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      “Remind me… weren’t we making plans to retire last year?”

      Jon Tinker gave his wife a thoughtful look as he pondered her question.  Darcy knew that look.  That was Jon’s you-already-know-the-answer look, honed to surgical precision after years in law enforcement. He sometimes tried it on his wife. It never went well.

      She smiled back, waiting him out. He couldn’t scare her.  It was hard to scare a woman who could see ghosts.

      After another moment he gave the back of his salt-and-pepper hair a comical little scratch.  “I seem to remember,” he said, “a very lengthy conversation about retiring and leaving all of this behind.  My job, your job, all of it.  I seem to remember something about touring the country, maybe seeing the sunset over Mount Rushmore?  Or was it sitting on the beach in Miami?”

      Darcy leaned her shoulder up against his, turning to look out over the crowd gathered in Misty Hollow’s town park.  “I’m not all that fond of beaches,” she confided.  “That sand gets everywhere.  And really, after you’ve stared at waves for a few hours, what else is there to see?”

      “Hmm, I see your point.”  He nodded, but the corner of his lip quivered as he struggled with a smile.  “Beaches would be boring, but to tell you the truth, I think standing underneath the giant heads of those guys on Rushmore would just be scary.  I mean, what if one of the President’s noses falls off and crushes us dead?  Death by nose?  No thank you, not for me!”

      “Well in that case,” she said brightly, “I guess we have no choice.  We’ll just have to stay here and keep doing our jobs.”

      “Yup.  Right here in Misty Hollow.”

      “Where there’s no beaches,” she decided, “to get sand in our shorts.”

      “And,” he added, “where we won’t get killed by giant, falling noses!”

      Jon slid his arm around her waist to hug her close.  Darcy snuggled into his hug, comfortable in his arms even if he was wearing that new blue suit of his that was too stiff and scratchy.  He hadn’t had time to break it in yet but today was a special occasion and they were both wearing their finest.  Her purple pantsuit was one of her favorites.  The owl broach on the left collar was new, a gift from Jon for tonight.

      Misty Hollow was a wonderful place to live, despite their teasing, and Jon was proud to be the town’s police chief. Darcy was just as proud to be its mayor. Becoming mayor hadn’t exactly been part of the plan, but once she had stepped into the role, there had been no turning back. She loved the town too much not to give it everything she had.

      Which was what brought them to today, in a manner of speaking.

      With a little extra revenue in the budget this cycle, Darcy had decided that some civic improvements were needed.  People were happier when they could drive down their streets and see something new and pretty, and know that it was their taxes that paid for it.  There were a few buildings on Main Street that had needed attention, with faded signs and crumbling brickwork, and of course the perpetual potholes to be filled in.  Where did potholes come from, anyway?  Were there little green gremlins running around under the cover of darkness with pickaxes, chopping into the pavement to leave surprises for all of the early morning commuters?

      That was just ridiculous, she told herself, and completely untrue.  The gremlins didn’t have to be green.  They might be yellow!

      All of that was well and good but Darcy wanted to do more than just repaint a few business signs and pave over that stretch of Applegate Road, again.  The improvement she was most proud of, the one that everyone could enjoy, was right there in the middle of the town’s beautiful, picturesque park.

      A three-tiered fountain now stood proudly across from the gazebo, towering nearly as high. Rosetta marble, all pale rose swirls and deep veins,  with grinning angel faces ringing the bottom pool and water cascading down over scalloped edges in glittering sheets. It had taken two months, three stonemasons, and a hydraulic crane truck to install.

      

      Every bit of effort worth it.

      Darcy smiled at the crowds gathered around her. After all, they weren’t here just for the fountain. There was a special event about to take place. The fountain unveiling was just the figurative frosting on today’s festivities.

      Mmm… frosting.

      No. She was sticking to her diet. Mostly.

      Her stomach gave a loud, disgruntled growl that argued otherwise.

      Jon gave her a sidelong glance and pretended not to hear it. “Want me to grab something?” he asked. “The members of the Sweet Read Book Club really outdid themselves with the refreshments.”

      Darcy patted his arm gratefully. “Please. Something small.”

      Preferably cake.

      “Well,” Jon said, “seeing as you skipped lunch again…”

      “I was busy.”

      “You work too hard sometimes.”

      “Says the walking poster boy for overachievement.”

      He kissed her cheek. She rose on tiptoe and kissed his in return.

      For a moment they simply looked at each other. They had both changed over the years, more grey in their hair, more lines around their eyes, glasses now in Jon’s case whenever he needed to read something small, but what mattered hadn’t changed at all.

      He was her person.

      And she was his.

      “Would you see if there’s any of Angela Cho’s apple cinnamon muffins left?” she asked him.  “I could see myself getting addicted to those things.”

      Muffins weren’t cake, she told herself.  Muffins were healthy.  Especially apple cinnamon muffins.  They had fruit in them!

      Jon was right, the Book Club really had outdone themselves with the refreshments for this event.  Besides home-made baked goods ranging from Angela’s muffins to David Thackery’s banana bread and Jeoffrey Taillon’s mint bark brownies, there was also pizza by the slice in a warming oven as tall as a grown man, and finger sandwiches, and apple cider.  It was the perfect addition to the first ever Misty Hollow Midnight Book Swap!

      The thought of it made Darcy smile again.  She had worked to make this a reality for a while now, ever since visiting one in a quaint New England town two states away.  The place hadn’t been all that different from Misty Hollow, actually.  The people were all friendly and welcoming, and just happy to celebrate the best their community had to offer.  The book swap festival had lasted deep into the night, and when she had finally gotten to bed with Jon in their hotel room it had been after two in the morning.  It had been so much fun!  She just knew she could do the same here.

      When she presented the idea to the Book Club members at her bookstore, they had immediately jumped in to help.  The club already met twice a month to talk about the books they had read and the books they wanted to read, so the idea of a book swap was a natural extension of what they already loved.  In truth, they had done most of the work to make Darcy’s ideas a reality.  That left her free to push through the permits for the event and, she was proud to say, find several special guests to attend!

      And speaking of which.

      As if her very thoughts had called them to her, two of those special guests came weaving through the crowds in the park, not even giving the fountain a second glance, Darcy noted.  They were focused on Jon and her with the intensity of a laser beam and smiles that looked like they had been painted on.

      Jon had also seen them approaching too. “Do you want me to hold off getting the muffins?”

      Darcy sent him a quick nod and she made sure to smile back at them, even as she reached out and took her husband’s hand in hers.  He gave her fingers a gentle squeeze to let her know he understood.  They were both glad to have so much positive publicity in Misty Hollow, for the good of the whole town, but some of the VIPs were…well, they were a lot to take.

      “Hiya, Mayor Darcy!” one of them greeted her in a cheery, bubbly voice.

      “And hi to you, too, Mayor Darcy’s Husband!” said the other, in the exact same cheery, bubbly voice.

      Rikki and Nikki Scriber were identical twins, right down to the tiny brown moles on their left cheek.  They dyed their hair the same outrageous shade of pink, and wore it long on their right side and short on the left.  Any time Darcy had seen them they were wearing matching outfits, too, like the lavender skirts and oversized gray sweaters they had on today.  Even their sneakers matched, purple and white with bedazzled hearts on the side.

      Darcy was pretty sure they practiced talking alike for hours on end, just to complete the effect for their fans.  And both of them kept their cellphones clasped firmly in hand, ready and waiting to record whatever thoughts they had in the moment.

      Annoying as Darcy found the two of them, they had a million followers on their BookTok, @BooksWithBones.  Social Media was the future of literature, or so Rikki and Nikki kept telling her.  TikTok wasn’t something Darcy used much herself.  She was in her early fifties after all, and had come from a generation that thought “TikTok” was the sound a clock made.  Her daughter, Colby, was the one who had introduced her to that part of the social media universe, and shown her how BookTok brought together a community of book lovers who wanted to see reviews of books they hadn’t read, or commentary on ones they had, or just to watch silly videos with ear-jarring music that featured books, books, and more books.

      Darcy had been surprised when they accepted her invitation to be part of this celebration of books.  Apparently, book swaps were becoming all the rage online.  She couldn’t wait to see them post short videos for their channel that included Misty Hollow.  It would be good for the town to have these two here.

      That didn’t make them any less annoying.

      “We’re so happy to be here,” Rikki said, or was that Nikki?

      “In your quaint little town,” Nikki added, or was it Rikki?

      Darcy was never quite sure which one was which.  It was nearly impossible to tell them apart.

      “Thank you,” Jon answered them both.  “We’re, uh, happy to have you with us.”

      “Yes, we certainly are,” Darcy added, quickly covering for Jon’s hesitation.  “You two are looking so cute this evening.  You bring, um, a dash of color to everything!”

      If they noticed Darcy’s own little slip while she grasped for the polite way to compliment the riot of their outfits, they didn’t let it show.  They just smiled harder and each of them waved a hand up and down, showing off the other twin as if they were showing off a mirror image.

      “Thank you, thank you,” said one.

      “Especially love our kicks,” said the other.  “We had these special made.”

      “From a fan in Britain.”

      “Gotta love fans!”

      “We never take these shoes off.”

      “Nuh-uh.  Not ever!”

      They were talking more to their phones and their audience than to Darcy and Jon, so Darcy wasn’t sure if she should respond, or just let them do their thing, or what.  In the end, she decided that trying to put the conversation back on track would be the best thing.  “So tell us.  You’ve been in town a few days now.  What have you found to be the best part about Misty Hollow?”

      The twins looked at each other, their smiles frozen in place.

      “Um, it’s just so quaint.”

      “Right.  Um.  Quaint.”

      Darcy felt her eyebrows twitch with the effort to keep her face calm.  “Yes, you said that.”  She had heard that word ‘quaint’ more than a dozen times in the two days the BookTok twins had been here, and she was pretty sure that they meant it as something other than pleasantly old-fashioned.  “What I meant, was I thought you might have some special insights into Misty Hollow that you could share with your followers?”

      “Oh, that’s a great question,” said one.

      “Let’s go to the roll!” said the other, flourishing her cellphone with a wave of her hand.

      Darcy flinched as a bright white light hit her square in the face.  It took her a moment to refocus on the twins behind the cellphone’s camera.  This wasn’t the first time they’d done this since arriving, either.  It’s for the town, Darcy kept reminding herself.  Grin and bear it, because it’s publicity for the town.

      “So, Mayor Darcy,” one of them asked, “tell us all about this great idea you had.”

      “Yes, spill!” The other one chimed in.  “What brings everyone here tonight?”

      Darcy found her voice and gave them her brightest official smile. “Everyone you see here has brought books they’d like to swap or trade. People can walk around, browse, see what catches their eye, and then when they come back at midnight⁠—”

      “Cut,” one twin said at once.

      “We’ll need to edit that,” said the other. “Maybe don’t say ‘browse’ like you’re narrating a museum documentary.”

      Darcy blinked.

      “It’s for the town.  For the town.” she reminded herself under her breath. “All right,” she said aloud. “How would you like me to say it?”

      The twins exchanged a look.

      “Make it fun.”

      “Make it pop.”

      “Make it less…”

      “Narrator-y.”

      Darcy inhaled slowly through her nose and tried again.

      “Tonight is all about books, fun, and finding something wonderful to take home. People can wander through the park, check out what everyone’s brought, enjoy the food and games, and then at midnight, the swapping begins.”

      That seemed to suit them better.

      They spun away from her almost at once, panning their cameras over the park, widening their eyes dramatically for the benefit of their followers, then dropping right back into boredom the moment the phones tilted away from their own faces.

      Darcy watched them for a moment and resisted the urge to roll her eyes.

      “The idea is a simple one,” Darcy called after them, determined not to let them leave without seeing what made the event special. “And for a book lover, it’s a little like Christmas.”

      “Christmas!” one twin squealed, turning back.

      “Merry book giving!” cried the other.

      Darcy nearly sighed with relief. “Exactly. People can eat and drink, play a few games, take their time looking around, and then at midnight everyone swaps books.”

      “What if two people want the same one?” asked one twin.

      “Oh, then they have to negotiate,” Darcy said. “Trade two books for one, perhaps. Or three. Depends how badly they want it.”

      The twins stared at her for one beat.

      Then one of them lowered her phone. “We should go film the party games.”

      “Yeah,” the other agreed. “Before this kills our ratio.”

      And just like that, they were drifting away again.

      “Do you have any idea,” he asked quietly, “what they’re saying half the time?”

      “Not a clue,” Darcy muttered. “It’s like being insulted in another language.”

      “You did invite them.”

      “Yes, and now I’m questioning my own judgment.”

      “Dangerous habit for a politician.”

      She gave him a look. “I wanted them here to show people how lovely this event is. Not to make faces when they think no one’s watching.”

      She was just thinking about chasing the two of them down and giving them a piece of her mind, when she was stopped by a tall, good-looking man who detached himself from the crowd to walk over to her and Jon.

      “Personally,” he said, “I think all of this is wonderful.”

      Darcy turned and smiled, genuinely this time.

      Gideon Hatch was a tall, thin, man, with willowy arms and legs, a narrow face topped with a thatch of unruly blonde hair and dressed in a suit that probably cost more than Darcy’s car. A man with his unique body shape would probably need suits that were custom made. He was elegant in an awkward sort of way.

      Still, she liked him.

      “Are you enjoying yourself?” she asked.

      His face lit up at once. “Immensely. This is delightful. Truly delightful. What you’ve created here is exactly the sort of thing book lovers need more of.”

      “My wife,” Jon said with pride, “has a gift for getting things done.”

      “And for not letting herself sleep while she does it,” Gideon said. “I am honored to have been included.”

      Darcy felt a pleasant little swell of warmth. Gideon Hatch wasn’t just some local collector. He was known across the country for his rare books and manuscripts, some of which were envied by museums and private collectors alike. When she had invited him to be the keynote speaker for Misty Hollow’s very first Midnight Book Swap, she’d assumed he would politely decline.

      Instead, he accepted and then he had donated the showpiece of the whole event.

      A first edition signed copy of Redwall.

      It sat now in a glass display case in the gazebo, the centerpiece of the evening’s charity raffle. Red leather cover, illuminated text, and hand-drawn illustrations. It was the sort of book that made any self-respecting book lover stop and stare.

      Darcy had her own battered paperback copy at home, and she loved it dearly, but Gideon’s copy was in another league entirely.

      “The donated book is the real attraction tonight,” Jon said.

      Gideon gave a gracious wave of one hand. “Oh, I don’t know about that. A rare book is all very well, but it can’t compete with lights and laughter and the smell of baked goods in the air. This has the feeling of something that should become a tradition.”

      Darcy’s heart lifted. “You think so?”

      “I do. Absolutely.”

      Jon squeezed her hand, knowing exactly what that meant to her.

      “You know,” Gideon went on, tapping one finger thoughtfully against his chin, “people like to say reading is dying. Nonsense, of course. Stories are too important for that. People will always need to be entertained. Moved, and transported to another world. Whether it’s Tolkien or Seuss or Dean Koontz⁠—”

      “Or Lauren Elliott,” Darcy said. “Or Tamara Berry.”

      “Or Tom Clancy,” Jon added.

      Darcy looked at him.

      “What?” he said. “I like a good spy thriller.”

      “And who doesn’t?” Gideon said with a laugh. “That’s my point exactly. Everyone has a genre. As long as people can imagine, there will be books.”

      Next to them, someone unexpectedly cleared their throat. “I prefer watching Netflix myself. Puts me to sleep every time.”

      Darcy and Jon both turned to see who had joined them. Gideon was already scowling at the man, and Darcy realized why in the next instant. Portly and short, Professor Damian Filderhawk was someone else who probably had to have their clothes specially tailored to fit his frame. Where Gideon Hatch was just an unnaturally tall person, Professor Filderhawk was…well. In a word, the man was round. When she’d met him for the first time this morning, Darcy’s first thought had been that if he ever tipped over sideways, he’d be able to roll all the way home without his feet ever touching the ground!

      It didn’t surprise her in the least that he preferred watching TV over books. He might be a professor of history, but she had a feeling the only books he ever read had a lot of pictures in them. Ones with dialogue bubbles above people’s heads to explain what was going on.

      “Hello, Professor,” she said, reminding herself to be polite. “We were just talking about how much fun the Book Swap is going to be. I’m glad you decided to stick around to see it.”

      “Yes. Well.” The man scratched at the side of his bushy brown-and-gray beard as he scrunched up his puffy face. “I was going to leave last night but Mister Hatch and I haven’t finished our discussion yet.”

      He turned to stare pointedly at Gideon. Darcy barely kept herself from rolling her eyes. Professor Filderhawk hadn’t been invited to this celebration. More or less, he’d followed Gideon Hatch to Misty Hollow after hearing that Gideon was donating one of his most famous books. That’s what he was really here for.

      Tugging out the lapels of his tweed blazer, he glared at all of them. “You know that book belonged to my great uncle, Mister Hatch. It’s a family heirloom, and you had no right to purchase it, let alone give it away.”

      Gideon’s expression didn’t flicker. “I purchased that book from a legitimate auction, as you well know. If your uncle wanted it kept in the family, he wouldn’t have let it end up on the auction block.”

      “That was not his decision to make,” Filderhawk said stiffly. “There were...circumstances. The point is, it should have come back to us.”

      Jon exchanged a glance with Darcy. They had known Professor Filderhawk held a grudge against Gideon, they just hadn’t known the reason why until now. Jon shifted on his feet, just a little, ready in case things turned ugly between the two men. Would this disrupt the Book Swap?

      “Be that as it may,” Gideon said, with the calm patience of a man who had clearly had this conversation before, “the book is mine. I won it fairly, and I intend to donate it as planned.”

      Filderhawk’s face darkened. “I will not leave until this matter is resolved, one way or the other.”

      “Then I suppose you’ll be here a while longer.” Gideon turned back to Darcy and Jon, his tone making it plain the subject was closed. “Now, where were we?”

      Filderhawk’s face turned dark red. Daggers appeared in his eyes. He did not like being dismissed, and it showed. Jon took a small step, as if he was about to intervene, but before he could do anything someone else came running up.

      “Mayor Sweet! Mayor Sweet!” came a reedy, off-key shout that was followed closely by the rapid pounding of heavy work boots on the gravel pathway. “Got a quick problem to discuss with you, Mayor Sweet!”

      Darcy winced. She actually felt her face scrunch up with a sudden cringe of apprehension. Simon Grundie had been the town’s head maintenance man and general fix-it-guy for years now, technically employed by their Department of Public Works but usually off doing his own thing. Although he had a way with machines, and all sorts of broken things, she wished to high Heaven that he had a little more discretion. He always seemed to be running about town, blathering on about anything that was wrong and making more out of it than it actually was. She remembered when people had called her office for days after Simon decided to go squawking about a burned-out streetlight on Cranberry Street. She’d found herself reassuring everyone that no, the entire electrical grid was not failing, no, the town was not about to go dark, and no, Mrs. McGuire, you did not need to go out and buy candles and a generator. It had taken the better part of an hour, and she still wasn’t entirely sure she’d convinced the woman.

      That night, Jon had presented her with a little battery-powered camping lantern tied with a red bow. Sometimes his sense of humor left a little to be desired.

      Simon Grundie was almost out of breath by the time he got to Darcy. That didn’t keep him from announcing his news at full volume. “The park benches, Mayor Sweet! Three of them down by the east path. The bolts have gone rusty and some of the slats have split clean through! Someone’s going to sit down and end up on the ground!”

      Every face around them turned their way.

      The BookTok twins were close by, recording the whole thing with their matching, irritating smiles.

      Darcy slid her hand over her face. For Pete’s sake. She took a breath, smiled her best mayoral smile, and lowered her voice in quiet but firm contrast to Simon’s foghorn delivery. “Thank you, Simon. I’ll make sure it gets taken care of first thing tomorrow morning. For now, why don’t you pop some orange cones around them so nobody sits there tonight?”

      Simon blinked at her, as though the simplicity of the solution had genuinely never occurred to him. “Oh. Yeah. I can do that.”

      “Wonderful.” She gave him a warm nod of dismissal. “Enjoy the rest of the celebration.”
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