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      “You look like a mildly unhinged Viking shaman.”

      “I’m totally taking that as a compliment.” I lean my hip against the side of my car, watching as my cousin Courtney pins a mossy green shawl over her rag-like dress.

      I don’t typically wear makeup, but today I went all-in: heavy eyeshadow, runes painted across my face, false lashes, and blue-tinted contacts. I even bought a silvery blonde wig, which I already know will be horrifically uncomfortable in the sweltering August temperatures. But it’s a titanium blonde that I don’t dare try to replicate on my own dark brown hair. Not because I don’t want to try, but because I would likely become obsessed with it and titanium hair is expensive. I’d rather save my money for other things, like buying a wig and full Viking attire for this year’s Renaissance faire.

      “I think she looks amazing.” My sister Rune immediately leaps to my defense.

      “I obviously meant it as a compliment,” Courtney says, yawning. “Not everyone wants to be a pink-winged fairy princess.”

      “Hey, Ella is not here to defend herself,” Rune objects. I turn my head so she doesn’t see my grin. The last time we brought Ella to one of these, she did, indeed, dress in a glittery pink outfit that could be seen a mile away. Maybe even farther.

      Despite the fact that Rune and I have been fantasy lovers since before I can remember, it’s been a few years since we’ve had the chance to go to a Renaissance festival together.

      Surprisingly, our serious, lawyerly cousin Courtney wanted to come with today, cosplaying as the character Valerie from The Princess Bride. Her outfit is exceptional. There’s a tiny part of me that wishes I came up with the idea, instead.

      But my outfit is cool, too, I guess. I hardly look like myself.

      “Are we ready to head in?” I ask, surveying our group. Beyond the parking lot, a horde of festival-goers are eagerly converging at the gates.

      Rune links arms with Finn, the engagement ring on her left hand flashing in the afternoon sun.

      “Yep,” she says. “And remember to pace yourselves. We’re staying until the bonfire and dancing.”

      “You pace yourself,” I retort. “I already know that I’m perfectly capable of spending the day at a Renaissance faire. Especially one that has seventeen varieties of mead.”

      Rune tosses a grin of delight over her shoulder.

      “So you’re actually moving up north?” Courtney says, falling into step with me as we approach the tall wooden palisade fence that marks the entrance to the faire.

      “The rumors are true,” I confirm. “I just signed the papers yesterday. I’m now the proud owner of a little home just outside of Birch Lake, Minnesota.”

      “You obviously do not need to put up with my prying, but what changed?” she presses. “Last I heard, you were dead set on spending the winter on a work trip in the Nordics.”

      “That was before my boss suggested a sleepover. The adult kind.”

      “Oh, shit.” Her eyes widen.

      “And he didn’t think that ‘No’ was an acceptable answer.” I give an involuntary shudder. That was not a great day.

      “Shit. You ok?”

      “It all went down in the middle of social hour. He was drunk and there were witnesses. So just the usual creepiness.”

      Courtney’s sympathetic look tells me that she’s not at all fooled by my bravado. Harassment is scarring, no matter the circumstances.

      “Anyway,” I say with a flick of my hand, as if that will brush away the memory. “I have some money saved up from the little fae smut stories that I’ve been selling.” I give a short laugh. I’m not quite at Finn’s level of income from my writing. “Not to mention the coffee shop.”

      Courtney’s brows rise. “The coffee shop? You’re working at Up North Coffee? I thought I heard through the grapevine that Barb was closing it down at the end of the summer?”

      I nod. “The grapevine is correct. Barb moved to Duluth to be closer to her grandkids.”

      “I’m impressed that you know all of this. So did someone else buy it?” Courtney guesses, her eyes sparking.

      “The real question isn’t if someone else bought it, but who,” Rune calls from ahead of us.

      “Fine, who bought it? Did you, Rune? Is that what you’re trying to make me guess?”

      “Not Rune. Me.” I point at myself.

      Courtney stops walking entirely. “Come again?”

      I try to keep a straight face, but it’s hard. “You are looking at the proud new owner of Up North Coffee, the one and only coffee shop in Birch Lake, Minnesota.”

      “Jules, what the actual fuck!” Courtney punches me in the arm.“You are not serious.”

      My smirk stretches into an all-out grin. I’ve been dying to drop the news—only Rune, Finn, and Aunt Mairi have been in the know up until now. It seemed premature to talk about it before all the papers were signed. “I am, indeed. Barb did, in fact, close it down a couple weeks ago. There’s a whole crapload of stuff that has to be fixed and sorted through, but I’m hoping to have the coffee shop opened back up in November.” Between getting the coffee shop ready and moving into my new house, the next couple months are going to be busy.

      “You sly little Viking fox. So basically what you’re telling me is that you’ve pulled a classic Jules move and gone all-in on this idea.”

      “Basically.” Almost all of my life’s savings have been invested in this move, for better or for worse.

      “Even with all those part-time coffee shop jobs you’ve had over the years, I never would have guessed you’d turn it into your true career.” Courtney hooks her arm through mine. “I feel like I should buy you a drink to celebrate your status as the new owner of Birch Lake’s most popular gathering place.”

      “Twist my arm, would you?”

      The moment we’re through the gates, Courtney and I make a beeline to the drinks tent. It’s not easy to get through; the place is absolutely packed. It takes some effort to jostle our way to the bar, battling the scent of body odor mixed with oiled leather and smoke.

      “I’m going to spill all over the place,” Courtney complains, throwing a hand out to protect her drink as the crowd pushes us a few steps back.

      “I think there’s seating outside in the back. Let’s imbibe there.” I spin just as another patron steps away from the bar with a full glass of beer. There’s a split second of panicked realization before I collide, very solidly, into his side.

      “Excuse me,” I exclaim, trying—and failing—to avoid the mead that sloshes over the side of my glass, all over the front of his shirt. Shit. “I am so sorry.”

      His arm shoots out to steady me. “No, that’s my bad. You okay?”

      I startle at the deep voice. The attractive deep voice. My eyes drag upwards, past muscled thighs, a belt of woven blue and yellow, a white tunic with Viking-style embroidery around the neckline. His outfit is on par, an almost exact match to mine in color palette and era imitation. I am wholly distracted by the detail until I notice the dark eyes, intent and staring back at me from a wildly good-looking face.

      It’s the kind of face that a girl is morally obliged to take a second and third look at.

      My first coherent thought is that this is certainly, definitely the most handsome man I’ve ever seen in my life. His hair is dark chestnut brown, long and slightly curled at the edges; his eyes even darker in a deeply tanned face. He’s got a strong, straight nose and a thin mouth that’s half-twisted into a smile, tugging at the thick stubble on his face. There are black runes painted across the bridge of his nose, trailing across his strong cheekbones. He seems somehow familiar, yet wildly foreign. I resist the urge to fiddle with the strands of my fake silver hair.

      “You okay?” the Viking man repeats.

      I give myself a mental shake. “Yes, sorry. I didn’t see you until it was too late.”

      He glances over my head, then takes me by the elbow and shuffles me to the side, making room for a harried, red-faced waitress to scoot by with a full tray of drinks.

      “I really am sorry,” I repeat, noting the dark stain on the front of his tunic that either came from his drink or mine. Possibly both.

      He glances down dismissively. “It will dry. The bigger problem seems to be that you’ve lost a good amount of your drink. Here, let me get you another.”

      “I ran into you,” I object. “And I still have most of my mead.” Or half, maybe. I spilled a lot.

      “You really turning down a free drink?”

      A few butterflies come to life in my stomach at the slight smile, the spark of warmth in his eyes.

      “When you put it that way, I don’t want to be rude.” I smile back, lingering by his side until he hands me a new cup, filled to the brim. There’s something very familiar about the lines of his nose, the twinkle of his eyes, but I can’t for the life of me figure out who he reminds me of. A distant memory, not sure from where or when. That’s the problem with traveling so much: people come in and out of your life on a regular basis. I scan the Nordic-looking tattoos on his arm. I’m sure I’ve never met anyone with those before. I would have remembered.

      “Shall we?” He motions with his free hand towards the exit. It’s much easier to walk with his tall frame blocking the crowd from trampling me.

      I am thinking of something suitably clever to say, hoping that maybe he will stay and flirt for a while, but I only get as far as a mumbled repeat of my gratitude before he excuses himself.

      “I wish I had time to stay, play the protector and ensure that your drink remains un-jostled, but alas: I am already behind schedule. Maybe I’ll see you around.” He winks and is gone.

      The moment he’s out of sight, Courtney emerges out of nowhere with a very interesting look on her face. “Who was that?”

      “A stranger.”

      “A stranger,” she repeats, incredulous. “You looked like you wanted to eat his face.”

      “It’s a nice face,” I say simply, nudging her with my elbow as we follow the path to the square where the shops are set up. Rune and Finn are waiting for us by a large stone fountain.

      “Where did you disappear to?” Rune demands. “I needed your help deciding on a new necklace.” She holds up a pearly, opaque crystal on a rose gold chain. “Finn had to come to the rescue.”

      “Jules stumbled upon some eye candy,” Courtney announces.

      I pinch her elbow. She jabs a finger into my ribs with a surprising amount of strength.

      Rune practically melts with excitement. “Please tell me it was the dude with wings from the Faelight Fantasy Ball. I swear, if he reappears in your life, it is Fate literally telling you two to get married.”

      “It was not.” I snort at her disappointed expression and the reference to a man I met this past New Year’s Eve at the bookish ball. He was a fabulous dancer and served as a very pleasant distraction for the evening while Rune was busy getting romanced by Finn.

      “This one was very easy on the eyes,” Courtney continues with the barest hint of a smirk. I don’t know why she’s finding so much entertainment in all of this.

      “You gonna write him into your next story?” Finn gives me the side eye.

      “You know what, maybe I will,” I retort back. But actually…I probably will. I’ll write about those arms of his, if nothing else. Because I bet his thighs are equally strong and—well, you know. My heroine will thank me for it.

      “Oh look, more tents. Let’s go see what people are selling,” I say to redirect everyone’s attention away from me and the mostly insignificant encounter. It works…kind of.

      There are crystals, jewelry, tooled leather backpacks, indie fantasy authors, and a wide array of other handmade, medieval-inspired goods. I want to buy it all. I start my purchases for the day with a red leather satchel that has tiny toadstool mushrooms etched all over it. That’s quickly followed by a pair of vibrant blue hand-knit mittens, a set of stone runes, and a drinking horn.

      “You look like you’re preparing to go on a quest,” Courtney comments as we exit a crystal tent.

      “I can’t stop.”

      “Do you want accountability or would you prefer that I merely smile indulgently at the fact you just paid eighty dollars for a crystal dragon statue?”

      “Not sure yet. Ask me when I’ve spent another fifty.”

      “Fine, but remember to save some of that seemingly endless cash for food. Not to mention another stop at the next mead tent.”

      I force myself to set down a hand-tooled leather belt, giving the booth owner an apologetic smile as Courtney drags me away.

      We pack as much as we can into our day at the festival, following the typical themed entertainments: axe throwing, horseback riding, and cheering on the jousting competitions. The sun is falling low in the sky when we make our way back to the tent full of adult beverages and medieval-themed food. Since we’re staying the night at a hotel across the parking lot, it doesn’t take a lot of convincing to partake in a round of shots before moving onto our mixed drinks of choice. My fingertips are numb and there’s a slight stagger to Finn’s step when we manage to find an open bench in the outdoor theatre where a trio of fire breathers are in the midst of doing some really complicated-looking tricks.

      “I don’t understand how they do that,” Courtney says, eyes narrowed critically.

      “Liquid fuel,” Rune murmurs.

      “They literally spit it out to get the plume of flame like that,” I add.

      “Why am I not surprised that both of you are familiar with how to do this?” Her eyes do not leave the fire breathers.

      Mine don’t, either. The two men are shirtless; their chiseled bodies glistening with sweat in a way that borders on the obscene. They both have muscles that I didn’t even know could exist on a human being. The woman wears a wrapped leather crop top; her long black hair tied back in a braid that falls to her waist. They are perfectly synced with one another, alternating physical acrobatics with fire breathing feats.

      The finale of the performance comes in the form of a third man (shirtless, of course), who’s juggling freaking balls of fire. I’m so entranced with his skill—and the way his muscles glisten in the flickering light—that it takes far too long for me to realize who it is.

      I lean into Rune. “That’s the man I saw earlier. The guy juggling fire.”

      When she turns to me, it’s with absolute heart eyes. “Oooh, he’s something.”

      “Excuse me?” Finn says mildly.

      “I’m gaping at Jules’ new love interest, the fire juggler,” Rune explains ridiculously.

      I groan inwardly as Finn does a very obvious double take. “Impressive. Nice choice, Jules.”

      “You two can just stop.”

      “You gonna make a move?”

      “I don’t make moves,” I inform him. “I indulge in momentary opportunities. Besides, I thought you wanted me to find my happily-ever-after with Wing Dude from the Faelight Fantasy Ball?” I flutter my fingers like butterfly wings.

      “I’m tired of bringing him up,” Rune complains. “I wish you’d just gotten his phone number so I could properly check him out.”

      “Believe me, he was nothing compared to this one,” I assure her, which may or may not be true, as I have only outward appearances to go off. I don’t have a lot of interest in long term relationships—total opposite of Rune, who’s dreamed of a cozy home with her true love her entire life—but I am one hundred percent down for experiencing some facets of romance every now and again. The physical kind, if you catch my drift.

      Despite the fact that evening is well underway, the temperature is still far too warm for comfort.

      “You ready to dump that fake head of hair yet?” Courtney says on my other side, eyeing the sweat trickling down from beneath my wig.

      “It’s staying.” I grit my teeth. “I’d look ridiculous if I had to carry it around in my arms.”

      “Not to mention your real hair is probably super flat at this point. Total turnoff for the Viking dude.”

      “I don’t know, maybe he’d be into that kind of thing.”

      “You drinking any more tonight?”

      “Probably one more.” I lightly run my finger down my face. “I can still feel my nose.” That’s my gauge of sobriety: when my nose goes numb, I have to stop.

      “That’s so weird, but whatever.”

      The torches around the area are lit, and a trio of musicians start playing some medieval-sounding songs that are somehow both calming and incentivizing for us to dance.

      “This feels strangely familiar.” Rune looks up at Finn adoringly as she tugs on his hand.

      “Except there’s no doubt how the evening will end.” He waggles his brows suggestively.

      Courtney and I look at each other and gag.

      “I need that drink ASAP to handle them.” I’m already striding for the tent.

      “Get me a water, would you? I just got an email…freaking new stack of paperwork might need some attention.” Courtney stops at one of the benches, looking up from her phone with a grimace.

      “Seriously? It’s the weekend.”

      “We have a tight deadline. I don’t really have a choice.”

      Well, that’s lame. After getting her water, I take a large cup of mead to last me the rest of the evening.

      Usually when I’m out with Rune, I play the role of big sister—or mother hen, as Rune calls it. I’m the one who plans, monitors sobriety levels, makes sure everyone is accounted for. But we’re all staying at the hotel across the parking lot—well within walking distance. Rune and Finn have each others’ backs. Courtney looks like she’s one email away from leaving altogether.

      Which leaves me free to do as I please.

      And when my eyes meet those of a certain well-dressed Viking, l know exactly how I want to spend the rest of my own evening. With another sip of mead for courage, I make my way over to the large oak tree, where he’s standing.
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      “You’re still here, I see,” I say, by way of greeting.

      “Are you planning on ending the day the way you started it?” he asks without turning his eyes away from the dancers.

      “Drinking?”

      “Dumping it on me,” he clarifies, shifting his gaze to the mug in my hands.

      Game on.

      “That was an accident. Obviously.”

      “Did your friends abandon you?”

      I lift one brow at the subtle drop. He’s been paying attention to my company. “My sister and her fiancé are currently making heart eyes at each other. My cousin is dealing with some things that came up for work.”

      “I’m sorry,” he says and sounds like he means it.

      “Don’t be. I enjoy my own company.”

      “And yet here you are making small talk with me.” Those dark eyes of his glitter in the flickering light of the torches. His body is turned in my direction. I have his full attention.

      “Would you rather be alone?” I ask.

      “Not if you’re willing to stay.”

      “Hm,” I say. I take a long drink of mead, not taking my eyes from him. “I might be persuaded.”

      He smiles and settles his back against the tree. “For the sake of transparency, I have been drinking.”

      “Mixing alcohol and fire?” I put my hand to my chest, feigning shock. His eyes track where my fingers rest against my cleavage.

      “I’m a dangerous man. But also, no. I try not to throw sharp, flaming objects while intoxicated.”

      I huff a laugh. In my peripheral, I see Rune and Finn still dancing; a reminder that I’m not responsible for anyone except myself tonight. The way he’s watching me, his gaze flicking down to my lips…well, the stars are fully aligned. Not to mention with my intense cosplay outfit—face paint, wig, and colored contacts—and his face paint, I strongly suspect that we would not recognize each other if we passed each other on the street tomorrow. The very best kind of anonymity.

      So I figure, What the hell, live a little tonight, Jules.

      He leans towards me, his eyes on mine. I step in, covering the rest of the distance, and press my mouth against his. It’s a question. An offer. A test.

      “That’s congratulations for a job well done,” I say, breaking the connection. “Kind of like⁠—”

      His mouth cuts off my words. More specifically: his lips meet mine again in a kiss that’s far more sensual, far more intimate than the one I’d initiated seconds ago. His hand is on the small of my back, drawing me closer. He tastes amazing—all honey mead and cinnamon.

      An involuntary, breathy sigh escapes me at the feel of this man. Hard, sensual; the sweet taste of mead on his tongue giving me all the feels right where it matters.

      When we stumble backwards, he catches me and spins, pressing me up against the garbled oak tree we’re standing beneath; his left hand cradling my head, protecting my hair—my wig, actually—from being tangled in the roughness of the bark. His other hand angles my face for a deeper kiss. I swallow a soft gasp as his hips press into mine. My heart is beating wildly, fully onboard with taking this a thousand steps further. It’s been an age since I’ve been kissed like this. From the pattern of his breath when he pauses, it sounds like he is just as affected.

      “I don’t usually do this, just so you know. Make out with a total stranger,” he murmurs.

      I blink open my eyes.

      “I was a little nervous about doing it without asking,” I admit. “In case I was out of line.”

      “You weren’t. You definitely weren’t,” he vows. “I spent far too much time today wondering what it would be like to taste you. I might have projected.”

      I let out a low laugh against his mouth.

      His hand tightens, gripping my hip, pulling me tighter to him so that I feel his very hard, very enticing length pressed up against me. Rational thought suddenly becomes very difficult.

      I’ve been kissed many times—innumerable times—by strangers and non-strangers alike. So when I say that he is particularly talented with his mouth, his hands, I mean it. He presses a kiss to the sensitive skin behind my ear, scraping it slightly with his teeth.

      “I could kiss you all night,” he murmurs.

      “May I?” I ask, sliding my hand down, letting it hover just above where I want so desperately to touch. In the gathering darkness, no passersby will notice anything except two people making out. Not that anyone is even in our vicinity anymore. They’ve all gone closer to the bonfire.

      “If you want.”

      We both shudder when my hand closes around him, over his trousers.

      “You feel incredible,” I say, which is not at all a lie. It’s been a hot minute since I’ve had a decent lay, and never with anyone who had a body like this. It’s almost enough to make me forget that we are in a public place. I shift my hips to further shield what I’m doing to him.

      I close my eyes, feeling the kisses he scatters across the underside of my jaw, my neck, my shoulder. With infinitely gentle hands, he slips one strap down over my shoulder and drops his mouth to the newly bared skin. His hand pulls the top down a little further and I am all of two seconds away from suggesting that we move to a more private location, maybe the hotel room that I booked for myself, when his fingers discover the dark outline of the crescent moon and stars tattoo that crawls up my spine and ends at the base of my neck. I shiver at the soft sensitivity of his fingers against the back of my neck.

      “Nice tattoo.” His voice sounds a little hoarse.

      “Thanks. I got it to celebrate graduation.”

      His fingers stop their tracing but remain pressed against my spine. “Your college graduation?”

      “Yeah,” I reply. We shouldn’t be talking about my tattoo, though. There are so many other things we could be doing with our mouths.

      “...Jules?”

      “Yes?” I ask, wondering why the tone has shifted.

      And then I recall that I never told him my name.

      My eyes fly open.

      “What the fuck,” he curses, removing his hands immediately from my body as he takes a quick, stumbling step backwards. My skin erupts in gooseflesh from the sudden absence of the Viking man’s warm body heat, which had been my wall of protection against the sudden growing chill of the evening air. And now I’m just…standing here, unaccountably nervous. I’m clearly missing out on something. I’m drunk but I’m not that drunk.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t—have we met?”

      He’s looking at me like I’m something awful. Like the plague. “Jules. You—I’m—” He stops and clears his throat, then says one damning word. “Portsmouth.”

      I blink, confused. Then everything clicks—and my entire night comes crashing down on me.

      “Jax?”

      He flinches at the sound of his name on my lips.

      And now I’m the one who’s horrified. This is not good. I went into this thinking I’d have a wildly unforgettable night with a stranger. But I know this man. Worse still, I’ve kissed him before. Years ago. One of the messier situations I’ve managed to land myself in.

      I stare and stare in the deepening shadows of the evening. Now that I know who he is, I recognize the slant of his nose, the expression in his eyes…but the last time I saw him, he was a thin, pale, scholarly type of fellow. Short hair, clean-shaven, no tattoos. I have definitely seen him naked before and his body definitely did not look like this. I can’t decide if I’m more shocked or impressed.

      “What are the odds,” I joke weakly. “Picking up right where we left off.”

      He doesn’t look like he thinks it’s funny at all. He looks angry.

      Not a great expression to be on the receiving end of, if I’m being honest, after I’ve essentially propositioned him. I drag my strap back up over my shoulder, cursing whichever one of the Fates can be blamed for this very disappointing climax to what should have been a highly enjoyable night.

      “You’re wearing a wig,” he says, sounding dazed, although there’s a hint of accusation in his voice, as if I’ve intentionally deceived him. “Your eyes are a different color.”

      “That’s the point of cosplay,” I point out needlessly. “And look who’s talking. You’re wearing face paint. And you grew a beard.” He’s also far, far better looking than I remember. His arms, for fuck’s sake; tattoos swirling around tanned, corded muscles. There’s a weathered look about his face, like he’s spent every one of the past few years outside.

      He doesn’t have an answer to that. But as we stand here, inches apart, part of me frantically whispers that I have to find a way to make a dignified exit. Or maybe to find some way to get the upper hand, because the last time I was in his company, it did not go well. A small but insistent part of me wants to ignore the fact that we have a history and just continue what we were doing. I’m absolutely aching to keep going and am certainly tipsy enough to disregard the consequences.

      Do what you would do if you hadn’t had three drinks in the past hour, I tell myself sternly.

      The irritatingly sensible part of my brain forces old memories to resurface, recalling the short-lived romance that was our entire relationship four—or was it five?—years ago. I remember the way I fell for him. And how things fell apart.

      From the way Jax’s expression has cooled decidedly, I’d wager a guess that he’s remembering the same thing. And that his opinion of me hasn’t changed one bit.

      I step away, further out of his reach. Not that he’s trying to touch me anymore.

      He just stands there. Saying nothing.

      So I turn my back on him and walk away to find another drink and a man who doesn’t think I’m the devil incarnate.
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      The leaves scatter around my car in the gray light of early dawn as I drive into the city of Birch Lake, Minnesota. There aren’t too many people out and about yet, apart from myself and the dark green truck that’s already parked outside Up North Coffee.

      My coffee shop.

      Yes, I’m screaming inside.

      I tend to go big or go home in general when it comes to making life choices. Buying a coffee shop definitely tracks. Was it a spur of the moment decision? Yes. Kind of. It’s been a dream of mine for years, even if the actual purchase had all the signs of an impulse buy, motivated by angst (thank you, toxic work environment) and a desperation for something new.

      The stars aligned and here I am.

      I put my car into park and slide out, shivering against the chilly autumn wind. Rune and Finn are already outside, waiting for me near the locked door of the coffee shop.

      “I can’t believe you beat me here,” I call out to them while I fumble for the key.

      “I wasn’t going to miss this moment,” Rune says, her words distorted by a yawn. “I want to watch you walk into your coffee shop for the first time.”

      “That makes two of us.” I laugh under my breath as the first two unmarked keys on the ring fail to open the door. Thankfully, the third turns easily. “Ready?” I look to Rune, who’s clapping her mittened hands together excitedly.

      With a deep, steadying breath I open the door and step inside. The place is filled with the rich smell of coffee and just a hint of spices. There’s a string of white fairy lights lining the edge of the counter and another on a wide shelf along one of the walls. Despite the chill—no one has been around to turn on the heat yet—the room somehow feels warm, cozy, magical. It seems wrong to break the spell by switching on the bright overhead lights, but it’s a necessary evil.

      “I know I’ve come here dozens of times since I moved up here, but the vibes are totally different now that you own it,” Rune says, shuffling her feet on the rug.

      “Dozens?” Finn asks.

      “Hundreds,” Rune allows. “Possibly thousands.”

      “Possibly,” he agrees with a slight grin.

      “None of that flirtatious nonsense until I’ve had some coffee,” I say, trying and failing to hold back a yawn. It’s so damn early. I plug in the espresso machine and am relieved when it turns on. The shop has been closed for almost two months now, but the terms of the sale included the inventory—coffee-making machines, supplies, and furniture. The grinder is still full of coffee. I open the fridge underneath the counter, exposing an array of open milk cartons—dairy and otherwise. I guess this whole “leave everything” is a double-edged sword. I manage to locate a new, unopened carton of oat milk tucked behind the rest that isn’t expired.

      “Cheers to my sister and her new phase of life as a business owner,” Rune says, after I’ve handed out three steaming oat milk lattes.

      “To writing fabulous smut in between flirting with the visitors,” Finn contributes with a grin.

      “To being around each other so much we start to hate the sound of each other’s voices,” I say.

      “Here, here.” Rune taps her cup against ours.

      The lattes aren’t bad, although I already know I want to switch up the brand of oat milk and probably use a spicier roast. I mentally run through my list of tasks and priorities that need to be tackled before we open. It’s a manageable list…at least, it starts out that way.

      The more Rune, Finn, and I poke around the building, the more items get added to the list. The walls in the hallway are peeling paint, the baseboards are mysteriously absent, and the bathroom floor is badly stained. Not a great look.

      In the back is a tiny room that’s been used as a supply closet. Based on the desk in the corner, it may have been an office at some point. Now, it’s now absolutely overflowing with napkins, cleaning supplies, and totally empty boxes filled with packing peanuts.

      “So this will be fun to work on,” Rune says. I detect a hint of skepticism in her voice.

      “So much fun.” I legit love a good reorganization project. It’s not that Barb left everything a mess, per se, but it’s fairly obvious that such things were not her priority. The shelves beneath the counter are an absolute disaster and there’s an entire side room that would almost double the coffee shop space…were it not completely filled with a random assortment of old furniture, dust-covered boxes of holiday decorations, and a rusted dog kennel. I believe it had been used as an antique store a while back.

      “What are you going to do with this area?” Rune asks, peering into the clutter. “Add more seating? There’s always a shortage on the weekends.”

      “I could, yes.”

      “Am I sensing a but?”

      “Well,” I say, dragging out the word. “I was kind of playing around with the idea of adding shelves and turning it into a bookstore.”

      Complete silence falls, followed by a squeal of excitement from Rune and a delighted laugh from Finn.

      “That is literally the best idea ever.” Rune’s eyes are wide as she takes in the state of the room again.

      “I know, right?” I exchange a smile with Finn over Rune’s head. He looks just as ecstatic as my sister. When we were kids, Rune and I used to spend hours planning our dream bookstores—the layout, titles, and decor. When I learned that my coffee shop purchase also included the surprisingly spacious second room—well, the light bulb moment came pretty quick afterwards. Is it madness to start what’s essentially an entirely new business before I even have the first established? Probably. But why bother pursuing your dreams if you’re too afraid to go all-in?

      “Can I work at the bookstore? Please-oh-please-oh-please?” Rune begs.

      “Oh, definitely. I’m not at all opposed to some good old-fashioned nepotism. Whatever you can fit in between your projects as a super famous illustrator.”

      “Lucky for you I booked a whole month off before I have to start on the next series for Starlight Hiddleston.”

      I blink at the casual name drop. “I’m sorry, come again? You’re illustrating whose books?” Starlight Hiddleston is another super famous author, rivaling Finn for best-selling fantasy series.

      “Kind of exciting, right?” Rune’s eyes are wide and sparkling. “I can’t believe it.”

      “I can,” I say fervently. Rune is a spectacular artist. “When did you find out? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I found out the day you signed the papers for the coffee shop. I wanted you to have your moment and figured the news would keep.”

      “That’s ridiculous. If you’d told me, we could have been celebrating doubly hard this whole time. And even though I’m glad that you’re here to help, you should take some actual time off to do fun things.”

      “Kind of like how we’re planning on spending three solid weeks in Europe?” Rune says wryly.

      “Exactly.” I jab my finger at her, but she sidesteps easily. “You excited? It’s coming up quick.”

      “Kind of. But I do feel bad.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re not even moved in yet and you own a freaking business. I want to be here to help you with all of this.” Rune looks guilty, which is outrageous.

      “We’re both adults with our own lives,” I point out. “The fact that we now live just a few miles apart doesn’t change that. I’m not going to organize my life around your schedule. You sure as fuck don’t need to do that for me.”

      “We promise to bring you back a souvenir,” Finn says with a wink. Gratitude, probably, for my support in talking Rune out of her misplaced guilt and worry.

      “Make it big. And expensive.” I’m glad to see Rune’s worry wrinkles smooth with that comment, fading into an eye roll, instead. “Besides, you’ll be here for the grand reopening, which will be the most fun.”

      “We can always reschedule the trip,” Finn reminds Rune gently. The wince she gives in return makes me suspect that this is not the first time he’s brought it up. Not that either of them knew about my coffee shop plans when they initially booked the getaway.

      “Absolutely not.”

      Finn raises his hands in mock defense at the vehemence in my tone.

      “If you want to be helpful,” I continue, “why don’t you help me with some brainstorming?”

      “Color me intrigued,” Finn says, flipping a chair around and resting his elbows on the back of it.

      “I was thinking…what are your thoughts on changing the name from ‘Up North Coffee’ to something more aligned with the whole coffee shop-slash-bookstore thing?”

      “You’re thinking about changing the name of the small town coffee shop? How daring,” Finn says, his brows knit together thoughtfully. It’s a long moment before he notices that both Rune and I are staring at him. “What?”

      I exchange a look with Rune and shrug. “We’re just waiting on that best-selling brain of yours to come up with something brilliant.”

      “You do think of the best names,” Rune agrees.

      “This is far too much pressure,” Finn objects. “It takes a solid three drafts before anything that comes from this brain is remotely acceptable.”

      “We have time,” I say, fiddling with the switch for the electric fireplace, bringing the fake flames to life.

      For a few minutes, we sit on the armchairs around the fireplace and drink our lattes in silence. Honestly, it’s a pretty nice way to start a day. I can’t wait for this to be my new routine.

      Finn clears his throat.

      “Yes?” I raise my brows.

      “I don’t know exactly what vibe you want to go for, but you could simply lean in the direction of a straightforward Up North Coffee & Books, Books & Brew, or do something with a hint of a pun like Tomes & Tea or Leaves & Lattes.”

      Rune looks at me triumphantly.

      “Wow, Finn,” I say, impressed. “All really solid choices. Especially that last one.” I think for a moment, mentally tasting the names. “I really like that last one.”

      “Why thank you.” Finn looks pleased.

      “That was one draft,” Rune says. “You’re so much quicker than you give yourself credit.”

      “It was about ten drafts in my head,” he assures us. “Nothing before that was worth voicing aloud. Incidentally, take it or leave it. I’m sure there are other great options out there.”

      “Doubtful. Alright, team: let’s turn Leaves & Lattes into the number one shop for coffee and book lovers all over the Northland.”

      Fueled with caffeine and the adrenaline that comes with starting a new task, I roll up my sleeves and dive into the nitty gritty of cleaning this place up and making shit happen.

      I’ve already picked a date for the grand reopening: the first Saturday in November. That gives me five weeks to freshen up the place, get the staff ready, and build an entire bookstore.

      Absolutely no pressure.
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        * * *

      

      The first few days fly by in a flurry of conducting interviews and figuring out a sustainable schedule for what will end up being a very small staff.

      Fortunately, most of the old employees are eager to return. There’s Tim, the gangly young man who makes incredible latte art. Another barista, Lucy, is known for her imaginative drink creations and efficiency. Nancy is our brisk yet friendly baker who’s as excited as I am about the potential to turn our kitchen into a fully gluten-free zone. Apparently her new daughter-in-law is also gluten intolerant and she’s been perfecting some wheat-free baked goods that, so far, have been spectacular.

      It’s Nancy who informs me that Barb’s late husband was in charge of maintaining the building. The fact that he passed away nearly five years ago might explain why the building is starting to fall apart at the seams. I can take care of the cosmetic issues and some of the smaller repairs, but will eventually have to hire a professional for the rest.

      I’m not sure how much my budget will be able to handle the bigger projects, but I guess I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.

      Rune and Finn dedicate far too much of their own time to helping me scrub down every inch of this place, repaint walls, and—the fun part—decide on a list of titles to start out with for the bookstore.

      “Heavy on the romance, light on the non-fiction. Love it.” Rune grins as she scans the spreadsheet I left open on my laptop.

      “A little bit of romance, a little bit of northern Minnesota guides and whatnot. What’s not to like?”

      “Exactly. Incidentally, how are your home projects coming along?”

      “They’re coming, that’s for sure,” I reply, hoping she doesn’t catch the undercurrent of something that’s definitely not overwhelm. I’m Jules Dubois. I don’t get overwhelmed. I thrive on challenges.

      Except that this past week has felt like a never-ending hamster wheel of work at the coffee shop and an equal-if-not-greater number of items on the to do list that’s waiting for me on my kitchen table at home.

      I shift back on the old office chair in the back room at the coffee shop and critically survey the chaos. Most of the junk has been cleared out—even the space for the bookstore, which is slated to get a new floor and final coat of paint this week. But this room is still the catch-all for the odds and ends that seem useful but don’t have a place of their own. Like some artwork and a set of dishes with tiny flowers that definitely don’t match the decor but are too pretty to throw out.

      “Where do you want this?” Finn asks from the open door, holding a large cardboard box full of—I’m not exactly sure what.

      “Where did that come from?” I ask, brushing a strand of hair out of my sweaty face.

      “Some delivery guy just dropped it off. For its size, it’s oddly weightless.”

      “Here. Open it.” I hand Rune a pair of box cutters from the back pocket of my jeans. She and Finn work together to open the box, revealing an embarrassing amount of packing peanuts…and a new glass coffee carafe swimming in the middle of it.

      “That’s it?” I ask, bemused. The box could easily fit ten carafes.

      Rune’s arm is fully submerged in the packing peanuts as she feels around for anything else. “It seems so.”

      Excellent. Now I have a giant ass box of packing peanuts and nowhere to put it.

      “You ok, Jules? You’re looking a little dazed,” Finn comments, leaning against the door frame.

      I give him an extra bright smile. “I don’t get dazed. Is it possible that you’re projecting?”

      “Oh definitely. But you can admit weakness to me, Jules. I already know your dark secret.” He lowers his voice conspiratorially. “Prepositional phrases.”

      I bark out a laugh. “That’s so below the belt. Leave my grammatical habits out of this.”

      “Speaking of prepositional phrases,” Finn says with a smirk, “in the shed, there’s a huge stack of empty boxes. I can take them to the recycling center, if you like? Free up some space for more boxes. And…stuff.”

      “Only if you’re bored and really want something to do. I figure I’ll wrap up here in the next fifteen minutes or so.” Rune and Finn have been so helpful I don’t know how I would have gotten through this week without them. They’ve been taking turns with the cleaning and reorganizing while I brush up on my barista skills and put in a shitload of orders for supplies that range from cleaning solutions to a new sink for the kitchen. Thank God I budgeted a chunk of money for startup costs. Hopefully it will be enough. It has to be enough.

      But…I’m ready to call it a day. “I have a wild rice casserole in the slow cooker calling my name. How do you feel about coming over for dinner at my place?”
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