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      On the Bad Morning Scale of one to ten, Lydia Lyall rated the start of her day as a thirteen. She was typically fond of the number thirteen, protective of it in the face of its bad-luck reputation, but this morning felt like a very thirteen kind of day, and it had only just begun.

      First, it was her alarm clock. Blasting her awake only for her to realize she’d accidentally set it an hour late, and even then slept through the first time it rang. She should have already been out the door and on her way to the library, instead of falling out of bed, tangled in sheets, and scrounging for something close to acceptable to wear, still half asleep. If it came up, she’d just say the power had gone screwy again, like it usually did in her dilapidated little cottage. But who would it come up to?

      Scrambling into the bathroom, she turned on the faucet to wash her face. The pipes juddered like a truck were about to come through the wall, and a sputter of brown sprayed into the basin, splashing all over her shirt.

      “Perfect,” she muttered. The water would come clear, eventually. If this little shack and all its dodgy amenities were anywhere but Fairbright Falls, she would have ditched it and moved on ages ago. But if dealing with the quirks of the only place she could afford was the price of living in the shifter haven, then it was a price she was happy to pay.

      It’s going to be an auspicious day. I can feel it, her wolf said.

      “Shut up,” she told her, as she tossed everything in her pantry aside, looking for more coffee filters. Her stomach hurt.

      “What did you eat last night?”

      I chased down a rabbit or two. Possibly three. No more than four.

      Lydia rubbed her belly. “Feels more like I’m trying to digest two tons of raw moose. I’ve asked you to take it easy out there at night. Neither of us is happy if I’m too bloated to fit into my clothes, not to mention too tired to get to work on time.”

      In some cultures, stomach pain is an auspice. Like I said, an auspicious day.

      “And like I said, shut up. It’s just a day. The only difference is that we have to stop by Aidan’s for coffee now, which will make us even later.”

      Two things, her wolf said. She stretched out her dark grey body and yawned, muzzle still stained pink from her nightly adventures. One: coffee is not good for a stomachache. Two: we work alone with no one to answer to. When has anyone ever been waiting at the door at the Fairbright local library first thing in the morning?

      She stopped and took a breath. “You’re right,” she sighed, the morning’s tensions lifting from her shoulders. “But I’m still getting coffee.”

      Probably best for everyone in town.

      
      Lydia would only be a bit late. She wasn’t sure why it was bugging her so much. It wasn’t like she’d never been late for work before, and like her wolf had pointed out, she was effectively her own boss, and the library wasn’t bustling with patrons first thing in the morning, or ever. But a sense of urgency tightened her chest as she made the short ride into town.

      She leaned her bicycle against the outside of the Coffee Cat cafe.

      “The usual, Aidan,” she ordered, “but double fast.”

      Aidan McLeod was a cat shifter, technically a cat-sith, he’d explained one day. That the quiet local barista who always played great music, brewed excellent coffee, and had a fondness for space opera novels, was a secret feline warrior, although a retired one, was just another cool thing that made Fairbright Falls Lydia’s dream home.

      “I don’t know what I like most about living in this town,” Aidan said as he set the coffee machine into action. “Is it that I have so many customers who say ‘the usual’ and I know what they need? Or is it that one of those customers is the local librarian who wears Velvet Underground t-shirts and Doc Martens to work?”

      “Both, I’d say,” she said.

      “You all right, Lydia? You seem off center this morning.”

      “Bad start. Always happens when I wake up too quickly.”

      Aidan slid the coffee across the counter, with one of his knockout smiles. “On the house. Hope it turns your morning around and leads the way for a better day.”

      Fairbright Falls wasn’t just a gorgeous town surrounded by perfect woods and waterfalls, a safe place for shifters of all shapes and sizes, it was also home to the nicest people in the world.

      “Thanks, Aidan. You’re the best. Say hi to Fleur for me.”

      His face lit up, as it always did, at the mention of his mate.

      Aidan was hot. It was a completely detached observation on Lydia’s part. In another time, another life, another dimension where Aidan didn’t have a mate, and Lydia was even remotely interested in getting involved with any man at all, Lydia might have drawn closer to him. But in this life, it was more than enough to be friends. That was enough for her where any man was concerned. She had her books, her wolf, her perfect life where she called the shots on everything, and didn’t need a man, fated mate or otherwise, coming in to change anything.

      At only ten minutes after opening time, Lydia arrived at the library, unlocked the door and did her usual bolt to turn off the alarm before it blasted and automatically called the cops. A gust caught the door and slammed it closed behind her.

      She was in the mood for a good vampire novel, she mused. One of the many perks of working in the little library alone was that, if there wasn’t anything particularly pressing to take care of, she could spend the day getting paid to read. Since she had the freedom to stock the shelves with anything she wanted, or the locals requested, it was a custom fit world of literature at her fingertips and none of it had to come out of her pocket.

      She went to open the door again, but it wouldn’t budge. She tried her key, twisting hard, but the mechanism was fully jammed.

      The key snapped in her fingers.

      “Crap.”

      As a shifter, Lydia was stronger than the average human, woman or man, but snapping a metal key in half with her bare fingers was another dose of bad luck. She tried the latch again. It was locked tight, and the only key she had that both opened front and back door was busted.

      “What are we going to do?”

      The day shot up to a twenty-six on the Bad Morning Scale.

      Break the door down? Smash a window? her wolf offered. Panic edged through her. Lydia knew why. They were locked inside. Trapped. No wolf wanted that, especially a rogue, especially after what they’d lived through.

      “It’s all right. I’ll call the locksmith. We’re not trapped.”

      The wolf’s golden eyes flashed. Forcing herself to breathe deep and slow, Lydia tried not to take on that anxiety. She could control this. She could fix it. Her heart hammered. This wasn’t anything like before. She was not trapped.

      She brought up the locksmith’s number on her phone. There was no answer. Seems she wasn’t the only one late for work that day.

      Break the window. It’ll be easy.

      As Lydia was sizing up the best window to break and climb to their freedom, a man approached the front of the building.

      Tall was an understatement. This guy was built with long, lean muscle poured perfectly into his designer chinos, black button-down shirt, and sharp navy blazer. He carried a leather satchel over his shoulder.

      He’s here.

      “Who’s here?”

      The wolf didn’t reply, but Lydia felt the lupine’s worry retract.

      The guy strode the short path to the front of the library. He pushed on the front door, frowning to see it wasn’t open, and then checked the opening hours sign.

      He certainly wasn’t local. Was he in the right place? Sure, he was wearing glasses, but he looked more like how a model might dress to appear bookish rather than anyone who would usually come to the library.

      “Sorry!” she called through the glass door. “Not open yet.”

      He pointed to his silver watch. Was that a Rolex? He pointed to the opening hours sign, emphasizing a shrug. He didn’t look happy.

      “Door’s busted,” Lydia said. She picked up the broken key and showed him. “I’m stuck in here.” She offered him a smile, and at least that did a little to soften his scowl.

      “Locksmith?” he yelled.

      “Already tried. No answer.”

      He stepped away from the door, holding up his hands as if sizing up the frame.

      He’s not doing what I think he is about to do, is he? she asked the wolf.

      The wolf stayed silent, staring as if she were eyeing prey she wasn’t sure she could catch.

      “Step back,” he called.

      Before Lydia could protest, the guy threw his shoulder against the door. The frame splintered as the door burst open. A breath of fresh air came with him and Lydia exhaled.

      “Seriously?” It was all she could think to say.

      “You’re welcome.” He dusted off his jacket and straightened his bag over his shoulder.

      “No problem. I’m sure I can explain that to my supervisor.” She surveyed the damage. It was less than a broken window, at least. “You must be in a real hurry to...” She trailed off as her eyes wandered up and over his presence.

      It wasn’t his height that filled the room, but something else. It wasn’t that he was gorgeous, with a long smooth jaw and impeccably neat sandy hair. There was a sense about him that took over the space, an impression that had nothing to do with how utterly fine he was. In a totally not Lydia’s usual type kind of way.

      Lydia liked scruffy guys, guys with an edge, a few tattoos or even a scar or two, add a musical instrument into that equation and she was all over it. This guy was all Calvin Klein and Ralph Lauren, and yet here he was looking at her with eyes like the silver lining of a storm cloud and making her skin tingle.

      She inhaled without meaning to. Her instincts picked up in the scent of clean straw, fresh cut grass, and a summer breeze.

      Definitely a shifter.

      He cleared his throat.

      “I’m Phillip. Phillip Ashwin.” He said his name like it was meant to mean something to her.

      “You are Lydia Lyall, right? The librarian?”

      His voice was like melting honey. She nodded, her brain churning, trying to figure out where he fit.

      “I emailed you last week?” he added.

      “Oh! Phillip Ashwin. Professor Ashwin.” It all came back to her. He was a professor of ecology who was coming to Fairbright on a field research trip and wanted to explore the library’s small yet detailed local history collection. “That’s today?”

      He nodded.

      Professor. That would explain the bag of books. But even with his glasses, professors didn’t look like this, and the Professor Ashwin she’d pictured in her mind was more of a balding, round man on the other side of middle-aged, not this...

      “Adonis,” he said.

      “Excuse me?”

      Phillip pointed to the whiteboard in front of the circulation desk. For the last few months, Lydia had been playing a game with the regulars where she’d put up
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