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For the ones who would walk into fire for those they love.
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  Midsummer Preparations



Philippa woke to the scent of honey and summer grass, and the warm weight of Douglas's arm across her waist.

She lay still, unwilling to disturb the morning. Sunlight streamed through curtains she had forgotten to close, painting gold stripes across the bedroom floor. Nearly a year had passed since she first walked through the apothecary's door, and the village had transformed around her. Or perhaps she had transformed to fit it. Either way, this morning felt like an anniversary. Like arriving somewhere after a long journey and finally recognizing it as home.

Douglas slept beside her, his breathing slow and steady, the rhythm of it like the distant hum of his bees. She studied his face in the morning light: the silver threading through his dark hair, the laugh lines at the corners of his eyes, the calluses on the hand that rested against her hip. He smelled of beeswax and wildflowers, of the honey that seemed to have worked its way into his very skin after decades among the hives. In sleep, the worry lines that had become familiar over the past months smoothed away. He looked younger. Peaceful.

He stayed most nights now. His toothbrush lived in her bathroom. His honey sat in her cupboard as if it had always been there. They had not discussed marriage, not formally, but the shape of their life together had settled into something permanent without requiring a ceremony to confirm it.

He stirred slightly, his arm tightening around her waist even in sleep, drawing her closer. The gesture was unconscious, instinctive, and it made something bloom warm in her chest. This quiet man who spoke more easily to bees than people. This patient presence who had waited while she learned to trust. This unexpected gift.

A year ago, she had been in London, signing divorce papers in a solicitor's office that smelled of dust and disappointment. A year ago, she had owned nothing but a failed marriage and a rented flat and the hollow certainty that her best years were behind her. Now she lay in a bedroom above a magical apothecary, with a man who loved her sleeping at her side, and the ache of that contrast was so sharp it stole her breath.

She pressed her lips to Douglas's shoulder, breathing him in, and then slipped carefully from the bed without waking him.
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The apothecary woke with her now, had for months. The shelves arranged themselves into her preferred configuration before she reached the bottom of the stairs. The windows brightened at her approach, letting in the soft gold of early summer morning. Through the floorboards, she felt the cellar garden pulse with energy, like a heartbeat, like breathing, like the building was alive and glad to see her.
Quillby sat in his basket by the counter, watching her descent with his dark, knowing eyes. His quills lay flat and content.

"Good morning," Philippa said. "Sleep well?"

A soft huff that might have been agreement. Might have been judgment at her late start. With Quillby, one could never quite tell.

She moved into her morning routine, each step worn smooth by repetition. Check the inventory first, counting jars and bottles, noting what ran low. The feverfew tinctures needed restocking. The lavender salve was nearly gone, three jars left where last week there had been twelve. Mrs. Pemberton had been buying them for her hip again.

Philippa descended to the cellar, where the garden grew in defiance of underground darkness. The air down here was thick with green, with growing things, with the mineral tang of old stone and the sweetness of herbs at the height of their summer potency. She gathered chamomile and lemon balm for the morning's needs, her fingers knowing exactly how much pressure to apply, exactly where to cut. The plants leaned toward her touch. They always did now.

Back upstairs, she set water to boil and began the day's first remedy: a calming draught for old Mr. Finch, whose nightmares had returned with the long summer evenings. She worked methodically, crushing herbs with mortar and pestle, measuring drops of tincture by the light slanting through amber bottles. The shop filled with the scent of lavender and valerian, with the comfortable sounds of preparation: the clink of glass, the whisper of dried leaves, the soft bubble of water just off the boil.

This was what she had built. This was what she had become. A year ago she had not known this place existed. Now she could not imagine existing without it.
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Tansy was already working when Philippa entered the tea room, her hands glowing faintly silver as she measured leaves into a copper pot. The young woman's magic had steadied over the past months, becoming as natural a part of her as her quick smile and practical nature.
"Morning rush in an hour," Tansy said without turning. "I've already started the chamomile blend. Mrs. Pemberton sent word she'll be by for her usual."

"Her hip again?"

"And her gossip. She's got three weeks of village news stored up, I'm told." Tansy grinned over her shoulder. "Best prepare yourself."

Philippa smiled. A year ago, Tansy had arrived at this door frightened and fleeing, asking for work with trembling hands. Now she managed the tea room with the confidence of someone who had found her place in the world. Her magic glowed steady and strong. Her eyes held none of the old shadows.

"What would I do without you?" Philippa asked.

"Muddle through, probably." Tansy's grin widened. "But you'd be much more tired."

Quillby had relocated to his favorite spot by the window, where puddles of summer sun collected on the wide sill. He watched the shop and its customers with one eye open, taking his responsibilities seriously even in rest. The morning light caught his quills, turning them briefly golden.

The first customers arrived with the church bells at nine, and after that, Philippa had no time to think. Mrs. Pemberton came for her lavender salve and stayed for an hour of tea and conversation, her voice rising and falling with scandals and celebrations from the past month. Ned Corwin collected his usual tisane for stiff joints. The vicar stopped by for chamomile, looking harried about something he would not name.

By midmorning, the apothecary hummed with the particular energy of a place that was loved and used. Philippa moved through her domain with the sure steps of someone who belonged, greeting regulars, preparing tinctures, answering questions. She had learned, finally, to pace herself. To rest when tired. To accept help when offered. The lessons had come hard, nearly killing her in the process, but they had stuck.
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Roz arrived mid-morning with the Midsummer Bloom committee.
The group of village elders had organized this festival for decades, their expertise passed down through generations. They settled into the tea room's back corner with cups of Tansy's signature blend and a folder of handwritten notes that looked older than Philippa. The scent of strong tea and dried rose petals mingled with the lavender that seemed to permeate everything in the apothecary.

Through the open window, Philippa could hear children playing in the street below, their laughter rising and falling like birdsong. Somewhere distant, a dog barked. The village was alive with summer, with possibility, with the anticipation of celebration.

"The Midsummer Bloom marks the height of magical power in Saltwhistle," Roz explained, settling into her chair with the authority of someone who had led committees since before Philippa was born. "When herbs are most potent and the veil between worlds thins in different ways than autumn."

"Different how?"

Roz's sharp eyes met hers. "Autumn opens doors to what has passed. Midsummer opens doors to what might be. It's a time for possibilities, for new beginnings." She tapped the folder with one weathered finger. "Traditionally, the apothecary provides protective sachets and blessing charms. Your grandmother made them for thirty years. Before her, her teacher made them for forty."

"We'll have them ready," Philippa said. The weight of that tradition settled on her shoulders, but it felt comfortable now. Not a burden but an honor.

"I've been working on something new, actually," Tansy said, setting down her teapot to join them. Her hands still glowed faintly, residual magic sparking between her fingers. "Blessing packets that combine the traditional herbs with my own enhancements. Protection and possibility woven together."

The committee exchanged approving glances. One of them, an ancient woman with a face like a weathered apple, smiled with all her remaining teeth.

"Your grandmother would be proud," the old woman said to Philippa. "The shop is alive again. Really alive, in ways we haven't seen since she left us."

Philippa felt something expand in her chest. Pride. Gratitude. The particular joy of watching someone you love discover their own strength. She caught Tansy's eye and saw her own emotion reflected back.

This was what community looked like. People building something together.
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As the sun set, Douglas and Philippa walked to his apiaries together.
The path wound through meadows thick with wildflowers, their scent heavy on the warm evening air. Butterflies drifted between blooms, their wings catching the gold and rose of the fading light. Douglas walked beside her with his hands in his pockets, relaxed in a way she had rarely seen when they first met. The beekeeper who barely spoke had learned to share silence with her, and somehow that felt more intimate than words.

The bees were abundant this summer, more productive than any season Douglas could remember. Their humming filled the evening air as they approached the painted hives, a constant music that seemed to resonate in Philippa's chest.

"They're happy," Douglas said, standing among his hives with his head tilted, listening. "More than happy. They're celebrating. Something in the flowers this year, something in the air."

"The Midsummer magic?"

"Perhaps." He turned to her with a smile that still made warmth bloom through her whole body. "Or perhaps they're just glad winter is long past. That was a hard season."

"It was." She thought of the killing frost, the grief-spirit, the illness that had nearly claimed her. But spring had come, and Celeste had been defeated, and now summer wrapped them in warmth and possibility.

"They like you, you know." Douglas reached for her hand, interlacing their fingers with the ease of long practice. "They told me so."

"The bees told you?"

"In their way. They say the apothecary keeper is good for their human. Makes him less lonely. Makes him smile more." His thumb traced circles on her wrist. "They want me to tell you thank you."

Philippa leaned into his shoulder as they watched the sun paint the sky in shades of honey and gold. One of the bees landed on her arm, walked a small circle, and flew away again as if delivering a message.

"I've been thinking about expansion," Douglas said after a comfortable silence. "New hives. More varieties of honey. Perhaps selling to the next village over. I've been making plans, drawing up designs." He paused, and something vulnerable entered his voice. "I find myself planning for the future in ways I haven't done since Catherine died. Looking ahead instead of just surviving the day."

"Is that a good thing?"

"It's because of













