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      “Another gardening manual? I hope you’re eating your results.” 

      I watched the librarian, Alex, flip the cover closed on “Mastering Mushrooms: The Guide to Growing and Harvesting the Edible Fungus” and hit a few buttons on his keyboard. He glanced back at me with a playful smile on his face, eyes practically sparkling behind his glasses and the curl of his deep brown bangs. 

      “I, yeah, actually.” I nodded like a total idiot.  

      Hailey snickered by my side as she witnessed the height of my flirting prowess with the man I’ve been crushing on for months now. I shouldn’t have brought her here to witness my pain. 

      “He actually makes an incredible mushroom risotto,” she told Alex with a grin.  

      Okay. Maybe some teasing is fine if she can be a decent wingman. Wing-person? Wing-lady? 

      Alex’s eyebrows raise. “Really? I don’t think I’ve had that before.” He glanced my way, then, to my dismay, his surprise faltered into something more confused and a little sad. “You’ve had it? Must be a fun date night meal.”  

      Alex returned to my small stack of books and opened the next cover. He toyed with the ring on his thumb—one of many that adorned both of his hands and served as the single most distracting detail about him. 

      I glanced at Hailey for help. Why was he sad now? I thought it was going well. He was smiling. I was smiling. It was fine.  

      “Oh please,” Hailey scoffed, shameless. “He used me as the guinea pig. If anyone was going to die from a mushroom in his garden, he wanted it to be me.” 

      I snorted. “Okay, true.” 

      Hailey punched my arm, no hesitation.  

      “Ow.” I laughed and rubbed the spot where she’d hit. She, like me, was solidly built, so her friendly punches typically ended in bruises, though you couldn’t see them on the surface of my darker skin.  

      “Oh, don’t be a baby.” She dismissed my pain with a wave of her hand and leaned against the counter, inserting herself into Alex’s space.  

      Alex glanced at her new proximity, wary of her next move.  

      I grabbed her elbow and tugged her back.  

      “Dom needs someone for date night, actually. You wouldn’t happen to know a guy, would you?” She wiggled her eyebrows at him.  

      Oh, you have got to be kidding me. 

      “Oh, uh.” Alex glanced at me, eyes wide because no one knew how to deal with Hailey.  

      “Hailey, stop it.” I put on my best begging face for Alex. “Please ignore her. She’s taking her sisterly duties too seriously. She’s harmless, really.” 

      Alex eased, his shoulders relaxing again from where they had almost reached his ears with his discomfort and his smile returning. “No problem, really. That was your last one.” He closed my Misty Blake book and slid my stack over without even blinking at the two shirtless men on the cover. “Enjoy your books. And your risotto!” 

      I smiled. I couldn’t help it. The joy Alex always seemed to carry around with him was infectious.  

      “Thanks, Alex.” I took the stack and tucked it under one arm. 

      “See you next week.” He winked before turning to the next person in line.  

      I stepped past the desk, my eyes lingering on Alex. The expanse of his neck, the faint outline of a tattoo that peeked up the side of it from under his collar. It was some sort of plant, I knew, but I’d never dug up the daring to ask him. 

      “Come on, lover boy,” Hailey scoffed, thankfully keeping her voice low as she dragged me out of the library.  

      “You’re hopeless,” she announced once we were outside. 

      “I know,” I agreed. 

      “You can’t flirt to save your life.”  

      “Not with him.” 

      “Why not? Because he’s cute? That’s kind of the whole point, Dom.” 

      I sighed. “I can’t think when he smiles at me.” 

      “He smiles at everyone.” 

      I felt myself pout. “I know.” 

      Hailey softened and bumped her hip into mine. “You’ll get there. It’ll be alright.” Then, playfully, she said, “At least he knows we aren’t dating now.”  

      I groaned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      I flicked off the light switch in the cafe area and closed the door behind me. I heard the lock click and tugged gently. Secure.  

      There was something about the library at closing time. It was silent, everything at a standstill, and dim, even with all the lights on. I loved the calm peace that it held, but at the same time, it could be unnerving. Anything could happen. I had to make sure it was completely secure and safe so that no accidents occurred while no one was here overnight. 

      “Anyone else still here?” I called, turning my head in each direction as I passed by each aisle of bookshelves and flicked off any lights. The garland and holly draped from each corner of the bookcases—the ones put up by the kids' reading group that met here every Saturday.  

      “Yeah,” called a gruff voice from near the back. 

      I frowned and headed in that direction. I knew that voice, but he’d come in nearly six hours ago. 

      Dom was a regular. He came in at least once a week to get gardening and landscaping guides, always with at least one romance from the library’s vast collection.  

      My cheeks heated. Each time he brought another book with shirtless men on the cover—clearly Achillean romance, smut included—I had to fight to keep my thoughts from playing across my face. He didn’t look phased, so why should I? I knew that answer already, though. Dom was gorgeous. He should honestly be the guy on those covers, shirt off somewhere burned to a crisp so that his naked torso was visible for all to see.  

      But I’m getting off track. Dom was a landscaper, and he had a business card I’d seen him give to some of the local ladies in the quilt circle who needed firewood chopped and stocked for the winter. I think they called him up so that they could watch him do manual labor. And, okay, maybe I saw the appeal. He was well over six feet tall, broad-shouldered, and gruff in how he spoke and moved. His beard was short and neat, and his dark hair and skin brought out the light in his chestnut eyes. 

      But it was nearly impossible to get a full conversation out of the man. 

      “Dom?” 

      I turned the corner, and there he was, standing from the well-worn armchair by the fireplace, hours past snuffed out. It had been there since the building was converted to a library; no such thing as electric heating. He stood and stretched from where he must have been napping his afternoon away. 

      Well, evening now. 

      He turned around, and our eyes met across the room. It was electric, like my limbs suddenly stopped working. 

      Have I mentioned how hot he was? 

      “Alex,” he returned in kind, the rumble in his voice sounding far too perfect around my name. 

      “Yeah, hey,” I smiled, pushing my glasses back up my nose despite knowing my grin was tilted awkwardly at my rampaging emotions. “I was just closing up. I stayed a bit too long; it’s nearly 9:00.” 

      His eyes widened. “It is?” 

      I nodded. “Sorry. I thought I missed you leave earlier.” 

      He shook his head. “Lost track of time.” 

      “Right.” I nod again. “Well, are you ready to head out? I have a ways to walk yet.” 

      He frowned and paused midway through pulling his coat back on. His thick brows creased, clearly disapproving. “It’s been snowing all day.” 

      I didn’t drive to work. I left my car at home and only used it to haul something or travel a good distance. No use wasting gas.  

      “It has,” I agreed, turning and leading him back down the main aisle when he fell in step beside me. “Still have to make it home, though.” 

      “I’ll drive you.” 

      It was simple, the way he said it. Not forceful, but kind. 

      “You don’t have to do that.” But it would be nice not to have to bundle up in my mismatched gloves and too-thin hat. Don’t even mention my glasses and the impossible task of keeping my face warm while not letting my breath fog up my lenses. 

      He merely shrugged. “I’m out of city limits. As long as you’re east, it’s on my way already.” 

      And that was solid logic, too. I was indeed east, only a few blocks down, which was definitely a perk of my apartment building. 

      “Okay then,” I smiled up at him. “Sure.” 

      He looked away and shoved his hands in his pockets, walking me to my desk, where I turned off the strung lights to the small holiday tree and gathered my gloves and hat. I’d have to pack those away soon, now that Christmas was last week, but I liked the festive lights. I could get away with leaving them up, at least until New Year’s. I pulled on my hat and gloves before swinging my backpack over my shoulder and looking back up at Dom. Last was the lamp on my desk. 

      His eyes were already on me, heated and searching. 

      “Ready,” I grinned, determined not to let my brain fall back down his hotness when he was looking at me and could probably tell if I went down that particular rabbit trail.  

      It took all of two seconds to realize it wouldn’t be that simple. 
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