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​About the Author 

SANKULAHUB writes contemporary romance that stays clean, emotionally resonant, and character-driven, with stories built around real choices, earned trust, and the kind of love that feels safe and transformative without ever crossing into explicit territory. Each novel is crafted to be globally accessible, grounded in vivid settings, and guided by a warm, human voice that prioritizes originality, clarity, and heartfelt emotional arcs.
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For anyone who has ever held onto a song because it felt like proof that a moment was real, and for anyone brave enough to let someone else hear what they have been carrying alone.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Anya Mercer is the new caretaker of Silver Needle Records, a record shop she never planned to own, still grieving her father and trying to keep his life’s work from disappearing.

Theo Calder is a stranger with careful hands and guarded eyes, drawn to one specific record for reasons he refuses to name, carrying a past that made anonymity feel like safety.

Jada Ellis is Anya’s closest friend and quiet anchor, practical and protective, the kind of person who shows up with food, receipts, and the truth when it is needed.

Mara Bellamy is the shop’s oldest regular, a warm presence with sharp instincts, who treats the record shop like a community living room and notices everything.

Ronan Pike is a local dealer who knows how to profit from other people’s desperation, circling rare vinyl the way a vulture circulates a promise.
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The bell above the door rang with a sound that didn’t belong in midnight.

Anya looked up from the counter where she had been counting bills twice, as if the second tally might change the truth. The shop was quiet in that particular way only record stores got at night, when the air still held the shape of the day’s music and the dust motes seemed to float more slowly in the amber light. Outside, Harborfield’s winter rain tapped the front windows like impatient fingers.

She had flipped the sign to Closed twenty minutes ago. The lock was turned. The deadbolt was set. The bell shouldn’t ring.

Yet it did, soft and certain, and a man stood just inside the door as if he had been invited.

Anya’s first instinct was to reach beneath the counter for the old metal flashlight she kept there. Her second instinct was to hate herself for still having instincts like that. Silver Needle Records had been her father’s sanctuary. It had been the one place that never asked her to be on guard. Now it made her pulse tighten, because everything had changed and she still didn’t know how to belong inside it.

“You’re closed,” she said, keeping her voice even.

The man didn’t step farther in, didn’t glance around like a thief. He just lifted his hands a little, palms open, and the motion was so controlled it looked practiced.

“I know,” he said. His voice was low, roughened at the edges like a sleeve that had been worn thin. “I’m sorry.”

Anya watched him carefully. He was not overdressed for a midnight con, not underdressed for a desperate errand. Dark jacket, rain damp at the shoulders, hair still beaded with water. He looked like someone who had walked here without worrying about being seen, and that alone made her wary. Most people who came to Silver Needle had a reason to be noticed. They wanted to talk about what they owned. They wanted to tell her what they knew.

This man looked like he wanted the opposite.

“If you know, then you can leave,” Anya said. “I’m locking up.”

He glanced at the sign, then back to her, as if words were a thing he chose only when necessary. “I called earlier.”

Anya’s stomach sank with the familiar sensation of missing something important. The phone had rung all afternoon, and she had let it go to voicemail more times than she cared to admit. The landlord, the bank, customers asking about the clearance sale she had promised last week and never scheduled. Everyone wanted something from her. Everyone wanted a piece of a shop she was still learning how to hold.

“I didn’t get your message,” she said.

His gaze flicked toward the back wall where the listening booth sat like a small wooden chapel, its curtain drawn. “I’m looking for a record.”

“No,” Anya said, and surprised herself with how quickly it came out. “Not at this hour.”

He didn’t flinch. That was the thing that made the hair at the back of her neck rise. People flinched when they were guilty or angry or embarrassed. People reacted when they were used to getting what they wanted. He simply absorbed her refusal like it was expected.

“It’s not for collecting,” he said. “It’s for returning.”

Anya’s grip tightened around the pen in her hand. Her father had trained her to spot the difference between a collector and a dealer and a casual browser, and she had learned it like a language. Collectors used reverent words, as if touching vinyl required prayer. Dealers used numbers, as if music were only paper. Casual browsers used feelings, as if songs existed purely to be consumed.

Returning was a word that didn’t fit any of them.

“Returning to who,” she asked, and hated that she asked, because it meant he had cracked the door of her curiosity.

His jaw worked once. “To where it belongs.”

Anya sat the pen down, slowly. “I’m not running a lost and found.”

He took a step closer, careful, stopping at the first aisle. The shop smelled like cardboard sleeves and faint cedar and the vanilla sweetness of old paper. His eyes moved across the shelves, but not hungrily. More like someone searching for a familiar street after years away.

“I’m looking for a press,” he said. “Hand-labeled. No barcode. There’s a small mark on the top left corner of the sleeve, like a crescent. It’s...” He hesitated, then finished as if the sentence hurt. “It’s important.”

Anya’s heart gave a hard, traitorous lurch.

Her father had used a crescent mark.

It wasn’t something he advertised. It wasn’t a logo. It was a private shorthand, a quiet promise he made to himself. A crescent meant keep. A crescent meant memory. A crescent meant this record was not for sale unless the world ended.

Anya’s mouth went dry. “Who told you that?”

The man’s eyes met hers and held. They were not cold, but they were guarded, like a door with a chain still latched. “I didn’t hear it from anyone.”

Anya felt a flicker of anger, bright and hot, because it sounded like a lie and she was too tired to politely entertain lies. “Then you’re guessing.”

He shook his head once. “I’m not.”

For a moment, the shop seemed to shrink around them. The hum of the old heater in the corner. The rain whispered at the glass. The soft tick of the wall clock her father had hung above the register decades ago, insisting that time mattered even when music tried to make people forget it.

Anya stood. “What’s your name?”

His eyes lowered, just a fraction. It wasn't a shame. It was a calculation.

“Does it matter,” he asked.

“It matters to me,” Anya said. “A stranger walks into my shop after midnight and asks for a record connected to my father. It matters.”

Something shifted in his face at the mention of her father, like a muscle tightening near the mouth. “I didn’t know he was yours,” he said quietly.

Anya felt the lie-or-truth test in her body, that instinctive measure she hadn’t wanted to need. People lied with their words, but truth leaked out through timing. He hadn’t said, I’m sorry for your loss. He hadn’t offered sympathy the way strangers did when they wanted to seem safe.

He looked genuinely unsettled.

“Who are you,” Anya asked again.

He paused, then said, “Theo.”

Only Theo. No last name. No extra information, offered like a minimum payment.

Anya folded her arms. “Theo. You can come back tomorrow.”

Theo’s gaze moved to the counter where the cash drawer sat closed. “Tomorrow might be too late.”

Anya’s breath caught. “Too late for what.”

“The shop,” he said, as if the word tasted wrong. “I heard... I heard it’s closing.”

Anya’s throat tightened. She hated that news had spread. She hated that her grief had become a rumor, and her father’s life had become a story people whispered with their coffee. “You heard wrong.”

Theo didn’t argue. He only looked at her with that same careful steadiness. “I can pay,” he said. “Tonight. For the record.”

Anya’s anger flared again, more protective than personal. “You don’t understand what you’re asking.”

“I do,” he said, and the certainty in his voice made her look at him harder.

Because there was understanding there, real understanding, and it didn’t belong to someone who had only heard rumors. It belonged to someone who had stood close enough to her father to learn the crescent mark. Close enough to know the code. Close enough to carry the ache of it.

Anya felt dizzy, like the floor had shifted one degree and the world didn’t match her expectations anymore.

“Why,” she asked, and her voice came out smaller than she wanted. “Why this record?”

Theo’s gaze dropped to the listening booth curtain. His fingers flexed once at his side. A nervous tell, the first she had seen. “Because it’s the last one,” he said. “And because it shouldn’t be out in the world.”

Anya’s heart was hammered. “Out in the world,” she repeated. “Like stolen.”

Theo didn’t answer quickly enough.

Anya’s suspicion sharpened into something colder. She stepped from behind the counter, crossing the narrow space between them. The shop’s aisles were tight, intimate by design, like the shelves wanted people to brush shoulders and share opinions. She stopped a few feet from him, close enough to see the faint shadow under his eyes, the fatigue that didn’t belong to a casual buyer.

“You’re telling me it’s important,” she said. “You’re telling me you can pay. You’re telling me tomorrow is too late. And you won’t tell me your last name.”

Theo looked at her, rainwater still clinging to his lashes. “I can’t,” he said.

Anya’s laugh was sharp, humorless. “You can’t, or you won’t.”

Theo’s jaw tightened. “Both.”

Anya felt heat rise behind her eyes, not tears, just the pressure of too much held in. “Then no,” she said. “I’m done. I’m closing. You can go.”

Theo’s gaze flicked to the door as if he heard something. Anya didn’t at first, but then she did. A soft scrape at the side alley window, where the old delivery entrance sat half-hidden behind a stack of flattened boxes.

Anya froze.

Theo’s body went still, every muscle alert. “Do you have a back door,” he asked, voice suddenly quieter.

Anya swallowed. “It’s locked.”

The scrape came again, more deliberate.

Anya’s pulse turned into a drumbeat. The back door had been her father’s favorite entrance. He used to prop it open during summer afternoons, letting the breeze carry in the smell of the harbor. After his death, she had kept it locked out of habit and fear.

She hadn’t expected fear to be necessary.

Theo moved, fast but controlled, stepping deeper into the shop. He didn’t run for the counter, didn’t reach for the cash drawer. He went straight toward the aisle that led to the archive room, where the most valuable stock was stored in plain cardboard boxes, unglamorous and vulnerable.

Anya’s suspicion flared into panic. “Stop,” she said, and moved after him.

Theo looked back at her, and for the first time his composure cracked. “Someone’s back there,” he said. “If they get into the archive, you won’t have anything left.”

Anya’s breath hitched. She wanted to argue. She wanted to say he was lying, that he was part of it, that this was a setup. But the scrape had been real, and the fear in Theo’s voice didn’t sound rehearsed. It sounded like someone who had learned what it meant to lose something irreplaceable.

Anya grabbed the flashlight from under the counter as she passed it, fingers trembling. “Stay where I can see you,” she said, and hated that her voice shook.

Theo didn’t smile, didn’t soften the moment with charm. He only nodded once, as if he respected the boundary. “I will.”

Together, they moved toward the back, the shop’s shadows thickening between shelves. The archive room door was closed, but the air around it felt wrong, too still, like the building was holding its breath.

Anya raised the flashlight and clicked it on. The beam cut through the dimness, catching dust in the air like drifting sparks. She reached the archive door, her hand hovering near the knob.

Another sound came, sharper now. Not a scrape. A faint metallic click, like a tool against a lock.

Anya’s stomach dropped.

Theo stepped close enough that she could feel the warmth of him, but he didn’t touch her. “Don’t open it,” he murmured. “Not yet.”

Anya’s mind raced. Call the police. Run out the front. Lock Theo inside. But the cash drawer was up front. Her bag was behind the counter. Her phone was in her coat pocket, hanging on the hook by the listening booth.

The listening booth.

Anya’s eyes flicked to the curtain. She remembered the old panic button her father had installed years ago, a relic from when the neighborhood had been rougher. It was hidden behind the booth’s side panel, close to the floor. She had never used it. She had almost forgotten it existed.

Theo followed her gaze and seemed to understand without her saying a word. “Go,” he whispered. “I’ll stay here.”

Anya stared at him, heart hammering. “Why would you.”

Theo’s expression held something that looked like resignation. “Because this place matters,” he said. “And because you shouldn’t be alone in this.”

The words landed with a strange weight. She didn’t know him. She didn’t trust him. Yet in the narrow aisle, with a lock being tested behind a door, his presence felt like a choice. A choice to protect rather than take.

Anya moved.

She slid past him, keeping the flashlight trained toward the archive door as long as she could, then turned and ran softly down the aisle, careful not to knock shelves, careful not to make noise. The shop felt suddenly huge, every step echoing inside her ribs.

She reached the listening booth and dropped to her knees beside it, fingers searching the panel seam. Her father’s voice echoed in her head, calm and practical, teaching her where the button was, just in case.

She found it.

Her finger hovered for a split second, fear and disbelief tangling together. This was real. Someone was breaking into her father’s archive. Tonight. Now. The week her landlord had sent the final notice. The week she was supposed to decide whether Silver Needle lived or died.

Why now, the question flashed through her mind like a sudden chord.

Because the shop was vulnerable.

Because she was alone.

Because whoever was back there knew the exact moment she would be weakest.

Anya pressed the button.

A silent alarm, no siren. Just a signal sent to a security service that would call the police. She exhaled shakily, then reached into her coat pocket for her phone, hands fumbling. She dialed anyway, because waiting felt like surrender.

Before the call could connect, the archive room door slammed open.

Anya’s head snapped up.

Across the shop, she saw Theo’s silhouette in the back aisle, one arm outstretched, blocking the doorway. A dark figure stood behind him, half-hidden, holding something long and metallic. A crowbar.

Anya’s blood went cold.

Theo’s voice carried down the aisle, steady but loud enough for her to hear. “Don’t,” he said. “Walk away.”

The intruder laughed, a short, ugly sound.

Anya’s phone finally connected, but she couldn’t speak at first. Her mouth wouldn’t form words around what she was seeing.

Theo didn’t move aside.

He didn’t run.

He held his ground in her father’s shop like it belonged to him too, like he had already decided that whatever happened next would be worth the cost.

And in that instant, Anya felt something inside her shift, a turning point she couldn’t name yet. Not trust, not love, not even safety.

But recognition.

This stranger had come for a record. He had refused his last name. He had spoken like the crescent mark was carved into his memory.

And now he was standing between her and loss, as if he had been doing that kind of thing for a long time.

Anya forced air into her lungs and spoke into the phone, voice shaking but clear. “This is Silver Needle Records,” she said. “Someone is breaking in. Please hurry.”

She looked at Theo, then at the intruder, then at Theo again.

Two questions burned through her fear, bright and relentless.

Who was Theo, really, that he would risk himself for her father’s archive.

And why did it feel like he had come back to this place not to take something, but to atone for something.

The intruder lifted the crowbar higher.

Theo’s shoulders squared.

And Anya, kneeling in the listening booth’s shadow, realized that whatever happened next was going to change the shop, and it was going to change her, and it was going to pull a stranger into her life whether she was ready or not.
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The moment Anya finished the call, the shop stopped feeling like a room and started feeling like a test. The listening booth was too small for her breath, the curtain too thin to make her feel hidden, and the air carried every sound from the back aisle as if the shelves had turned into instruments. She kept the phone tight to her ear, listening to a voice ask questions she could barely answer while her eyes stayed fixed on the shape of Theo’s body, planted between the open archive door and a man with a crowbar.

Theo didn’t raise his voice again. He didn’t threaten. He didn’t chase. He simply stood there, steady, like he knew that the most dangerous thing in the room was panic. The intruder took one more step forward and Theo shifted, not lunging, not grabbing, but changing the angle so he blocked the narrow space more completely. It was a small movement that said a lot. Theo didn’t look like someone itching for a fight. He looked like someone who had learned how to keep one from starting.

Anya forced herself to speak into the phone again, her words finally lining up with what her brain was seeing. She gave the address. She described the back door. She said there was a crowbar. She said the man was inside. Her voice trembled on the last part, not from fear of being hurt, but from the raw, humiliating realization that her father’s shop was being treated like an easy target.

The intruder’s eyes flicked toward the front of the store, toward her. Even from this distance she could feel the weight of his gaze. It wasn't a curiosity. It was calculation, like he was measuring whether she would freeze, whether Theo was bluffing, whether the shelves could hide him if he slipped away.

Then, in the same breath, the man’s confidence faltered. Not because Theo moved. Because somewhere outside, a car door slammed. Another. The sound was distant but sharp in the night, and it turned the intruder’s smirk into a hard line.

Theo didn’t look back. He kept his eyes on the man and said, quieter now, “You still have time to walk out.”

The intruder hesitated, the crowbar lifting slightly, then lowering. His shoulders tightened like he wanted to make a decision that kept his pride intact. Then he made the only decision that kept him free. He backed away, not toward the front, but toward the side exit near the alley, his shoes scuffing as he moved too fast to be careful.

Anya’s lungs finally filled again. “He’s moving,” she said into the phone, the words spilling out. “He’s backing up. He’s leaving through the side.”

Theo turned his head just enough to check Anya’s position, as if he needed to confirm she was still where she was supposed to be. His gaze caught hers across the shop. It lasted a second, but it felt longer. In that look was an instruction and a promise. Stay down. I see you. You’re not alone.

The intruder vanished into the shadows of the aisle, his footsteps fading toward the alley door. A moment later, the front bell rang again, louder this time, and flashing lights threw blue and red reflections across the vinyl sleeves. Two officers stepped inside, hands near their belts, scanning the store with trained speed.

Anya rose slowly from the floor, her knees stiff, her hands unsteady. She kept the phone at her ear until the voice on the other end told her she could hang up, that help was inside. When she ended the call, the silence that followed felt strange, like the shop was waiting to find out if it was safe to breathe.

“Ma’am,” one of the officers said, approaching her with his palm open. His tone was calm, practiced. “Are you hurt?”

Anya swallowed. “No.”

He glanced at Theo, who had stepped away from the archive doorway but remained between Anya and the back of the shop. “Sir, are you with her?”

Theo’s answer came without hesitation. “I’m a customer. I came in at the wrong time.”

Anya almost laughed, and the sound would have come out sharp if it had come out at all. Wrong time. As if there had ever been a right time for a stranger to show up and hold a line between her life and loss.

The second officer headed down the back aisle, a flashlight beam cutting across the shelves. The first stayed with Anya, asking what happened, what the intruder looked like, which door he came through. Anya tried to speak clearly. She described the crowbar, the hooded jacket, the way he moved like he knew where he was going. She described the scraping at the window. She described the metal click at the lock. She described the archive door swinging open.

When she said the words archive room, her throat tightened. The officer’s eyes followed the direction of her gaze toward the back. “What’s back there,” he asked.

“Records,” Anya said. “The expensive ones. The ones not on the floor.”

Theo’s jaw tightened. The smallest reaction, but Anya caught it.

The second officer returned from the back aisle and shook his head. “He’s gone. Alley door’s open. Looks like he forced the lock on the archive room. Didn’t get far.”

The first officer nodded, then looked at Theo again. “You said you were a customer. How’d you get in if the sign was closed.”

Theo didn’t blink. “The door wasn’t fully latched. It opened when I pulled. I didn’t realize it was supposed to be locked. I stepped inside, she told me it was closed, then we heard someone in the back.”

Anya’s eyes flicked toward the front door. She could feel the heat of shame rising up her neck. She had turned the lock. She had set the deadbolt. She remembered the sound of it. But memory and reality weren’t agreeing tonight, and that made her feel even more exposed.

The officer’s gaze softened slightly when he looked back at Anya. “You live here,” he asked.

“No,” she said. “It’s my shop.”

He asked for her name. She gave it, and the words landed heavy in her own ears because she hadn’t said her name to a stranger in this shop in months. Her father used to say it, loud and proud, like she was a promise. Now it sounded like a person trying to hold a place that wanted to fall apart.

The officers took photos of the damaged lock, checked the alley door, and made notes. One of them asked if she wanted to press charges if they found the intruder. Anya said yes, because the alternative felt like telling the world it was fine to keep trying. The officer gave her a card with a case number and told her a patrol car would circle the block for a while.

When they finally left, the lights outside faded, and the shop returned to its warm, dim glow. Only now it felt thinner, like the walls had learned a new fear.

Anya stood behind the counter without sitting, her hands resting on the wood as if she needed the solidness of it to remind her she was real. Theo hovered near the end of the aisle, not leaving, not approaching too quickly. The shop had the same smell it always did, but now it was mixed with cold night air from the alley door and the faint metallic scent of forced hardware.

“I locked it,” Anya said, mostly to herself.

Theo’s voice was gentle. “Maybe the latch didn’t catch.”

Anya looked at him. “Or maybe someone has a key.”

Theo’s eyes darkened slightly. “Do you think that?”

“I don’t know what I think,” she admitted, and her voice cracked at the edges. She cleared her throat and tried again. “I thought the hardest thing would be money. Rent. Bills. Customers who want discounts. Not this.”

Theo took a careful step forward, stopping at the end of the counter like he was approaching an animal that might bolt. “Do you have someone you can call?”

“My friend,” Anya said. “Jada.”

“Call her,” Theo said. “You shouldn’t be here alone tonight.”

Anya stared at him. “You came here alone tonight.”

Theo’s mouth shifted as if he felt the irony but didn’t want to use it as a charm. “I’m not the one who owns this place.”

Anya’s fingers found her phone again. She called Jada, and when her friend answered with a sleepy, irritated hello, the sound of a familiar voice hit Anya like a wave. She explained in quick, uneven bursts. Break-in. Police. Damage. Almost stolen. Jada’s irritation evaporated. She asked if Anya was hurt. She asked if someone was still there. Anya glanced at Theo, then said, “A customer. He helped.”

Jada said she was on her way. She told Anya not to touch anything else. She told her to stay in the front and keep the doors locked. She told her to breathe, which made Anya realize she still hadn’t done it properly.

When Anya ended the call, the shop felt too quiet again. She watched Theo as he watched the back of the store, his posture still alert. It wasn’t swagger. It was vigilance, like he couldn’t switch it off.

“You knew to stand there,” Anya said. “In front of the archive.”

Theo’s gaze stayed on the back aisle. “It was the most vulnerable point.”

“Not the register,” Anya said.

Theo finally looked at her. “Most thieves go for cash. Whoever that was didn’t. He went straight for the back.”

Anya’s stomach tightened. “So he knew.”

Theo didn’t argue. He didn’t soften it. “Yes.”

Anya leaned back against the counter edge, her hands gripping it harder than she meant to. “I should check the archive.”

Theo’s head tilted slightly. “Wait until your friend gets here.”

Anya disliked being told what to do, even when it was sensible. But she also disliked the way her knees still felt unsteady. She nodded anyway, and the motion surprised her. She agreed with him. Trusting him. Not fully, not blindly, but enough to follow his caution.

Minutes passed. The clock ticked. Outside, the rain steadied into a calmer rhythm. Anya watched Theo’s hands, noticing how clean his nails were, how his knuckles had faint scars. Not fresh injuries. Old ones. The kind you got from work, from tools, from habits that required precision.

“You said you called earlier,” Anya said. “About a record.”

Theo’s face tightened just slightly. “Yes.”

“And you knew about the crescent mark.”

“Yes.”

Anya swallowed. “How.”

Theo’s eyes lowered, and Anya saw it again, that brief hesitation like he was choosing between truths. “Your father,” he said, “he didn’t just sell records. He kept things safe.”

Anya’s throat tightened. “You knew him.”

Theo didn’t answer immediately. His gaze moved to the wall behind the counter where a framed photo hung, slightly crooked. As a teenager, standing beside her father at the shop’s anniversary party, both of them smiling like the future was a simple thing. Her father’s arm around her shoulder. A cake on the counter. Customers crowding the aisles.

Theo looked at the photo like it was a door he didn’t want to open.

“I met him once,” Theo said. “A long time ago.”

Anya studied with him. “That’s not enough to know his private mark.”

Theo’s gaze returned to hers. “You’re right.”

Anya felt anger again, but this time it was mixed with something else. Curiosity, sharp as a needle. “So tell me.”

Theo’s jaw worked once. “Not tonight.”

Anya’s eyes narrowed. “That’s convenient.”

Theo didn’t flinch at the accusation. “Tonight you just had someone break into your shop. You’re shaking. I’m not going to drop another thing on you while you’re still trying to stand.”

Anya hated that he noticed. She hated that he said it like care instead of control. She hated that part of her and wanted to accept it because it felt easier than fighting.

“What are you going to do,” she asked, her voice quieter. “Disappear before my friend gets here.”

Theo’s lips pressed together. “No.”

Anya held his gaze. “Why.”

Theo looked away first, and it wasn’t guilt. It was heavy. “Because you didn’t deserve that,” he said, and nodded toward the back aisle. “And because it happened the night I walked in.”

Anya heard something unspoken in his words. As if he believed his presence had triggered it. As if he believed the intruder and the record he wanted were connected. As if he believed he had brought trouble to her door.

Before she could respond, the front bell rang again. Anya’s body tensed automatically, and then she saw Jada in the doorway, raincoat thrown over her pajamas, hair pulled into a hurried knot, her face tight with fury. Jada stepped inside, locked the door behind her, and moved straight to Anya, hands bracketing her shoulders like she needed to confirm Anya was solid.

“Are you okay,” Jada demanded.

Anya nodded. “I’m okay.”

Jada’s eyes moved past Anya to Theo. She took him in with the efficiency of someone who had learned to protect her people without apology. “You’re the customer.”

Theo nodded once. “Theo.”

Jada’s eyebrows rose, unimpressed. “Just Theo.”

Theo didn’t react. “Just Theo.”

Jada turned back to Anya. “Police.”

“They came,” Anya said. “They left. They’ll circle.”

Jada’s gaze sharpened. “Where did he get in?”

Anya pointed toward the back. “Archive door. Forced. Alley door. He ran.”

Jada swore under her breath, then said, “Show me.”

Anya hesitated, then stepped out from behind the counter. Jada moved with her, body slightly angled like she was ready to step in front if something happened again. Theo followed at a respectful distance, not leading, not pushing.

The archive room door was open, the lock splintered. The sight of it hit Anya with a quiet grief that felt different from the grief of losing her father. This was the grief of seeing his careful world violated. The archive wasn’t glamorous. It was cardboard boxes, handwritten labels, sleeved records stacked in tight order. It was her father’s mind made physical.

Jada shone her phone’s flashlight around the doorframe. “He didn’t get far,” she said.

Anya stepped inside, heart pounding. She scanned the boxes, her eyes moving fast over the labels. Her father’s handwriting was familiar, a little slanted, confident. The crescent mark appeared on some boxes, small and deliberate. Anya felt her throat close.

Theo stayed in the doorway, not entering until Anya nodded slightly, almost without realizing she did it. When he stepped inside, he moved like he understood the space, like he respected it. His eyes went to the boxes with crescents, and his face hardened with something that looked like pain.

Jada noticed. Jada always noticed. Her gaze flicked between Theo and the crescent-marked boxes, then to Anya, and Anya could feel the question behind her friend’s eyes.

Anya forced herself to focus. She checked the box where her father kept the rare local pressings. She checked the box labeled Live Sessions. She checked the box labeled Harborfield Originals, the one that held the town’s recorded history in grooves and crackles.

Everything seemed intact.

Then she saw it. A sleeve half pulled from a box, not fully removed, but disturbed. The top left corner of the sleeve bore a tiny crescent mark.

Anya’s stomach dropped.

She reached for it slowly, like touching it too fast might make the truth worse. She lifted it free and stared at the front. No printed cover, no barcode. Just a plain sleeve with her father’s handwriting on the top right.

Midnight Session.

Anya’s breath caught. She had seen that sleeve before. She had asked her father about it once, years ago. He had smiled in a way that meant both yes and no, and told her some songs were meant to be found by the right person, not explained to everyone.

Theo’s eyes fixed on the sleeve. In the shop’s dim light, Anya saw the moment his restraint snapped and reformed. His shoulders tightened. His jaw clenched. His gaze looked like it had been stabbed by memory.

“You know this,” Anya said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Theo’s throat worked. “Yes.”

Jada’s head turned sharply toward him. “How.”

Theo didn’t look at Jada. He looked at Anya. “Because I heard it once,” he said. “And it wasn’t supposed to leave this room.”

Anya’s fingers tightened around the sleeve. “Then why is it disturbed.”

Theo’s eyes moved to the broken lock. “Because someone else knows it exists.”

Jada made a sound of disgust. “So this is about a record.”

Anya’s voice came out unsteady. “It’s about my father’s record.”

Theo’s gaze softened at the mention of her father, but only for a heartbeat. “It’s about more than that,” he said, and stopped himself as if he had said too much.

Anya felt a surge of anger that wasn’t directed at Theo alone. It was directed at secrets. At strangers who thought they could walk into her life and rearrange it. At her father, for leaving behind a world she didn’t fully understand. “What does that mean,” she demanded.

Theo held her gaze. “It means,” he said carefully, “that whoever broke in tonight wasn’t improvising. He was looking for this.”

Jada stepped closer to Anya, her presence grounding. “Then we move it,” Jada said. “We take it home, we lock it away.”

Theo’s head shook. “If you move it, you make it easier to steal.”

Jada’s eyes narrowed. “And you know that because you’re an expert in stealing.”

Theo didn’t bristle. “No,” he said. “I know it because I’ve watched what happens when people chase something rare.”

Anya’s heart was hammered. She looked from Jada to Theo and back again, caught between two instincts. The instinct to protect what was hers by hiding it. The instinct to protect what was hers by understanding it.

Anya swallowed and asked the question that felt like a blade. “Were you the reason he marked it?”

Theo’s eyes flickered, and in that flicker Anya saw a truth he didn’t want to hand her. He didn’t deny it. He didn’t confirm it. He simply looked at the sleeve as if it weighed more than cardboard.

“I didn’t ask him to,” Theo said.

Anya’s voice rose, brittle. “That’s not an answer.”

Theo’s gaze returned to hers, steady and tired. “It’s the only one I can give you tonight.”

Jada’s patience snapped. “You don’t get to decide what tonight can handle,” she said. “You walked in, you brought this mess, and you’re standing here acting like you’re doing us a favor.”

Theo’s expression tightened. “I didn’t bring him,” he said, and his voice was still quiet but it carried weight. “But I might have brought the idea that it’s still here.”

Anya stared at him. “How.”

Theo’s eyes shifted, the first sign of discomfort that wasn’t fear. “Someone asked questions,” he said. “A few days ago. In town. About your shop. About what your father kept.”

Anya’s mouth went dry. “Who.”

Theo’s gaze moved toward the front of the shop, toward the public space, like he didn’t want to say a name in the archive room. “A man,” he said. “He called himself a buyer. He talked like a dealer. He didn’t belong.”

Jada’s voice turned sharp. “Did you tell him anything?”

Theo looked straight at her. “No.”

Jada’s eyes narrowed. “Did you tell him you were coming here?”

Theo didn’t hesitate. “No.”

Anya could feel the pieces shifting inside her. Theo had been asked questions. Theo had come anyway. Theo had arrived the same night someone broke in. The timing could be a coincidence. Or it could be a chain. And if it was a chain, she needed to know where it started.

Anya set the sleeve back in the box, but not fully. She left it visible, like a deliberate choice. “I’m not hiding it,” she said.

Jada’s head snapped toward her. “Anya.”

Anya lifted her chin. “If someone wants it, they’ll keep trying. If it matters, then I need to know why it matters.”

Theo watched her like he was seeing her for the first time. “That’s dangerous,” he said.

Anya met his gaze. “So I'm pretending I don’t own this now.”

The words came out harsher than she meant, and she saw Theo absorb them. His face didn’t change much, but something in his eyes dimmed, like he had expected her to say exactly that.

Jada reached for Anya’s hand, squeezing once, a silent message that she supported her even when she disagreed.

Anya took a slow breath. “We’ll fix the lock tomorrow,” she said. “First thing. Tonight, we close everything up. We go home. I’m not sleeping here.”

Jada nodded quickly, grateful for something practical. “Good.”

Theo’s gaze stayed on the broken lock. “You need a temporary brace,” he said. “I can do it.”

Jada’s eyes narrowed again. “With what.”

Theo glanced around the room, taking inventory. “Scrap wood. Screws. Anything. I can make it hard enough to buy time until morning.”

Anya hesitated. She didn’t like needing anyone. She liked it even less when the person offering was a man who knew her father’s secrets and wouldn’t explain how.

But the idea of leaving the archive room secured only by a shattered lock made her stomach twist.

“Do it,” Anya said.

Theo nodded once and moved with quiet efficiency. He found a piece of wood from a broken shipping pallet in the alley, brought it in, and asked Jada for a screwdriver. Jada scoffed, then produced one from her bag like she had been waiting her whole life to say I told you so about Anya needing to carry basic tools.

Theo worked without drama. His hands were steady. He didn’t talk while he measured the brace against the doorframe. He didn’t ask permission for each step, but he also didn’t take over. Every time he made a decision, his eyes flicked to Anya, checking, as if he was making sure she still felt like it was her shop and her choice.

That small courtesy did something inside her she wasn’t ready to name.

When the brace was secured and the door held firm, Theo stepped back. “It’ll hold,” he said.

Anya stared at the door, then at him. “Thank you.”

Theo’s expression softened almost imperceptibly. “You shouldn’t have to say that.”

Jada crossed her arms. “He’s right about one thing,” she said to Anya. “You shouldn’t.”

Anya gave Jada a look, warning her not to start a fight that would spill into things Anya couldn’t control. Jada’s jaw tightened, but she held back.

They returned to the front of the shop. Anya locked the doors again, this time checking the latch twice and then a third time, as if repetition could make it true. Jada stood close, watching the street through the glass. Theo hovered just behind Anya, not crowding, but near enough that his presence felt like a barrier against the night.

When the locks were set, Anya turned to Theo. “You said you’d stay,” she said, not sure whether she meant it as gratitude or challenge.

“I did,” Theo replied.

“And now,” Anya said, “I need you to tell me something real. One thing. Something that makes sense of why you walked into my shop after midnight.”

Theo’s eyes held hers. The shop’s warm light made his face look less like a shadow and more like a person, and that was almost worse. Shadows were easy. People were complicated.

Theo’s voice was low. “Because your father told me,” he said. “If the shop ever looked like it was about to disappear, I should come back.”

Anya went still.

Jada’s head snapped toward him. “That’s convenient.”

Theo didn’t react to Jada. He kept his eyes on Anya, and there was a steadiness there that didn’t feel like a sales pitch. It felt like someone carrying a sentence he didn’t want to own.

Anya’s throat tightened. “When,” she managed.

Theo’s gaze dropped, then rose again. “Years ago,” he said. “One conversation. He didn’t know you. I didn’t know you. But he knew you’d inherit it, even if you didn’t want to.”

Anya felt her chest tighten, not with romance, not yet, but with a grief that had a new edge. Her father had planned for her life in ways
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