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      Cassandra glanced down at the delicate watch on her wrist as she took another sip of coffee and gazed out of the window onto the busy street outside. It was fall, her favorite time of the year, when the tree lined sidewalks were carpeted with leaves of sunshine yellow, ruby red and rich gold. The colors were so vivid, it always felt like the moment she stepped out of her apartment she was walking into an oil painting.

      Although they’d managed to snag a bit of Indian summer, the hot, sweltering temperatures had now given way to cooler air that held a slight bite. Before long they could be buried under three feet of snow, with ice skating at Rockefeller Center and sledding in Central Park. But for now, she was content to just sit and watch her fellow New Yorkers hustle by.

      Her curious gaze was drawn from the picture window to the door as a tinkle of chimes signaled another customer entering the cozy little coffee shop. Her gaze came to rest on a young mother smiling indulgently at the two little girls holding her hands. Cassandra felt her stomach clench involuntarily as she watched them make their way up to the counter. As the older girl helped her little sister up onto the softly padded stool and they giggled softly Cassandra looked away, trying to ignore the tightening around her heart. Swallowing tightly, she took another sip, but the coffee was almost tasteless.

      “Miss Grayson?”

      Cassandra looked up into the warm brown eyes of the stocky man standing in front of her. She’d been so transfixed by the woman and her daughters, she’d not seen him enter in their wake. She tilted her head thoughtfully as her gaze traveled over him. He looked to be well into his fifties with salt and pepper hair and a day’s worth of stubble. His white shirt was tucked over his protruding belly, into the rather optimistically sized waistband of his well-worn jeans. He wore a brown corduroy jacket and had already loosened his burgundy colored tie and unbuttoned his collar despite the early hour.

      “Mr. Cooper I presume?” She schooled her features into a careful smile.

      “Coop,” he answered with an easy smile, extending his hand.

      Shaking it politely, she indicated the seat opposite her. “Please…”

      His jeans squeaked slightly against the worn aqua leather of the seat, which was patched with duct tape, as he slid into the booth. Smoothing back his bushy, gray-shot hair, he pushed his wire-rimmed glasses back up the permanent groove at the bridge of his nose.

      “Sorry I’m late, cab got held up. There was an accident over on…” He stopped for a moment and then waved his hand dismissively. “You know what, it doesn’t matter. As a native I’m sure you’re well aware of the traffic in Queens.”

      “You’ve been doing your homework, Mr. Cooper.” She watched him with her unusual pale blue eyes.

      “I like to get a little background on anyone I consider taking on as a client.” He smiled easily as he pulled an old brown leather briefcase into his lap and retrieved a scruffy reporter’s notebook and a pen, which looked as if it had been chewed by a playful puppy. Tucking the briefcase down under the table by his feet, he flipped the pad open, absently placing the end of the pen in his mouth.

      Her mouth curved slightly in amusement. So… not a puppy.

      He opened his mouth to speak, but paused and looked up as a red-haired waitress sauntered over with a jug of coffee.

      “What can I getcha, honey?”

      “Coffee, straight up.” He smiled.

      Nodding, she grabbed an empty mug and set it down in front of him, pouring out the bitter liquid with barely a glance. Once she had disappeared, he turned back to Cassandra.

      “Now then.” He sipped the lukewarm drink with a wince. “How may I help you, Miss Grayson?”

      Staring at him for a long moment, he was beginning to wonder if she was going to answer him at all when she finally drew in a slow resigned breath. “Before I engage your services, Mr. Cooper,” she began quietly.

      “Coop,” he corrected her again.

      “I require certain assurances,” she continued as if he hadn’t interrupted.

      “Assurances?” His brow quirked curiously. “And what kind of assurances would those be?”

      “Your complete discretion,” she replied. “No one can know you’re working for me and most importantly… no one can know what I’m looking for.”

      Coop leaned in closer, his eyes glittering with interest and his voice instinctively lowering.

      “I can assure you, Miss Grayson, I guarantee my clients’ privacy one hundred percent. I can also assure you that I come very highly recommended. If you want, I can provide references.”

      “That won’t be necessary, Mr. Cooper.” She shook her head. “I trust the person who recommended you to me. If he hadn’t vouched for you, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. However, once this conversation is over I’m confident you’ll understand my need for discretion.”

      He studied her curiously as they sat in silence, each appraising the other. Finally, he gave a small nod of agreement. She reached into her bag and pulled out a thick envelope, handing it to him. He opened it, unfolding the letter contained within it.

      “An NDA?”

      She nodded quietly. “For both our protection.”

      Shrugging, he unconsciously tucked the end of his pen between his teeth and quickly read through the document. When he reached the end, he plucked the battered pen from his lips and scrawled his signature untidily along the bottom of the form. Folding it neatly back into the envelope he handed it to her, his eyes afire with curiosity.

      “I hope this gives you peace of mind.”

      “To a certain extent.” A small frown marred her brow as she tucked it back into her bag. “It’s the best I can do under the circumstances.”

      “Well”–his lips pursed speculatively as his short, blunt nails tapped out a thoughtful staccato on the worn table top–“now that’s settled, why don’t you tell me what it is I can do for you?”

      “‘I want you to find my sister for me, Mr. Cooper,” she replied bluntly.

      “Your sister? How long has she been missing?”

      “A long time,” Cassandra admitted slowly.

      “A cold case?” Coop brushed the pad of his thumb over his lower lip. “If you’re coming to me, I take it this is not a straightforward missing persons case?”

      Her eyes narrowed as she studied him carefully. “You used to be a cop?” It was more a statement than a question.

      “If Rhys recommended me then you know I was.”  He smiled, sipping his tepid coffee.

      He’d spent nearly thirty-five years on the force before a bad knee, three divorces, and impending retirement had convinced him to hang up his badge and segue into private work. Over the last few years he’d managed to carve out a solid reputation as a PI with a speciality for cold and difficult to solve cases.

      “Rhys is not only my lawyer but also a close friend. I trust his judgment implicitly. I don’t mean to be rude or cause offense, but there is a very important question I need to ask you, and I’m afraid I’ll have to be blunt.”

      “Then by all means.” He indicated for her to continue.

      “Where exactly do your loyalties lie, Mr. Cooper?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t follow.” He frowned.

      “Do they lie with your client or with your former colleagues at the NYPD?”

      He pursed his lips, his easy-going expression suddenly cautious. “It depends.”

      “On?”

      “Whether or not my client has committed a crime and I am being asked to look the other way.” His voice was wary.

      She nodded. “I believe that answers my question.”

      “Miss Grayson,” he sighs. “I have to say, you’ve lost me.”

      “Mr. Cooper, if you take my case, you’ll quickly become aware that there’s a very definite possibility that your former colleagues at the NYPD were involved in some kind of cover up.”

      “That’s a very serious accusation.” He leaned forward intently.

      “This is a very serious case,” she replied flatly.

      “Well, you’ve certainly piqued my curiosity.” He leaned back and scratched his stubbled chin. “Why don’t you start at the beginning?”

      She nodded slowly, drawing in a deep breath.

      “First of all, my name isn’t Grayson… it’s Carter. Cassandra Carter, my parents were Elizabeth and Philip Carter.”

      “Carter?” His brow folded at the familiar names as he tried to place them. Suddenly, as if a switch had been flipped, his eyes widened and his mouth went slack. “Carter?” he repeated slowly. “As in Philip Carter the billionaire owner of Trans-Atlantic Airways?”

      “Yes,” she replied simply.

      He rolled his eyes to the ceiling, squinting as he mentally flipped back through decades old police files. “If I remember correctly, he was alone at home drinking when he fell and hit his head. I remember bits of it. It was big news at the time I recall.”

      “That was the official story.”

      “What?” He stared at her curiously. “Are you telling me that’s not what happened?”

      “He wasn’t alone that night,” she murmured, and although she could feel his gaze burning into her, she took a shaky breath knowing she’d kept her silence long enough and continued. “He wasn’t alone that night,” she repeated, her voice firmer this time as her clear gaze caught his and held. “And I know this for certain because… I was there.”

      “You couldn’t have been more than a baby at the time.”

      “I was five years old,” she said solemnly. “I was home that night with my mother and my sister.”

      “Are you saying there was more to his death than just an accident?” Coop leaned in closer, his voice dropping.

      “I can’t say for sure.” She shook her head. “What I remember is unclear… fragmented, memories seen through the eyes of a child. But what I can tell you is, that night… the night my father died, was the last time I ever saw my sister.”

      “Your sister?”

      Cassandra nodded, unconsciously biting her lip. “She disappeared that night.”

      “And you think something happened to your sister that night and it was covered up?” He guessed.

      “That’s what you’re going to find out for me, Mr. Cooper.” Her eyes locked on his, and what he saw there forced him to suck in a sharp breath.

      Shaking his head, he tried to recall the details of the case. He hadn’t been the lead detective but he had known the man who was.

      “I’ll need to get my hands on a copy of your father’s file. But to be honest, from what I recall, there wasn’t much of a case. Like I said, it was ruled an accident, that much I do remember.” He grabbed his notebook and started making notes in an untidy shorthand only he seemed to understand. “He was found in the study, wasn’t he?”

      “He was found there, yes.”

      “What do you mean?” Coop looked up from his notes.

      She drew in a slow breath. “He didn’t die in the study,” she admitted quietly. “He died in my bedroom.”

      Coop set his pen down, closing his eyes for a moment at the implication of that one sentence. Unease churned in his stomach along with the bad coffee, his mouth dry at the thought of the question he knew he had no choice but to ask.

      “Miss Grayson?”

      “Cassandra.” She sighed. “If I’m baring all my deepest, darkest secrets here, you may as well call me by my first name.”

      “Cassandra,” he said softly. “Did your father hurt you?”

      Her lips clamped together, her hand unconsciously tightening on the table in front of her.

      Sensing that it was too hard for her to answer a complete stranger, he changed tack. “Did your mother have something to do with your father’s death?”

      “I honestly couldn’t tell you,” she finally answered after a moment. “I’ve tried to remember, but it only comes back to me in fragments, sometimes in my dreams. But no matter how hard I try I can’t remember everything.”

      “Why don’t you tell me what you do remember?” he said gently.

      “I remember my mother screaming. She dragged me from my room and locked me in hers. My nightgown was torn and covered in blood. I remember thinking Mother was going to be so mad at me for ruining it. My sister Chloe was still in my room, and I was crying for her. I wanted Chloe. I beat my hands against the door until they hurt, but nothing. They left me all alone in that room. I don’t know how long for, but it seemed like hours. I remember curling up on the bed and crying.” She looked across the table, noting his troubled expression.

      “My mother is not a maternal person, Mr. Cooper. Most of my childhood memories are of the nannies, or of Chloe. My sister was older than me by eight years; she was the one who loved me and took care of me. If I was hurt, she was the one who kissed it better. She was the one who would crawl into bed with me and read me stories.”

      “You were close then?”

      “She was my whole world,” Cassandra murmured softly in remembrance. “While I was in my parents’ room, I could hear raised voices on the other side of the door. One was my mother’s, but the other was a man’s voice. Finally, Chloe was sent into the room with me. She crawled onto the bed next to me and put her arms around me. I remember that she was shaking so badly. She told me Mother was taking me to Grandma’s house and that she wasn’t going. She was being taken someplace else. Then the man came in and told us it was time to leave.”

      “Did you recognize the man?”

      “I think he used to work with my father. I don’t remember his name. I just know that neither Chloe nor I liked him.” She closed her eyes and drew in a painful breath. “I didn’t want to go. I didn’t want to be separated from my sister. He dragged me kicking and screaming to the car… they didn’t even let me say goodbye to her.”

      “That was the last time you saw her?” he asked and she nodded mutely. “What about your mother? Did you ask her about your sister?”

      “Constantly, but she either ignored me or yelled at me. On the rare occasions I actually got a response it was always the same. Chloe had been sent to an exclusive all girls’ boarding school in Europe.”

      “But you suspect that wasn’t true?”

      “There are just too many things that don’t add up.” She frowned. “She said that Chloe was out of control and rebellious, which is why she was sent away to school. But she was the quietest, most well behaved of the pair of us. If anything, I was the unruly child. But even so, it’s been years and in all that time she’s never called, never written, never visited, has never tried to contact me in any way.”

      “Have you considered that whatever happened that night affected her so badly she might’ve needed to distance herself from it? Get away? Start a new life? I mean, it does happen.”

      “Not Chloe.” She shook her head adamantly. “She promised she would come back for me, that she would find me, and Chloe would never break a promise. Besides,” she added, “I’ve spent years looking for her myself. There’s no record of her ever being at any boarding school in Europe or the US.”

      “No offense, Cassandra, but you’re a civilian. I’m not surprised you’ve been unable to find anything. You don’t have the right tools at your disposal.”

      “Mr. Cooper.” Her voice hardened. “Don’t patronize me. I run a library, and I have full access to all the city’s records, not to mention the Internet. I am also a fully trained researcher.”

      “Cassandra”–he laid his hand on hers–“I’m not patronizing you.”

      Sighing in frustration she shook his hand loose and pulled a manila envelope from her bag. Handing it to him she watched as he emptied the contents onto the table. All it held were copies of a birth certificate, a social security number and a couple of faded photos.

      “This is all you have left of your sister?”

      “Yes,” she murmured, picking up one of the pictures and staring at the two little girls with their arms wrapped around each other. “I remember the day this was taken.” She stroked the surface of the picture, tracing the line of her sister’s face with her fingertip.

      “Cassandra?” he said gently when she fell silent, staring at the photo, lost in the past.

      “I gave up the hope of finding her alive a long time ago, Mr. Cooper,” she breathed out painfully. “I just want the truth. I want to know what happened to my sister.”

      He stared at her in sympathy. “I’ll see what I can do.” He tucked the envelope and its contents into his briefcase, along with his notepad and his trusty mangled pen. Just as he was about to get up and leave, he paused and turned back to Cassandra thoughtfully. “Just one more question?” She looked up at him expectantly. “Why Grayson?”

      “After that night, I never returned home,” she told him quietly. “My mother took me to my grandmother’s house in the Hamptons and returned to her life in New York as if nothing had happened. When the reporters found out where I was, they hounded us constantly. My Grandmother gave me her name, and I was sent to boarding school as soon as I was old enough, so I could start over with no one knowing who I was.”

      “Your mother just abandoned you?” He frowned.

      “As I said… my mother isn’t a maternal woman. After my father died and my sister disappeared, she didn’t want me around her.”

      “Did she say why?”

      “She just didn’t,” Cassandra answered flatly.

      He could sense she was holding something back, but he wouldn’t push her, not yet.

      “You eventually came back to New York? Why?”

      “Because I’ve always loved the city,” she replied softly. “New York was always home. Besides, Chloe made me a promise. She promised she’d find me, and I figured this is the first place she’d look.”

      “But you didn’t change your name back?”

      She shook her head, her gaze hardened. “I’ll never take that name again,” she told him coolly. “But Chloe would recognize Grayson as Grandma’s name.”

      “Okay, then I think I have enough to get started. I’ll be in touch soon.” He stood, looking down at her.

      “Thank you, Mr. Cooper.”

      “You say Mr. Cooper and I still look over my shoulder for my father.” He smiled. “If I get to call you Cassandra, it’s Cooper or Coop, since we’re going to be working together.”

      “Cooper.” She gave a small smile in return.

      Nodding in approval, he threw a couple of bills down on the table and turned to leave. She drew in a deep breath as she watched him step out onto the sidewalk and disappear into the crowd.

      She’d finally done it; she’d told someone else. She’d taken the first step toward, hopefully, finding the truth of that night. She needed to know what had happened to her sister, and why she had never come back for her.

      Throughout her childhood, she’d hoped and she’d waited. Chloe always kept her promises, but as the years crept by with no word, that hope had dimmed. Finally, when she had been old enough, brave enough, to go back through her memories of that night and look at them from an adult’s perspective, she’d come to a painful conclusion. Something terrible had happened to her sister.

      That one last tiny shred of hope inside her had died in that moment and she’d grieved. Grieved in a way she never had for her father, her grandmother or her mother, although her mother was still alive, if you could call that living.

      The nightmares had begun not long after that realization. Images of that night, of her father, the blood, and the man who’d taken Chloe away from her. The fragments of distorted memories mixed with old fears and anxieties hounded her at night, and she knew she had to find the truth. She had to purge herself of the pain and uncertainty. It was the only way she’d get any kind of closure, the only way she’d be able to move on.

      Shaking the dark thoughts from her mind she rose from the table and smoothed her skirt. Sliding her arms into her coat and buttoning it up, she grabbed her bag and headed out the door. Breathing in the sharp autumn air she dug her hands in her pockets for warmth and briskly walked the couple of blocks to her library. Before long she was pushing the door open, moving quickly up the short flight of entry stairs and through the large glass double doors onto the main floor.

      “Thank God you’re here.” Madeline hurried forward, holding a garment bag in one hand and a wand in the other. Under her arm was a stuffed ginger cat. “The kids have already started to arrive and you need to get changed.”

      “I like your costume, Maddy.” She smiled at her employee.

      “Oh, thanks.” She beamed, smoothing down the neat pleats of her gray skirt. It wasn’t hard to guess that she was dressed as Hermione Granger, right down to the frizzy hair and pet cat, Crookshanks, tucked under one arm.

      “Who did Jocelyn come as?”

      “Batgirl. You know that girl never passes up the chance to wear wet-look PVC.” Maddy rolled her eyes. “I know it’s ‘dress as a book character day’, but I don’t think comic books count.”

      “Sure they do.” Cassandra smiles. “Besides, can you really see Joss dressing as Little Red Riding Hood or Goldilocks?”

      Maddy laughed as she tried to picture it. Jocelyn Green was one of the more colorful employees at the library. She’d worked there for nearly two years, usually dressed in black with heavy boots and various piercings, and not a week went by without her hair changing to a different primary color.

      “Hurry up and go change,” she shooed Cassandra toward her office, shoving the garment bag into her hands as she went. “You’re going to love the costume I picked out for you.”

      “Okay, okay,” she laughed as the doors behind her opened and another large group of children and teachers entered. “I’m going.”
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      It was a kick to the balls. Jackson’s jaw clenched tightly and his eyes darkened as he gazed out of the car window, ignoring the bustling streets of his native New York rushing by in the whirl of traffic.

      It was humiliating, petty, and just plain unfair. The decision had been handed to him swiftly and unmerciful and with a sick twist of sadistic pleasure. All the more effective, he raged silently, as it was handed to him by his father.

      He sat rigidly in the plush, buttery leather seat, his clenched fists in his lap the only outward sign of the bitter war that waged inside him. He swallowed hard as the anger pooled like bile in his throat.

      Trying to pull in a calming breath, he fought for composure, but his amber eyes still flashed with irritation at the sudden ringing from his breast pocket, startling him from his dark, murderous mood.

      “Jackson,” he barked as he hit connect.

      “Whoa,” the voice at the other end replied. “What did he do this time?”

      “Who?” Jackson answered evenly.

      “Your father.” The other voice chuckled. “There’s only one person I know of that puts that tone in your voice. So give, what happened?”

      Jackson sighed, his head falling back against the seat. There was only one person in the world who could read his mood from a one syllable response, other than his mother, and it came from the deep familiar bond of a longstanding childhood friendship.

      “The merger.” Jackson blew out a frustrated breath.

      “The one you’ve been working on for months?” Dex questioned curiously.

      “Yeah,” Jackson replied sourly. “He pulled me.”

      “What?” his friend hissed indignantly on his behalf.

      “I know.” Jackson’s brow folded into a frown. “For the last six months, I’ve sweat blood trying to make this deal happen. It’s not just about the money. It’ll add to our portfolio and give us the step into the hospitality market that we need to expand. We are so close and then this morning at the eleventh hour, he waltzes into my office and hands it off to Parker.”

      “Shit.” Dex sucked in a thoughtful breath between his teeth. “What did Parker say?”

      “What do you think? He wasn’t happy.” Jackson shook his head, his eyes filled with frustration as his thoughts turned to his older brother. “He knows how much work I put into this, how much it meant to me.” He raked his hand through his hair. “They were fighting about it as I left.”

      “Why’d he do it?” Dex asked. “Your dad I mean.”

      “Because he can.” Jackson shrugged. “Because he enjoys it, because Parker’s always been his favorite? Take your pick.”

      It was an old wound. One he went to great pains to ignore, but every once in a while, his father enjoyed knocking the scab off.

      “Sorry, man,” Dex commiserated. “Where are you now?”

      “Queens.” He glanced down at his wrist, his expression darkening further when he saw the Bvlgari Chronograph, the watch which had been a gift from his brother. He felt the car come to a stop.

      “What the hell are you doing there?”

      “I don’t know.” He scrubbed his hand over his face tiredly. “I was leaving the office and Viola showed up.”

      “Your mom’s assistant?”

      “Yeah,” he replied. “She was looking for my mother and freaking out about someone walking out and quitting. Apparently, they were supposed to do an assessment for a grant from one of mother’s Communities Together projects. I needed to get out for a while and Viola was just about hyperventilating, so I said I’d do it.”

      “But you don’t normally have anything to do with your mom’s foundation.”

      “I know.” He blew out a frustrated breath. “Believe me, right now I’m really regretting it. She caught me at a bad moment, and I needed to get out and put as much distance between me and my father as I could, or I may have actually murdered him.”

      Dex snorted lightly. “When they come to arrest you, just make sure they bring you down to my precinct. I’ll make sure you get a nice cozy cell and someone big and strong to keep you company.”

      “Fuck you, asshole.” Jackson’s mouth twitched. He didn’t want to admit it, but something inside of him loosened.

      The car slowed and pulled up to the sidewalk. Jackson barely paid any attention as the driver climbed out and edged around the car, opening his door.

      “What is this place you’re checking out exactly?” Dex asked.

      Jackson stepped out onto the sidewalk and glanced up. “It’s a library,” he murmured as he studied the old art deco building. “I’m supposed to check the place out, meet the manager, yadda, yadda, yadda…”

      “Sounds like fun.”

      “Sarcastic bastard.” Jackson shook his head as he pushed through the door and reluctantly climbed the small flight of stairs. Beyond another set of double doors lay the main level of the library and complete chaos. “What the hell?”

      He’d imagined a cold and dusty library with a rigid, almost military-like formation of book stacks. A library which would be eerily and uncomfortably silent, except maybe punctuated by the odd dry, dusty cough, and would smell unpleasantly of stale paper and old ladies.

      He couldn’t have been further from the truth. Instead he’d walked into an imaginary world filled with color and warmth and sound. A path of glossy cherry colored wood curved through a lawn of soft carpet, scattered with cushions of every size, shape and color, making it look like an enchanted garden. Each pile of cushions encircled a small toadstool shaped table, covered with children's books.

      Rows of glossy dark wood bookcases were lined up neatly around the back of the large open space, broken every now and then with desks and chairs. High windows let in bright slanted rays of warm golden sunlight and a mezzanine floor wrapped around the top of the building, containing yet more stacks and desks.

      Children milled everywhere, dressed in brightly colored costumes, chattering and giggling to each other. Jackson dodged out of the way of Red Riding Hood and Harry Potter, suddenly realizing they were all dressed as book characters… clever.

      “Jackson… JACKSON!” Dex startled him from his thoughts. “It sounds like Grand Central there. What the hell’s going on?”

      “Sorry, what did you say?”

      “What’s all that noise? I thought you said you were in a library?”

      “I did…I mean I am. There’s…” He glanced around. “I guess there’s some sort of event going on because it’s full of kids.”

      “Kids?” Dex snorted. “But you hate kids.”

      “I don’t hate kids.” He frowned, “They’re just messy and loud and… sticky.”

      “If you want my advice, turn around and run now.” Dex laughed.

      “Very funny.”

      “Who says I’m joking?”

      Jackson sighed. “I can’t. I said I would do this, and if I go back, I will have to face my father, and then I’ll probably end up doing something I’ll regret.”

      “I don’t think you will regret it,” Dex replied seriously. “I think it’s been a long time coming.”

      “Fine.” He blew out a breath. “Maybe not something I’ll regret, but something that will probably require bail money.”

      Dex laughed. “Don’t worry, man, I gotcha covered.”

      “Well, thanks, Detective Dexter, but I do believe that would be an abuse of police power.”

      “Hey, what good’s being a cop if you can’t get your friends out of a speeding ticket.”

      “This wouldn’t be a speeding ticket.” Jackson smiled, shaking his head in amusement. He knew Dex was just trying to cheer him up. There was nothing crooked about Dex, he was a straight shooter all the way. All he’d ever wanted since they were kids was to be a cop. There was no way he’d ever disrespect the badge.

      “Hold up, Dex,” he told him as he approached the front desk.

      He was greeted by an older woman. She wore bright blue pants with a red and white shirt. Her iron gray hair was tucked neatly under a red woolen hat as she looked up at him through thick black-rimmed circular glasses.

      “Waldo?” His brow quirked.

      “A classic,” she replied, the corner of her mouth curving in amusement. “One that is sadly underrated in the literary world.”

      “I have no doubt,” he replied. “I’ve always been partial to Green Eggs and Ham myself.”

      “Another of the greats.” She nodded. “How can I help you, young man?”

      Despite his mood, he felt his own mouth twitching into a smile. He couldn’t recall the last time someone had referred to him as young man.

      “I’m here to see Ms. Cassandra Grayson.”

      “And you are?”

      “Jackson Evans, from the Evans Foundation.”

      “Sure,” she replied, eying him suspiciously. “Wait here.”

      Nodding, he turned and wandered a few feet from the desk and held the phone back to his ear. “Sorry about that,” he muttered.

      “No problem,” Dex replied. “Who’s Cassandra Grayson?”

      “The library manager.” Jackson pinched the bridge of his nose in frustration; he had a massive headache brewing right at the back of his skull.

      Despite his momentary amusement, he didn’t want to be there. Why on earth had he said he’d do this? He didn’t want to be surrounded by happy kids, who talked and giggled and played. It was seriously screwing with his pissy mood. He didn’t need this shit right now. All he wanted was the nearest bar and a shot of Bourbon where he could get his brood on in peace.

      “Ms. Cassandra Grayson,” Dex mused. “Sounds like a superhero alter ego. You know… mild mannered librarian by day, Titan woman by night.”

      “Titan woman?” he repeated.

      “Yeah, sexy daughter of the Gods, keeper of knowledge and wisdom. She stops criminals and serves justice in a really tight skimpy outfit, with huge breasts spilling over the top of her hammered gold armor.”

      “Dex.” Jackson shook his head. “You seriously need to lay off the comic books.”

      “Can’t, it’s a carryover from my childhood, one I’ll never give up,” he laughed. “But seriously, this Cassandra Grayson could be hot.”

      “Are you kidding?” he replied dryly. “She’s a librarian for God’s sake. She’s probably pushing seventy with a squint, false teeth, and a dodgy hip. I’ll bet she owns a cat named Precious or Fluffy, or something equally inane and has probably spent the last forty years boring people to tears with her extensive and pointless knowledge of obscure books that no one has ever, or will ever, want to read.”

      “Ahem…”

      Jackson turned around at the sound of a throat clearing and almost dropped the phone. The stunning woman in front of him was dressed as Snow White, the blue bodice of her gown showcasing a tiny waist and extremely generous curves in all the right places. Her midnight hair was swept back from her face with a blood-red ribbon and pinned at the nape of her neck in a complicated twist. Her ivory skin was smooth, but it was her eyes that caught and held his attention. Framed by sooty black lashes, her blue eyes were so pale they looked like glass.

      “Mr. Evans.” She extended her hand, her smile more challenge than welcome. “Cassandra Grayson.”

      Her voice was low and just a few degrees above sultry, and it coiled low in his gut. “You’re Ms. Grayson?” He took her hand, ignoring the jolt he felt shoot up his arm as their skin made contact.

      “Miss Grayson,” she corrected.

      “Miss Grayson,” he repeated as the corner of his mouth curved in a curious half smile, his headache all but forgotten as he lifted the phone back to his ear. “I’ll call you back,” he muttered absently, hanging up before Dex could respond.

      “We weren’t expecting you.” Her eyes narrowed as she studied him.

      He was tall, past six feet at least and that was a conservative guess. She had to tilt her head to get a good look at him. Despite being tall, he wasn’t skinny, by any means. Broad at the shoulder and narrow at the hip, she could only guess at the build beneath his extremely well fitted Fioravanti. Her gaze flicked to his wrist, noting the expensive Bvlgari watch and tastefully understated cuff-links, which she imagined probably cost more than most people made in a year.

      His hair was a dark bittersweet chocolate, short at the sides and back with his long bangs swept neatly to the side. His skin held a hint of olive, and his eyes were a warm honey-colored gold. He was neat as a pin and smelled so good, it gave her a nice low hum of appreciation low in the belly… shame about the attitude.

      “My apologies.” He nodded. “I thought arrangements had already been made. I didn’t know I would be visiting until an hour ago.”

      Why had he not actually stopped and listened to Viola. What had she actually said? That Terry had quit and she desperately needed someone to go and review the library. Had she even said when? Thinking back, he couldn’t remember. He’d simply seized on the chance to get the hell out of the office before he did something stupid. Damn, he probably didn’t need to come down to the library after all. He could’ve been in that bar right now with a bottle of double black for company.

      Cassandra studied him carefully. “You should probably reprimand your personal assistant,” she answered.

      “I don’t have one.” He smiled.

      “Then maybe you should get one,” she countered.

      “The place looks busy today.” He turned to glance at the bustling hive of activity.

      “Actually, this is one of our quieter events.”

      “Really?” His brows rose in surprise. “Why are they all dressed as book characters?”

      “It’s World Book Week. We have field trips from several local schools. They get to dress as their favorite characters, and we run storytelling sessions and drama workshops so they can act out their favorite stories. We also encourage them to write their own stories with prizes donated by local businesses for the most creative.”

      “Clever,” he replied quietly, his gaze taking everything in. “I’ve never been in a library with this kind of atmosphere before.”

      “Thank you.” Her head tilted slightly as she studied him. “I think.”

      “I realize I’m inconveniencing you.” He turned his attention back to her. “But I really would like that tour.”

      She studied him thoughtfully, and his smile broadened at her meticulous inspection of him and her stomach dipped at the sudden appearance of his dimples.

      “We always have time for a representative of the Evans Foundation.” Although her voice was soft and accommodating, there was an unmistakable, underlying hint of irritation.

      “Thank you.” He nodded.

      “Well then, let’s begin with the staff. We currently have five full time members of staff and three part-timers.” She turned back to Waldo behind the main desk. “This is Iris, she generally runs things around here when I’m unavailable. She’s been here practically forever, although she’s not pushing seventy either and hasn’t quite got forty years’ experience. I can however absolutely assure you neither she nor I own a cat named Precious or Fluffy.”

      “Allergies.” Iris glared at him as she pursed her lips, sucking her teeth as she folded her arms across her chest and rocked back in her chair comfortably.

      “Ah.” Jackson shifted uncomfortably.

      “You’ll meet the rest of the staff as we tour the building.” She threw him a look over her shoulder. “Oh, and I’ll try not to bore you to tears with my extensive and pointless knowledge of obscure books that no one has ever or will ever want to read.”

      Turning on her heel she walked off, leaving Jackson to hurry after her with an embarrassed grimace.
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      “Okay, I deserved that.” He caught up with her, rubbing the back of his neck ruefully. “I’m sorry for what I said earlier.”

      “Do you always judge people so quickly?” She stopped abruptly and turned, crossing her arms.

      “No, usually the complete opposite. It was just my…” He blew out a breath and shook his head. “You know what, it doesn’t matter why. I was in a bad mood and I took it out on you. That wasn’t just rude, it was unfair and for that I’m sorry.”

      “What do you think, Iris?” Cassandra glanced back at the woman hunched over the desk, pretending she wasn’t listening.

      Iris leaned back in her seat and clucked her tongue as she assessed him with narrowed eyes. “Jury’s still out.”

      “Well there you have it, Mr. Evans.” Cassandra turned back to Jackson. “You must have an innate talent. It usually takes a lot more to get on Iris’ bad side.”

      Jackson winced, casting the old woman an apologetic glance.

      “Come on,” Cassandra beckoned, the corner of her mouth twitching in amusement. “You’ve got quite a way to go toward prizing your foot out of your mouth.”

      She brushed past him and he hurried to catch up.

      “As you can see this is the main level. It houses our children’s section, through teens and young adult, along with fiction. We don’t like to promote the image of a cold static environment. The library isn’t just about reading in silence, it’s about exploration. We like to encourage the children to enjoy themselves while still being respectful of the other patrons.”

      Jackson nodded as they wandered down the wooden pathway, taking in everything going on around him.

      “Upstairs we have the historical and reference sections, as well as quiet study areas.”

      They wandered through rows of book stacks toward the back section, which opened into a cozy seated area. It housed softer lighting, several comfortable looking couches and a couple of deeply cushioned well-worn chairs. There were also some low coffee tables as well as a refreshment station.

      An older man sat in one of the chairs. He wore comfortable brown slacks and a colorful sweater vest over a pristinely ironed shirt. His thinning gray hair was cut short and combed neatly to the side. He looked like an affectionate grandfather with his twinkling blue eyes and wrinkled skin. He seemed pretty sweet and harmless to Jackson until he happened to glance down at the book the guy was reading intently, and his brows rose in amused surprise.

      “Morning, Jim,” Cassandra greeted him fondly. “You look confused.”

      “What the hell’s a nipple clamp?” His deep voice rumbled.

      Cassandra laughed, causing Jackson’s gaze to snap from the old guy with pink cheeks back to her. Her laughter gave him an unexpected jolt. She lit up like sunlight when she laughed, her blue eyes glittering with deep affection for the old man.

      “I’ll tell you when you’re older.” She shook her head, smiling as she patted his shoulder. Moving past him, she came to a stop in front of the coffee machine. “Coffee?” she offered as she picked up the pot. “Or would you prefer tea?”

      “No, thank you,” he replied, his gaze still rooted on Jim, who had resumed reading. “Do you usually have senior citizens in here reading Fifty Shades of Grey?’’

      “Not usually.” Her eyes glittered with amusement. “That’s Jim, one of our regulars. He spends most of his time here since his wife passed away. He likes the company, likes to get out of the house, but mostly he just loves to read.”

      “Oh,” Jim suddenly exclaimed, his papery cheeks turning red. “Oh, I see…”

      Cassandra and Jackson looked at each other and chuckled.

      “As you can see,” she continued, “this is one of our reading sections. Through those doors are staff areas.”

      He followed her quietly as she pushed through the double doors and climbed the spiral staircase.

      “How are you planning on allocating the grant money?” he asked.

      She paused halfway up the stairs and turned back to look at him. “Have you even read the grant proposal?”

      “Honestly?” he replied with an apologetic wince. “No, I haven’t. I’m not usually this unprepared, but this sort of fell in my lap this morning. I don’t usually deal with the foundation,” he admitted. “Although my brother and I have been involved to a certain degree, it’s my mother’s baby.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “It’s been a difficult morning. My father…” He broke off and scowled, rubbing his jaw absently. “When the review of the library came up, I guess I thought it was a good reason to get out of the office and cool off.”

      “An escape hatch?” She lifted a brow.

      “Something like that.” His mouth curved, revealing a hint of a dimple.

      “You work with your father?” She watched as his scowl deepened. A flash of frustration brewed in his stormy eyes.  “It’s difficult, isn’t it?”

      “What?” His gaze dropped inadvertently to her lips.

      “Trying to live up to a parent’s expectations,” she murmured as she studied him.

      “It’s not like that.” Jackson frowned.

      “Isn’t it?”

      There was something about her. Had it been anyone else making assumptions about him and his family he would have shut them down immediately and then walked away. He wasn’t sure if it was her voice or the way her almost translucent eyes bore into his with a startling intensity. Perhaps it was the fact they stood barely a breath apart on a deserted stairwell, which lent an air of intimacy, but he surprised himself when he answered her.

      “My father…” Jackson hesitated. “Is a difficult man.”

      She nodded knowingly. “Not unrealistic expectations then, but disappointment.”

      “How could you possibly know that?”

      “Believe me, it’s a feeling I am very familiar with,” she chuckled self-deprecatingly.

      “I can’t imagine anyone being disappointed in you.”

      “That’s because you don’t know me very well. First impressions, Mr. Evans,” she replied, “are usually only skin deep.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “In my experience.” She held his gaze, her voice soft and contemplative. “It’s usually the parent that is lacking, not the child.”

      For a moment there were no words spoken, but they both recognized something in the other, a kind of shared awareness. Then she shifted and the moment dissolved.

      “Well then.” She stepped back, and Jackson got the impression she wasn’t just retreating from him physically, but mentally as well. When she spoke, her voice was once again politely professional. “Since you are here, I may as well bring you up to speed.”

      Jackson followed her quietly up the stairs, unsure what had just happened as he listened.

      “This isn’t just a library, it's a center for discovery, both personal and academic. We’re here to serve the needs of our community, not just by supplying knowledge but also guidance and support. We coordinate with local schools in the borough to keep up to date with the current curriculum and homework assignments. We run study groups and homework clubs Monday to Friday. We also offer the students access to computers and the Internet as we have many families unable to afford home computers. The local History and Genealogy societies both meet here once a week and run bi-monthly events for the community. We also have several book clubs running simultaneously for varying age groups.”

      “I had no idea.” Jackson shook his head as he followed her through more rows of bookcases to another set of double doors.

      “What?” She smiled as she pushed open the doors. “You figured people just come in and check out a couple of books and that’s it?”

      “Yeah,” he replied sheepishly. “Pretty much.”

      “You wouldn’t be the first.” She shook her head with a quiet laugh. “In here we have a private function room.”

      “Which would be used for?”

      “Clubs and group gatherings that require more privacy and sensitivity. We hold AA meetings, as well as counseling sessions for abused spouses and children. We also have nurses from the medical center come in and hold regular meetings for teenagers, highlighting sexual health and contraception.”

      “I see,” he mused, taking in the peeling paint and battered plastic chairs lining the walls.

      “It’s not too pretty to look at but it serves its purpose.” She shrugged as if reading his thoughts. “We’ve been given permission to extend into the building next door, which is where the grant money comes in. With that, and the money raised by the community, we’ll knock through and refurbish, creating a youth center and several new function rooms. These will include a large room with kitchen facilities so that we can offer cookery lessons and clubs. One of my members of staff, Madeline, has some great ideas for cooking large family meals on a budget. There are a lot of families around here living on the poverty line and with this economy not improving any time soon, we figured it would benefit a lot of people. We also want to offer adult education classes, basic skills such as Math and English. It’s shocking how many adults are barely even literate.”

      Cassandra stopped and turned back to face Jackson.

      “This place is amazing.” Jackson studied her with interest. “What you’ve achieved here…”

      “There’s still a lot more to do.”

      “How old are you?” he asked curiously.

      “You can’t seriously expect me to answer that?” She gave a quiet snort.

      “Sorry.” He shook his head. “That was a bit blunt. I just mean you seem to be very young to have achieved all of this. I was led to believe this place was rundown and barely functioning.”

      “It was when I first started here.” She started back down the main stairs with Jackson following behind. “I was not long out of college and had worked at a few other libraries, but I saw this place and it was love at first sight. Like a grand old madam who was sitting in all her finery waiting. You could see the beauty beneath the neglect. This place had so much potential.”

      “And they just gave you the job?”

      “Not at first,” she chuckled. “But to be honest I don’t think anyone else wanted the job. The pay sucked and the place was falling to pieces. The only reason they didn’t raze the place to the ground was because the locals wouldn’t let them. The building itself has a rich historical heritage, as well as being beautiful. Anyway, they gave me the job, and I think, to be honest, they expected me to fall on my ass and run home crying.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      “It’s not in my nature.” She shook her head. “When I want something, I go after it, and I give a hundred and fifty percent. It took the first few years to beg, borrow and plead enough money to redecorate and repair the book stacks. Then more to replace and expand on all the books. After that it took another year and a half to really start bringing the community together and getting them involved, but the last couple of years have been pretty good.”

      “Have you always wanted to be a librarian?”

      “It sounds so dull, doesn’t it?” She laughed. “But the truth is I spent my childhood escaping into a world of books. I guess I just carried it with me into adulthood.”

      His eyes narrowed, and he wondered briefly what it was she’d been trying to escape from in her childhood.

      “You’re lucky,” he said after a moment. “Not only have you achieved something worthwhile here, you’ve made a difference. It must give you a lot of satisfaction.”

      “It does,” she replied, watching him curiously as they wandered back across the main floor toward the front desk. “Now, may I ask you something personal?”

      “Sure.”

      “You can tell me to mind my own business.”

      “Okaay, ” he drew the word out slowly.

      “Presumably you went to college?” He nodded, indicating for her to continue. “And you went to work for your father once you graduated?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was it your choice?” she asked curiously. “Was it what you wanted to do?”

      Jackson frowned, no one had ever asked him that before. Hell, he’d never even given it any thought. It had always been implied, even assumed, that he would just follow in his older brother’s footsteps working for his father’s company.

      “I never even considered doing something else, so I guess it was what I wanted.”

      “Never wanted to be an astronaut or a rock star?”

      “I sucked at science, and I can’t sing.” His mouth curved. “Besides, I think my father would have actually had a seizure if I’d told him I wanted to be a rock star.”

      “You’re the good son then?”

      “Nope.” Jackson shook his head. “That would be my brother Parker. He’s the chosen one and all that.”

      “The black sheep of the family?”

      “Afraid so.” He grinned. “It's a curse.”

      “Cassie!” a loud voice yelled enthusiastically.

      Jackson barely had time to step back out of the way as a small tornado of pink tulle and glitter wrapped herself firmly around Cassandra’s legs. She looked up at her with a big beaming smile, revealing two missing front teeth.

      “Hey cutie.” Cassandra smiled, smoothing the little girl’s hair back from her face. “I was wondering where you were.”

      “Hi, Cass.” The woman accompanying the girl greeted as she approached. “Sorry about that.  Ally’s been dying to see you all day.”

      “No problem.” She smiled back. “How are you, Lindsey?”

      “Not too bad.” She nodded.

      “Lindsey, this is Mr. Evans,” Cassandra introduced them. “Mr. Evans, this is Lindsey, another of our regulars, and her daughter Alison.”

      “Jackson,” he corrected easily as he offered his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      “You too,” Lindsey replied curiously.

      “Cassie,” Ally interrupted impatiently, tugging on the bright yellow skirt of Cassandra’s costume.

      “What is it, Ally cat?”

      “I can’t find the Ballet Shoes book.” She pouted. “Me and mommy have been looking everywhere.”

      “I’m sorry, sweetie.” Cassandra knelt down to her level. “But all the copies are out on loan at the moment.”

      “Oh.” Her little eyes filled up, and her bottom lip began to quiver.

      “Tuck in your lip, Ally cat, before you trip over it.” Cassandra stood up, smoothing down her skirt as Iris handed her a brightly colored gift bag over the counter. Ally’s eyes widened in interest as the bag dangled from Cassandra’s fingers absently. “A little birdie tells me it’s someone’s birthday tomorrow.”

      “Oooh, me… it’s me.” Ally bounced up and down excitedly, her tutu bouncing along with her. “It’s my birthday tomorrow.”

      “Is it?” Her eyes narrowed as she asked slyly. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, yes, it is… I’m going to be six.” She nodded.

      “Well then, this must be for you.” She handed the bag over.

      Her eyes widened as she turned to her mother. “Can I open it now? Pllllleeease, Mommy.”

      “Sure.” Lindsey smiled.

      Before she’d even completed her sentence, Ally’s tiny hand had darted into the bag, pulling out the contents and scattering tissue paper and confetti all over the hardwood floor.

      “Sorry about that.” Lindsey winced, noting the mess.

      “Don’t worry about it.” Cassandra waved off her concern with a negligent flip of her hand.

      “Ballet Shoes,” she squealed in excitement. “It's Ballet Shoes.” She dropped the bag and hugged the crisp, brand new paperback to her chest. “Is it mine? Do I have to give it back?”

      “No, sweetie.” Cassandra chuckled as she leaned down. “This one’s all yours.”

      “Thank you.” She flung her arms around Cassandra’s neck and hugged her fiercely. “I got to go show Sabrina.”

      And with that parting statement, she disappeared off in search of her best friend.

      “You’ve made her day.” Lindsey smiled tiredly. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” She ran her hand down Lindsey’s arm comfortingly. “Besides, she was starting to wear our copy out. Have you thought about putting her in for ballet lessons?” Cassandra asked as she watched Ally twirl around the floor with her friend.

      Lindsey sighed, shaking her head. “We were going to get her lessons for her birthday.”

      “Were?”

      “Things are just too tight at the moment. Tommy just had his hours cut back at the garage, and I got laid off from my job as a cleaner. I don’t know, maybe next year.” She frowned as she watched her daughter.

      Lindsey watched as Sabrina’s mother beckoned her over. “Sorry, would you excuse me?”

      “Sure,” Cassandra murmured as she watched Lindsey’s retreating back.

      Jackson watched her curiously as Cassandra turned back to the desk. “Iris,” she called softly, her gaze still riveted on the small blonde haired girl dressed as a ballerina.

      Iris said nothing, and as if reading her thoughts she simply dropped the phone into Cassandra’s outstretched hand. Punching in a number, Cassandra waited for the call to connect. Moving away she spoke briefly to whoever was at the other end of the call before leaning over the desk and scribbling something on a piece of paper. She was just hanging up when Lindsey headed back to the desk.

      “Cass, Julie said to tell you they’re almost ready to begin the storytelling competition.” Lindsey came to a stop beside her.

      “Okay, thanks.” She turned to face her. “Lindsey, do you know the Footlights Dance Studio on the corner opposite the diner, four blocks from here?”

      “Sure I do,” she chuckled. “Ally attaches herself to the window every time we walk past. I swear she leaves a little Ally-sized face print on the glass every time I peel her off. She’s desperate to get in there, but it’s a little out of our price range. I was thinking along the lines of lessons at the local community center.”

      “Uh-huh,” Cassandra mused. “Well that studio is run by my friend Josie. She’s looking for a full time cleaner and she’s willing to include lessons for Ally as part of your salary.”

      “Seriously?” Lindsey’s mouth fell open.

      “She’s expecting your call.” She handed her the scrap of paper. “Or thinking about it, if you want you can leave Ally with us for the storytelling and shoot down there now. I know Josie doesn’t have another class for an hour.”

      “I don’t know what to say.” Lindsey stared down at the paper crumpled in her damp palm.

      “Thank you is usually customary,” Iris replied gruffly.

      “Thank you.” Lindsey’s face broke into a wide smile as she threw her arms around Cassandra. “Thank you…”

      “You’re welcome,” she laughed, taking a step back as Lindsey released her.

      Ally came barreling over, a bundle of excitement and energy until she caught sight of her mother with teary eyes.

      “Who upset my mom?” She folded her tiny fists on her hips and glared accusingly at the assembled grown-ups in front of her.

      “No one upset me, baby. I’m happy.” Lindsey leaned down to her level and smoothed down the skirt of her tutu. “I need to go run a couple of errands, so Cass is going to watch you for me, is that okay?”

      “I get to stay with Cassie?” Her angelic little face broke into a wide smile, and she launched herself at Cassandra, who caught her effortlessly and swung her up into her arms.

      “Sure do, Ally cat.” Cass smiled. “You gonna help me judge the competition?”

      “Yes!” She grinned toothlessly as she wrapped her arms around Cassandra’s neck and snuggled in, laying her head on her shoulder.

      “Okay then, baby, I’ll be back soon.” Lindsey dropped a kiss on her daughter’s head and then ducked out of the door.

      “Who are you?” Ally asked suddenly as she looked over at Jackson, her expression curious.

      “Ally, this is Mr. Evans,” Cassandra introduced them.

      She seemed to study him for a moment then suddenly threw her weight forward with her arms outstretched and taking Cassandra by surprise. Jackson had no choice but to catch her as she scrambled into his arms.

      “Uh…hi,” he finished lamely as he regarded the small pink cloud of tulle and honey-colored curls.

      Ally tilted her head and studied him intently. “Are you Cassie’s boyfriend?”

      “No.” He smiled widely, causing the dimples in his cheeks to deepen.

      “What are those?” she asked curiously, as she traced the dips in his cheeks with tiny inquisitive fingers.

      “Those”–Cassandra held out her arms for the little girl–“are trouble.”

      She shook her head and held on tighter to Jackson. “Do you think Cassie is pretty?” she asked Jackson with serious eyes.

      “Ally!” Cassandra gasped, her cheeks flushing with mortification.

      “She sure is pretty.” Jackson glanced over and grinned. “But so are you.”

      Ally’s face broke into a wide toothy grin. “I like you,” she announced with great conviction. “Are you staying for the storytelling?”

      “Ally,” Cassandra interrupted. “Mr. Evans is very busy.”

      Jackson’s thoughts drifted to his father and the lingering resentment of being pulled off the project he had dedicated months to. Then he looked down into Ally’s big brown eyes as she watched him earnestly. He glanced across at the equally appealing woman with witchy eyes, dressed as Snow White and his stomach clenched. He should head back; he knew he should, but when he opened his mouth to politely excuse himself the words tumbled out of their own volition.

      “Sure, I’d love to stay.”

      “Oh.” Cassandra frowned. “Well, okay then… Ally, honey, why don’t you and Mr. Evans go find a seat.”

      “Kay…” Ally wriggled out of Jackson’s arms, and as her little feet touched the floor she grabbed his hand and tugged him over to the assembled chairs.

      “Looks like someone’s got a little crush brewing,” Iris commented from behind the desk.

      Cassandra smiled slowly as she watched the tiny ballerina pulling the tall, good-looking guy in his expensive and immaculate suit, who seemed torn between amusement and utter panic.

      “She’ll outgrow it soon enough.” Cassandra smiled as she moved to join the others.

      “Wasn’t talking about the kid,” Iris muttered.

      
      Jackson hated to admit it but he had enjoyed himself. For the first time ever, he had switched off his phone and ignored his family and his job. In fact, he had barely given them a thought as he sat with Ally bouncing enthusiastically on his lap. She’d laughed wildly in delight, clapping her hands when she listened to a story she liked. He found himself enjoying her fresh unbiased view of the world, her constant chatter, and her rapid fire of random questions.

      It was refreshing to have no one breathing down his neck with unrealistic expectations and relentless disappointment for a few hours. He was also surprised to find just how good these kids’ stories were. He’d even laughed out loud more than once. The whole community had come together to take part and watch. Even the old guy, Jim, had tucked his rather risqué copy of Fifty Shades into his bag and sat down to listen to the stories, as had many other patrons who had put aside their own projects to join in.

      The atmosphere was incredible; the air was buzzing with good humor and voices both young and old. It was especially rowdy as the winners were declared and the prizes distributed. They were good prizes too, from ice skating sessions, or remote control cars, to dinner at the most popular family restaurants.

      He found himself, once again, staring at Cassandra as she laughed along with one of the parents. What Cassandra Grayson was building here was the hub of the community.

      His mother was going to love this place; she was all for community projects. From what he’d seen so far he was convinced Cassandra deserved the grant money for her library, and he was going to make sure she had it.

      Eventually the library began to empty and quieten down for the evening. Even his partner in crime had been collected by her mother. The staff moved around quietly and efficiently, putting away chairs, tidying books and cushions.

      “Mr. Evans.” Cassandra’s voice startled him from his thoughts as her warm, flowery scent filled the space around them.

      “Miss Grayson.” He looked over to her with a smile.

      “A bit of a trial by fire?”

      “Something like that.” He grinned as he casually tucked his hands in his pockets. “But surprisingly enough, I actually enjoyed myself.”

      “Don’t worry,” she whispered in amusement. “They won’t hear it from me.”

      She almost had to take a step back to get a good look at him, he was so tall. The man standing in front of her was a world apart from the frustrated, bad tempered, perfectly groomed man she’d met earlier. His tie was now loosened, and his top button undone, as was his jacket. His dark hair had fallen forward into his eyes, and his face was relaxed and smiling.

      Damn it, the man was just the right side of delicious.

      “Well, Miss Grayson.” He held out his hand, his voice dropping just a few degrees. “It was a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Likewise.” She smiled, taking his hand as she watched him thoughtfully.

      Stepping back, he nodded and threw a mock salute to an unsmiling Iris then wandered leisurely out the door.

      “Trouble, that one is,” she spoke gruffly to Cassandra’s back as she watched him disappear.

      “I can handle a little trouble now and then,” Cassandra threw over her shoulder in amusement.

      “Hmmm,” she huffed. “Not that kind of trouble. That one’s unhappy right down to the core.”

      “Doesn’t make him a bad person, Iris.”

      “Didn’t say it did,” she snorted. “Just stating a fact is all.”

      “That’s not all.” Cassandra’s eyes narrowed as she approached the desk.

      “Bye, Cass, see you tomorrow,” Madeline called out as she swept out of the door with one of the other members of staff.

      “Bye.” Cassandra waved absently, her gaze still fixed on Iris.

      “All I’m saying is you’ve got that look about you.” She tilted her chin stubbornly.

      “What look?”

      “The one you get just before you’re about to rescue a stray puppy, and believe me, that ain’t no puppy.”

      Cassandra leaned over the desk and dropped an affectionate kiss on Iris’ papery cheek. “You can go home if you want.”

      “I’ll wait until you’re done.” Iris settled herself into the chair, pulling an oversized purse from under the desk and folding it resolutely into her lap.

      “Suit yourself.” Cassandra shook her head, smiling to herself.

      It didn’t take her long to run through the building, making sure everything was as it should be. She was just about to turn out the lights to the reading section at the back, when a sliver of light caught her eye. With a frown, she realized the emergency exit was slightly ajar. She made her way over and pushed the door open fully as her gaze scanned the outside.

      Darkness had fallen. Only the dumpsters lined up against the side of the building were visible in the bright circle of light cast by the security lights. All was silent, apart from the sounds of traffic a few blocks over. Seeing nothing out of place she dismissed the door being open as unimportant. It had been a busy day, so maybe one of the kids opened the door, or perhaps a member of staff. After all, Jocelyn wasn’t above sneaking out the back for a cigarette every now and then. Maybe she’d forgotten to close the door behind her. Cassandra frowned in annoyance. She’d definitely need to have a word with her about that.

      Stepping back inside, her hand traced the path of the alarm mounted on the wall by the door. Several of the wires were exposed. She couldn’t tell in this light whether they
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