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Chapter 1

~Alyssa~

THE COFFEE WAS TO DIE FOR.

Maybe literally. While the aroma drifting onto the sidewalk from The Java Bean was heavenly, the place looked like something the Health Department should have condemned ages ago. That just made it fit in with the rest of the buildings along the narrow street, though. Stonecrop Shores was an old town on the South Carolina coast with loads of southern charm, but the area south of the university had suffered from a struggling economy for years. Everything in sight was gritty and run-down, but cleverly painted and decorated in an attempt to look quirky rather than decrepit.

Despite its appearance, the place was packed. When I reached the order counter, a pretty blonde girl wearing a name tag that said Molly greeted me with a cheerful smile.

“What’s your poison?”

“A large coffee with cream and sugar, please.”

“Going old school. Good for you.” By the time I’d paid, Molly was back with my order. “Here you go.”

“Thanks, Molly!”

I took a swig and uttered a blissful sigh as I followed my roommates back out onto the street. The very first swallow had convinced me that it was well worth the risk of a little food poisoning, because it tasted every bit as good as it smelled. When the other three girls stopped to take stock of our surroundings, it gave me a few more precious seconds to appreciate both the savory brew and this new phase of my life—out on my own and finally free to pursue my dreams, maybe even to create some new ones.

After we’d moved into our dorm at Rosengrant University the evening before, the four of us had been too worn out from the long drive and lugging our belongings upstairs to want to go out, so this morning we’d raced through a quick breakfast in the dining hall then set out to explore the campus. To our disappointment, most of the buildings were still closed since it was only Thursday and classes didn’t start until the following Monday. Once we’d figured out the basic layout of the buildings there was little else to do, so out of curiosity we’d followed a stream of other students into the off-beat district across the street from the campus where hole-in-the-wall restaurants and dive bars nestled side by side with tattoo parlors, secondhand junk shops, and thrift stores.

“Well, what should we do next?” Paige asked.

My best friend, Kimberly, pointed excitedly towards two hot guys—almost certainly seniors—walking in the opposite direction. “We should go that way,” she said.

I shook my head with a tolerant little smile. “Do you ever think about anything but boys?”

“Do you ever think about anything but books?” Lisa, our other roommate, teased back. She had gone Goth early in our sophomore year of high school, and the purple strip in her raven hair glowed like neon in the brilliant morning sunlight.

“It’s our first day,” I sighed. “The boys aren’t going anywhere. I want to look around and find some places to hang out so we don’t sit around the dorm playing the ‘I don’t know, what do you want to do?’ game until Christmas break.”

So far I’d spent the morning trailing the others through a long string of clothing stores and eccentric boutiques, but I’d quickly grown bored as so little of it was my style. There had to be other things around worth exploring. I nodded my head towards a taller building up the street which had a glittering mobile constructed of CDs hanging above the door. “What about that place?”

Paige consulted the pamphlet she had picked up from a stack by the front door of their dorm on their way out. “It’s a used music store. The guide says it was a speakeasy during Prohibition, and there’s a back area behind a secret door.”

“Now that actually sounds interesting,” I said. “Come on, let’s go check it out.”

There was a secret panel behind a swinging bookcase that led to a massive selection of old dance singles and trance albums in what had originally been a bar. Lisa went hyperactive as she bounced through room after room full of incredible finds. Before long the rest of us were ready to move on, though, and I practically had to drag her back downstairs.

“Come on, Lisa,” Paige groaned. “You can’t stay in here forever.”

“Fine,” the Goth girl grumbled, although she dragged her booted feet as she went through the door. “But I’m going to get a job here before the semester is over.”

“Oh, let’s go in there!” Kimberly pointed towards yet another shop with an eclectic display of handmade clothing in the window.

“Ugh. Let’s not.” My eyes settled on a store across the street. Off the Page. Books. Oh, yeah. “How about the used bookstore?”

“You go right ahead,” Lisa said. “I’m sticking with Kimberly. Knowing you, you’ll be in there until classes start on Monday.”

Paige tugged at my arm. “Let’s go, ‘lyssa. I’ve seen all the clothes I want to for one day.”


Chapter 2

~Kyle~

WHEN THE DOORBELL JANGLED, I shook my head and sighed. The day before I’d picked up a mix of almost a thousand hardback and paperback books at an auction, and I was still trying to get them sorted and priced. With all these interruptions I was never going to make any headway. Of course without all the interruptions I’d never make any sales, either, so I couldn’t complain too much.

I poked my head out of my office and saw two girls, a slender blonde and a taller brunette, browsing through the racks by the door—newly minted freshmen from the looks of them, young and still not quite comfortable being out all on their own. The bookstore would be full of them for the next couple of months, until they found other distractions. I’d started to turn away when the blonde spotted a book, and in that instant her face came alive.

A moment before I would have sworn that she was nothing special, rather pretty in a wholesome sort of way like any of countless other girls who stepped into the shop every semester, but I could have walked right past her on the street half an hour later without recognizing her. As the book practically levitated from the shelf to her hands, though, she transformed into something exquisite. Delight sculpted a heart-stopping smile on lips framed by a pair of impish dimples, and her clear green eyes danced like spring leaves drenched in sunlight. I stared entranced as one hand brushed back a stray wisp of long, dark golden hair and she turned to her friend with an excited laugh.

I’d thought myself immune to the young college girls who came into the store, my age a dependable shield against that sort of silliness, but something about this one got to me. When she turned on that smile it was dazzling, like being hit in the eyes with a thousand watt floodlight, and I found myself fighting off an almost irresistible urge to go over and talk to her. I wanted to find out what book it was that sparked that reaction so I could take her to a shelf full of others like it and maybe see that smile again. Then my mind conjured a vision of looking down into her dancing eyes while I tasted those plush lips, and for an instant I imagined her supple body molded hot against mine while my hands explored her slender curves before I drove the thought away with a whispered curse. What was I thinking? She was far too young and absolutely not my type. The girl looked so sweet and innocent that she’d probably be getting carded until she was forty.

I didn’t do sweet and innocent.

And yet I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her until she disappeared into the back of the store. I stood there a moment and let out a long, slow breath while I collected myself. If some little freshman could get to me like that, then I was obviously working too hard. It was time to go hit the downtown bars this weekend and find some bad girls closer to my own age to play with. That was sure to get this adorable blonde out of my head.

“I’m in the office,” I called out. “Just ring the bell on the counter when you’re ready to check out or if you need anything.”

Faint whispers and laughter answered me from the back room, and I went back to my sorting with another shake of my head. I half-hoped they’d leave without buying anything. If she smiled at me like that while I rang them up, it was liable to tie my tongue in knots, and making a fool of myself over a teenage girl wasn’t something I particularly cared to do.


Chapter 3

~Alyssa~

PAIGE’S PHONE DINGED.

“Are you about done?” she asked. “Lisa says they’re ready to leave.”

I turned reluctantly away from a nook full of paperbacks I could have spent hours rummaging through. My hands were already full, though, and I didn’t want to keep my friends waiting. I cast longing glances at all the shelves I hadn’t gotten a chance to browse as I walked up to the counter with Paige, already plotting a solitary trip so I could explore the place from top to bottom at leisure. As big and utterly jammed with books as the store was, it would easily take me days to see everything. It was like getting to go on a field trip to Heaven.

That feeling didn’t change one bit when I finally got a good look at the man standing behind the register. He was older, in his mid-thirties I guessed, but well worth looking at anyway. A navy blue t-shirt stretched across his broad shoulders and muscled arms then tucked into a pair of faded jeans that emphasized trim hips and a pair of muscular thighs. 

“Did you find everything you were looking for?”

The low, melodious drawl sent shivers trickling down my spine. Wow. His slightly shaggy black hair tossed in glossy waves that my fingers itched to touch, and the faint hint of bristle along his jaw softened the lines of a face that otherwise might have been a little too stark and angular. Full, ruddy lips quirked up at one corner in a teasing smile that made my breath catch in my throat, while my heart tripped over itself and couldn’t seem to remember how to beat properly. I’d dreamed of being kissed by lips just like those. Without meaning to, my eyes met his and I slid straight into their liquid, coffee-colored depths.

When I opened my mouth to respond, nothing would come out, so in desperation I attempted a smile to try to buy time to recover. For just an instant his eyes narrowed and smoldered in a look of primal interest that sent a shiver racing down into my belly and left me tingling down to my toes. No one—no one—had ever looked at me like that before. Like I was a woman. Like I was someone desirable. With trembling fingers, I pushed my books across the counter towards him.

“I think I found everything,” I stammered out. “For now. I really want to come back and spend more time looking, though. There’s so much to see.”

While his lips curved higher in a full smile, those dark eyes never left mine. “Always nice to run into a fellow book junkie. Come back anytime. I pick up new stuff every week, so there’s usually something interesting on the shelves.”
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