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			Chapter 1

			The Squeaky Hinge

			The Sanctuary Breached

			The archive room of Rosewood Harbor Public Library had become Philip Mak’s refuge over the past six months, a quiet pocket of the world where everything made sense. Rain drummed steadily against the tall windows, turning the afternoon light soft and overcast. The air carried the smell of old paper and leather bindings, with a faint vanilla sweetness from aging glue. Philip sat at his desk surrounded by stacks of town council minutes from the 1950s, each ledger waiting its turn to be cataloged and preserved.

			He had his workspace arranged the way he liked it. The ledger he was currently documenting sat open in front of him, its pages yellowed but the typewritten text still crisp and readable. A notebook rested at his left elbow for his catalog entries. His tea had gone cold in its cup, but he barely noticed. This kind of work required focus, and Philip had learned to lose himself in it completely.

			The archive room door gave its familiar metallic shriek as someone pushed it open.

			Philip glanced up, his pencil still poised over the page. That hinge had been squeaking for months now. He had submitted a maintenance request through the proper channels two weeks ago, but nothing had come of it. The sound no longer bothered him. It had become part of the room’s character, like the creak of the floorboards near the window or the rattle of the heating pipes.

			Grant Evans stepped through the doorway, and Philip’s carefully constructed afternoon shattered like a dropped glass.

			The town’s handyman carried a canvas tool bag in one hand and wore his usual uniform of work boots, jeans, and a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up. His dark hair looked damp from the rain, and he brought with him the smell of the outdoors, coffee, and sawdust. He grinned when he saw Philip, the kind of easy smile that suggested he found the world perpetually amusing.

			“Afternoon,” Grant said, setting his bag down near the door. “Thought I’d swing by and take care of that hinge for you.”

			Philip blinked at him. “I didn’t realize you were coming today.”

			“Probably because I didn’t tell you.” Grant pulled a screwdriver and a can of WD-40 from his bag with practiced efficiency. “Saw your car in the lot and figured you’d be up here. Besides, it’ll only take a few minutes.”

			“You could have called first.”

			“Could have,” Grant agreed cheerfully. He knelt by the door and tested the hinge with his fingers, making it swing back and forth. The metallic shriek filled the room. “But then you might have told me not to bother, and we’d both spend another few weeks listening to this poor thing scream every time someone opens the door. Seems cruel, don’t you think?”

			Philip opened his mouth to argue, then closed it again. The logic was infuriating precisely because it made sense. Yes, the door needed to be fixed. Yes, he had wanted it fixed. But he had wanted it done properly, scheduled, with advance notice. Not this casual invasion of his carefully protected space.

			He forced his attention back to the ledger in front of him, though the words had lost their meaning. The catalog entry he had been writing trailed off mid-sentence.

			Grant worked in comfortable silence, humming tunelessly under his breath. He removed the hinge pin with a few quick motions, sprayed lubricant into the mechanism, and worked it back and forth until the metal moved smoothly. The sharp chemical smell of the WD-40 cut through the vanilla scent of old paper.

			Philip tried to focus on his work. He really did. But his attention kept drifting to Grant’s hands, to the way his fingers moved with absolute certainty, to the lean muscle of his forearms below the rolled-up sleeves. Grant had the build of someone who worked with his body rather than sitting at a desk all day. There was something compelling about that competence, that easy physicality.

			Philip looked away quickly when he realized he was staring.

			“There we go.” Grant tested the door again, swinging it open and closed. It moved in perfect silence now, the hinge gliding smoothly. “Good as new. Better, actually.”

			He stood up and wiped his hands on a rag from his back pocket. His boots had left faint damp prints on the carpet, marks of the outside world tracked into Philip’s sanctuary. Grant surveyed the archive room with open curiosity, taking in the floor-to-ceiling shelves and the carefully labeled boxes.

			“You’ve really done something with this place,” he said. “It was just a storage dump when I was in school. Old Mrs. Peterson meant to organize it but never got around to it.”

			“Organization is part of my job,” Philip said stiffly.

			“Sure, but there’s doing a job and then there’s doing a job well.” Grant packed his tools back into his bag, his movements economical and practiced. “This is impressive work.”

			The compliment made Philip’s neck feel hot. He did not want to be pleased by Grant’s approval, did not want to care what this man thought of his efforts. Compliments felt dangerous, like accepting gifts that came with invisible strings attached.

			“Thank you,” he managed.

			Grant lingered by the door, one hand resting on the frame. The silence stretched between them, not quite comfortable but not hostile either. Philip could feel the weight of Grant’s attention on him, could sense the man trying to figure him out.

			“You settling in okay?” Grant asked. “To Rosewood Harbor, I mean. Small towns can take some getting used to if you’re from the city.”

			The question caught Philip off guard. Most people in town treated him with polite distance, respecting the walls he had built around himself. Grant seemed determined to ignore those walls entirely, to act as though they were already friends instead of near strangers who had exchanged perhaps a dozen words before today.

			“I’m settling in fine,” Philip said. His voice came out colder than he intended, but he could not seem to help it. Every instinct screamed at him to protect this space, to not let Grant’s casual warmth work its way past his defenses. “Thank you for fixing the door.”

			It was a dismissal, and not a subtle one.

			Something flickered across Grant’s face, too quick for Philip to identify. Then the easy grin returned, though perhaps a shade less bright than before. “Anytime. That’s what I’m here for.”

			He picked up his tool bag and stepped out into the hallway. The door swung shut behind him with a whisper of perfectly oiled silence.

			Philip sat very still in the sudden quiet. The rain continued its steady rhythm against the windows. His tea sat cold and forgotten. The town council minutes from the 1950s lay open before him, waiting to be cataloged. Everything looked exactly as it had ten minutes ago.

			But the room felt different now. The absence of the familiar squeak unsettled him more than the sound ever had. And beneath that, harder to acknowledge, was the lingering warmth of Grant’s presence. The coffee and sawdust smell still hung faintly in the air. The damp boot prints were already beginning to dry on the carpet.

			Philip picked up his pencil and tried to return to his work. His hand shook slightly as he wrote, and the letters came out uneven. He set the pencil down and pressed his palms flat against the desk, forcing himself to breathe slowly.

			The door no longer squeaked. Grant had fixed it in a matter of minutes, had made the repair seem effortless. Philip should have felt grateful. Instead, he felt exposed, as though Grant had done something far more invasive than oil a hinge.

			He looked at the closed door and tried to summon his earlier sense of peace. It would not come. The sanctuary had been breached, and Philip suspected it would be a long time before he could sit in this room without thinking of rolled-up flannel sleeves and capable hands and that easy, disarming smile.

			Outside, the rain fell harder, and the overcast afternoon pressed against the windows like a presence trying to get in.

			Heart of the Harbor

			Grant stepped out of the library into an afternoon that had shifted while he worked. The rain had tapered off to almost nothing, just the occasional drop falling from the eaves and gutters, but the wind still had teeth. It caught at his flannel shirt and made the Valentine’s decorations strung between the lampposts snap and flutter like trapped birds. The air smelled clean, washed free of dust, with that particular sharpness that came after a winter storm.

			He shouldered his tool bag and started down the library steps, grinning to himself. Philip Mak was a tough nut to crack, all buttoned-up and bristling at the edges like a cat that had been caught in the rain one too many times. Grant had met his type before, the kind of person who built walls around themselves and then pretended they preferred the isolation. The librarian had practically vibrated with the effort of maintaining his composure while Grant fixed that hinge.

			It was adorable, in a frustrating sort of way.

			Main Street stretched before him in both directions, wet pavement reflecting the overcast sky. Red and pink bunting hung between every lamppost, some of it already looking bedraggled from the weather. Paper hearts dangled on strings, spinning in the wind. The town had gone all out for Valentine’s Day this year, determined to make the annual gala something special despite the miserable February conditions.

			Grant turned toward the hardware store, his shop and apartment both waiting for him three blocks down. He made it maybe ten steps before he spotted Mrs. Gable struggling with an aluminum ladder outside the community hall.

			The older woman was trying to prop the ladder against the building’s brick facade while the wind did its best to knock it sideways. She had one hand on the ladder and the other clutching a roll of crepe paper, and she was losing the battle on both fronts.

			Grant changed direction without thinking about it.

			“Mrs. Gable,” he called out, jogging across the street. “Hold on, let me get that for you.”

			She looked up, relief washing over her face. “Grant, thank goodness. This wretched wind is making everything impossible.”

			He took the ladder from her and braced it properly against the wall, testing its stability before stepping back. “There you go. What are you trying to hang?”

			“More decorations for the gala.” She held up the crepe paper with a rueful expression. “I volunteered to help, but I’m starting to think we should have postponed everything until the weather improved.”

			“February in Oregon,” Grant said with a shrug. “If we waited for good weather, we’d never do anything. You want me to climb up and hang that for you?”

			“Would you? My knees aren’t what they used to be, and the ladder makes me nervous.”

			Grant took the crepe paper and started up the ladder while Mrs. Gable steadied the base. The wind tugged at his shirt and made the whole enterprise more precarious than it needed to be, but he managed to string the decoration between two hooks someone had thoughtfully installed years ago. By the time he climbed back down, Mrs. Gable was beaming at him.

			“You’re a lifesaver,” she said. “I don’t know what this town would do without you.”

			“Probably figure it out just fine,” Grant said, but he smiled as he said it. He liked being useful, liked the way people in Rosewood Harbor looked at him with gratitude instead of suspicion. It was one of the reasons he had never left, despite the occasional urge to see what life might be like somewhere bigger.

			He left Mrs. Gable to her decorating and continued down Main Street. The smell of fresh bread and frying dough drifted from the Harborview Bakery, making his stomach rumble. He had skipped lunch to finish Mrs. Gable’s gutter repair, and the afternoon was wearing thin.

			A cluster of women stood outside the bakery, their voices carrying on the wind. Grant recognized Clara Jenkins among them, the town’s most reliable source of gossip. She worked at the post office and seemed to know everyone’s business before they knew it themselves. Her companions were nodding along as she spoke, their expressions a mixture of concern and excitement.

			Grant tried to walk past without engaging, but Clara spotted him.

			“Grant!” She waved him over with the enthusiasm of someone who had found a fresh audience. “Come tell us what you think. Doesn’t this weather feel ominous to you?”

			He suppressed a sigh and adjusted his tool bag on his shoulder. “It’s February, Clara. Rain is pretty standard.”

			“But it’s the timing,” one of the other women said, a younger blonde whose name Grant could never remember. “The gala is next week, and we’ve had nothing but storms and gloom. It feels like a bad omen.”

			“You mean the Cupid’s Curse,” Clara said, lowering her voice to a stage whisper that carried perfectly well in the wind. “My grandmother always said the curse came with warning signs. Strange weather. Bad luck. Deaths around Valentine’s Day.”

			Grant fought the urge to roll his eyes. The Cupid’s Curse was Rosewood Harbor’s oldest and most persistent piece of folklore, a legend that someone died under mysterious circumstances every few decades on Valentine’s Day. It was nonsense, of course, but people loved to resurrect it whenever February turned particularly miserable.

			“Come on,” he said, keeping his tone light. “The curse is just a story. We’ve had plenty of rainy Februarys that didn’t end in tragedy.”

			“But what about 1955?” Clara insisted. “The florist died that year, right before Valentine’s Day. And now with all this rain and wind, people are starting to wonder if history might repeat itself.”

			“History isn’t going to repeat itself,” Grant said firmly. “We’re going to have a perfectly normal Valentine’s gala, everyone will have a good time, and the only tragedy will be my dancing when they inevitably drag me onto the floor.”

			The women laughed, but Grant could see the speculation still lingering in their eyes. The Cupid’s Curse bothered him more than he wanted to admit. Not because he believed in it, but because the superstition had a way of making people nervous and unhappy. It cast a shadow over what should be a celebration, turned a community event into something people approached with dread instead of joy.

			He excused himself before Clara could launch into more curse talk and continued down the street. The wind pushed at his back now, hurrying him along. His shop was just ahead, the familiar storefront with its hand-painted sign advertising hardware and repairs. But between him and home stood Leo’s Blooms, the town’s only flower shop.

			The windows glowed with warm light despite the dreary afternoon. Grant could see movement inside, and on impulse he paused to look through the glass. Leo Hartman stood behind the counter, his phone pressed to his ear. Even from outside, Grant could see the tension in the older man’s shoulders, the way his free hand gestured sharply as he spoke.

			Leo looked terrible. His usually neat gray hair stood up in tufts, as though he had been running his fingers through it repeatedly. His face had an unhealthy flush, and even through the window Grant could read the anger in his expression.

			Grant raised his hand to wave, a friendly gesture born from years of small-town habit. Leo didn’t notice. He was too focused on whoever was on the other end of that phone call, his mouth moving in what looked like sharp, clipped sentences.

			That was when Grant noticed the ledger.

			It sat on the counter directly in front of Leo, thick and black with a worn leather cover. Leo had one hand on it, his fingers drumming an agitated rhythm against the surface. Grant recognized that ledger. He had repaired the binding just last month when Leo brought it into the shop, complaining that the spine was coming loose after years of use. Grant had reinforced it with new thread and glue, careful work that had taken the better part of an afternoon.

			Leo’s fingers moved from drumming to tapping, the blunt end of a pen striking the ledger’s cover over and over in time with whatever he was saying on the phone. The gesture looked angry, frustrated, like Leo wanted to stab the pen straight through the leather.

			Grant frowned. He had known Leo Hartman his entire life. The florist was usually calm and pleasant, the kind of man who whistled while arranging bouquets and always had a kind word for customers. This version of Leo, red-faced and visibly furious, felt wrong somehow.

			The phone call ended abruptly. Leo slammed the receiver down hard enough that Grant heard the crack of plastic through the glass. For a moment, Leo just stood there with his hands braced on the counter, his head bowed. Then he looked up, and his eyes met Grant’s through the window.

			Leo’s expression shifted, anger giving way to something harder to read. He managed a weak smile and a small wave, but it was the kind of gesture that said he did not want company. Grant nodded back and continued walking, though his mind stayed fixed on that image.

			Leo Hartman, angry and exhausted, tapping a pen against a black ledger like he wanted to beat it into submission.

			Grant told himself it was none of his business. People had bad days. They got angry phone calls and dealt with stress and looked worn down by life. It happened to everyone. By tomorrow, Leo would probably be back to his usual cheerful self, arranging roses for Valentine’s orders.

			But the image stuck with him as he walked the last block to his shop. The wind had picked up again, making the bunting snap louder, and somewhere overhead a gull cried out like a warning. Grant pulled his keys from his pocket and unlocked his shop door, stepping into the familiar smell of wood and metal and machine oil.

			He set his tool bag down and looked back toward the flower shop. The warm light still glowed in the windows, and inside, Leo Hartman was probably still standing behind his counter, alone with whatever had made him so angry.

			Grant shook his head and closed the door. Tomorrow he would check in on Leo, make sure he was alright. Tonight, he had invoices to review and a broken table saw that needed attention.

			Outside, the wind continued to blow, and the Valentine’s decorations danced in the February cold like something trying to escape.

			The Silent Hinge

			Philip went through his closing routine with the same methodical care he brought to every task, moving through the library like a priest performing a familiar ritual. Lights off in the children’s section, then the main reading room. Walk through the stacks to ensure no one had been forgotten, no books left abandoned on tables.

			He aligned the chairs at the reading tables so they sat at precise intervals, their backs flush against the edges. He straightened the display of new arrivals near the circulation desk and checked that all the computer monitors had been properly shut down. The library closed at 6:00 PM on weekdays, and he took pride in the fact that he never ran late, never left tasks unfinished.

			This evening, though, his usual sense of satisfaction eluded him. His mind kept drifting back to the archive room, to Grant Evans and his easy smile and those capable hands. To the way he had dismissed him with such obvious coldness.

			He walked to the archive room for his final check. The door stood slightly ajar, exactly as he had left it when he stepped out an hour ago. He reached for the handle, already anticipating the familiar squeak.

			The door swung shut in perfect, oiled silence.

			He stood very still, his hand remaining on the handle. The absence of sound felt wrong somehow, like a missing tooth his tongue kept finding. For six months, that squeak had been a constant, an auditory marker of his comings and goings. Now it was simply gone, erased in the space of ten minutes by a man with a screwdriver and a can of WD-40.

			He opened the door again, then closed it. Silence. The hinge moved smoothly, perfectly, with the kind of mechanical precision that made no allowance for character or history.

			He ran his fingers along the edge of the hinge. Grant had wiped away the excess lubricant, leaving the metal clean and gleaming. The work was thorough, professional, done with obvious care. He felt a pang of something uncomfortably close to guilt. He had been rude. Dismissive. Had treated Grant’s helpfulness like an intrusion rather than the favor it actually was.

			He withdrew his hand and stepped back. The door drifted shut on its own, drawn by some minute imbalance in the frame, and made no sound at all.

			He collected his coat and bag from his office, locked the door behind him, and made his way to the front entrance. The library felt different in the evening quiet, all its daytime purpose suspended until morning. His footsteps echoed on the tile as he walked through the darkened space.

			The cold hit him the moment he stepped outside. The rain had stopped, but the wind still had strength, cutting through his coat and making him wish he had worn something heavier. The sky had darkened to that particular shade of charcoal that came just before full night. Streetlights glowed along Main Street, their light reflecting off wet pavement and puddles.

			Valentine’s decorations hung limp and bedraggled from the lampposts. The paper hearts that had looked cheerful this morning now appeared soggy and defeated, dripping water and spinning slowly in the wind. One of them had torn loose and lay in the gutter near his car, its red dye bleeding into the standing water.

			He looked at it with distaste. Valentine’s Day. The entire town had given itself over to this manufactured holiday, this celebration of romantic love that seemed designed to make everyone who lacked it feel inadequate. The gala next week would be unbearable, full of couples dancing and declarations and all the performative romance that made him want to lock himself in the archive room until February ended.

			He had come to Rosewood Harbor to escape that kind of thing. To build a life that did not require emotional vulnerability or the risk of being hurt again. The town’s obsession with Valentine’s Day felt like a betrayal of the quiet sanctuary he had been trying to create.

			He unlocked his car and tossed his bag onto the passenger seat. As he straightened, his gaze traveled down Main Street toward the cluster of shops near the harbor. Most of them still had their lights on, windows glowing warm against the gathering dark.

			Except for Leo’s Blooms.

			He frowned. The flower shop sat in darkness, its windows black and empty. That was unusual. Leo Hartman typically kept the shop open until at least 7:00 PM, and it seemed especially odd to see it closed this close to Valentine’s Day, when flower orders would be piling up. He had walked past the shop enough times to know Leo’s schedule, had seen the older man working late into the evening with his roses and arrangements.

			Movement caught his eye. A figure emerged from the alley beside the flower shop, moving quickly. It was too dark to make out features, just a silhouette against the faint light from the neighboring buildings. The figure glanced back toward the shop, then hurried away down the street in the opposite direction.

			He watched until the figure disappeared around a corner. Probably nothing. Someone taking a shortcut, or a late delivery, or any of a hundred mundane explanations. Still, something about it felt off - the furtiveness of that backward glance, the darkened shop when it should have been open.

			He shook his head and got into his car.

			He started the engine and pulled out onto Main Street. In his rearview mirror, the library receded into the distance, its windows dark now except for the security light in the lobby. The Valentine’s decorations continued their slow dance in the wind, and the flower shop remained stubbornly dark.

			He drove home to his small rental apartment on the edge of town, where no squeaking hinges awaited him and no handymen would arrive unannounced. Where he could spend his evening in the quiet isolation he had chosen for himself.

			But as he unlocked his apartment door and stepped into the empty silence, he found himself thinking about Grant Evans. About rolled-up sleeves and that easy grin. About the careful way Grant had wiped the hinge clean after finishing his work.

			About the way he had dismissed him like an unwanted interruption instead of thanking him properly for a job well done.

			The guilt settled in his stomach, small but persistent. He told himself it did not matter. Grant would forget about the interaction by tomorrow. They would continue to be polite strangers who occasionally crossed paths in a small town, nothing more.

			The silent hinge would stay silent, and Philip’s sanctuary would remain undisturbed.

			Outside, night fell completely over Rosewood Harbor, and somewhere in the darkness, Leo Hartman’s flower shop sat empty and waiting for a morning that would bring discovery instead of bouquets.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Body in the Roses

			The Scent of Lilies

			Grant parked his yellow work truck outside Leo’s Blooms on Saturday morning, whistling a tune that had been stuck in his head since breakfast. The rain had cleared overnight, leaving the streets washed clean and the air sharp with cold. He had promised Mrs. Gable he would pick up her peace lily arrangement this morning, a thank-you gift for her sister who was visiting from Portland. Leo always opened early on Saturdays to catch the weekend rush.

			The “Closed” sign still hung in the window.

			He frowned at it, his whistle dying mid-note. That was odd. Leo should have been open for at least half an hour by now. The shop sat dark behind the glass, no lights visible inside. Maybe Leo had overslept. Maybe he was running late for once.

			He tried the door. It swung open easily, unlocked. The cheerful bell above the entrance gave its familiar jingle, bright and incongruous in the morning quiet.

			“Leo?” he called out, stepping inside. “It’s Grant. I’m here for Mrs. Gable’s order.”

			No answer.

			The interior was dim, only the gray morning light filtering through the front windows providing any illumination. He fumbled for the light switch by the door and flipped it. The overhead fluorescent lights flickered to life, buzzing softly, revealing the Valentine’s displays in their full glory.

			The shop felt wrong immediately. He had been coming to Leo’s Blooms since he was a kid, had spent countless hours here learning to arrange flowers for his mother’s birthday or helping Leo restock the coolers. The place always hummed with life. The radio played softly from the corner, usually tuned to the oldies station Leo loved. Water burbled in the sink. Leo sang under his breath while he worked, old songs from the fifties that nobody else remembered.

			Today, silence pressed against his ears like cotton.

			The smell hit him next. The shop always carried the scent of flowers, obviously, but this was different. Overwhelming. The sweet perfume of lilies and roses filled the air so thickly it felt solid, cloying in the back of his throat. Too strong. Too still. As though the flowers had been closed up in here all night without ventilation, their fragrance turning stale and heavy.

			He moved deeper into the shop, past the counter where the register sat dark and silent. Valentine’s displays crowded every surface. Red tulips in ceramic vases. Pink roses wrapped in cellophane. White lilies arranged in tall glass containers that caught the morning light. Bunches of baby’s breath hung from hooks on the ceiling, creating a canopy of delicate white flowers that swayed gently as he passed beneath them.

			“Leo? You back there?”

			His voice echoed in the emptiness. The storage room door stood open, but no light showed from within. The cooler hummed its steady rhythm, the only mechanical sound in the building. His unease deepened. He pulled his phone from his pocket, checking the time. Nearly 9:00 AM. Leo would never leave the shop unlocked and unattended this close to Valentine’s Day.

			A large display of red tulips stood near the back corner, their blooms open and vibrant. He started toward the storage room, intending to check if Leo was sorting stems in the dark. His boot caught on something near the base of the tulip display, and he stumbled forward, catching himself on the edge of a shelf.

			He looked down.

			A metal bucket lay on its side, water spreading in a dark pool across the tile floor. The water had soaked into scattered petals and stem clippings, creating a soggy mess. He stepped back from it instinctively, then noticed what the bucket had been hiding.

			Leo Hartman lay face down on the floor behind the tulip display, one arm outstretched toward the counter as though he had been reaching for something when he fell.

			The world tilted sideways. He heard himself make a sound, something between a gasp and Leo’s name, but it came from very far away. His knees hit the wet floor without his permission, water seeping immediately into his jeans. Cold. The water was so cold.

			“Leo. Leo, come on.”

			He reached for the older man’s shoulder, shaking it gently. The body moved with the awful looseness of a dead weight, no resistance, no tension. His hand went to Leo’s neck, searching for a pulse. The skin felt wrong. Too cool. Waxy. Like touching a candle that had been left in a cold room.

			No pulse. No breath. No life.

			His vision blurred. He blinked hard, trying to clear it, and that was when he noticed the flower crushed beneath Leo’s outstretched hand. A single yellow carnation, its petals bruised and torn. The bright yellow stood out against the gray of Leo’s skin, against the spreading water, against the cold tile.

			Yellow carnation. Rejection. Disdain.

			Leo had taught him the language of flowers years ago, back when he was sixteen and helping in the shop for summer money. Leo said every flower carried meaning if you knew how to read it. Red roses for love. White lilies for purity. Yellow carnations for disappointment and contempt.

			His gaze traveled up Leo’s arm. His work shirt had pulled back slightly when he fell, exposing his wrist. There, faded and small but still visible against the pale skin, was the outline of a rose tattoo.

			He stared at it for a long moment and something tightening in his chest. His own left wrist burned suddenly beneath his watch band.

			Without thinking, he reached out and gently tugged Leo’s sleeve down, covering the mark. The gesture felt important somehow, though he could not have explained why. Some instinct to protect, even now when it was far too late for protection to matter.

			A fly buzzed somewhere overhead, the sound obscenely loud in the stillness. Dust motes danced in the shaft of sunlight falling through the front window, peaceful and indifferent. The lilies continued to pump their heavy perfume into the air.

			He sat back on his heels, his hands shaking. The water had soaked through to his skin now, cold and invasive. He should call someone. The police. An ambulance. Someone who knew what to do when a friend stopped breathing.

			But he stayed there, kneeling in the water and the crushed flower petals, looking at Leo’s still form and trying to understand how the man who had been so angry and alive yesterday could be gone this morning.

			The yellow carnation mocked him with its broken petals. Rejection. Disdain.

			Someone had left Leo a message in the language of flowers.

			And now Leo would never explain what it meant.

			Natural Causes

			The patrol car arrived first, lights flashing but siren silent out of respect for the dead or the early hour. He had called 911 from the curb outside, unable to stay in the shop with Leo’s body and the overwhelming smell of lilies. He sat on the concrete with his back against his truck’s tire, knees drawn up, trying to keep his hands from shaking.

			Two uniformed officers went inside. One came back out almost immediately, speaking quietly into his radio, the device crackling with dispatch chatter. More cars arrived. An ambulance pulled up, though there was no rush in the way the paramedics moved. Everyone could tell this was a recovery, not a rescue. The sharp smell of rubbing alcohol drifted from the open ambulance doors, antiseptic and cold.

			Detective Aaron Mills showed up twenty minutes later, driving an unmarked sedan that looked like it had seen better days. He climbed out slowly, a travel mug of coffee in one hand and a worn leather notebook in the other. Mid-forties, solidly built, with the kind of face that had probably been handsome before exhaustion and worry carved lines around his eyes and mouth.

			He spotted Grant and walked over, his expression carefully neutral.

			“Grant.” Mills’s voice carried the flat vowels of the Midwest, steady and unexcited. “Officer Reeves said you found him.”

			“About an hour ago.” His own voice sounded strange to him, hollow. “I was picking up an order. The door was unlocked.”

			“You touch anything inside?”

			“I checked for a pulse.” The memory of Leo’s cold skin made his stomach turn. “That’s all.”

			Mills nodded and made a note in his book. “Stay here. I’ll need a statement in a few minutes.”

			He watched the detective walk into the flower shop, watched him pause just inside the door to survey the scene the way cops did on television shows. Professional. Detached. Like this was just another call on just another Saturday morning.

			Maybe it was, for Mills. The detective had moved to Rosewood Harbor two years ago from somewhere in Michigan or Minnesota, one of those states where gray skies lasted half the year. He kept to himself mostly, did his job, spent his off hours building furniture in his garage. He had repaired a table saw for him once. They were friendly enough when their paths crossed, but they had never been friends.

			Time crawled. He sat on the curb and watched the ambulance crew go in with a gurney. Watched them come back out with a black body bag strapped to it. The sight of that bag, Leo reduced to a shape under vinyl, made his throat close up. He looked away and pressed his palms against his eyes until the pressure hurt.

			When Mills finally emerged from the shop, he looked tired but unsurprised. He walked over to where Grant sat and lowered himself onto the curb with a slight grunt, leaving a respectful distance between them.

			“I’m sorry,” Mills said. “I know you two were close.”

			“Leo and I have known each other since I was a kid.” The words felt inadequate. “He taught me how to arrange flowers. How to read the language of them.”

			“Heart attack, looks like.” Mills took a sip from his travel mug. “He had a history of cardiac issues, right? His doctor confirmed it when we called.”

			“He was fine yesterday.” The protest came out sharper than he intended. “I saw him through the window when I walked past. He was on the phone, yeah, and he looked stressed, but he was fine.”

			“Stress is a risk factor.” Mills’s tone stayed patient, the voice of someone used to explaining things to upset civilians. He sighed, a sound of resignation, of a man hoping for an easy answer. “Especially at his age. The Valentine’s rush would have been putting pressure on him. Orders piling up, long hours on his feet. It’s not uncommon.”

			“There was no sign of struggle? No sign someone else was here?”

			“Front door was unlocked, but you said it was unlocked when you arrived. No forced entry. No defensive wounds on the body. No signs of a fight.” Mills flipped through his notebook. “Looks like he was working, maybe felt chest pain, tried to reach the counter or the phone, and collapsed. It happens, Grant. I wish it didn’t, but it does.”

			The reasonableness in the detective’s voice made him want to scream. He stood up abruptly, needing to move, needing to do something other than sit there and accept this tidy explanation.

			“Can I go back in? There’s something I need to check.”

			Mills hesitated, then nodded. “Don’t touch anything. We’re still processing the scene.”

			Grant walked back into the shop, careful to avoid the water still pooled near the tulip display. The empty space on the floor where Leo had fallen felt worse than seeing the body itself. A forensic technician was photographing the crushed yellow carnation, now sealed in a plastic evidence bag.

			His gaze went to the counter. The register sat in its usual spot, the buttons worn smooth from years of use. The cup where Leo kept pens and scissors. The stack of order forms held down by a smooth river stone Leo had picked up from the beach years ago.

			And empty space beside the register. The spot where the ledger always sat, thick and black and perpetually open to whatever page Leo was working on. He had seen it there yesterday through the window. He had seen it there a thousand times before. Now it was simply gone.

			“Aaron.” His voice came out tight. “The ledger. Leo’s black ledger. It’s gone.”

			Mills had followed him inside. He walked over to the counter, squinting at the clean spot. “Ledger?”

			“The one he kept here. Always. Right here by the register.” He pointed at the empty space, willing the detective to understand. “It had all his orders, his accounts, his supplier contacts. Everything. I repaired the binding on it last month because it was falling apart. He never took it home. He said it lived on this counter.”

			“Maybe he changed his mind. Maybe he took it home to work on Valentine’s orders.”

			“He wouldn’t.” The frustration built in his throat. “Leo was a creature of habit. That ledger sat in that exact spot for as long as I can remember. If it’s gone, someone took it.”

			Mills looked at him for a long moment, and he could see the calculation happening behind those tired eyes. Weighing the claim against the evidence. Weighing the grief of a friend against the reality of the scene.

			“We’ll check the storage room,” Mills said finally. “And we’ll call his home, see if it’s there. But Grant, I’ve got to be honest with you. This looks like natural causes. A man with a bad heart in a high stress situation, working alone in the early morning. It’s tragic, but it’s not suspicious.”

			“What about the argument I saw yesterday?”

			“What argument?”

			“Through the window. He was on the phone, and he looked furious. He was tapping that ledger like he wanted to drive his pen through it.”

			“That’s not an argument, that’s a phone call.” Mills’s voice stayed patient, but there was an edge of finality creeping in. “Could have been a supplier. Could have been his accountant. Could have been anyone. Being angry during a business call doesn’t make his death a homicide.”

			The word hung between them. Homicide. Mills had said it out loud, which meant he was rejecting it. Closing the door before it even opened.

			“You’re not going to investigate this.” It wasn’t a question.

			“We’ll follow protocol. Take statements, check his medical records, search for the ledger. But unless something concrete turns up?” Mills closed his notebook with a soft snap. “I can’t launch a murder investigation based on a missing appointment book and a stressful phone call. I’m sorry.”

			He watched Mills walk away, back toward the uniformed officers still cataloging the scene. Watched him stop to speak with the forensic tech, their voices low and professional. The detective’s shoulders had the set of a man who had already decided what conclusion he would reach and was just going through the motions to make it official.

			Grant looked back at the counter. At that empty space where the ledger should have been. Leo had kept secrets in that book. Numbers that didn’t add up, debts that needed tracking, information someone might want to keep hidden. And now it was gone, vanished sometime between yesterday afternoon and this morning.

			The police would look for it halfheartedly. They would check the storage room, call at Leo’s house, maybe ask a few questions. Then they would file the death certificate as cardiac arrest and move on to the next case. The missing ledger would become a footnote. An oddity. Nothing worth investigating.

			Which meant if anyone was going to find out what really happened to Leo Hartman, it would have to be him.

			The realization settled into his bones like cold water. He was a handyman, not a detective. He fixed doors and repaired table saws. He had no idea how to investigate a death that everyone else had already decided was natural.

			But he knew Leo. Knew his habits. Knew that ledger never left this counter. And he knew, with a certainty that went beyond logic, that something about this was wrong.

			He walked out of the flower shop into the morning light, past the police tape and the ambulance pulling away. The bell above the door gave its cheerful jingle one last time, oblivious to the fact that the man who had hung it there would never hear it again.

			The Town Whispers

			Philip was cataloging a collection of local newspapers from the 1960s when the sirens started, their wail cutting through the library’s usual quiet. He looked up from what he was doing, his pen hovering over his notes. The sound grew louder, closer, then stopped abruptly somewhere near the center of town. The silence that followed felt heavier than the noise had been.

			He returned to his work. Sirens were not uncommon in a town this size. Someone’s kitchen fire. A fender bender on the coast road. Nothing that required his attention or concern.

			The front door opened, admitting a gust of cold air and three women he recognized as regulars. They moved in a tight cluster, their voices low and urgent. One of them was crying. The library’s usual atmosphere of contemplative quiet evaporated as they huddled near the circulation desk, words spilling out too fast for him to catch from the archive room.

			He set down his pen and walked to the doorway. “Is everything all right?”

			The women turned to him, their faces pale. Mrs. Gable stood among them, her eyes red-rimmed and her hands twisting a tissue into shreds. When she saw him, fresh tears spilled down her cheeks.

			“Leo Hartman is dead,” she said, her voice breaking on the name. “They found him at his shop this morning. The curse took him, Philip. Just like 1955. It’s started again.”

			The words landed with an absurd weight. Leo Hartman. The florist. The same man whose darkened shop he had noticed last evening, whose closed door had seemed merely unusual rather than ominous.

			“I’m very sorry to hear that,” he said carefully. “But Mrs. Gable, people die. It’s tragic, yes, but it doesn’t mean there’s anything supernatural at work.”

			“It’s the week before Valentine’s Day,” one of the other women said, her voice high and frightened. “Just like before. Just like the curse says. Someone always dies when the curse comes back.”

			“There is no curse.” He kept his voice level, rational. “Leo Hartman was not a young man. Perhaps it was a heart attack, or a stroke. These things happen naturally. They don’t require a supernatural explanation.”

			But they were not listening. Mrs. Gable shook her head, clutching her tissue. The other women had already turned back to each other, their whispers intensifying. He heard fragments: “...exactly like 1955...” “...the florist died then too...” “...seven days before the gala...”

			He watched them for a moment longer, recognizing the futility of logic against fear. They had already decided on their narrative. A curse was more compelling than cardiac arrest, more dramatic than the simple tragedy of a man dying alone in his shop.

			He left
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