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      In the darkest of times, may loyalty be what continue to shine. For those who value loyalty above all else.
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      No. No. No. This can’t be happening. Not now. Not tonight.

      I was already running late, now this was going to push me further behind. For the hundredth time, I checked my smartwatch. Yep, I was late. I’m late, I’m late for an important date. No time to say hello, goodbye, I’m late, I’m late, I’m late.

      The White Rabbit’s voice evaporated once Chuck Berry sang through Dessert Bar’s speaker. The peppy Christmas carol made me want to run, run Garnet, cause I’m reelin’ like a merry-go-round. I tapped my foot to the beat, but mostly to indicate my urgency to leave. I counted how many folks were ahead of me in line. Five. By the end of the song, Megan, my best friend, spotted me from behind the counter and nodded for me to wait at the end of the bar counter. Dessert Bar had closed at this hour. The remaining customers, including myself, were waiting for their paid orders.

      As I stood at the end of the long counter, I stole peeks out the bay windows. Rain, rain, and more rain. It had downpoured for so long that certain roads were closed from flooding. Some main roads were mini rivers in the making. It felt more like April instead of December.

      Rather than focusing on the time, I admired the restaurant. Megan and her mom had decked out Dessert Bar in Christmas décor. Normally large canvases hung on the walls portraying the restaurant’s famous desserts. During the holiday season, they replaced them with more festive sweets such as peppermint brownies, fruitcake, gingerbread cookies, cakes, and so-on. A slim tree stood near the pickup section. Homemade gingerbread ornaments hung on the branches in various Christmas shapes. Warm yellow lights lit the beautiful tree, matching perfectly with the teal-colored walls. From several feet away, the ornaments’ aroma wafted to where I stood. The welcoming holiday smells eased my pressing matter to get going.

      There had been a steady flow of paid customers since I’d entered fifteen minutes ago. During the few seconds when the swinging doors opened, I saw the staff boxing desserts, cleaning, or taking orders for tomorrow. The closer it got to Christmas, the more requests came in.

      I couldn’t resist any longer and checked my smartwatch again. The event started in less than an hour, and I had wanted to be at Voss-of-Books by now. Yasmin Starr, a well-known science fiction romance author, was doing a signing. Tonight was important. Voss-of-Books had to close some of their stores during the previous summer, and now they needed the publicity for those remaining. An up-and-coming author was their ticket to becoming a thriving business once again. Or so Drake Voss believed.

      I was neither a co-worker at Voss-of-Books nor a fan of Yasmin Starr. Leo Voss was my boyfriend, the head manager at Voss-of-Books, and Drake’s beloved grandson. I was coming for moral support and to prove my self-worth to Leo’s overbearing grandpa with amazing cookies.

      “Garnet,” Megan hollered as she walked through the swinging door that separated the kitchen from the front, carrying a bakery box. She set it on the counter. “Sorry, for the wait,” she said, a little out of breath. “It’s been one of those days.”

      I understood. I’d worked in retail long enough to have experienced the hustle and bustle that only comes during this season.

      “How are these?” Megan asked, looking through the box’s plastic top.

      I followed her gaze. A hundred yellow star cookies stared back at me. It was a simple design and a play on Yasmin’s last name in addition to the author’s genre. Besides, no one could say no to sugar cookies, especially ones baked by Megan Graham.

      “They’re perfect,” I said, feeling satisfied that these were going to be a hit and score myself some brownie points with Drake.

      “I can give you extra Santa Claus and wreath cookies,” said Megan. “No charge.”

      Her offer was tempting. “Thanks,” I replied, “but Christmas cookies won’t match the author’s style.”

      “How about a special bag with your name on it?” She gave a wicked smirk.

      “Deal.”

      Megan darted into the kitchen and returned with a white bag. Inside revealed at least two dozen cookies.

      “I can’t take this many,” I said, thinking I’d just gained four pounds, and I’ll add another four when I eat them.

      “Oh, yes you can,” Megan insisted. “Give some of them to your brother. He has a sweet tooth like you, and as skinny as he is, he can afford some calories.”

      I stacked the bag over the bakery box, told Megan thanks, and headed out the door. Icy rain replaced the warm holiday vibe. Carefully, I sprinted to my car and hopped in. The heat I’d cranked inside was long gone. East Tennessee hardly got snow, but when the weather got cold, it was bone chilling.

      Flipping my visor down, I studied my appearance. My straightened platinum hair wasn’t in a tizzy and the waterproof mascara wasn’t streaking down my face. I looked good for being out in this weather. Feliz Navidad played after I turned the key and drove towards Voss-of-Books.

      Sevier Oak was busier than normal. My hometown didn’t have big named corporations such as Costco, Best Buy, or Dunkin’ Donuts. Small business owners flourished in this quiet town. They lured out-of-towners with unique and homemade gifts. The forest scenery alone attracted folks here, even if they didn’t intend to buy.

      While driving down Copper Street, I marveled at the town’s seasonal decorations. Lit-up snowflakes hung from the sides of telephone poles. White lights wrapped around bare American Elm trees that dotted the street. One could feel the Christmas season without snow, yet I preferred it over rain. The next song played on the radio. Silent Night sang through my speakers as I cruised the twenty-five mile speed limit. The soft melody brought a sense of calmness. A perfect song before a big storm, I thought. Suddenly, tonight’s event made me nervous, and it had nothing to do with meeting an author.

      What if Yasmin is a health freak and hates cookies? Drake will hold it against me, reminding Leo how useless of a girlfriend I am. What if Drake asks if I’ve read her books?

      I reached into the cookie bag and pulled out a Santa Claus treat. I bit into the savoring flavor, allowing myself to moan in delight. No one in their right mind could say no to my best friend’s cookies. After scarfing it in three bites, I seized another.

      A few minutes and two Santa Clauses later, I pulled into the Voss-of-Books’s parking lot. A wide banner displayed under the store’s name. The massive words loomed before me, saying Yasmin Starr along with the date and time.

      The time forced me to get moving. A part of me didn’t want to get wet again, and another part (a huge part) didn’t want to go inside. I hadn’t been in Voss-of-Books since last summer. Not because I disliked reading; I loved books and worked at a used bookstore, Bind Me Again. My reluctance was caused by Drake Voss. He had a business mindset and once tried to use bullying tactics to acquire Bind Me Again. His plan failed, and a rift formed between us. Since I started dating Leo, our schism has only grown. Hopefully Yasmin would love Megan’s famous sugar cookies and gain me some favor. Voss-of-Books and Bind Me Again didn’t need to be rivals. Leo agreed with me, but convincing Drake was another story.

      Just as I was about to open the door, something yellow caught my attention. I focused harder and leaned as far forward as the steering wheel permitted. Two people were talking next to a silver jeep. A man in a dark jacket had his back to me. He stood slightly under the woman’s lemon colored umbrella. Their body language suggested they were having a serious conversation.

      “Stop stalling,” I scolded myself, feeling the seconds tick by. Early birds were arriving, and I wouldn’t be able to show off these cookies.

      I popped a wreath-shaped cookie in my mouth, pulled my hood over my head, and climbed out while carrying the bakery box. Bitter rain pounded on me as I darted across the lot.

      “Done,” the woman shouted. “I’m done with you! I’m sooo done with you.”

      I glanced up, shielding my eyes with one hand to see better. The guy was speaking, but the rain disabled me from hearing.

      “No.” She raised her voice and stepped away from him.

      I paused, pretending to readjust the box while making sure the guy wasn’t bothering her. He was now exposed in the precipitation. His arms moved either in a praying motion, or he was reaching for her. I couldn’t tell. The light pole exposed more of the woman as she stepped back. She had long, wavy hair draped over one shoulder and wore gray knee-high boots and an ivory sweater dress. I recognized her from the flyers. Yasmin Starr.

      “We’re done,” Yasmin said tightly. “Just do your job and move on.”

      Was this guy her assistant? If so, breaking up with the boss was asking for work drama. One that I was glad I didn’t endure.

      Yasmin turned and walked toward the bookstore. She paused and reached into her dress pocket. A moment later, she pressed a phone to her ear and stood in place. While she answered, the guy trotted to a pickup truck. The opening flap of his jacket revealed his T-shirt. I knew that font and what it said without seeing the entirety. All employees at Voss-of-Books wore a shirt saying “Go Get Voss-of-Books.” Clever on the name, yet I found the saying cheesy.

      I continued on, passing Yasmin as she shouted at whoever was on the line. She sounded like an author-zilla. In the corner of my eye, vaping smoke puffed from the guy’s truck window.

      Warm and dry air greeted me when I got inside Voss-of-Books. Last time I was here, the walls were painted white, giving the store a dull and plain atmosphere. Life and personality emerged after September’s rearrangement of the place. Dark laminate floors replaced the white linoleum with gray specks. The walls were a cream color and the stained bookshelves added to the elegant presence. Off to the right was the café. The new light fixtures were black cast iron, giving patrons plenty of light. Overall, the vibe spoke of simple elegance. Drake had done more than move bookshelves around. I secretly admitted the layout looked fancy.

      Some folks had arrived promptly and were roaming aimlessly. The White Rabbit’s voice exclaimed in my head, I’m late, I’m late, I’m late. With no time to waste, I made my way towards the back. As I did, I admired the decorations. In the center of the bookstore nestled a tall pencil shaped Christmas tree. It was magnificent. I had to admire it. Flocked snow was laid on thick, as if a blizzard stormed through and kissed all the pine needles. All the ornaments were furry forest animals. A cream-colored ribbon read Joy to the World gave the tree its finishing touches of a winter wonderland. Now I really longed for snow.

      “Where is she?” Drake’s voice bellowed just as I walked through the threshold of the employee’s area. I froze, debating if I should turn back and set up the cookies myself or eavesdrop. In the end, listening to another person’s conversation won out. “She was supposed to be greeting her fans.” Drake’s German accent came out thick and strong, as it always did when he was upset.

      “She’s here. I’ve seen her step outside holding her umbrella,” I heard Mrs. Pawlowski, the bookstore’s office manager, say.

      Drake grunted. “After everything I’ve done for her, I expect her here, out mingling with my customers.”

      “At least Yasmin is on the premises.” My lips grew into a smile at the sound of Leo’s voice, despite the fact that he sounded just as irked as Drake. “She’s just having another disappearing act. Don’t worry, she’ll reappear when the signing starts.”

      “Find her,” Drake snapped. “Right now.”

      Leo walked out of the office before I sneaked away. He was a sight. I’d always admired a man with green eyes, and Leo’s did not disappoint. I expected him to wear something nice for the special occasion, but not a tuxedo. Very easy on the eyes. Leo grinned upon seeing me. Those eyes scanned over me, making my cheeks warm.

      “I’ll take that,” Leo said, taking the bakery box. One look through the clear top made his grin widen. “They look too good to eat.”

      Before I could speak, Drake Voss strolled out from the office. Like Leo, he too wore a suit, however, that wasn’t out of character. Drake always wore one. He took a quick peek through the plastic top and snorted. “Yasmin won’t approve, and it’s the wrong star.”

      I took in a quiet, deep breath, reminding myself why I was here: supporting my boyfriend. It was more wishful thinking to gain some approval from Drake. Perhaps earning those brownie points might come later. If Yasmin loved Megan’s cookies.

      Mrs. Pawlowski wandered up. The eighty-year-old lady was dressed in a long black skirt and a red cardigan. “You’re right Leo, they look tasty. Did Megan make these?” Her eyes flashed up at me.

      Again, Drake spoke before I had the chance. “Damage is done. Go find her,” he told Leo and Mrs. Pawlowski. Then he half turned around and shouted at someone down the hallway, “Bring out her stained glass.”

      Miranda, a co-worker, emerged from an office carrying a wide cardboard box. Drake reached inside and pulled out a blue and white North Star stained glass.

      He held the stained glass near my face. “This is the correct star.”

      I took a tiny step back. If Drake wasn’t careful, he might poke my eye out. Based on our history, I wouldn’t put it past him.

      Leo broke the tension by taking the North Star from his grandpa and putting it back in the box. He stacked the Dessert Bar box on top of the cardboard box, asking Miranda to put them out. She left with a nod as she and Drake walked out onto the sales floor. Mrs. Pawlowski also took her leave, probably to find the guest of honor.

      “Sorry about Gramps,” Leo said once we were alone. “Author-zilla has been a handful and is making everyone’s lives miserable. More so today than yesterday.”

      “Being demanding?” I asked, recalling how Yasmin wanted Voss-of-Books to pay for custom-made bookmarks for each novel. Drake refused.

      “That and she keeps disappearing. She came early to help set up her table. After my staff set it up, they couldn’t find her. Then she magically appears, changes her mind about the book arrangement, only to disappear again. Yasmin did that three times today.” Leo held up three fingers. “Sometimes I feel like she’s just being difficult because she enjoys it.”

      He stopped himself by pressing a fist to his lips. He must have heard the stress in his voice as I had. “I’m sorry, Garnet. She’s being a difficult person and I’m not doing a good job handling it. Once this is over, I can finally relax and enjoy the season. With you.”

      I stepped closer, rubbing both sides of his arms. “It’ll be fine. Just a few hours and she’ll be gone.” I kissed his lips. His body was tense and then eased into me.

      Leo broke away. “If I don’t go now, Gramps will call a search party. He can’t do this without me.” He flashed a flirty smile. “You don’t work here. Go enjoy the evening. There are some killer desserts just waiting to be devoured.” He tugged me in for a quick kiss.

      After he took my coat and hung it up in the office, he escorted me to the sales floor. A couple of women huddled around Yasmin Starr. Her face was all smiles. She didn’t look like she had been outside breaking up with her boyfriend.

      Leo and I headed in separate directions. I made a beeline for the food table to see if Miranda needed help setting up. As I rounded a bookshelf, I spotted Sheriff Estep and his wife. The sheriff and I were not on good terms, worse than I was with Drake. Sheriff Estep held a grudge since I’d solved three homicides. During the investigation of one of them, he’d arrested an innocent woman, my boss.

      I switched directions and stumbled upon Yasmin’s table. A tall African American male stood there, crossing his arms over his chest. He wore an eye-catching diamond earring and dressed all in black, down to his loafers. He would be handsome if he wasn’t scowling at Yasmin’s picture. I knew most people, especially bookworms, in Sevier Oak, but I didn’t recognize this guy. I guessed he wasn’t a fan of Yasmin’s work. Or perhaps he had gotten agitated from not finding what he was searching for.

      I looked around from where I stood for an employee. I didn’t see one. My inner bookseller made me approach him. If he needed help finding a book, I could assist. “Hi, do you need help finding something?” While asking, I hoped I could easily obtain it. I knew Bind Me Again’s layout like the back of my hand. Voss-of-Books was a maze.

      His head turned towards me. “Sure,” he replied. His friendly tone didn’t match his demeanor. “You can remove her and put me here instead.” A finger poked from his folded arms, right at Yasmin’s photo.

      “Uh.” I didn’t know how to respond.

      “Apologies, miss. I’m a bestselling author on Amazon and also a USA bestseller. I’ve won fourteen awards for mystery thriller novels and short stories.” He stuck out his massive hand. “Tevin Pollard.”

      I shook his hand, resisting the urge to ask if he also had a lord’s title. His hand nearly crushed mine, and I concealed a wince. Why did men feel like they had to show their dominance?

      Tevin’s hard gaze returned to Yasmin’s picture. “I was supposed to be here, you know what I’m saying?”

      Once again, I didn’t know how to respond. It would be upsetting to come all this way from… Well, wherever Tevin came from, only to find Drake had replaced him. Surely Leo would have notified him about the switch. I sensed there was more to the story.

      “Of all writers, Voss-of-Books replaced me with her.” He snarled. “Drake Voss should have at least got someone closer to my level and genre. You know what I’m saying?”

      As upsetting as this was, I hoped Yasmin wasn’t nearby to overhear Tevin. Tonight was important for Leo and for his family’s business. The last thing Leo needed was a brawl to break out between two authors. While struggling on how to answer, I scanned the store for him or my friends, who were running late. Heck, at this point, I would be happy to see Drake Voss.

      Tevin filled in the awkward silence by naming off his awards. I refrained from commenting that Yasmin couldn’t win most of the awards for writing in a different genre.

      Now and then, I skimmed over the sales floor, searching for Leo, Megan, her boyfriend Austin, and my half-brother Regan. The Estep couple walked past us. Sheriff Estep looked bored while his wife appeared as if she was searching for someone. Her eyes landed on me and continued walking on. If she recognized me, she didn’t show it.

      I knew when Tevin saw Yasmin. He stopped mid-sentence and his vile glare returned. I prayed Tevin wouldn’t cause a scene. When I turned around to see her, a man approached Yasmin. He wore a gray suit jacket over a white T-shirt and dark blue jeans. Two things struck me as odd. One, he wore sunglasses indoors, and two, he had a huge yellow brooch pinned to his jacket. The size of the brooch was close to the area of Tevin’s hand. That jewel had to cost a fortune, if the yellow gems were even real. I was so busy staring that I almost missed Yasmin giving the guy a nasty look. Brooch Guy flashed a cocky half-smile.

      “He probably thinks he’s getting lucky tonight,” Tevin said. “Knowing Yasmin, he will.”

      Based on Yasmin’s face, I disagreed.

      “See?” Tevin pointed.

      I did. Brooch Guy handed Yasmin a plastic card. I doubted he handed over his credit card. It had to be a key to his hotel room. He strutted away, melting into the crowd. Yasmin’s eyes glared as he retreated. She shoved the card into her dress pocket.

      Leo approached her. I read his lips, saying, “Are you ready? It’s time.”

      Yasmin’s face lit up, forgetting about Brooch Guy. She said something to Leo, but I couldn’t make out what was being said.

      “He’ll get lucky, too,” Tevin added.

      “What?” I asked. Surely, he didn’t mean Leo.

      To my surprise, the mystery thriller author nodded at Leo. “Yasmin is a flirt. She’ll steal anyone’s man.”

      I studied her body language. She placed a hand on Leo’s arm and stood a little too close to him for my liking. I told myself Yasmin could flirt and bat her eyes all she wanted, but Leo was taken. Leo valued loyalty and loved me. He said so when he gave me a key to his condo, and this morning.

      Then Yasmin leaned in, planting a kiss on Leo.
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      Anger spiraled within me like a raging storm as I watched. I considered leaving and confronting Leo one-on-one after the event. Or confront him now? Before I could decide, Leo backed away, ending the moment. While Yasmin diverted her attention to the crowd, beaming, Leo cast her the most hateful glare I’d seen. It made me happy seeing how my boyfriend didn’t replicate her feelings. Yet, his dark expression also frightened me.

      Leo leaned in and mumbled something in Yasmin’s ear. Whatever he said slapped the playfulness right out of her. Then he walked away with fists clenched. His reaction put me at ease. Just a little.

      I forgot Tevin was standing next to me until he said, “She’s a man-eater. He’ll come around and hook up with her later. You know what I’m saying?”

      “Leo didn’t look like he enjoyed the kiss,” I replied. “Did you not see how he glared at her?”

      Tevin lowered his eyebrows in disbelief. “Yeah, he did. He’s just a private guy.”

      I was going to unleash on Tevin if I didn’t walk away. As I did, I narrowed my gaze at Yasmin. Prior to tonight, I considered buying one of her novels; now, I wouldn’t.

      Drake Voss barreled around an aisle. I stopped in my tracks and stepped aside to avoid a collision. What was he mad about? Still upset about Yasmin’s absence from earlier or about her kissing his grandson? He brushed past me without a single glance in my direction. At least he wasn’t angry at me, I thought. When Yasmin spotted him, Drake waved a pointed finger in a let’s-get-this-going gesture. Yasmin understood.

      She beamed before she addressed her fans. “Thank you for coming tonight.” Her voice was loud and perky, ceasing all conversation. “For those who don’t know me, you will.” She chuckled at her own joke. No one joined in. “I’m Yasmin Starr, science fiction romance author.”

      Yasmin then praised herself more than Tevin Pollard had. For an author who had won no awards, she knew how to brag about herself. Mainly how she self-taught herself many things, starting with reading at the age of three.

      I rolled my eyes and headed towards the food table. Eating something always improved my mood, and maybe Leo would be there. Finger foods dotted the table: hummus, a large fruit bowl, cheese cut into thin rectangles, and tuna rolls. The food dishes were more full than empty. I got great satisfaction seeing a mere handful of star cookies remaining. It felt good to know my dessert was a hit.

      Unfortunately, no sign of my boyfriend.

      Maybe he’s in the back. I started to go towards the offices, but thought maybe Leo needed a moment. Alone. I decided to give him ten minutes before seeking him out. Despite him not initiating the kiss, a part of me was hurt.

      Don’t overthink it, Garnet. Leo loves me and is faithful. He’s not a cheater.

      In the meantime, I helped myself to a plate of hummus and crackers. Yasmin was still hammering the same topic when I returned. I stood off to the side, watching. Tevin Pollard stood behind the cluster of people. He crossed his arms over his chest, glowering at Yasmin. I wasn’t a fan of her either, but something in Tevin’s gaze made me uncomfortable. Why did he come here if he got replaced?

      I kept my eye on him while half-listening to the author. Yasmin held up the North Star stained glass and explained how she self-taught herself to make them. If it was anyone else illustrating the hobby, I would be more interested.

      After a while, I scanned the sales floor for Leo. The longer I didn’t see him, the more uneasy I became. That stupid kiss kept replaying in my mind. Deep down I knew it wasn’t Leo’s fault, but I wanted to hear his reassurance. Jealous and doubting thoughts were hard to ignore. Just when I was going to search for him, I heard my name.

      “Garnet,” someone whispered beside me.

      I looked over to find my half-brother. He was tall and lanky, looking more like a teenager than a twenty-year-old. Our only similar physical trait was our jet-black hair. That is, if I stopped dyeing mine platinum. Oil stained his hands from working in a mechanic repair shop. His tan work shirt peeked from under his personal jacket. As he stood next to me, I smelled a distinctive combination: oil, brake cleaner, grease, and men’s cologne. Regan must have sprayed some Dior before coming inside.

      “Sorry, I’m late,” Regan said as he combed his growing hair with his hands. “A mom and her teenage boys literally pushed their car to the shop. I couldn’t turn them away and my buddy agreed. We replaced their battery at a pit crew’s speed.”

      After hearing the complaints about the Man-Eater, it was nice to hear about a good deed. And it came from a family member.

      Regan’s hazel-green eyes skimmed over the food dishes. His stomach took this moment to gurgle. Pink flushed over his cheeks. “Sorry, I sort of skipped lunch today.”

      “Get a plate,” I said, nudging him with my elbow.

      While Regan helped himself, Megan and Austin arrived. Megan had changed out of her work clothes and wore red leggings, black boots, and a cute Christmas sweater. She’d pulled her blond curly hair into a high ponytail. Austin wore jeans, an ugly Star Trek Christmas sweater, and a gray beanie.

      “Did we miss anything?” Megan asked after we greeted each other.

      “Not really,” I said nonchalantly.

      Megan eyed me. “What’s wrong? What did I miss?”

      Before I could dodge how Yasmin kissed Leo, Regan joined our group, eating one of the star cookies.

      “Hey, little bro. Good, huh?” Megan dipped her head towards her creation.

      Regan nodded as he chewed.

      Words could not describe how nice it was to see Megan and Regan getting along. Regan came into my life less than a year ago. Until he emailed me, I didn’t know I had a sibling. Although the news was shocking, I ended up seeing Regan as a good person. Megan had embraced him as if he had been in Sevier Oak his entire life. My dad and grandpa, on the other hand, have been standoffish.

      “I heard Yasmin Starr taught herself how to make stained glass,” Austin said. He peeked around folks who were blocking his view of her. He held Yasmin’s latest hardcover, hoping to get it autographed and be one of the first fifty people to get a North Star. His mother adored Yasmin’s books, and getting a signed copy was the perfect Christmas present.

      When I realized my gang was waiting for me to say something, I replied, “Yeah, she said something about that.”

      Austin indicated he heard me and returned his focus to Yasmin as she now talked about her current project. I tuned her out, glancing aimlessly around the bookstore before my best friend locked eyes on me. She had that look again. She knew something was bothering me. I would explain what happened after talking to Leo. I was grateful Megan didn’t press for details. For now.

      We munched as Yasmin began reading the first chapter of her latest novel, Boyfriend with Comet Eyes. I had to admit, her voice was alluring. She brought the characters to life without sounding forced or fake. I wondered if she voiced her audiobooks rather than hiring someone. I shook my head after catching myself captivated by her story.

      Yasmin is a siren, luring men’s hearts away.

      I was done waiting. Ten minutes was up ten minutes ago. I slipped away unnoticed. It didn’t take long to discover Leo had gone on a disappearing act of his own. He wasn’t in either office, the break room, the stockroom, the café, or hiding in an aisle. I checked out the bay windows. My reflection met my gaze, but I was able to see enough to notice the rain persisted. Leo might be outside or holed up in his SUV.

      By the time I made it back to my group, Yasmin had finished reading the chapter and sat behind the table Voss-of-Books provided. Austin joined the others as the line formed. Megan, Regan, and I hung back. We were readers, but not in the science fiction romance genre.

      I checked my smartwatch, hoping Leo had texted me. He hadn’t. The time surprised me. Forty-five minutes had passed since the signing began. Where was he?

      “I’m starving,” said Megan. “Where’s the food table again?”

      “Over here.” Regan led the way, followed by Megan. I didn’t want to be left alone and tagged along.

      Across the table, a couple held their empty plates, studying the dishes. Neither of them appeared thrilled. In fact, they had a sourer expression than Tevin. But not sourer than me, although I at least hoped I was hiding my emotion well.

      “How long do we have to stay?” the husband grumbled to his wife. He stood an inch shorter than her. In his open jacket, I spotted a sheathed knife strapped to his jeans. The size of it reminded me of what the military sometimes carried. I studied the guy’s head for a buzz cut. His dark blond hair was short, but not enough to be considered high and tight.

      His wife snubbed her nose as if she was unimpressed by the cuisine. “Not much longer, honey,” she replied.

      The staff member I’d spotted on my way in, with a name tag saying Knox, approached the table. “Y’all need help finding Yas-” He stopped himself after the woman shot him a piqued glare.

      What’s with all the angry folks? Then again, who was I to judge? I was still huffy at Yasmin.

      “We don’t need help finding anything,” she said.

      Her husband widened his eyes as if warning her to stop. She picked up his hint and went back to scrutinizing the food.

      Knox failed to recognize the couple wanted to be left alone. “Yasmin worked so hard on Boyfriend with Comet Eyes. She jumped for joy when the publisher accepted it over the summer. Y’all must be so proud of your cousin.”

      They weren’t. The husband flicked his gaze upwards, sighing. Meanwhile, his wife gave Knox a once over, studying him, and then her expression morphed to recognition.

      “I know you,” she hissed, pointing a finger at him.

      Knox took a half-step back and scouted the area as if searching for an exit. Poor guy, I thought, Knox was just trying to do his job.

      Megan’s sneeze broke the tension. All eyes fell on her.

      The wife’s hard expression relaxed. “Hey, you work at Dessert Bar,” she said, walking around the table to stand next to Megan.

      “Uh… I do,” Megan said, sounding nervous. “I run the restaurant with my mom.”

      “I’m Cassidy Keller. One of my friends said you bake birthday cakes. My son’s birthday is on New Year’s Day, and I’m not a baker.”

      Knox took his leave as the two women chatted about cakes until Brooch Guy joined our huddle. The yellow gems sparkled. Those were definitely real jewels.

      “Cassidy. Bryan,” said Brooch Guy. His arms spread out wide in welcome. “Long time no see, eh?”

      The Kellers faced him. The husband did a double take as Cassidy’s eyes shined in happiness.

      “Noel. What a surprise,” Cassidy said, embracing him in a tight hug. The guys slapped each other’s back in greeting.

      “What brings you here?” Bryan Keller asked. “Did you come for…” His head gestured towards Yasmin.

      Before Noel answered, he noticed us. It was hard to tell what Noel was thinking with his shades on. He led Bryan away.

      Cassidy went after them. Over her shoulder she said, “I’ll call Dessert Bar about that cake.”

      “I never got why men wear sunglasses indoors,” Megan commented when the trio was out of range.

      Regan shrugged. “People do it all the time in Florida.”

      “If we lived near the ocean, then I would understand, but we live here.” Megan waved her hand at the windows.

      While Regan and Megan complained about the weather, my mind wandered back to Leo. He still hadn’t reappeared. Should I be furious at Leo? The next thought hit me so hard it felt like my heart got bruised.

      Was Leo avoiding me?

      “Garnet?” Regan’s voice pulled me out of my worrying thoughts.

      “What?” I asked.

      My brother and best friend shared a look.

      “I’m fine,” I said, totally not sounding fine. “I’ll tell y’all later.”

      I snatched a cookie from Regan’s plate and ate it while watching Knox. He handed Yasmin a coffee cup from the café. Was this an apology for their break up, or was he being a good employee? I played with my necklace charm, a garnet teardrop.

      Maybe I was overthinking everything. Lots of people were in a foul mood: Tevin, the Kellers, Drake, even though he was always cranky, and Sheriff Estep’s wife. Maybe Yasmin was just a flirt. Nothing more.

      Except she kisses other girls’ boyfriends.

      “Garnet, are you sure you’re alright?” Megan asked. “You look like you want to strangle her.”

      I turned away and stopped running my garnet charm up and down the chain. “She just bugs me, that’s all.”

      “What did she do now? Did she want the café to change all the coffee names to something science-like?” Regan asked, referring to the one time he’d overheard Leo complain about Yasmin Starr.

      My eyes trailed to where Tevin once stood. He wasn’t there. “I think she’s a man-eater.”

      Regan looked at Yasmin in a new way.

      “What makes you say that?” Megan asked as she too stared at the author.

      Without warning, Yasmin stood up. “Excuse me, I need a short break to the ladies’ room.” She walked away before anyone could reply. In seconds, she was gone.

      No one got out of line. I scanned the room for Leo. If I wanted to salvage the night, I had to see him. Now. One look at my boyfriend would reveal if he was upset or guilty. At this point, I would go outside and muster the rain.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said to Megan and Regan and walked away.

      Noel and the Keller couple clustered off to the side, chit-chatting. Bryan and Cassidy appeared happier to be with Brooch Guy than their cousin. I steered down an aisle to avoid the Esteps. Sheriff Estep was sipping on a beverage while his wife was tapping on her phone. The crowd’s murmuring tuned out what she was saying, but her tight jaw and jerky hand movements told me her conversation wasn’t pleasant. Why were they in a bad mood?

      Maybe Yasmin kissed Mrs. Estep’s man, too.

      Stop it, I mentally chided. Yasmin was not chasing after every man in the building. After walking around the sales floor, hoping to spot Leo inside, I went back to the offices again. I wasn’t surprised not to find him, but now I was getting annoyed. Back on the sales floor, I forgot to grab my jacket. I went to find Regan to borrow his instead of walking back.

      Those not in line were returning to their spots. Tevin Pollard leaned against a bookshelf. I had assumed he left when I didn’t see him earlier. Guess not. Noel and Bryan held plates, likely from the food table. Cassidy didn’t eat. Knox power walked into view and was gone the next moment. On an errand? I also passed Mrs. Estep. She wiped her hands on her pants, looking more annoyed than before. Sheriff Estep was nowhere to be found. Thank goodness, with everything happening tonight, I really didn’t want to run into him.

      It felt like Yasmin’s bathroom break was taking forever. The longer she was gone, the more the thoughts of her and Leo standing in a dark corner intensified. I wasn’t the jealous type. But not seeing Leo since the kiss put me on edge. I pulled out my phone and sent him a text. Hey, where are you?

      By the time I found Megan and Regan, another employee was striding towards me. My insides turned when I noted Miranda’s concerned face. Was something wrong? Did she see Yasmin with Leo?

      “Garnet,” said Miranda. She stood so close, I thought she was going to step on my toes. “Have you seen Yasmin? It’s been twenty minutes.” Miranda cringed. “Drake is going to have a cow when he finds out she disappeared again.”

      Megan and Regan stopped talking and gave us their full attention.

      “I haven’t seen her.” I heard the sharpness in my tone, and wished I could’ve said it nicer.

      Miranda clutched her hands around her neckline and glanced over the sales floor.

      “Have you seen Leo?” I asked.

      Miranda rubbed her lips together, as if contemplating something.

      Behind her, I saw Sheriff Estep walking up to his wife with Drake hot on his heels. Drake stopped when Sheriff Estep stood next to his wife. The men’s backs were facing me. I suspected Drake knew Yasmin was missing again and was involving the sheriff. Finding the author was not my problem. Leo was.

      “Miranda?” I said.

      Finally, she replied, “Leo stepped outside and got into his vehicle when Yasmin started reading. I saw him in the café a few minutes ago, but now…” Miranda’s voice drifted off in searching for the author-zilla.

      Darn, I should have gone outside when I had the chance.

      Before I could ask Miranda if Leo was in the café’s backroom, Drake’s voice pulled our focus onto him. I couldn’t hear what Drake was saying to Sheriff Estep, but it was clear he wanted something from him.

      “Hey Leo,” Megan spoke louder than usual.

      I turned around. My heart melted after confirming the look I was hoping to see. Leo’s face sank as he placed a hand on my upper back. The firm lines around his eyes suggested he was as upset as I was. He had switched out of his suit for formal athletic wear; tan dress pants and a red polo shirt. The tips of his blond hair were damp.

      “Leo,” Miranda said, sounding relieved, “have you seen Yasmin?”

      My boyfriend’s eyes met hers before landing back on mine. “I haven’t. Not since the signing started. Gramps told me Yasmin is missing,” Leo said at the same time Miranda groaned, “and this time he’s asking Sheriff Estep for assistance.”
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      “Missing?” I asked. “Are you sure it’s not another disappearing act?”

      Miranda glanced at Leo. They gave each other a knowing look, but I couldn’t tell what they were silently saying to each other. Was there a need for concern?

      I glanced over Miranda’s shoulder, watching Drake Voss and Sheriff Estep. The men seemed to be debating. Drake’s body was tight. He pointed in different directions as he talked: the sales floor, Yasmin’s table, and Sheriff Estep’s chest. Growing up in a law enforcement family, I had an idea what they were discussing. Drake probably wanted him to find his guest of honor while Sheriff Estep was explaining twenty minutes wasn’t long enough for Yasmin to be considered missing.

      Folks around them must have overheard about Yasmin because their body language changed. Austin and several others in line shared a mixture of confusion and disappointment. I frowned. Tonight was supposed to be fun. A place where readers came together to meet an author and enjoy their evening. So far, the event had brought nothing but stress.

      Tevin Pollard weaved through the audience, making his way towards Yasmin’s abandoned table. I knew what he was going to say before he spoke.

      “Everyone, may I have your attention please,” Tevin announced. The room fell silent, filling the room with soft Christmas music. “Y’all came here tonight for an author signing. Just because Yasmin Starr left, doesn’t mean there’s not an author among you. I’m a bestselling mystery thriller author. Winner of several awards. I am.” His words hung in the air as if a drum roll was playing through his mind. “Tevin Pollard.”

      A woman squealed with excitement. I searched the crowd and spotted her. It was the sheriff’s wife. Her face beamed for the first time tonight. She clasped her hands over her chest while bouncing on her toes. During the weak applause, Tevin twirled his hands in the air in small circles as if saying You’re welcome.

      The bookstore owner marched up to Tevin looking cheerful all of a sudden, as if a hero came to save the day. As the men shook hands, Sheriff Estep slipped away. It appeared he was going to search for Yasmin Starr after all.

      As Tevin made his speech, Drake gave orders to Miranda and Knox. The two co-workers worked fast removing Yasmin’s items. The new author gave a smile, worthy of an award, but folks didn’t replicate his enthusiasm. These readers, other than Mrs. Estep, were science fiction romance fans, not mystery thrillers. Tevin didn’t seem bothered at the lack of excitement.

      I watched Miranda and Knox work, feeling terrible for them. Once again, they had to change the table’s set-up. Knox hurried off and returned with a stack of Tevin’s novels. As he made trips, Miranda removed all of Yasmin’s bookmarks and pens with the massive star on top. The stained glass box was already gone.

      The line that had formed for Yasmin’s autograph had dispersed. Austin scowled, clearly upset at the change of plans. He wasn’t alone. Most of the people were walking away. One glance out the windows told me they would rather stay inside. For how long was the question. Only a handful of folks seem genuinely interested in Tevin.

      Drake spotted his grandson and walked up as normally as his stiffened body allowed. He was about to snap, but refrained with so many customers in his store. “When you see Yasmin,” Drake whispered loud enough for our huddle to hear, “tell her to leave. She embarrassed me and disappointed our patrons.”

      “Is she actually missing or did she just leave?” I asked.

      Miranda spoke up, “Someone had always seen her. But not this time.”

      Drake rubbed his receding hairline. When he spoke, his German accent thickened. “I don’t know and I don’t care. I’ve had enough of her shenanigans. I should’ve never agreed to having her.” Without wasting another moment, Drake went back to the author table.

      Leo faced us. “Mind helping me out with author-zilla?” His eyes went to me, Regan, Megan, and back on me. “Yasmin will cause a scene when she sees Tevin taking over.”

      Regan said, “I’ll check the aisles and the cafe.”

      “I have to use the bathroom anyway. Maybe Yasmin is sitting on the toilet with her feet up,” said Megan, walking away. “Can you snag Austin for me?” She asked Regan as they walked off.

      “I’ll peek outside,” I offered.

      “Thank you,” Leo said. “I’ll see if she’s in the stock room. Meet me in the first office when you’re done.”

      We went our separate ways. Noel was still talking to the couple. The three seemed uninterested in how Tevin took over Yasmin’s event. If they didn’t want to be here then why come at all? I shrugged off the thought, and focused on finding Yasmin.

      As I was moving, I wondered if I wanted to find her. More importantly, what do I say if I do? Hey, Drake Voss wants you gone, and don’t touch my man again!

      I went out the front doors, regretting not asking Regan for his jacket. Rain showered down. In seconds, I felt like a cold, wet rat. I hugged myself with one arm while shielding the rain with the other. Quickly, I scanned the lit parking lot for Yasmin’s yellow umbrella. I didn’t see it or anyone. I jogged towards the back of the building where the employees parked. The area was less lit compared to the front. For being the Christmas season, it emitted a spooky vibe. Suddenly I felt alone. Too alone.

      “Hello,” I called out, hoping Yasmin was hiding between cars. “Yasmin? Are you out here? He-llo?”

      I used my cell phone’s flashlight to see better. The rain limited its reach. I shoved my phone back in my purse and used it to cover my head. Being out here alone gave me the creeps, and there was no sign of Yasmin Starr. I didn’t know what she drove. For all I knew, she had taken off already or called Uber. Searching for her felt like a waste of time.
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