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CHAPTER ONE

	

	Rick

	

	Nobody plans to become the highlight of a librarian's bad morning. But when Leilani Grey's bad mornings looked the way hers did, I'd have parked on that sidewalk every single day of my life just to see it.

	Main Street was already choking on its own foot traffic by the time I turned onto it, every available parking spot swallowed up like the town had collectively decided to run errands at the exact same time. I needed to be at Stone Ink in ten minutes, which meant improvising. And improvising, in a town this size, meant creativity.

	The sidewalk in front of the library was wide, brick-paved, and tucked between a wooden bench and a stacked stone wall buried under overgrown shrubs. It sat like it had been designed with my bike in mind. Enough clearance, enough cover, and just enough visibility from the library's front windows to make it interesting.

	I pulled in, killed the engine, and swung off the bike. I hadn't even straightened my jacket collar before the library door flew open behind me.

	Right on schedule.

	"Seriously?" The voice that cut through the morning air was sharp enough to leave a mark. Clipped, furious, and carrying just a thread of disbelief, like she still couldn't quite believe I had the nerve. She said that every time. The disbelief never seemed to wear off, which honestly made it better.

	I turned toward the building, squinting into the late September sun. Leilani came down the steps with the focused energy of someone who had a purpose and intended to fulfill it. Her copper ponytail swung with every step, her black-framed glasses catching the light, and that little cardigan she always wore did absolutely nothing to hide the generous curve of her figure or the fact that she was thoroughly, gloriously furious.

	At me. Always at me.

	The library patrons watching from behind the glass looked stunned. This was their warm, sweet, story-time librarian, after all. The one who voiced woodland creatures and kept sticker collections in her cardigan pockets.

	I was never stunned.

	She pulled up short at the bottom of the steps, her mouth pressed into a line so thin it had practically disappeared. Her gaze dropped to my bike, then climbed back up to my face with the slow, measured patience of someone choosing their words very deliberately.

	I crossed my arms and waited.

	"This is not a parking spot," she said, forcing each word out like it personally offended her to have to explain it.

	I looked down at the bike. Back up at her. "My bike's parked on it. That makes it a parking spot."

	The breath she pulled in through her nose was slow and controlled, the kind a person takes when they are genuinely deciding between screaming and arson. She reached into that enormous bag of hers, yanked out a pen and a spiral planner, flipped to a tabbed section, and peeled off a sticky note with the efficiency of someone who had prepared for exactly this situation.

	She wrote on it fast and aggressive, pressed it against my mirror with the energy of a declaration of war, and shoved her things back into her bag.

	"There." She adjusted her glasses and leveled her gaze at me. "Not that rules mean anything to you."

	She turned on her heel, her short dress flaring around those thick hips, and I swallowed whatever sound tried to come out of my throat.

	I reached over and peeled the note off my mirror.

	"This is a library, not your personal garage," I read aloud, loud enough for her to hear. "Grow up."

	She had almost reached the café across the street. She did not stop walking.

	I folded the note and slid it into my back pocket. "You always run this hot in the morning, or is this all for me, rebel?"

	That made her stop. Just for a second. She glanced back over her shoulder, and even from ten feet away, even at barely five feet nothing, she somehow managed to look down at me. "Don't flatter yourself. This is enforcement, not attention."

	Then she walked through the café door and let it swing shut behind her.

	I watched until she disappeared from view before letting the smirk come.

	She'd been doing this dance with me since she moved to Starlight Cove a year ago, and I'd learned every step by now. I knew exactly what would make her nostrils flare and what would make her cheeks color and what would make her reach for that planner like it was a weapon. And I was not above using all of it.

	I also couldn't say I was in any hurry for the dance to stop.

	

	The bell above Stone Ink's door was still swinging when Thea's voice reached me from the back of the shop.

	"You're late," she called, not bothering to turn around.

	She was on a step stool against the back wall, stretched onto her tiptoes to reach the top shelf where the fresh ink bottles lived. Even though both Hunter and I could get there without so much as a shoulder roll, Thea had never once waited for anyone to do a thing for her. She was a small woman with the operational independence of someone twice her size and the patience of someone half it.

	"Good thing I own the place," I said.

	"Owning it doesn't protect you from the Indigo Girls. I was here first."

	I strode through the space, passing my station without stopping. "I hate you for that."

	"Lies." A bottle wobbled on the shelf, tipped, and fell. I caught it midair and set it where it belonged without breaking my stride. "Show off," she muttered.

	"You're welcome." I hung my jacket on the hook at my station and turned. "Had a run-in on the way here."

	Thea climbed down from the stool, crossed her arms, and gave me a look that said she already knew. "You parked on the sidewalk again."

	"It fits perfectly there."

	"So does a foot in your mouth, but we don't celebrate that either." She leaned against her tool chest. "She leave you another note?"

	I patted my back pocket.

	Thea's expression shifted into something that was not quite a smile but was definitely satisfied. "You keep every single one of those, don't you."

	I didn't answer, which was answer enough.

	"Hunter's going to be late," she said, moving on with the efficiency she applied to everything. "Ruby ate another sock. He's at the vet."

	I blinked. "Again?"

	"Second one this month. I've told him a hundred times that dog needs a crate when he leaves, but he looks at her with those eyes and just," she waved a hand, "decides suffering is preferable to boundaries."

	"Sounds familiar."

	She gave me a look.

	"I've got Leon at noon," I said, dropping into my chair and opening my sketchbook. "Couple of touch-ups this afternoon. And I squeezed in a consult tonight for a memorial piece."

	"After close again," she said flatly.

	"She lost her brother a few months ago."

	Thea's expression softened just slightly, which was about as far as it ever went. "I know. I'm not saying don't do it. I'm saying you take every late add-on from every person who walks in asking for you by name, and eventually you're going to run out of yourself."

	"I'm fine."

	"That's what people say when they're not."

	I turned a page in the sketchbook without looking up. My pencil had already started moving, pulling out a line I hadn't consciously decided to draw. The arc of a ponytail caught mid-swing. The angle of a jaw set hard in righteous irritation.

	"She's going to be nervous tonight," Thea said, watching me sketch without commenting on what I was drawing. "Try not to be a wall."

	"I'm never a wall with clients."

	"No," she agreed. "You save that for the librarian and your brothers."

	"My brothers can handle it."

	"Sure." She picked up the scheduling tablet. "And the librarian?"

	I closed the sketchbook.

	"Mabel stopped by while you were out having your daily sidewalk argument," Thea added, and I could hear the smirk in her voice even though her back was to me. "Said she was planning to report a suspicious vehicle to Sheriff McGrant."

	I glanced toward the window. Sure enough, Gabby was outside Wicked Little Things next door, waving a glitter-covered walkie-talkie at no one in particular with the conviction of a woman who believed she was already deputized.

	"Tell her I appreciate her civic commitment," I said.

	"I did. She asked if she could practice handcuffing you."

	"Tell her no."

	"I told her you'd probably be into it."

	I said nothing.

	But my mind, without asking my permission, served up an image of someone else entirely. A copper ponytail. Black-framed glasses. A sticky note pressed against a mirror like a verdict.

	I picked my pencil back up.

	 



CHAPTER TWO

	
	Leilani

	
	Some girls watched Beauty and the Beast growing up and dreamed about the prince. I watched it and dreamed about the library. Two stories, a rolling ladder, shelves packed floor to ceiling with every book that had ever mattered to anyone. That was the dream. That was always the dream.

	Honestly, it still was.

	Libraries made a specific kind of sense to me that most things in life never had. A place where everything was organized and labeled and returned to exactly where it belonged. Where a thousand different worlds waited on open shelves and nobody asked you to explain which one you needed or why. Where the only sounds were the soft percussion of pages turning and the occasional whispered question and the particular hush that meant people were here because they wanted to be.

	Books had always been easier than people. More honest, too. A story never looked you in the eye and told you one thing while meaning another. It never left without explanation or took something with it on the way out the door. When everything else felt too loud or too unpredictable or too far outside my control, I could open a book and the world would narrow down to something manageable. Something mine.

	Lately, though, even that had started to feel complicated.

	My laptop had stared me down until well past midnight, the cursor blinking at the top of a blank page like it was personally challenging me to justify my career. Three books into a series and I still caught myself waiting for someone to tap me on the shoulder and explain that there had been a mistake. That the whole thing had been a clerical error and I should probably go back to just reading them.

	But I had learned, over time, to leave that particular spiral at home.

	Here, on the rainbow rug in the children's corner of the Starlight Cove Public Library, I knew exactly what came next.

	"Book buddies," I said, dropping my voice to a stage whisper. "Are we ready to meet a new friend?"

	The circle of preschoolers in front of me erupted in hushed, barely-contained squealing. Cracker crumbs and craft glitter and barely-directed energy radiated off every single one of them. The little boy to my left shot his hand into the air so aggressively he nearly tipped himself over sideways.

	"Yes, Luka?"

	"Is the book friend a firefighter?" He pointed at the fire badge sticker on his shirt with tremendous authority.

	"Not this one," I said. "But if you stick around after story time, I'll help you find a firefighter friend on the shelves. Deal?"

	He nodded once, gravely, and settled back onto his heels.

	I opened Bear Snores On and fell into it the way I always did, changing my voice for every character, adding sound effects where the text left room for them, watching the kids lean forward in increments until half of them were practically in my lap. Their laughter was the best sound in any given day. Unfiltered and total, the kind of joy that didn't know yet how to be self-conscious about itself.

	This was the noise I liked. Laughter and curiosity and the warm, low hum of a room full of people who were genuinely glad to be in it.

	When I closed the book, the applause was enthusiastic and completely uncoordinated, which made it better. The kids lined up for the sticker ritual, each one fishing into my cardigan pocket for a surprise, offering quick hugs and breathless goodbyes on their way out. Luka chose a gold star and held it up like he'd won something significant.

	Parents gathered their things, offered soft thank-yous with tired, grateful eyes, and filtered out in twos and threes. After I'd walked Luka to the shelves and found him a book about a fire dog named Biscuit, the corner emptied out and went quiet.

	I straightened the cushions, stacked the books, and made my way back to the circulation desk with about fifteen minutes left in my shift. Fifteen minutes of peaceful, orderly, cursor-free existence before I had to go home and stare down chapter one again.

	I was going to enjoy every second of it.

	Naturally, the front door opened before I'd even settled into my chair.

	I didn't look up. I didn't need to. Those boots had a particular weight and cadence that had lodged themselves in my memory sometime in the first month of my arrival here, against my will and without my consent. Heavy, unhurried, deliberate. Like he had nowhere to be and intended for everyone to know it.

	Rick Stone set three books on the counter in front of me without a word of greeting. Just thud, thud, thud, like he was filing a report.

	I scanned the first one without looking at him. Two weeks overdue. I moved to the second. Dog-eared. The third had a smudge on the cover that I chose not to investigate.

	I pressed my mouth into a line, smoothed a hand down my cardigan, breathed in through my nose, and finally looked up.

	He stood on the other side of the desk the same way he always stood everywhere, like the space had been arranged around him rather than the other way around. Dark hair. Darker expression. Those black tattoos beginning at both hands and climbing his forearms in interlocking patterns before disappearing under the short sleeves of his shirt. His jaw was sharp, his shoulders were broad, and the only softness in the entire composition of him was the pale blue of his eyes and the full curve of his mouth beneath that cropped beard.

	I was not paying attention to any of that.

	"This is overdue," I said, keeping my voice level.

	"Yeah," he said. Just that. One syllable, carrying the absolute weight of a man who could not locate his concern for that fact.

	I held up The Housemaid. "Someone has been waiting on this for over a week."

	"Then today's their lucky day."

	I set the book down before I did something undignified with it. I processed the returns, added his fines to the tab he settled at the end of every month, and pushed the stack to the return cart with the quiet efficiency of someone wrapping up a transaction.

	"If that's everything," I said.

	"It's not."

	I looked at him. "What else do you need?"

	"That's a loaded question," he said, low and even, and something in the quality of it made my face go warm before my brain could intervene.

	His gaze was already on mine when I looked up, steady and unhurried, and the warmth in my cheeks climbed before I could do anything about it. The corner of his mouth shifted. There and gone, fast enough that I could almost convince myself I'd imagined it.

	"Holds," he said. Same flat tone. Same blank expression.

	I exhaled, shook my head once, and walked to the hold shelf. I was not going to let him do that to me in my own library. I grabbed his stack and scanned the titles on the way back out of pure habit. Remarkably Bright Creatures. The Road. Heavy.

	I set them on the counter and scanned them through without comment.

	"Should I go ahead and schedule your overdue notice now?" I asked.

	"Schedule the lecture too. I know how much you enjoy giving it."

	I slid his books across the counter. "There. Unless you'd like me to read them to you, you're free to go."

	He didn't move. He just lifted one brow, slow and deliberate. "Trying to get rid of me, rebel?"

	That nickname. He'd given it to me within the first few weeks of my arrival, delivered with the same dry, unhurried ease he gave everything else, and he had never once retired it. It was a joke to him. Obviously. Because to him I was exactly what I appeared to be: a rule-follower. A cardigan-wearing, planner-carrying, sticker-dispensing librarian who liked order and quiet and predictability.

	He had no idea what I did after the library closed. And I had kept it that way deliberately.

	"Is it that obvious?" I said.

	He looked at me the way he sometimes did, steady and a little too perceptive, the kind of look that made me feel like something had been removed that I hadn't given him permission to take. My cardigan covered most of me. My expression covered the rest. And still somehow Rick Stone managed to make me feel seen in a way I hadn't agreed to.

	The squeak of the return cart's wheels broke through it like a pin through a soap bubble.

	"Well, look at my two favorite people," said Anny Stone, squeezing my hand once as she stepped out from behind the cart. Then she turned and opened her arms for her son.

	He hugged her back without hesitation, bent down and pressed a kiss to the top of her head, and
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