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EDA SHANNON SMILED to herself as she left the shelves at the back of the library. Behind her, she could still hear her adopted sister, Aubrey, flirting with Jason. The longer Eda listened to her sister talking, the more she realized that Jason wasn’t just her longtime crush: he’d probably end up being her boyfriend, and then her husband. 

It reminded Eda of all the secrets she’d kept around her own crushes, especially the ones she’d had since she’d gotten into Kenstone Grove College.

Not that Aubrey hadn’t asked about Eda’s relationships before. She totally had. Endlessly, in fact, over dinners, and in the bathroom, and while they were all getting ready to leave in the morning.

And Eda had mentioned things. She just had a habit of never mentioning anyone by name. Especially not when it came to her Ultimate Crush, a man she’d met in class, and hadn’t been able to stop thinking about since.

Eda had only told her sister that she and her crush studied fashion together. That he had a nice body, and a deep voice. That he talked about his friends like they were as much of a family as the Shannon girls were hers.

Sliding her phone from her skirt pocket, Eda wrote to the youngest Shannon, Roslyn, that Aubrey’s guy had finally made an appearance.

“About time!” Roslyn wrote back, adding lots of smiles and happy faces. 

Eda grinned to herself, enjoying how happy her sisters all were, when a second message came through.

“Now it’s time for our Greatest Protector to finally be with her lover,” Roslyn added, with a lot of winky faces.

Eda groaned. Ever since she first met the Shannon girls, her adopted sisters had been trying to get her to find her Perfect Date. Even that very morning, they had sent her out the door with sing-songy voices, telling her that she was going to meet The One that day…and bring them back for thorough vetting.

“You spend so much time protecting us, and our relationships, it’s time for you to get the same treatment,” Aubrey had said.

Eda had laughed. Now, though, the idea of the girls protecting her made her roll her eyes. If anything, the other Shannon girls would be too caught up in their own romances to worry about what Eda was doing.

They did call her The Protector, after all.

Rolling her eyes, Eda almost wrote back when she caught someone moving fast out of the corner of her eye. Shutting her phone, she glanced towards the library doors, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose.

There, from the middle of the library, she caught Jason’s friend, Roland, making his way over to the back of the stacks, where Aubrey and Jason were sitting.

Instantly, Eda’s mind was filled with memories: the way her heart had throbbed the day they’d met in weight training. The nights she’d spent holed up in her room, working up the courage to tell him how she felt about him after long afternoons spent studying together in the sun. The ways her sisters had shrieked and egged her on when she finally mentioned liking someone.

And then the devastating heartbreak she’d felt when, on the day she’d gone to him to tell him how she felt, he’d told everyone in their friend circle, which included Jason and Aubrey, that he was finally dating someone else.

At the sight of Roland, Eda’s heart panged with loss and longing. Then she noticed not only where he was going, but also that he had the most determined expression on his angular face.

No no no no no! Don’t you dare interrupt them! 

Eda got up, putting her phone away and matching his speed. She’d caught sight of Jason and Roland running track together, making steady work of beating everyone with their time. Logically, she knew he’d be fast. 

What she didn’t anticipate was catching up to him so quickly, and being able to grab his arm without it ripping out of her hand.

At the touch, Roland jumped, spinning around to see who was holding him back. He stood at least a head taller than her, but even with his size, she wasn’t intimidated. Instead, every time she saw him, her mind filled with memories of him helping kittens out of trees—literally. It gave him an approachability she was happy to take advantage of.

“What’s going on? What are you doing?” he whispered to her, motioning to her hand on his forearm. Her hands might’ve been small, but he was wiry, and she had no problem getting her fingers around his wrist.

“I’m protecting them, that’s what!” she said, gesturing to Aubrey and Jason. “They just started talking, and they’ve been wanting to get to know each other for a while. What are you doing here? 

“No, don’t answer that question right now,” she said when his mouth gaped open. “Come on, let’s leave them there together so they can finish their conversation.”

He turned back to look at Aubrey and Jason, but Eda didn’t let him get much farther. Instead, she pulled him along behind her. To her surprise, he let her.

More surprising than that, she found she still liked the feeling of his arm under her hand—far more than she’d ever liked the feeling of being near her Ultimate Crush.

What’s going on with me? Roland is off-limits. He’s dating someone. Why am I letting him back into my heart, all of a sudden?

Shaking her head, she pushed those thoughts away, trying to focus on the present moment: leading him away from the library’s reading room.
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SHE GOT HIM past the checkout desk, and then he stopped her at the front doors. “Wait a minute, you want me to actually leave? Are you kidding? No way!” he said, pulling his arm away from her. 

It broke her grip easily, but she just spun around, trying to take hold of him again.

“What on earth could possibly be wrong with him talking to a girl, huh?” Eda whispered, eyeing the librarian not ten feet away. “I thought you liked Aubrey. During our weight training sessions, you’re always telling Jason how she’s such a nice girl. You’re loud! The whole room could hear you!” she added. 

He turned wide, rounded eyes on her. “It’s not the right time, okay, E?” he said, backing up towards the shelves again.

Eda just caught up with him, sighing as she blocked his way. “Look, Roland, you’re my friend, too, but you’re going to have to give me more than just that. Aubrey’s my sister. She likes Jason. Are you really going to stand there and tell me you think they shouldn’t hang out once in a while.”

Roland made a face. “No, I’d never do that. It’s just that Jason and I both just had bad heartbreaks. The last thing I want, and the last thing he needs, is someone else hurting him while he’s still fragile. I certainly know the feeling, and since I don’t want that for myself, I don’t want that for him, either.”

Stunned, Eda stared at him, unable to believe what she was hearing. Roland had a broken heart? Since when? 

The last time she’d seen him, he’d been laughing with Jason and his girlfriend, all three of them perfectly happy. The thought had saddened her: that someone else was making him happy when she’d wanted to be the one who brought a smile to his face.

Now, though, her pulse quickened.

If he noticed her shock, though, he didn’t say anything. He waved at her, still half-focused on the library. “I’m sure you’d understand that, given how you’re blocking me from talking to them. You’re not doing this for your health, you’re probably doing it for Aubrey.” 

His shoulders sagged a little. “That’s part of why I like you. You protect your family.”

Eda’s face went hot, but she didn’t move back an inch. Instead, she lifted her head higher. “Be that as it may, he came out here looking for her. I heard him say that. And she’s been looking for him, too, so I think we owe it to both of them to figure it out with each other.”

Roland sighed, and ran a hand down his face. Eda just watched him for a while, waiting to see what he’d say. Instead of talking, though, he tried to go around her.

She stepped with him, and then took him by the hand again. This time, as she was towing him out the doors, he didn’t fight her. Finally, she got him out of the building, and closer to the quad. 

As she did, she kept waiting for him to argue with her, or at least pull away again. Mostly, he just let her do it.

And she was finding she really liked holding his hand.

“By the way, I’m Jason’s friend, too. He didn’t look very heartbroken when he came up and started talking to us. Who are we to stand in the way of the heart?” she asked. She dared to glance at him over her shoulder, and then gasped.

He was studying her with the most tender gaze she’d ever seen on a man, and he seemed to be aching to tell her something.
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