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      Deep, dark, and disturbed.

      Seth Boyd leaned over the tour boat’s railing and stared down into the bottomless water of Lake Superior’s southern shore. He’d long theorized that this very spot was the sanctuary for a mythical—and all too real—creature he’d hunted since childhood. Over the past six months, the legend had transformed him from small-town printshop owner to minor internet sensation.

      His self-published memoir, about his search for Soupy, the Lake Superior monster, had taken off thanks to social media. He’d long hoped once others learned about his hunt, he’d find a community of enthusiasts eager to engage. Everyone wanted a little magic. And he was in the position of sparking some wizardry, no wand required. Sharing his journey, including his successes and failures, connected his very particular mission with the broader world. Or, at least, that was what the morning TV news anchor said. He wasn’t sure if she meant it or just read it off the teleprompter.

      The attention couldn’t steal his focus. He wouldn’t let anything deter him, ever. And especially not on a day like today, when the surface of the water was calm. Under a bright-blue sky, nothing seemed amiss. If an ancient beast could survive for millennia and remain hidden, these coordinates had to be the spot. Seth had dubbed the location the Timber Triangle. The area wreaked havoc on magnetic fields and had destroyed many nautical—and technological—devices. Storms popped up in the local area with sudden, shocking severity. A shipwreck had recently been located, and its treasure, a shipment of whole timbers logged during the nineteenth century now worth a hefty six figures, had been recovered.

      On a clear day, the lake was picturesque and still as glass. He had an unobstructed view into the water. But it was fathoms deep, and visibility didn’t extend far at this spot. He waited, willing a sighting. The mosasaurus did not surface.

      “Until next time, friend,” he murmured into the wind, turning away from the microphone he held.

      The tour boat began its turn back into the channel leading to Loon Lake, the tiny offshoot of the greatest body of freshwater in the world. The tight-knit community along the shore survived and thrived during its hundred-plus years of existence because of its fundamental belief in caring for each other like family. Now, during the summer’s big 150th celebration, that pride and spirit were on full display.

      He faced the eager crowd of tourists and raised the microphone. “Sorry, folks. Soupy prefers overcast skies. But don’t let our uneventful tour deter you from your own sightings.” He pointed to the log cabin at the top of a hill. “Our museum is a prime spot for observation, as is the newly reopened sawmill.” He swung his arm to the other side of the lakeshore.

      “If Soupy is in the lake, wouldn’t he be too large to hide?” A woman called.

      Squinting, Seth spotted the lady near the railing. With a baseball cap pulled low, her features were hidden. Obscured from view. Like a certain lake monster.

      “An interesting question. Yes, a mosasaurus could reach up to fifty feet in length. Some major motion pictures exaggerated the size difference between man and reptile,” he said into the microphone, running a hand through his shaggy blond hair.

      The tour group chuckled in unison.

      “But other smaller mosasaurs called Phosphorosaurus, theorized to be diurnal hunters in deep water, are another option.”

      “What do you think about the wormhole theory?” A man asked, shouting.

      A few in the crowd sniggered and shook their heads.

      Seth wanted to encourage, not dismiss, the outlandish question outright. He didn’t mind wild asks. Interacting with folks was a highlight of the tours, and he hoped his responses showed his respect and appreciation. But at the moment, he was drawing a blank. “The wormhole theory?” he repeated, stalling for a few seconds.

      “Yeah, like a shortcut between the modern world and ancient times,” the man explained.

      Since appearing on a national morning TV show, Seth had been inundated with tips and theories on his website. Most recently, a podcast theorized that the presence of quartz and other minerals indicated the potential for time travel. “I have heard it. Our shores are rich with mineral deposits, including granite. It remains a possibility, but I suspect the prevalence of iron ore and copper inhibits any rips in the space-time continuum. And I think the distance between the shores prevents a Casimir plate from occurring.”

      The man nodded.

      Seth had only begun leading tours of the lake a few weeks ago and was open to all suggestions. Thus far, he’d heard only positive reviews. He loved sharing his passion with interested people, and the response encouraged him.

      “Back in the day,” Seth said. “Strange occurrences were reported with some regularity. Fish populations have boomed. Odd waves were spotted near the mouth of the channel. It wasn’t until I started logging what I had seen that an official record was established.”

      A young boy raised his hand.

      “Yes?” Seth asked.

      The boy jumped to his feet. “My dad says back in the day means the nineties.”

      A collective chuckle sounded on the deck.

      Seth smiled. “Yes. Back in the day means the nineties for some. For me, I’m talking about the early years of this new millennium.”

      “I saw a shark,” the boy said. He pointed toward the railing behind Seth with animation, bouncing on the balls of his feet. “Could Soupy be a shark?”

      Seth appreciated the kid’s enthusiasm and hated to burst his bubble. “Sharks can’t live in freshwater lakes. It’s a good idea but impossible. You might have seen a large fish.”

      The boat slowed as it neared the dock.

      “Thank you again for your time and attention. I am happy to welcome all of you into the Society of Soupy. You are hereby inducted and honorarily deputized to conduct your own scientific research. Remember to report anything unusual via the online form.”

      The crowd clapped.

      Seth bowed, hiding his flushed cheeks for a second. He wasn’t used to receiving attention. Life in a small town meant never really standing out or surprising anyone. That was okay. He wasn’t a flashy, look-at-me person. But he didn’t shy away from what his newfound fame had done—and could do.

      Getting answers about the elusive beast became more of a possibility with every article and interview. Finding Soupy was his life’s work. After first spotting the animal during a reluctant ice fishing outing with his dad nearly thirty years ago, Seth had devoted himself to research and study. Until passing a few years earlier, Dad had been his partner. Now, with the new tips and theories, Seth was sure he’d solve the mystery.

      He turned off the microphone and made his way to the back of the boat. Shaking hands and posing for pictures, he bid every person goodbye. With a sell-out tour, that was no small feat.

      “Great job today,” Grant Reem, the tour boat owner, said, making his way through the departing crowd on the dock and hopping on board. “We’re sold out of the official merch at the gift shop.”

      “Wow, that’s great news. I’m heading to the printshop. I’ll make another run of… everything,” Seth said.

      Taking over his family’s business didn’t distract from his real goal. If anything, running a printshop enhanced his work with Soupy. He’d started merchandising with stickers as a way to fund his hunt. Gasoline for his skiff, binoculars, cameras, various sonar and listening devices—all of which had broken and been replaced over the years—weren’t free. He hadn’t secured any corporate sponsors despite his best efforts. But his search and funding really took off after his story went viral. Donations poured in to help.

      Murmured voices cut through the silence.

      Grant scanned over Seth’s shoulder. “Is someone still on board?”

      Seth shook his head. “I think the noise is coming from your pants.”

      “Oops.” Grant fumbled for his phone in his front pocket. “Sorry. I was listening to a podcast.” With a sigh, he turned off the device. “I hope the search for Soupy goes on forever.” Grant chuckled. “Good for my business.”

      Seth forced a smile. Grant’s words chilled Seth. Dying without answers was Seth’s nightmare. He prayed—fervently—the other man hadn’t cursed the hunt. He had to discover the truth to cement his family’s legacy in a town chock full of history. Only Soupy—the mosasaurus—would do. Otherwise, the Boyds would be a nameless part of the past, subservient to other, bigger families. Seth owed Dad a legacy.

      “Speaking of business, I’d better get back to my store,” Seth said.

      “I’ll catch you tonight at Molly’s event?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.” With a wave, Seth exited the boat and strolled down the dock. His slip-on loafers slapped every board, the soundtrack to his whirring thoughts.

      Grant had purchased the tour boat company almost a year earlier. While he owned one of the oldest businesses, he was a relative newcomer. Along with his girlfriend, Molly Maguire, who had inherited the old sawmill and been the rightful owner of the sunken logs in the lake, Grant was learning the unspoken ways of the town.

      Seth scanned the lakeshore as he reached solid ground. Just past the boathouse, a grand Victorian resort rose through the pines. Nestled on a beach boasting a rebuilt, non-functional, probably haunted lighthouse, the Inn at Loon Lake practically founded the town devoted to tourism. The Hales realized the potential for catering to visitors rather than industry. They bought land and built a boardwalk of shops and eateries for their guests, leased to tenants but still owned in the present day by the inn.

      Seth pounded the wooden sidewalk of the boardwalk shops most days, dropping off print orders and restocking copies of Loon Lake Life, the local paper he published. Most of the businesses in town had been family-owned for generations, passing from parent to child. While the inn’s management had temporarily threatened the arrangement by valuing profits over people, the return of a Hale to the property resolved the animosity brewing between the businesses.

      Reaching the parking lot, Seth hopped into his car and turned over the engine, heading towards his store, a short drive away in a strip mall off the main highway into town. The spot wasn’t picturesque, but it was quiet, and he owned the store outright. Something to be very grateful for.

      The influx of tourists, thanks to Soupy’s popularity, was an accomplishment he claimed. He had done his part to increase awareness of Loon Lake before the start of the all-important celebration year. He hoped Elise McKenna, the town’s one-woman tourism board, PR contact, and historical society chief, was pleased. All he had to do now was deliver a monster, and he’d secure his place in town lore.

      Easy, peasy.
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        * * *

      

      Elise McKenna hated surprises. It wasn’t just the shock of the unknown that distressed her. She was offended by the most basic definition of the word. Unexpected.

      That was too kind to encapsulate exactly how off-putting, troublesome, and chaotic any situation that involved the purposeful shock of another. More like unwarranted. Unwelcome. Any other number of un- starting words.

      She preferred order and reason.

      If others called her emotionless, she didn’t care. With an eye on the past and her mind on the future, she was nothing more than a steward of her beloved hometown. In her roles as manager of the tourism board and president of the historical society, she answered to the town at a yearly budget meeting. Otherwise, she operated alone. Just the way she liked it. Lately, however, she couldn’t seem to avoid the unexpected or working with others.

      “Earth to Elise?” Ashley Hale-Lewis snapped her fingers. “Is that a yes or a no on jumping out of a cake?”

      Elise didn’t expend the energy to roll her eyes at the woman she’d known since kindergarten.

      “Okay, scratch that off the list.” Ashley jotted down something on her clipboard. “Molly, you said the staff set up the tables yesterday?”

      Molly nodded her head across the table.

      The trio sat in the corner of the Inn at Loon Lake’s restaurant. A few diners joined them, but most of the guests enjoyed the beautiful day outdoors on the patio.

      Elise was glad for the relative peace. Tonight’s big event was an important first step to securing the town’s history in perpetuity. Not that either of the women who’d expressed their desire to help understood the seriousness to Elise.

      “What time will catering arrive?” Molly asked. She had graciously opened her recently restored family sawmill to Elise for the sesquicentennial kickoff.

      The paid admission event was the first fundraiser to help establish a trust for the museum, ensuring its continuation. Twelve months ago, she had come to appreciate how—despite her best efforts—she didn’t have all the answers or know what was coming next. Elise’s close friendship with Molly’s great aunt, Lily Maguire, secured the town’s foundation as the heir to the sawmill if Molly couldn’t be located. Elise had tricked herself into thinking of the inheritance as a given. For years, she hadn’t taken action to prepare for the future. She refused to be passive in her professional—and personal—life any longer. Controlling every variable was impossible. But she’d do her best to try.

      The town’s stories must endure.

      She thought of herself as a Medieval tradesperson, working on a grand cathedral she’d never see to completion. To that end, she needed funds. Repairs had not been made on the log cabin, which served as the town museum and historical society, for years. The admission fees barely kept the power on. She wouldn’t draw a salary, but the next person in her role might. She wanted to show up to the budget meeting in January with a fully funded department.

      “All set then?” Ashley pushed back her chair.

      “What? Wait, please, I’m sorry.” Elise scrubbed her hands over her face. “I was….”

      “Worrying again?” Molly offered with a kind smile.

      Elise hated to acknowledge the truth. Over the past year, however, she’d learned that both of these women responded to honesty and a little vulnerability. She nodded. “I can’t help it. Losing the sawmill solidified how precarious the historical society’s situation is. This event has to raise money. Everything that comes next has to reinforce how significant the historical society is to the town and vice versa.”

      “You have done a fantastic job with the events for the whole summer. Tonight is more about locals realizing how vital our collective stories are. It’s a good way to start,” Ashley said, scooting her chair closer to the table. “But don’t put so much pressure on yourself. Everyone will want to do their part. You’re not alone.”

      Elise hoped Ashley was right. She had filed paperwork to turn the historical society and museum into a full-fledged charity. Her plan was simple. Start with a big splash and keep the momentum going over the months so her year-end requests weren’t a shock to the system.

      “What’s left on your checklist? Are you going home to get ready?” Molly asked.

      “Not quite yet,” Elise said. “I’m heading to the museum to fetch Mrs. Fitz-Ash and then have a stop at the printshop for an order.”

      “Ooooh,” Ashley said, dragging the word.

      “Who?” Molly asked at the same moment.

      Elise’s cheeks burned. “Seth.”

      “No, not him. I know Seth,” Molly said. “He’s leading a tour right now for Grant. Who is Mrs. Fitz-Ash?”

      Elise wasn’t sure if she was more embarrassed about clarifying Seth unnecessarily, and perhaps drawing attention again to her closeness with him, or Mrs. Fitz-Ash. “She’s a… tree. Or sapling. I took a seed pod from the original Ash tree in front of the log cabin and successfully grew a sapling in the year before the tree had to be cut down after borer got it.”

      “Why Mrs. Fitz-Ash?” Molly asked.

      “Sort of a playful nod to all the illegitimate children of British royalty.” And because she needed to give the plant a name once it became the friend she talked to the most. With real, living, age-appropriate acquaintances in Molly, Ashley, and Seth, Elise hadn’t needed to share quite as much with Mrs. Fitz-Ash. Which might have been how she’d outgrown her pot inside the log cabin before Elise even noticed.

      “We don’t want to keep you from either that or seeing Seth,” Ashley said.

      Elise didn’t react. She liked Seth. Everyone knew it, and most people liked him, too. The trouble was, she had romantic feelings for him. He was sweet, and kind, and handsome. When she was with him, she liked the person she became.

      But she worried he was too good for her. Too amenable with his shining emerald eyes and easy smile. Too handsome despite his blond hair always needing a trim. She had the sense other people talked about how odd the pairing was. That the stoic, serious Elise should spend time with open, easy Seth. That she was somehow taking advantage of him. She’d spent too many hours mentally circling the same arguments. And yet, she couldn’t stop herself from seeking him out. Maybe she couldn’t give in to her feelings completely, but she didn’t want to be denied his company.

      “If you’ll both excuse me, I’ll see you this evening?” Elise stood, gathering her purse off the table.

      “I’d better get going, too. Can’t wait for the big event,” Molly added.

      “Thank you for coming to me. We’ll have to keep working together so I can return the favor and stop by your businesses,” Ashley said with a smile.

      Elise nodded and saw herself out. Better to make a slightly rude exit than to stick her foot in her mouth somehow. Ashley was clever and charming. Every defect in Elise was an asset in the other woman. As kids, they’d always rubbed each other wrong, foils to one another. As adults, their longstanding history accounted for more than every tiny slight in their past.

      Outside the inn, Elise stalked toward the museum. Climbing up a hill through the forest, she leaped over the trickling stream dug by the original owners of the cabin to empty into a small pond. While the body of water was no longer used for its original purpose, sewage, she avoided it. Unpleasant smells—a noxious mix of weeds, rotting vegetation, and something else she couldn’t quite place—were enough to encourage distance. She reached the clearing, and the timber structure came into view.

      A cool breeze rustled the leaves of the Aspens surrounding the log cabin. June in the upper Midwest wasn't particularly warm and was definitely not beachy. Which suited Elise.

      She'd lived in the area her whole life, never staying south of Wisconsin for long. It was too much. Too many people. Too hot. She liked the cooler climate although she knew that wasn’t the reason she’d been called the town ice queen. Her reserved unnerved some people. She found the moniker funny. If the off-putting nickname kept away noisy, gossipy people, she was glad for it.

      A mechanical whirring echoed off the hills.

      The tour boat passed in the lake. The noise was a cacophony on the otherwise still air.

      She raised a hand to shield her gaze against the bright sun and spotted Seth on the side of the boat, holding a microphone and holding court. He was in his element. She smiled, warmth curling low in her belly.

      She was glad for him to have a moment of success and the spotlight. In their tiny town, people were categorized early and never had much chance to surprise and shine. She didn't care about such things for herself.

      Her work was bigger, looking at the town’s founding and every generation since.

      But it mattered to Seth.

      Since self-publishing his memoir, Searching for Soupy, he'd gone viral and thrived under the spotlight. She knew he viewed the attention as positive but what if he became a joke? He never suspected ulterior motives or heard the edge in another's cutting words. He took the world at face value, always finding joy and delight in the people he encountered. He'd never met a stranger.

      She had been relieved when the national morning show had focused on the father-son bonding angle rather than the invented myth. While the town started the summer season with a bigger crowd than usual, most tourists wanted to interact with the man and not the monster. The only boats in the lake were those of the tour company. The recently rebuilt and reopened lighthouse wasn’t overrun with cameras and sonar equipment. No major monster-hunting outfit had come to their shores.

      She had her own theory, mostly that if an unexpected species was in the lake, it was probably an overgrown eel or some sort of pet that had been released and thrived in the wild. Mosasaurus was the last creature she’d suspect. Until Seth had declared one lived in the water, she hadn’t known about the extinct species. Suddenly, everyone talked about Soupy.

      The visitors wanted to meet Seth.

      She'd fielded many questions about him during her tours of the museum. Was he as nice as he seemed? Did he and his dad really spend their ice fishing time drilling holes to look for Soupy? Had anyone ever gone with him on a search?

      She knew about the sell-out boat trips he led, too. She was happy. He had his notoriety in a relatively safe way. He was protected. She could relax. And focus.

      She grabbed Mrs. Fitz-Ash, lifting with her legs and hauling the heavy pot to her car, still parked in front of the log cabin. She hadn’t worried about visitors spotting her vehicle and being upset that the museum was closed and the door locked. If anything, she hoped her car acted as a deterrent. Molly and Grant had entered the museum a year earlier, while she’d stepped out, and damaged a baseboard. Since then, she’d taken security more seriously.

      Most of the museum’s visitors stopped by after Seth told them to at the end of his tour, but he’d promised he wouldn’t mention it today. After securing the plant, she headed back to the building, walking the perimeter to check for trash before she left.

      The crunch of tires on the gravel road echoed like fireworks.

      A car pulled to a stop on the drive some yards behind hers.

      The white sedan looked a little battered in the way of rental cars. Nothing was horribly amiss with the vehicle, but there were scratches on the bumper, as if the driver had misjudged parking spots.

      She sucked in a breath. She hoped the driver wouldn't misjudge her museum’s parking lot and cause damage. She didn’t have any civic funds to repair the log cabin or its landscaping. Yet.

      A man and a woman exited the car.

      “Hello,” the man called with a smile. Dressed in a polo and khakis, he had a stale look about him.

      Elise pressed her lips together and nodded.

      “Are you closed?” The woman asked. With shoulder-length hair neatly combed behind her ears and dressed in a sweatshirt and khakis, she was slightly more approachable than her companion. But only a bit.

      Her sweatshirt’s fold lines were visible, like she’d stopped at a gift store nearby to make the purchase. On closer inspection, her hair looked mussed, like she’d worn a cap.

      “May I help you?” Elise didn't want to commit to reopening the museum for the pair without more information. She smoothed her hair, not that she needed to. Her slicked-back bun style was her trademark, and she’d worn it so often that she’d practically trained her strands into position, fighting against flyaways.

      The man shot the woman a look.

      She must have taken a hint because she stepped forward, extending a hand. “Hi, I’m Kate, and this is Pete. We’re in town for a few days and wanted to check out the museum. We can come back tomorrow.”

      Elise shook Kate’s hand and shot a wary glance at Pete. Their explanation seemed slightly unnecessary. She hated the uneasy tingling along her limbs. “The museum opens at 10:00 a.m. Tours are every hour and last for about twenty minutes.”

      “Great, we’ll be here at ten,” Pete said.

      His response was bright. Too bright.

      If they were staying in town, they’d be at the inn and should have already known the museum hours. Unless they wanted to catch her alone. But why? She fought the shudder. Now she was letting her imagination run wild.

      “I’ll be here, too,” Elise said with a forced smile.

      The pair returned to their vehicle and drove away.

      The interaction was less than a handful of minutes. But something was off. She’d worked hard to ensure the celebration year put Loon Lake on the map for all the right reasons. She shook it off and continued her inspection of the museum, picking up a discarded water bottle before heading to her car. Seth had a load of souvenirs ready for her to pick up and sell in the gift shop. She could content herself that he’d had another good day, recognized in the relative safety of their little enclave, and would shrug off her worries about the last-minute visitors.
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      A few hours later, Seth hummed along to the radio as he pulled a sheet of vinyl Society of Soupy stickers off the printer. This design was the most popular and his favorite. He’d worked hard to sketch the mosasaurus coming out of the water. In the murky depths below, he wrote his tagline: the truth always surfaces.

      Inside his printshop, Print Your Way, he was nothing more than an honest, hardworking man. He had nothing to hide. He’d always been an open book to anyone who cared to read a page or a chapter. He liked living his life without secrets. He couldn’t understand those who knowingly concealed or distorted facts.

      He’d seen firsthand the effects of not being upfront with other people. He’d watched as secrets had clouded the formerly transparent dealings between the Inn at Loon Lake, primary employer and town benefactor, and the neighboring businesses. Thankfully, the charismatic Ashley had returned to help run the inn and doing business together became easier.

      The telephone rang.

      “It’s a great day to Print Your Way. How may I help you?” he answered.

      “Hi, honey, it’s Mom.”

      Seth grinned at the cheerful voice on the other end. “Hey, Mom. How are you?” He glanced at the clock on the wall. “Surprised you’re calling now.”

      “I dropped the twins off at soccer,” she replied. “It’s only an hour practice but at least a twenty-minute drive home, so I’m hanging out in the car.”

      “I’m sure Lauren appreciates you being the chauffeur,” he said with a chuckle.

      When Dad had died a few years earlier, Lauren, his younger sister, insisted Mom move in with her. Neither Mom nor Seth argued against the relocation. The living arrangement was almost expected. Seth had always had Dad. Mom was Lauren’s go-to parent.

      Lauren had graduated nursing school, gotten married, and birthed twins in rapid succession. She needed the help Mom gladly provided. Lauren’s twins were every bit as athletic and sporty as their mother. Mom helped take some of the stress of running the day-to-day off Lauren.

      “How’s the store? How’s business?” Mom asked. “Any more issues?”

      “No, things are running smoothly here.” For years, Mom ran the printshop alongside Dad. She had stepped down but still had advice and opinions to share.

      “Because you remember last year when you couldn’t get the alignment right on the menus, and you had to call⁠—”

      “I remember, Mom.” He shook his head.

      The bell over the door to the shop rang.

      Behind the front counter, Seth had a clear view past the wall-to-wall carpeting and shelves to the glass front door and windows.

      Elise strode in.

      Seth’s heart jumped into his throat. Like it always did. He’d spent decades in love with the beautiful, calm, composed Elise. Since the first day of kindergarten, he couldn’t help but be drawn to her. She was thoughtful and careful, always knowing how to handle every situation, something he marveled at. She never made a move or said a word without consideration.

      He didn’t understand how that was possible. But he’d always envied her skills. When she spoke, she focused solely on one person. He loved talking with her. She made him feel like the only person in the world. He couldn’t remember any of their conversations. Just the way her focus warmed him all the way through.

      “Seth? Honey?” Mom asked. “Are you there?”

      “Oh, sorry. Customer walked in. Talk later?” Seth asked.

      “Sure thing. Bye.”

      He hung up the phone. “Hi, Elise,” he said, too brightly, his voice chirping. He raised a fist to his mouth and coughed. “Sorry, I swallowed a bug.” His cheeks burned. Why had he offered such an embarrassing excuse? He clamped his lips shut before he elaborated.

      She smoothed her hair behind her ears and approached the counter. “How are you today? Did I see you out on the water earlier?”

      He grinned, feeling the smile to his toes. Pulling back his shoulders, he stood ten feet tall. “Yep. I was leading a tour for Grant.”

      “Great weather for boating.”

      “Yes,” he said slowly, hating to sour a pleasant conversation. But she valued honesty as much as he did. When he was with her, he’d do anything to keep her attention and earn her smiles.

      He cleared his throat. “Not ideal for Soupy hunting, I’m afraid. He prefers overcast skies and the threat of a storm. But that’s okay. We had another big crowd.”

      She smiled back but didn’t reply.

      He was rambling. Again. He often lost track of his words or the point of his conversation. “Did you get a lot of visitors at the museum?”

      “I had a couple,” she replied slowly. A worried look crossed her features.

      He frowned, wishing he could kick himself for ruining the mood with his comment. Had he forgotten to do something for the museum? Had he disappointed her somehow?

      Her event is tonight. No wonder she was distracted. He’d finished the programs days ago and had his dress pants pressed and ready. But he forgot all about the evening’s plans, and delivering her order, after he began printing stickers. The scent of ink and the warmth of the printers lulled him into a state of contentedness. “I’ve got your order for the kick-off celebration in the back. And the stickers for the gift shop. Everything is ready to go. I can help carry it to your car.”

      “Oh, right. Thanks. I forgot why I stopped in here.” She chuckled and shook her head. “I guess I needed to see a friendly face.”

      How strange that the event had slipped her mind, too. Something like hope flared inside his chest. She wanted to see him.

      “What were you doing here?” She pointed to the worktable next to the vinyl printer.

      He grabbed one of the cooled stickers and held it between his fingers. “The tour boat gift shop sold out again. I haven’t checked in with Zach at Scoops yet.”

      “It’s a big year for you.”

      “For everyone.” He hoped she was pleased with the influx of tourists his various television appearances had brought to town. Her shy smile didn’t really give anything away. He pressed his tongue to the roof of his mouth. He should ask her out. Right now, before the moment passed. At least, that’s what Zach would do.

      Zach advised Seth on the ins and outs of romance. Although, maybe he wasn’t the best choice to be a love mentor. Seth couldn’t remember the last time Zach had a girlfriend or even a date. Zach never lacked for female company when he wanted it. But he kept any sort of romance casual without a repeat occurrence. Seth wanted something different. He wanted a real relationship with trust, feelings, and genuine love.

      “Can I grab the order from the back?” she asked.

      Seth nodded, her question taking all the air out of his puffed-out chest. “Sure, follow me.” He held open the half door built into the counter and led the way into the supply room via a door in the back wall.

      Rows and rows of metal shelving filled the space.

      As a kid, Seth had spent his evenings and weekends in the fort he’d built out of abandoned boxes on the lowest shelf in the corner. He’d padded the shelf with cardboard and created a safe, secure cocoon. After his first encounter with Soupy, he began to sketch, write, read, and dream in the space.

      He glanced at the former world headquarters for the Society of Soupy. The spot housed supplies now. While the space had changed, the store still felt like home. He might not always love the work, but he did appreciate that the business provided him with a livelihood and aided his quest. He liked carrying on Dad’s work, too.

      “Here we are.” Seth stopped at the shelves nearest the backdoor.

      One banker’s box contained the pamphlets and flyers she had ordered. Another was full with merchandise for the museum gift shop. He’d given her a lot of stickers, more than she’d requested. But he believed she’d sell out. He was practicing manifestation.

      He grabbed the heaviest box and opened the door, using his back to hold it. “I can help you outside.”

      The bell over the front door chimed.

      “You’d better get that,” she said. “I can make two trips.”

      He hated to put a customer before chivalry. “Are you sure?”

      She nodded and stepped close, grabbing the box out of his arms and brushing against him in the process. “Absolutely.” She exited without a glance back.

      Electricity shot through him at the brief touch. He stared at his hands, expecting flames on his skin. She’d been inches away, her perfume teasing him.

      “Hello?” A male voice called out.

      Customers. Right. Seth stepped away from the door and raced back to the store. He’d reached the front counter again when he remembered the door was locked. He’d forgotten to prop it open. She’d have to come around through the front again. Hopefully she wouldn’t be annoyed. He scrubbed a hand over his face and smiled at the customers, a man and a woman. “Hello, welcome to Print Your Way. How may I help you?”

      “Are you Seth Boyd?” The man, dressed in a polo with a bright-white smile, asked.

      Seth nodded. “I am.”

      “I’m Pete Schiller, and this is Kate Breckenridge. We’re TV producers, and we’ve come to talk to you about Soupy,” Pete said.

      Seth darted his gaze from one to the other. Had he seen them on the boat earlier? He rubbed his eyes and shook his head. Maybe his eyes and ears deceived him. Was this his dream come true? He’d feared he’d missed the opportunity for a real investigation when his press started to quiet in the past few weeks.

      The front door burst open.

      Elise ran inside, panting. “Seth? Wait.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Elise carried the box to the car, her breathing shallow. Paper was always heavier than it looked. Inside, she’d find stacks of programs, pamphlets, and flyers. As manager of the town tourism board, she maintained a website and stocked brochures and pamphlets at the inn and other
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