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            "Can a single touch change everything?"
The bell above the door chimes at quarter past eight. Claire steps in first, stamping snow from her boots, and Julian follows close behind her. Their shoulders brush when he reaches past her to hold the door, and she doesn't step away. She lets the contact happen. I notice the way her glove is already tucked into his coat pocket, and the way he glances at her before he looks at me. Something has shifted between them since the last time they sat in my reading nook.
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CHAPTER 1

Evidence in the Reading Nook
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The lock on the front door of the bookshop turns with its familiar stiff resistance, and I push it open to a street muffled in fresh snow. No one has walked past yet. The sidewalk is a clean white sheet, and the air that follows me inside smells cold and a little like iron. I leave the CLOSED sign facing out and switch on the overhead lights. The radiators tick. I hang my coat on the hook behind the counter, unwinding my bright blue scarf and draping it over the sleeve. What would Marcus say if he saw me opening two hours early? He’d probably ask if I’d finally lost my mind, then make coffee without being asked.

The bell above the door chimes at quarter past eight. Claire steps in first, stamping snow from her boots, and Julian follows close behind her. Their shoulders brush when he reaches past her to hold the door, and she doesn’t step away. She lets the contact happen. I notice the way her glove is already tucked into his coat pocket, and the way he glances at her before he looks at me. Something has shifted between them since the last time they sat in my reading nook. It isn’t announced, exactly. It’s in the timing. The small silences that don’t need filling.

“You’re early,” I say, locking the door behind them.

“So are you.” Claire unwinds her scarf. “Thank you for doing this.”

“The shop doesn’t open for another two hours. No one will interrupt.”

Julian sets a worn leather folder on the counter. He doesn’t open it. His hand rests on the cover, and he is unusually still. I’ve seen that stillness before, the last time we talked about his father. “Diane’s coming at eight-thirty,” he says. “She’s never late.”

“How long have you known her?”

“Long enough to trust her with this.”

I don’t push. The radiator in the reading nook hisses, and I lead them past the fiction shelves to the back of the shop. Four armchairs sit around a low table I found at an estate sale three summers ago. The upholstery is faded in the seat, and the table has a water ring from a coffee cup Marcus left there last week. I didn’t wipe it away. I run my thumb over it now. Claire and Julian sit next to each other, not across, and I take the chair nearest the window so I can watch the snow fall.

The bell chimes at exactly eight-thirty.

Diane Voss walks through the door in a weatherproof coat the color of wet slate, a leather satchel slung across her body. She doesn’t stamp her feet or shake off the cold. She simply closes the door, scans the shop with one unhurried sweep, and walks toward us. Her notebook is already in her hand.

“Ms. Cho,” she says, and it isn’t a question.

“Coffee?”

“No. Thank you.” She takes the remaining armchair and sets the satchel at her feet. “You have a quiet location.”

“That’s the idea.”

Claire leans forward. Her hands are folded in her lap, and her gaze is steady. “Thank you for coming, Diane. We have a situation we need you to look into, and it’s delicate.”

“Most situations are.” Diane opens her notebook. “Tell me what you know.”

Claire glances at Julian. He nods once, and she begins. “Julian’s father, Arthur, was supposed to inherit the family company when their father died. The business passed to his younger brother, Richard, instead. Arthur never questioned it. He accepted the outcome and moved on. But recently, after reading some old family correspondence, I started to wonder whether Richard may have falsified documents to redirect what should have gone to Arthur.”

Diane’s pen moves across the page. “What correspondence?”

“Letters,” Julian says. “Written by Claire's grandmother. My father read them for the first time a few weeks ago.”

“And something in the letters raised a question about the inheritance?”

“Not directly,” Claire says. “But the timeline they describe doesn’t match the story Arthur was told. The letters suggest the company was meant to be held in trust for Arthur until he reached a certain age. That never happened. Richard took control almost immediately.”

Diane stops writing. “How long ago was the transfer?”

“Over thirty years,” Julian says.

“That’s a long paper trail to reconstruct.” She taps her pen against the notebook, a quick staccato rhythm. “Do you have any documents from that period?”

Julian opens the leather folder. He withdraws a stack of papers, some yellowed at the edges, others crisp photocopies. “Letters. A few ledger pages my father kept. A copy of the original incorporation papers.”

Diane takes the top letter. She reads it without moving, her eyes tracking across the page. The snow keeps falling outside the window. I watch her face, but she gives nothing away. She sets the letter down and picks up another. Then a third.

“This letter is dated March fourteenth,” she says. “The writer refers to a meeting scheduled for April second to finalize the trust arrangement. But the incorporation papers show Richard as the controlling partner as of March twenty-eighth.” She looks up. “The trust meeting hadn’t happened yet. So how did Richard already have control?”

Claire and Julian exchange a look. I see it clearly now, the silent question that passes between them. Are we really doing this? And the answer, in the way Julian’s jaw sets and Claire’s hand finds his on the armrest, is yes.

“That’s the inconsistency,” Claire says. “That’s why we called you.”

Diane closes her notebook around her pen. “I can investigate. I’ll need to pull corporate filings, tax records, any surviving correspondence between the brothers. But I need to be direct with you. If I prove fraud, Arthur will have to know. He’ll have to decide whether to pursue it. That could upend whatever peace he’s made with the past.”

“We know,” Julian says. His voice is quiet, but it doesn’t waver. “He’s my father. I won’t keep the truth from him if there is one.”

“And if there isn’t?”

“Then we let it go.”

Diane studies him for a long moment. “All right. My retainer is two thousand dollars. I’ll deliver a preliminary report in three weeks. After that, we decide whether to go deeper.”

Julian reaches into his coat and pulls out a checkbook. He writes the check on the low table, his handwriting small and careful. The scratch of the pen is the only sound. He tears it out and hands it to Diane.

“I’ll start with the county records office this afternoon,” she says, tucking the check into her satchel. “If you find more documents, send them to me. Don’t try to interpret them yourselves. Let me do my job.”

“We can meet here again,” I say. “The shop is secure. No one will overhear.”

Diane nods. “Three weeks, then. Same time.”

She stands, and the rest of us follow. Claire’s hand is still wrapped around Julian’s. They don’t let go. Diane walks to the front of the shop, and I unlock the door for her. The bell chimes. The cold air rushes in, and then she is gone, a dark figure disappearing into the white street.

I turn back to Claire and Julian. They are standing close together now, his arm around her shoulder, her head tilted toward his. The leather folder sits closed on the table. The snow keeps falling, and the radiators keep ticking, and I wonder if Marcus will ask me about this morning when he comes downstairs. I wonder what I’ll tell him.

“I’ll put coffee on,” I say. “You two look like you need it.”

Claire smiles, and it reaches her eyes. “We do.”

I walk to the back room to fill the kettle, and I leave them standing together in the quiet of the bookshop, the snow piling softly against the window glass.
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CHAPTER 2

The Cost of the Truth
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Lena has taken the mugs, and the back-room door has swung shut behind her. The shop settles into the kind of quiet that only snow brings, a muffled stillness that presses against the windows. Julian hasn’t moved from his side of the reading-nook table. The leather folder sits between us, its flap open, the corners of the incorporation papers catching the low light from the lamp above the shelf.

I don’t reach for the folder. I watch Julian’s hands instead, the way his fingers rest flat on the tabletop, not quite relaxed.

“You’re thinking about your father,” I say.

He looks up, and the pause before he answers is longer than I expect. “He asked about Richard last week. Out of nowhere. We were sitting in the kitchen, and he said Richard used to make him laugh. He said it like it was a good memory.”

I feel the weight of that settle somewhere behind my ribs. Arthur has spent so long not speaking of his brother that a single sentence about him feels like a door cracking open. “What did you say?”

“Nothing. I didn’t know what to say.” Julian’s voice stays level, but his thumb moves along the edge of the table, a small, restless motion. “He hasn’t mentioned Richard in years. Not once. And now, when we’re about to dig into everything Richard did, he chooses this moment to remember him fondly.”

The question hangs between us before I
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