her watch. She was already weak, and barely functional, but she had more life in her than this helpless baby. She dug deep, simultaneously using her magic to search for the cause of the baby’s distress, and to send the baby healing and energy for survival. Either was enough to sap Hyacinth when she was healthy, but today she was already running on fumes.

“Earl, I need you.”

***
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PHONE IN ONE HAND, he dropped to his knees on the plush beige carpet beside her. “What can I do?”

“I’m weak. I need your strength. Put your hands on my shoulders and give me your strength. Push your power into me.”

“Wait, what?” He reared back.

She dropped her voice to a whisper. “If you want this baby to live, you’ll put your hands on me and let me use your strength. Give Chen the phone.”

Earl recoiled further in horror. What was she saying? She was insane. He stared at Hyacinth in disbelief. Before his eyes, the color faded from her face, and she became paler and paler. Shit! What did he do?

Magic was bullshit, right?

“Hurry,” her frantic cry was barely audible.

Tossing the phone to Chen, he leaned over the baby to grasp Hyacinth’s shoulders. He didn’t believe in this crap, but by all that was holy, he’d try to give her what she thought she needed if it meant they might save Anna.

Looking at the baby would break his heart. Instead, he watched Hyacinth’s face. Her brows furrowed together, and she bit her lip. She moaned like she was in agony. “Please, God,” he prayed aloud. “Don’t take this baby.”

“Yes. Pray for all you’re worth,” Hyacinth whispered. “I need more. Push your energy into me.”

What the hell did that mean? How could he transfer his energy to her? It was impossible. He suddenly thought of faith healers. That was all bunk, wasn’t it? He’d read something once about a healer who claimed they could push their strength into a weak body. Was that what she wanted?

Drawing on his imagination, built by years of reading fiction, he imagined his strength and energy rolling through his fingers and into her body. Tingles raced down his arms and through his fingers. He almost jerked away in shock. Holy cow! Was this happening?

“Yes,” she whispered.

“What’s wrong with her?” He kept his voice low, so his sister didn’t hear him over her quiet keening.

“I don’t know.” Her voice was thready, like she didn’t have the strength to speak. “It might be her heart, or maybe just exhaustion after the long labor. Keep pushing.”

He doubled his efforts. “Can you fix her?” he practically begged in the same discreet tone.

“No. All I can do is hold on until help arrives.” Tears rolled down her face, and she slumped lower. She seemed...defeated.

He pushed again, visualizing his energy as a flow of water going from him to her. He could feel his energy sapping. Was this what magic cost? He couldn’t deny magic any longer. Something was going on here. He was getting weaker by the minute. Where the hell was the ambulance?

“Oh. Her heart is beating,” Hyacinth exclaimed. “I think she’s stable. Sort of. Don’t stop.” She lifted her stethoscope and focused on the steady thump thump until she was certain there were no irregularities.

Damn right, he wouldn’t stop. Not until this baby was in the hands of medical care. Gratitude for Hyacinth nearly overwhelmed him. She was doing this! Her powers were keeping Anna alive. He watched in awe as she stopped compressions, and with one hand on the baby’s chest listened to her heartbeat.

“She has a nice even beat now. I’m not sure what happened.”

In the distance, he heard the frantic wail of the ambulance. Thank God the hospital was only moments away. Shifting so he was flat on his butt on the floor, rather than on his knees, he kept his hands on Hyacinth despite his exhaustion and the feeling that he’d run two marathons back-to-back.

Minutes later, the paramedics roared in on a wave of calming confidence. They gently shoved him out of the way and hooked Anna up to monitors. “She’s stable,” a gray-haired paramedic said, her tone serious and soothing. “Doctor Carter is going to meet us at the hospital. What happened?”

“I’m not sure,” Hyacinth said. “Her heart stopped but I managed to get it going.”

They discussed what happened, both of them using terminology he was unfamiliar with. Just how much education did a midwife have? Apparently more than he had assumed.

They loaded his sister and his niece onto the stretcher. “You two need to fuel up,” the paramedic said. “Eat and rest.”

“Meredith, I’ll meet you at the hospital when I can,” Hyacinth said. “She’ll be okay. You’re in the best hands.”

They were gone in seconds, leaving Hyacinth and Earl sitting on the bedroom floor. “I’m exhausted,” he said.

“There might still be cookies on that tray.” She gestured vaguely toward the bed.

He stood up and immediately fell to his knees. “What the heck?”

“Go slow. You need food and rest.”

Cautiously, he knee-walked to the tray she’d pointed at and, pushing it in front of him, crawled back toward her. She grabbed a cookie and devoured it like a starving dog. He did the same. The sugar boost was instantaneous, and he perked up a bit.

She picked up the coffee mug and chugged down several swallows before handing it to him. “Finish it.”

He stared at her. Drink from the same mug she did? What about germs? He wasn’t a germaphobe by any stretch but really?

“It’s fine. I don’t have anything contagious.” She waited until he had a mouthful before adding, “At least nothing that can’t be treated with antibiotics.”

He choked on the drink before laughing with her. “That was mean.”

“Just lightening the mood. Help me to the kitchen, please.” Working together, they managed to stand, and leaning on each other found their way back into the kitchen. She pulled the quiche from the oven and served them each a quarter of the slightly over-baked pie.

“Whoa, that’s a lot of food,” he commented.

“Eat it all. You need it. I need it.” She flopped into the chair across from him and started eating. He watched in fascination as she shoveled the quiche in, stopping only to drink more juice. She stopped and looked at him. “What?”

“I’ve never seen anyone eat like that.”

“I’m starved. Remember, I told you that before...” She blinked and wiped her cheeks as if she were crying. “Eat, you must be exhausted.”

“I am. How does that work? Why are we so exhausted?” Meri had told him that magic had a cost, but he’d dismissed her claims as fantasy. Now, he’d lived magic, and he was nervous and wanted to flee.

“Magic, all magic, has a price. Saving baby Anna, helping her hold on until she stabilized, was the most difficult magic I’ve ever done, as a healer and in any other way.”

“Doesn’t magic take fancy words and magic circles like I’ve seen on television?” He kept eating, pausing after every sentence to take a bite. “You didn’t do anything fancy.”

“All those things, the wands, the circle, the herbs, the fancy robes, they are props that help you focus your intent. Healing is different. With every person I heal, I give health from myself. Then, I need to use nutrition and rest to build my health back up. Think of healing as being similar to giving blood. They take some away, and after a time, your body rebuilds what was lost. Does that make sense?” She got up and poured them coffee as she spoke. After doctoring both cups with generous portions of sugar and heavy cream, she sat back down.

***
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“TODAY, WITHOUT YOUR help, I would have given everything I had to Anna. You feeding me your strength made it easier.” She hoped her gratitude came through in her words. “Seriously, you saved us both. I could not have done it without you. You were amazing, beyond that actually, because a mundane, or a newbie can’t usually manage to push their power.”

“Mundane?”

“A non-magic person, like you. Although you could have some magic, your sister does.”

“Me? No way, I’m not magical.” Disbelief and fear rang in his voice. He dropped his fork and crossed his arms over his chest.

“Maybe not, but you managed to help me save Anna. I can’t begin to express my gratitude.”

“No, all thanks go to you. I’m befuddled by all this. It’s whacked. But I know you saved her.” He stared at her until she became uncomfortable. Finally, he spoke. “How far would you have gone? How much of yourself would you give a patient?”

“Honestly? I’ve never been in a situation like this before, so I can only judge by how I felt in the moment. I think,” she swallowed a lump of fear and sadness, “I think that I would have died for her.”

He stared at her; his mouth half open. “Really?”

“I’m telling you how I felt in the moment, but unless it happens, a person doesn’t really know when their survival instinct will kick in. But until you touched me, until you joined in helping Anna, I was mentally prepared to put my life on the line.”

“Jesus. That’s crazy.”

“If she’d been born in the hospital, the staff would have done everything to stabilize her. Honestly, her weakness was sort of a freak accident. In the hospital, it might not have been a big deal. Here, at home, the unexpected can be a problem. I did what I needed to do, and thanks to you, all of us came out unscathed.”

“You call this unscathed?” He laughed wryly. “I’m so tired, I could sleep for a week.”

“So could I, but part of my job is cleaning up the mess and preparing for their return home. First, I’ll rest a bit and eat some more. After that, I’ll do what needs to be done.”

“I’ll help.”

They finished eating and took a nap on opposite ends of the long living room sofa. Hyacinth cleaned up the bedroom and the small birthing mess while Earl tidied the kitchen and made a pot of chili for the family before they both headed home.
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Chapter Three
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Earl made a cursory check of the bookstore and chatted briefly with his staff before grabbing a coffee and cranberry-orange muffin and holing up in his office with instructions not to disturb him unless it was an emergency. 

He reached for his computer mouse. It wasn’t on his oak desk. He searched the desktop and eventually found it in the bottom drawer where he kept his stash of honey mint candies.

“Jeri,” he called. “Did you use the computer?”

She popped her head into the office. “Nope. Why?”

“I could have sworn I left the mouse...never mind.”

“Losing your mind in your old age?” she teased.

“I should fire you.”

“You love me. I keep this place running and you know it.”

“Get out of my office, you ingrate. You should be thanking me for not firing you.” Jeri had worked for his parents. She was close to retirement age, though she acted and looked much younger. With solid respect between them, teasing was part of their dynamic.

She stuck her tongue out at him and laughed as she walked away. 

He shook his head. As much as she was a pain sometimes, she was invaluable, and he knew it. Maybe he’d better lock up the office from now on. He didn’t want customers snooping around. Resolved to do just that, he began entering invoices so his newest shipment of books could be shelved.

It was impossible to focus, so he leaned back, and with his feet up on the desk, he mentally revisited the morning’s events.

He’d barely seen baby Anna at all and never even talked to his sister and brother-in-law. Yet somehow, he had managed to help Hyacinth save Anna’s life. Crazy! Before that moment, he had always sworn that magic was fake. A trick. He’d fought with his sister, Meredith, and called her a liar when she claimed to be magic. It went against everything his Christian upbringing told him. He owed his sister an apology. He’d give that apology willingly because his beautiful niece was proof enough for him. More than enough.

He probably, no definitely, owed Hyacinth one too, because like it or not, what she’d done today had been real. He just hadn’t known it when they were younger.

They’d been teens and thought they were in love when she confessed that she was magic. He’d dumped her and refused to talk to her for years. For a decade, he’d been turning and going in the other direction whenever he saw her coming. He’d believed her either a liar or delusional and he mourned the possibilities they’d lost. How wrong he’d been to overreact. Had he thrown away love? He didn’t even want to think about it. Regret was a lead ball rolling around his belly, weighing him down.

Where would they have been now if he had believed her? Together? Apart for another reason? The mistake made his heart hurt. How must she have felt back then? It was a wonder she talked to him at all. While she’d never been friendly, she’d certainly been more civil than he’d ever been.

“I’m still not comfortable with all that magic stuff,” he murmured to himself, “but I can’t deny it’s real.” He was going to have to learn more. Perhaps, once Meredith was settled in with the new baby, he could pick her brain. “But first, a nap.” He yawned so loudly that his jaw cracked.

He leaned back in his desk chair with his feet on the desk, wondering how Hyacinth was doing. Was she recovering okay? He was tempted to call her; but where did he call? The Hawk’s house, the shop? He didn’t have a cell number for her. Slowly he faded into sleep, and his dreams were of young Hyacinth and how close they’d been. Even in sleep, his heart missed her.

***
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MUCH TO HIS SURPRISE, Hyacinth was at Meredith’s bedside when he arrived at the hospital. “Hi, sis. Hey, Chen. Hyacinth, I wasn’t expecting to see you here.” He pushed away the awkward feelings flooding him after his dreams of the past.

She was beautiful. Even with dark circles under her eyes and mussed-up hair, she was still the loveliest woman he’d ever seen. Her hair shone with a dozen shades of gold. Her blue eyes sparkled with joy as she cradled baby Anna in her arms. She’d changed her scrubs for form-fitting jeans and a fuzzy sweater. She was a sight for sore eyes. Dang, he missed her.

Nope. Not going there.

“How’s Anna doing?” He looked back and forth between the three adults in the room, almost begging for a positive answer.

His sister grinned. “She’s amazing. There is nothing wrong with her. She was just exhausted by her ordeal. I probably should have listened to Hyacinth and called the ambulance earlier. It was a mistake I won’t repeat with the next one.” Her grin morphed into a smile of gratitude. “Thank you both for giving her so much and saving her.”

He blushed and looked away. What he’d done didn’t feel like a big deal, but at the same time, he knew it had been a miracle. Could it be that God worked through Hyacinth’s magic, through his sister’s magic? Before today, the idea was unthinkable. Now he couldn’t push the thought away.

“Can I hold her?” He needed to be close to his niece and to reassure himself that all was well after the morning’s ordeal.

“Absolutely,” Meri said. “If you can convince Hyacinth to give her up.”

Anna’s savior rose gracefully to her feet. “Pull up a chair.”

He squished past the end of the bed, nearly brushing Hyacinth as he went by. The aroma of lavender tickled his nose, bringing back a flood of memories. He never could smell lavender without thinking about her. He sat down and she handed him the baby. His arm touched hers, and his hand accidentally brushed against her breast. The soft touch, combined with her fresh, earthy, and floral scent, sent a rush of arousal through him. Heaven help him. His body and heart wanted her back in his life.

No way was he going to let that happen. His mind and soul knew better than to repeat that mistake. Steeling himself, he built an imaginary wall between them. It was as solid as three feet of concrete and he was not going to cross it. Ever. But man, oh man, was he tempted to pull her close for a kiss.

Reluctantly, he turned his attention to baby Anna. Unlike earlier, she was pink and glowing with health. She was adorable. As near as he could tell, she had Meri’s nose. She was bundled in a pink blanket and wearing a tiny pink striped knit hat.

“What’s with the hat?”

Hyacinth laughed. “Newborns, especially those who have struggled to arrive, often have trouble keeping warm. The hat helps trap her heat, so she doesn’t need to be in an incubator and can stay with her family.”

“Cool.” There was so much he didn’t know about babies. Thank heaven he owned a bookstore and could find unlimited books to bone up with. He cuddled the baby close and Hyacinth gave him a few tips on keeping little Anna comfortable. Hyacinth knew a lot about babies. He almost laughed at the thought. Of course, she did. She was a midwife.

Abruptly he realized that he was still out of sorts and muddle-headed from their earlier energy sharing. He wondered if Hyacinth was always affected like this, and how she managed to deliver babies day after day if this was the outcome.

They chatted back and forth while admiring Anna. Meri’s eyes began to droop. He stood up, careful not to jostle the baby. “Here you go,” he passed her to her mother. “I’m going to head out. I’ll come back later. Let me know if you need anything.” He kissed Meri on the top of her head in the way that had always made her angry as a teen. Her soft smile warmed his heart until it was full to bursting.

“Thanks, Earl. Can you take Hyacinth out to eat? She looks pale.”

He glanced over and sure enough, the color that had returned to the midwife’s cheeks had fled again. “I can do that. Come on Hyacinth, let’s go grab something to eat and celebrate the birth of my niece.”

“I’ll just go home, but thanks. Meri, I’ll be back to check on you before visiting hours are over. Both you and Chen should try to nap.” She bustled around the small hospital room straightening things, finally grabbed her jacket from the back of the chair, and said another goodbye.

He followed her into the hallway. She was still thin, but definitely womanly. Even as a teen, she’d had sweet, subtle curves. It dawned on him that assisting babies and mothers, especially when she used magic, burned a lot of calories, and probably helped keep her thin.

He took two long strides, so he walked beside her. “Come on, Hyacinth. Let’s eat. What do you want? German? Italian? Pizza? Vegan?”

“Earl, I’ve told you for years to call me Cynth. Nobody but my parents and grandmother call me by my full name.” Her tone was light but serious.

“Okay, Cynth,” he put soft emphasis on the abbreviated name and tried not to think about how intimate the pet name felt. “Where shall we eat?”

“I’m headed home. Gramma Pearl will feed me.”

“And what about me?” he forced a quiver into his voice. “I’m weak too.”

She stopped abruptly and whirled to face him. “Are you okay?” She studied him from head to toe. “You look fine.”

“I’m exhausted, even after food and a nap. I can only imagine how you must feel.” He paused to find the right words. “Look, I was wrong. I apologize. After what I saw and experienced this morning, magic is real. Now, let me feed you, or I’ll follow you home to make sure you’re safe.” He’d probably do that anyway after what they’d been through.

“Are you serious?” She rolled her eyes. “Fine. Let’s eat. I’ll meet you at Lloyd’s Bar.”

“At eleven in the morning?”

“Not to drink, for a double patty, bacon, mushroom, cheeseburger with sweet potato fries and onion rings. Lloyd makes the best burger in town, bar none.” Her laughter rang out down the hospital corridor. “Don’t look so shocked. I worked up an appetite.”

He bowed low and gestured for her to lead the way. “I’ll meet you there. It’s not far from the bookstore, so I’ll park there and walk over. Don’t order without me.” He shook his finger at her. “Don’t even think of skipping out on me.”

“What? Are you afraid of being stood up? Is that normal for you?” she teased.

“First, this isn’t a date. It’s a thank-you lunch. Second, yes, it has happened to me, more often than I’d like to admit.”

“That’s a story I have to hear. I’ll meet you there, but only because I want details.”

He walked her to her car and made sure she was inside it safely. He recognized her exhaustion from the slow, overly cautious way she placed each step. She shouldn’t have been at the hospital; she should have been at home resting. Once she’d pulled away; he walked the short distance to his car and headed for the bookstore.

It was four blocks from the store to the bar. Halfway there, he realized he’d made a mistake. He was more worn out than he thought he was and should have driven. There was a bench outside a shop called The Gift Box. He’d rest for a few seconds and carry on. Seated sideways on the bench, he noticed a tiny figurine in the window. About four inches tall, it featured a witch and an angel dancing hand in hand, their feet surrounded by flowers.

Hyacinth, Cynth, he corrected himself, Cynth would love it. Standing carefully, he went inside and purchased it. Thankful for the complimentary chocolates they had on the counter, which gave him a boost of energy, he made his way to the bar.

***
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“THAT TOOK A WHILE,” Cynth greeted Earl when he finally arrived. “Are you okay?”

“I should have driven straight here. I had to stop and rest on the way. How long does this exhaustion last?” He slid into the booth across from her and slipped out of his jacket, letting it fall to the bench behind him.

“You’ll be fine by tomorrow. Take it easy for the rest of the day. I should have warned you. I’m sorry, I forgot.”

“You did have a lot on your mind.” He placed a bag on the table. “It was lucky that I stopped to rest outside The Gift Box. I saw this. Consider it a thank you for saving Anna’s life.”

“I don’t deserve a thank you. If I had insisted on Meri going to the hospital when her labor went long, Anna would have been fine.” It was tough when hindsight showed you should have acted differently. If she had gone with her gut and called an ambulance, there wouldn’t have been an issue.

“You can’t change what happened, and I know my sister is stubborn. She’d have resisted leaving.” He nudged the package toward her. “Open it. You deserve it.”

Suddenly, their relationship had gone from awkward, bordering on hostile, to friendly and forgiving. The shift left an uncomfortable ache in her stomach. Stress changed people. She understood that. But Earl’s abrupt transformation was throwing her off balance. She wanted to believe in it but doubted it would last.

She took the small gold paper bag and opened it. She pulled out the delicate figurine. “Oh! It’s adorable. Look at them.” The angel started at the top as pure white and the witch deepest black; they morphed slowly from monochrome, through pastels, to full color by their ankles. It was as if the figures came together to brighten their world. “Thank you so much. I love it.” She clutched the figure to her chest. It was whimsical and perfect. “Thank you so much.”

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” he said. “But when I saw it, I thought of you.” He paused. “You might call yourself Wiccan, or a witch, but you’re the angel that saved my niece. I’m glad you like it.”

“Like it? It’s wonderful. I love it.” She got up and rounded the end of the table to give him an enormous hug. “Thank you.” She blinked away a tear at the incredibly touching gesture.

“Anything I should know here?”

She spun toward the voice. “Mayor Quinton, hi.” As always, the major was wearing wild prints that would look ridiculous on anyone else, while they suited her perfectly.

“I never thought I’d see the day you two were speaking to each other.” She chuckled. “You’ve been avoiding each other for years. This is wonderful.”

“Nothing to see here,” Hyacinth declared. “I was just thanking Earl for this lovely gift. He gave it to me as a thank you for delivering his niece.” She slipped behind the brightly clothed mayor and eased back into her seat, sliding away in so there was room for the major.

“How are mom and baby doing?” She sat down. “I won’t be staying. But fill me in.” She looked back and forth between Hyacinth and Earl. Mayor Quinton was magical, though the general town populace didn’t know that. She was eager to have her magical and mundane constituents get along. Being up on local gossip and town happenings was important to her, and she made it her purpose to know everything about her constituents. Her philosophy had to be working because she’d been in office, virtually uncontested, for years.

Hyacinth looked at Earl. It wasn’t her place to share any updates about his family. Even to the mayor.

“They’re doing great. There was a moment of worry, but Cynth pulled baby Anna through. They’re fine now.” The gratitude in his voice filled Hyacinth with pride. Moments like this were why she’d chosen this career. Getting along with Earl, no matter how temporary it might turn out to be, was a blessing.

“That’s wonderful. You two have a pleasant lunch and I’ll see you both later. Tell Meri congratulations from me. I’ll visit once she’s home.” She winked at Hyacinth and slid out of the booth. “Later.”

She was gone before either Hyacinth or Earl could reply. Their server stepped into the space she’d vacated. “Earl, Cynth. Nice to see you both,” Vienna, Lloyd’s wife and number one server greeted them. “What can I get you?” She raised her eyebrow and the coffeepot in her hand in question.

“Oh, yes,” Hyacinth exclaimed with a grateful sigh. “Coffee, please. Lots of it. Can I get water, and a menu as well?”

“Double that, please,” Earl chimed in.

Lloyd’s was as popular for breakfast and lunch as it was for evening activities like dancing and karaoke. Because of this, they kept coffee mugs on the tables until early afternoon. Vienna filled their mugs and chirped, “I’ll be right back with menus.” It took her less than thirty seconds to return and slide menus onto the table. “Take your time, I’ll be back in five.”

Despite knowing what she wanted, Hyacinth read the short menu, just in case something else of interest popped up. She debated the prime rib sandwich but went with her first choice of a loaded burger. She’d been dreaming of it for weeks. The double patty treat wasn’t something she indulged in very often. But exhaustion and a need to refuel made it her number-one choice. She might even have the triple-decker chocolate brownie sundae for dessert.

Neither of them said anything for a long time after they placed their orders. She was content to be near Earl without fearing she’d set him off. He didn’t have a temper, but before they worked together on baby Anna, he had zero tolerance for anything magical.

Finally, it was either talk or put her head back and fall asleep. “So, how are things at the bookstore?” she asked, doing her best to make it sound like a casual inquiry rather than a desperate need to delve into his life.

He looked surprised by the question. “Good. Very well. I’ve opened an online shop. I’m no big box store, but I do okay. Especially in used books. I started dealing in used books to help out the seniors at Athena’s.”

Athena’s was a privately run senior care center. They had apartments for independent seniors who wanted to live in a close-knit community with staff who checked up on them regularly. Most of the residents were close to the poverty line and barely making ends meet.

“I donate a lot of books to Athena’s library,” Hyacinth said. “What prompted you to start taking used books in?”

He chuckled. “Honestly? A couple of the ladies came to me with the idea of trading several old books for new ones. I resisted at first. But the more I thought about it, the more I realized I could make it work. There’s a big market for used books, both online, and with vacationers who don’t want to spend a fortune on a holiday read.” He sipped his coffee. “Initially, it was slow. I didn’t advertise. I still don’t. But it has sure picked up.”

“That’s awesome. What sells best?”

For a second, she could have sworn he blushed. He ducked his head and mumbled an answer.

“Did you say paranormal romance?” She chuckled at the irony.

“Yes.” He sighed. “Give the people what they want. I guess. Those old gals love their witches. Who am I to deny them?”

“You know what, Earl? I’m impressed with your open-mindedness.” She really was. There was a time when he wouldn’t have even considered those books.

“In the interest of honesty...”

“And you always try to be honest. That was one of the things I loved about you.” She winced at using the L-word aloud.

“Honestly,” he continued, as if she hadn’t stuck her foot in her mouth. “It was strictly a business decision. If they couldn’t get the books from me, they weren’t going to read something else, they’d buy elsewhere instead. It’s pretty hypocritical of me, but it made good business sense.” He shrugged. “And I have to admit that none of the ladies buying them have gone over to the dark side. They’re still as sweet as ever.”

She knew he didn’t mean that as rudely as it came out. He was trying to have an open mind. Back in the day, he’d been open to most things, except magic. It was nice to see that, over time, he’d softened.

“Mrs. Franks is probably the sweetest woman I’ve ever met,” Hyacinth said, glad they had something to talk about.

“Isn’t she though? And Miss Mary is a pip. I can’t believe she used to be the toughest teacher in the school.”

They fell into an easy discussion about the ladies in the center and their quilting bees, bake sales, and idiosyncrasies. It was easy to see that Earl shared her fondness for the elderly women.

An icy wind blew in through the doorway when a short, red-haired woman entered. Hyacinth froze. She shouldn’t be able to feel the wind this far from the door, and it was quite warm outside. Her fork dropped from her lifeless fingers and clattered to the table as she stared at the lone woman. Her aura was a swirling mass of darkness.

“Shit,” she mumbled without meaning to.

“What?” Earl turned to follow her gaze. “Do you know her?”

“No. It’s nothing. Just a shiver. Ya, a shiver. You know how you get those random shivers when you’re tired?”

“Yes?” He sounded doubtful.

“I guess I’m more tired than I thought. We’ve been talking for a long time. I ate all that food, burger, fries, and rings. Then I ate cake. I should be fueled up. I guess I need a nap.” Words rushed out of her as she attempted to cover her sudden unease from the newcomer.

Whoever she was, Hyacinth had never seen her before. She radiated darkness. Either the stranger was evil, or she was controlled by evil. Hyacinth worked to hide her shivers and trepidation. Even Keres, the first man to attack her family, hadn’t radiated evil and darkness like this. It rolled off her in waves.

“It was nice talking to you, Earl. But I should get home.” She needed to warn her family. They’d been expecting another person to show up, looking for the talisman that had caused their family so much trouble already. They just hadn’t expected it to be so soon.

She forced herself to pause. Maybe she was jumping to conclusions. Just because Keres and his son Matt Brown had been seeking the talisman, it didn’t mean this woman was. There were dark witches and wizards in town. They weren’t after the family or the missing talisman. Just because this woman’s aura was off, it didn’t mean she was a threat.
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