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      I glanced at the clock on the wall as my classmates continued their discussion. Five thirty.

      The last hour had flown by. That’s what happened when I got involved in spirited literary debates; time slipped right through my fingers. I couldn’t help myself.

      I need to get going.

      Winter wind howled outside the window of Dr. Ferguson’s classroom. It kicked up swirling snow, which sparkled in the light from inside. I pulled my oversized oatmeal-colored wool sweater tighter around me as I anticipated leaving the warmth of the English building.

      “Heathcliff was twice the romantic hero Mr. Rochester was,” Andrea said with an eye roll.

      Sucked back into the conversation, I turned my attention from the window to my classmate.

      “Um… in what universe?”

      Like I said, I couldn’t help myself.

      Andrea and I narrowed our eyes at each other.

      The two guys in our cohort leaned back a little, unwilling to get involved. After witnessing so many prior confrontations between us, I didn’t blame them.

      We’d butted heads ever since our master's cohort began last year. She always took the opposite stance from mine in any argument, liked all my least favorite characters and writers, and—worse—was the kind of English student who thought the classics were “too boring,” preferring contemporary literature.

      Scowling at each other wasn’t getting us anywhere, so we looked to Janet then Dr. Ferguson to settle our most recent debate.

      Janet held up her hands. “I’m with Pepper, but I’m also biased here.”

      I smiled, not only because she agreed with me, but because I knew why. Edward Rochester often called Jane Eyre “Janet” as they grew closer.

      Seeing she would not get Janet on her side, Andrea turned to our professor.

      Sharon Ferguson was in her seventies, but had more bubble and fizz than most twenty year olds. All eyes turned to her as we waited for the answer to the age-old question: Mr. Heathcliff or Mr. Rochester?

      My shoulders relaxed even before she spoke. I didn’t always agree with Fergie—we’d had many an argument about Russian literature—but in this case, she would back me up.

      “My dears,” she said, followed by a tsk. “Devastatingly handsome as some of our more brooding heroes may be, we must never forget that actions make the man. And while I can forgive Rochester’s lies and schemes to distance himself from the insane Bertha Mason, I have never been able to overlook Heathcliff’s tyranny toward Cathy’s daughter. If he loved Catherine as much as he professed, he should have at least shown her offspring kindness instead of torturing her as he did.”

      Andrea sighed and shook her head. “Disagree. The way he loves Cathy, and only Cathy, shows how much they were meant for each other. Plus, I’m a sucker for tall, dark, and brooding guys.” At this statement, Andrea sent a suggestive wink at Cole.

      Cole Williams was—just as Andrea had noticed last year—tall, dark, and handsome. Under Andrea’s gaze, Cole cleared his throat and ran a hand over the back of his neck. She’d been all over the guy since day one, and I was getting sick of all the lip-wetting, sultry gazes, and thinly veiled commenting she’d been doing, especially over the last few weeks.

      Unable to let Andrea win—and quite sure the guy could use some rescuing—I decided more must be said.

      “Intensity is one thing, Andrea, but there has to be a break, a softer side. Heathcliff is intense all the time and only grows more so, falling into insanity. There has to be a balance.” I stopped, trying to think of an example.

      My boyfriend, Alex, was the obvious choice. The man was hot in that dark and serious way, but he was also the best, most thoughtful person.

      I wrinkled my nose, sure my classmates didn’t want to hear me wax poetic about some guy they'd never met. Inspiration hit as I remembered the guys in the room and decided to use Andrea’s idea against her.

      “Take the men in front of us as examples.” I gestured to Cole first, then Devin. “Both are the strong silent type. I can see them in a few years: wearing dark-rimmed glasses and wool sweaters with patches on the elbows, driving all the young women in their English classes wild.”

      At this, both of the guys smiled—Devin sheepishly, Cole rather wolfishly. Andrea glanced at Devin, but quickly returned her attention to Cole. The way her eyes narrowed as she watched him made him seem more like her prey than her crush.

      Shaking off the shiver that wound up my spine at the thought, I continued. “The more important consideration is that they’re both kind people. I mean, last quarter, Devin helped me with my translations during our Beowulf unit. He totally didn’t have to. And Cole…” I shrugged. “Cole’s been the picture of a nice guy for as long as I’ve known him, which is most of my life. I mean, he’s led our local food drive every year since our senior year of high school. That’s the stuff that makes someone stand out, makes them attractive. Just like Mr. Rochester, how he tried to save Bertha Mason from that fire, even though she started it.”

      I checked my watch again and gathered my books into my messenger bag.

      “As much as I’d love to keep this going, I’ve got somewhere to be,” I said, standing.

      Cole stood too, shooting Andrea a quick wink as he did. “I’ll walk out with you, Pepper. I’ve got to get going too.”

      Fergie nodded. “I’ll be around if the rest of you want to stay, but only for a few more minutes. Places to be, people to see, and all that.”

      I waved as I walked toward the door. Cole held it open for me.

      “Why, thank you.” I stepped through with a duck of my head.

      He bowed his in return. “Trying to live up to the good person you painted me out to be in there.”

      The door clicked shut behind us.

      I screwed up my forehead. “You don’t have to live up to anything. You are a good person.”

      Something tightened in his handsome face. But he seemed to push it aside.

      Discomfited by his expression and hoping to change the subject, I added, “Though, I think you need to be careful about the way you look at Andrea. You’re only encouraging her.”

      This didn’t brighten Cole’s mood. In fact, his eyes darkened as we walked down the deserted English building hallway.

      “Yeah, you might be right.” He cleared his throat uncomfortably.

      “Is everything okay?” I ventured as we reached the exterior doors.

      Just like that, Cole’s brooding look vanished. “Everything’s fine,” he said with a smile. “Thanks for asking. I’ll see you around.”

      He held the exterior doors open for me too. The cold air stole any other words from my brain, and before I could say anything else, Cole waved goodbye and headed toward the university’s student center.

      “See you,” I called after him, zipping up my jacket and burrowing into the soft collar like a turtle into its shell. The cold air on the back of my neck almost making me regret the short bob I’d gotten last week.

      I turned toward Main Street. I had a date.

      The wind and icy snowflakes threatened to bite through my best winter jacket. My boots crunched along the frozen university sidewalks, littered with salt to keep them somewhat passable. But none of this was unexpected. I’d been dealing with the harsh winters that came with living at the foot of a large mountain range my whole life. I wouldn’t trade Pine Crest for anything.

      Knowing Alex would drive me home after dinner didn’t hurt either.

      As I walked, I called my store.

      “Brooks’ Books,” Jess said as she picked up the call.

      Hearing the name of my bookstore still made me warm inside, which was a welcome sensation in this cold weather.

      “Hey, Jess. It’s me. Wanted to check that you’re good.”

      I normally didn’t call to check in on my trustworthy, amazing employee, but she was doing me a favor by closing tonight, so I could go out with Alex.

      “We’re all good here. It’s been busy.” She laughed. “I think people are stocking up on books for this snowstorm we’re supposed to get.”

      I nodded. It didn’t sound like a bad idea.

      “Great. I’ll be by my phone if you need anything.”

      She let out an indignant, “Psh,” then said, “I’ll be fine. You have a good time with Alex.”

      “Thanks, Jess.” I hung up as I approached the restaurant.

      I bustled into Yum Rosetti, a local favorite. Their blend of Thai and Italian foods couldn’t be beat. Mai, one of the owners, greeted me and led me back to where Alex was sitting at our usual table. Even though I was right on time, I had expected him to beat me there. He was the seven minutes early kind of punctual.

      Alex stood when he caught sight of me. I ducked out of my schoolbag and unzipped my jacket, shrugging out of it before planting a kiss on his lips and wrapping my arms around him. He pulled me tight as I nestled close.

      “I know I talk a lot about how hot you look in your uniform,” I said, my voice muffled by his shirt.

      “Almost constantly, actually.”

      “But that NWU sweatshirt and those jeans have never looked so good on you.” I let him go, backing up to take him in.

      Alex chuckled. “Don’t worry. I told the guys they’re not to call me tonight. Operation Date Night is a go.”

      “Good.” My shoulders scrunched up as I sat across from him. “I can’t believe it’s finally happening.”

      I usually wasn't this giddy over a simple dinner with my guy, but our schedules had been in conflict lately, causing us to cancel our last five dates. It didn’t help that my roommate and I were in the process of moving out of our apartment. All of it left me feeling lost, and a dinner with Alex was the grounding I needed.

      “I ordered us two chicken caprese rolls to start,” he said, taking my hand across the table. “How was class?”

      I shrugged. “Good, except Andrea went off about Heathcliff again right at the end.”

      “And you still made it here on time?” Alex’s eyes widened in surprise. He’d heard all about Andrea and her intensities over the last six months.

      “Yeah.” I waved a hand to dismiss his shock. “I told her that finding someone who was intense and brooding was one thing, but it mattered more what his heart was like, how he treated people.”

      Alex’s face softened. “Well put, Peps. And I’m sure she listened to you, right?”

      I tipped my head to the side. “I hope so. That girl is smitten, though. I caught her drooling over Cole again most of the night.”

      “Wait, isn’t this the same person you said got a restraining order against her last boyfriend?”

      “He got one against her,” I whispered as I leaned forward.

      “And the new object of her affection is Cole. Food drive, grew up around here, Cole?”

      I nodded, loving what a great listener Alex was. He paid attention to even my most insignificant cohort drama.

      “Has been since our first day of class. I honestly wouldn’t be surprised if she has a lock of his hair taped into one of her notebooks right now.”

      Alex cringed.

      “Yeah, she’s intense. Looks at him like he’s her next meal.”

      “Maybe she’s just guy crazy, always needs someone else to obsess about.” He shrugged.

      “She looks right past Devin, though. Won’t give him the time of day. That’s probably because he’s not loaded, living in a mansion overlooking the whole town like Cole.”

      “Wait, Woodcrest mansion? Up on the hill? That’s Cole’s family?”

      “Yup.” I took a sip of my water. “Though, he’s the only one who lives there year-round. His parents have a place in Italy, and his brother is… well, he’s the one Andrea should really be obsessed with. That guy is Heathcliff through and through: angry, always sulking around, and good at disappearing. No one ever quite knows where he’s at. After graduation, he left and only comes back into town every year or so, not that he talks to anyone while he’s here. Cole keeps their house running. He’s a good egg.”

      Alex shook his head. “That’s refreshing to hear. All the guys who lived in big mansions in my school were definitely not good eggs, and they’ve only gotten worse since we graduated.”

      The waitress came over carrying our appetizer. My stomach grumbled in anticipation. We each took a chicken caprese roll and started eating. Once our hunger was abated, we chatted until the waitress returned to take our entrée orders. But as I was about to tell her what I wanted, Alex’s phone buzzed in his jacket pocket. His body stiffened; he watched me.

      I raised one eyebrow.

      “It’s probably nothing.” He smiled as the buzzing stopped, but his shoulders remained rigid.

      I looked back at the waitress, ready to try again, when buzzing interrupted me a second time.

      My fingers pressed into my temples. “Seriously?”

      Alex took his phone out, his dark brows furrowing in interest.

      “Can you give us a few minutes?” I asked the waitress who nodded and scurried away. Then I turned to Alex, whispering, “Tell me that is not the station. It’s your night off. Over my dead body are you going to leave this restaurant.”

      Alex swallowed. “No, Pepper. Over someone else’s. There’s been a murder.”
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      The sights and sounds of the restaurant blurred into the background. Alex let out a resigned sigh and moved to stand.

      “I’m sorry.” He pulled out his wallet and dropped a few bills on the table. “Order anything.”

      “You want me to stay here?”

      He eyed the restaurant’s front door as if contemplating making a run for it. “Peps, I⁠—”

      I interrupted him with a scoff. “Do you think because I am poor, obscure, plain, and little, you can leave me behind?” I asked, using part of Jane’s iconic speech to Mr. Rochester—I mean, it worked for her…

      He ran a hand over his face. “I can drop you off at your apartment or the bookstore.”

      We both glanced out the nearest window. The falling snow thickened from icy crystals to large flakes.

      I tried Rochester next. “I have a strange feeling with regard to you,” I quoted. “As if I had a string somewhere under my left ribs, tightly knotted to a similar string in you. And if you were to leave, I'm afraid that cord of communion would snap. And I have a notion that I'd take to bleeding inwardly.” I gave him one last pleading look as his phone buzzed with another message.

      Conflict wrote itself across Alex’s features. He looked from the phone to me.

      “I promise to stay in the truck.” I clasped my hands in front of me.

      “Okay,” he said. “But only because I’m heading in the opposite direction.”

      I kept all squeals of excitement inside. We paid for our appetizer and informed Mai that we wouldn’t be staying for dinner before trundling out into the snow.

      Alex and I buckled in silently. As he turned the truck on, my stomach growled a little, making me wish I’d thought to order an entrée to go. But Alex was driving fast and before long, we were turning onto the old highway, which led away from the university.

      “So what do you know so far?” I asked.

      “Frank told me to head north, toward the foothills. He’s going to text me the address here any second.” Alex pulled his phone out of his jacket pocket and handed it to me. “In fact, would you watch for the text and tell me where to go once it comes through?”

      I nodded, my throat too tight to say anything more. Another murder in Pine Crest. A chill danced up my spine, and I held my free hand in front of the heating vent. The combination of the darkness, the truck’s headlights, and the big flakes of snow made it look like we were traveling through space at warp speed. When Alex’s phone buzzed with an incoming text, I almost dropped it.

      Alex kept his eyes on the snowy road as I righted the phone and clicked to read the text. It was from Frank, Alex’s partner. And even though it was only an address, nothing more, it made my stomach plummet to the bench seats of the truck.

      All heat left my face.

      “That Frank?” Alex asked, focused. “Where does he say to go?”

      I swallowed, willing my throat to unclench and allow words, breath, anything, through.

      After a quick glance at me, Alex pulled onto the shoulder of the road. “What is it, Pepper?”

      Trying again to speak, I only managed a squeak, and then shoved the phone in Alex’s direction, so he could read for himself.

      He swore under his breath, the light from his phone illuminating the worry etched on his face.

      “The Woodcrest mansion?” His voice was tight. “As in…?”

      I nodded, the tumult in my stomach only worsening. “Cole.”

      Alex repositioned his hands like he was getting ready to pull a U-turn. “I’m taking you home.”

      “No,” I said, reaching out to grab the wheel. With my free hand I pointed ahead to the street sign visible in the headlights. “That’s the turn. We’re right here. You’ll lose too much time if you drive back into town. I’ll be… fine.”

      My stomach flipped. I needed to know what happened, and the best way to do that was to stay with Alex, as much as dread pushed down on my shoulders.

      He passed a hand over his face, shaking his head as his thoughts seemed to wrestle with themselves. “Okay, but⁠—”

      “Got it.” I interrupted. “Stay in the truck.”

      We sat in silence for a moment, watching the snow fall. Alex pulled back onto the road and took the next right, up the hill toward Woodcrest. His fingers gripped the steering wheel in a way I suspected had nothing to do with the snow sticking on the winding road.

      My heart traveled farther up my throat as we climbed our way up the foothill. Finally the huge, gothic mansion came into view. The first things noticeable were the many chimneys, rising out of the gabled roof. I’d always marveled at that as a child, unsure why anyone might need more than one fireplace. Anytime one of us kids mentioned them, Mr. Williams had jumped into a prepared-sounding speech about olden times and how each room used to need its own fireplace before heaters and central air were invented.

      The brick façade appeared cold and ominous, reminding me I hadn’t been here in years. Sure, the place was always visible from downtown, looming over the valley like a sentinel. But you got used to things like that and stopped looking up.

      My lungs burned from the lack of air, and I gulped in another breath as we pulled up to the circular driveway, joining the other officer vehicles. I recognized Alex’s father’s SUV, and I wondered if it had been Frank or Detective Valdez to message Alex during our dinner.

      Alex’s hand landed on mine, making me jump. He squeezed tight, his eyes holding me just as palpably.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said.

      I nodded as he turned up the heat, leaving the truck running as he stepped outside. Alex pulled his sweatshirt over his head and grabbed a spare uniform, button-up shirt from a hanger in the small back seat. Like I said, the man was always prepared. He pulled a winter jacket over the top and gave me a wave as he closed the door.

      Alex strode over to where Frank and his father stood behind a line of police tape. Other officers were putting up a few pop-up coverings to keep the falling snow from compromising the scene. Frank appeared to be wearing a spare uniform as well, but unlike Alex’s, his had obviously been in a ball in the back of his car judging from its wrinkled state. Detective Valdez wore a long, winter overcoat, keeping with his usual look of a 1920s detective. As Alex ducked underneath the yellow tape, the two turned to meet him. When Alex gestured back toward the truck, his father peered over in question.

      I would’ve bet anything the next words out of his mouth were along the lines of, “Pepper’s in there? How’d you manage to keep her inside the truck?”

      Since the very first time we’d met years earlier, I’d been getting mixed up in the detective’s investigations, so I couldn’t really blame him.

      And as he raised his hand in a wave, my feet itched to take me out of the truck and over to join them. I needed to figure out who the victim was, needed to find out what had happened. But I knew my days following Alex to crime scenes would be long gone if I did that, so I stayed put.

      The silently falling snow accumulated on the windshield, creating a thickening layer to block my view. I could’ve turned on the wipers, but that would’ve made my snooping super evident.

      Luckily, I was a bookstore owner and an English major through and through, so I never went anywhere without a book or two. Pulling my copy of Jane Eyre from my bag, I clicked on the interior light and read hoping to distract myself. While I’d read the classic many times before—it being one of my favorites—I’d been combing through it again, this time searching for quotes to support my thesis. Our big Brontë sisters paper was in full swing for Dr. Ferguson.

      Opening to my current place, near the beginning of the novel, I read:

      … the black frost reigned, unbroken by sun or breeze, through the grounds…

      As poor young Jane was contemplating her empty life at Gateshead, I couldn’t help but find parallels in the bleak scenery we shared.

      The door to the truck opened, making me jump.

      Alex’s features were tight with an apology as he climbed in, putting his hands up to the heat pouring out of the vents. I closed my book, setting it in my lap, unable to ask the question.

      “I’m so sorry. It is Cole.” The words hung in the air between us like frozen breath, as if the heater wasn’t blasting and everything inside had become covered in ice. “I told them I would come back, but I need to get you home.”

      I almost protested, telling him there was no way I would get any sleep tonight knowing he was out here, knowing Cole was…

      “I just saw him, though,” I blurted out as Alex put the truck in reverse and turned on the wipers to clear off the snowy windshield. I glanced over at the crime scene. Patches of snow were covered in red, littering the ground like discarded laundry on a duvet. The back of my neck went cold. “How did this happen so fast? He must’ve just gotten home from class.”

      “One of his maids found him.”

      “What happened?” I asked, staring down at my hands.

      Alex swallowed, his jaw tight. “Peps, are you sure?”

      I nodded.

      He pulled the truck to a stop at the bottom of the hill. His dark eyes found mine. “He was stabbed. In the back.”

      Wincing, I studied Alex. By this point in our relationship, I could read the man like the worn copy of Jane Eyre sitting in my lap. The way he tap, tap, tapped his thumbs on the steering wheel meant more than nerves, more than excessive energy.

      “But something doesn’t make sense to you.” I whispered.

      His fingers stilled. “The stab wound was low, in the middle of his back, but the boot prints around the body were at least size eleven.”

      “How are you sure they’re the killer’s?” I asked. “They could’ve been from earlier today or they could’ve been Cole’s.”

      Alex rubbed the back of his neck. “Pepper, they were definitely from the killer, trust me.”

      I thought back to the vast amount of red I’d seen mixed in with the snow. Nausea rose in my throat as I realized what he was saying. The footprints were bloody.

      Taking my silence as a cue to keep driving, Alex turned on his blinker and pulled onto the old valley highway. But my emotional hiccup didn’t last long, and in the quiet of the truck, I put the pieces together.

      “A stab wound lower on the back would signify a shorter person,” I said, drumming my fingertips on my thighs as I thought out loud. “This would be especially true if it were a downward stroke, as that would give a smaller person more power.” I glanced over at Alex. “Which, by the way, since your eye just twitched, I’m guessing it was.”

      Alex cleared his throat, but didn’t offer up any confirmations of these points.

      I continued. “And if that is true, it would’ve been an odd angle for a taller person who wore size eleven or bigger boots.”

      The way Alex pressed his lips together as I finished my conjectures told me I was right.

      “Since when did you become such an expert on stabbing?” Alex sent me a side smile.

      “Psh. Literature is way more stabby than people realize.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll give you that,” he said, then paused. “Any thoughts on who could’ve done this to Cole?”

      “No. Absolutely not. Like I told everyone in class today, the guy is the nicest.” I sighed.

      “Could anyone be going after his money? What about this angry brother you were telling me about?”

      My breath caught in my throat. “I hate to say it, but he might be someone to investigate. The guy was always odd, shut out most people, even Cole. He always hated the fact that he had to follow in Cole’s perfect footsteps.”

      Alex pulled the truck into my apartment complex and turned off the engine. “Sibling rivalry sounds almost literary.”

      “Yeah…”

      As I stepped out of the warm truck, snowflakes gathered on my jacket and stuck to my eyelashes. Alex walked around, wrapped his arm around me and walked me to my front door. I never minded a chance to get close to him, but tonight when he pulled me into a hug, it felt especially good to have his weight pressed around me.

      Stepping back, Alex shoved his hands into his coat pockets. “So, last night in the apartment. How’s it feel?”

      “Weird.” I grimaced
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