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Chapter 1 : Varnish and Sawdust
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The smell of turpentine was the only thing that could hush Heartville’s racket. June ran a soft cloth over the cracked leather binding of an 1842 botany treatise. Her fingers lingered on the paper’s veins, where time had tried to rub out the evidence of life.

The shop bell chimed. A bright, crystalline note that usually meant new customers, but today carried the unmistakable sound signature of a disaster on the horizon.

“You’re still in there, buried under your ancient papers?”

June didn’t look up. She didn’t need to see the broad frame in the doorway, or the sawdust stains on the leather apron, to know Adam had just popped her bubble.

“It’s called preservation, Adam. A concept you might want to study before you turn your next piece of oak into kindling.”

He came closer, too close. She caught that scent of fresh pine and black coffee that clung to him, even in the dead of winter. He set a hand on the oak counter, a piece he’d built himself five years ago and never failed to inspect every time he walked in.

“Oak talks to me, June. Unlike your books, it doesn’t need two centuries to say what it’s got on its mind.”

June let go of the cloth. She straightened, nudging her glasses higher on the bridge of her nose. She looked him over and, despite herself, noticed the rebellious lock of hair fallen across his forehead.

“And what’s your oak telling you today? That it would’ve rather become a shelf at the public library than end up as a rustic sideboard in Mrs. Lefebvre’s dining room?”

Adam’s mouth tilted into a smirk. That crooked smile that, since high school, had been equally good at getting on her nerves and making her lose her train of thought.

“It says they’re waiting for you at town hall for the festival committee meeting. Apparently, nobody dares order flowers without your aesthetic blessing.”

“More like they want me to mediate so you don’t get into it with the landscaper.”

He lifted a brow. “That’s possible,” he conceded. “But I like you angry. It’s the only time you don’t look like a wax statue ready for display in a museum.”

She put her tools away with meticulous care, a habit she knew drove him up the wall. She took her time, savoring the tight, loaded silence stretching between them.

“I’m closing the shop. Give me five minutes.”

“I’ll wait outside, June. Don’t hide behind an encyclopedia and slip out the service door to avoid me. That’s happened three times this week already.”

“I wasn’t hiding. I was filing archives.”

“Sure you were. Some people call that a tactical retreat.”

He left, and the bell chimed again, like a smug period at the end of a sentence. June stayed still for a moment, her hand hovering above an incunable. Her heart was beating a little too fast. The solvent, probably. Or that faint, stubborn feeling that the whole town was watching her through every window, waiting for the spark that would finally blow apart the barricades she’d been building for ten years.

Across the street, Mrs. Lefebvre, posted behind her pyramids of macarons, didn’t miss a thing as June stepped out. She pulled a small notebook from her pocket and wrote with quick, practiced strokes: Prolonged eye contact. Usual provocation. Time to launch Phase 2.
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Chapter 2 : Set Theory
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The Heartville town hall council chamber had that signature scent of old paper and beeswax, sharpened by the acidic edge of Mayor Morel’s coffee. June sat at the far end of the heavy table, making a point of not noticing that the only empty chair was placed exactly to Adam’s right.

“Thank you all for coming,” Morel began, patting a stack of folders. “As you know, the gazebo in the central square is in a deplorable state. It’s the heart of our town. And to restore a heart, we need the best.”

He gave June a deliberate look, then Adam. A peculiar silence settled, broken only by the ceiling fan’s steady clatter as it churned the cool air.

“June, your conservation work is legendary. Adam, your woodworking is... let’s say rustic, but sturdy. We’ve decided this project will be a total collaboration. No hierarchy, just perfect synergy.”

June felt Adam’s jaw tighten beside her.

“Synergy?” she echoed. “Mr. Mayor, Adam and I can’t even agree on the color of the sky. How exactly do you expect us to restore a historic landmark together?”

“That’s precisely the point,” Mrs. Lefebvre cut in from across the table, a notebook laid neatly in front of her. “Confrontation creates the spark, my dear June. And Heartville needs sparks.”

Adam let out a short laugh, humorless.

“The spark is mostly going to set the gazebo on fire if we keep going like this. But fine, Morel, if it’s for the town... I suppose I can survive her history lessons for a few weeks.”

“Survive?” June shot back, turning on him. “Last time we ‘collaborated,’ you nearly turned the library into a sauna because of a plumbing issue you ‘had completely under control.’”

“That was a thermodynamic incident, June. Big difference.”

The mayor cut them off with a firm gesture, though a small, satisfied smile tugged at his lips.

“Perfect. You’ll start tomorrow evening. Unfortunately, with the fair setting up, the hours will be a bit... shifted. You’ll probably have to work late.”

“Why tomorrow evening?” June asked, frowning. “We could start at dawn.”

“Impossible,” Mrs. Lefebvre said, crisp as a gavel. “The wood delivery’s delayed. And June’s varnishes can’t handle direct sunlight, can they?”

June was about to protest that her varnishes handled morning light just fine, but Morel had already adjourned the meeting. As she left, she felt the other committee members’ stares pressing into her back. They didn’t disperse. They lingered, murmuring in low voices, like they were waiting for a scene that stubbornly refused to arrive.

Back home, the unease followed her through the door. Heartville’s air had turned heavy, almost tacky against the skin. As she stepped inside, a paper crackle caught her attention. A cream envelope, no stamp, no address, slipped onto the entry rug.

She picked it up, her heart ticking at a rhythm she didn’t recognize. Inside was a single handwritten line, in elegant script that felt almost familiar:

“Some volumes only open if you agree to break the seal. Tomorrow, beneath the wood that watched us grow.”

June sank onto her sofa, the letter trembling between her fingers. Adam? No. He wrote like an impatient doctor. So who? And why now?

Through her window she watched Mrs. Lefebvre lock up her bakery, a small smile on her lips, and then switch off the lights one by one.
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