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      Versions of You brings together all the genres I love to read and write under my three pen names: historical as Cecelia Mecca, contemporary small-town romance as Cissy Mecca and romantasy and paranormal as C.L. Mecca

      

      With a taste of each in this story, I hope you’ll discover a favorite … or decide they’re all equally fun. Also of note, unlike my other books which are written in dual POV, this story is told solely from the heroine’s perspective.
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      Kitchi Falls, Pennsylvania

      Was there any better smell than paper and rain?

      I turned the page of my current read, a paranormal romance novel with a vampire hero. With a thousand things to do, from inventory to ordering, reading should be low on the list. But it was raining, my favorite time to crack open a book, so I gave myself permission to take some time off.

      Outside, thunder rumbled. The lights flickered once, twice. The storm was getting closer. Something in my chest tightened … anticipation or unease, I couldn't tell. I shook it off and kept reading.

      Less than a full sentence in, the door of my shop swung open, the tinkling bell that alerted me to new customers drowned out by the sound of driving rain.

      “Are you out of your mind?”

      Nolan immediately took off his jacket, shaking it and giving my terrified cat his own shower. Putting my book on the counter, I laughed as James ran through Nolan’s legs and into the stacks.

      “You know he hates getting wet,” I said.

      Hanging up his soaking rain jacket, Nolan headed straight for the coffee counter, putting a new pod into the machine.

      “Pretty sure he hates his name more.”

      As if sensing we were talking about him, James sauntered back through Nolan's legs with regal indifference. Nolan bent to scratch behind the cat's ears, and I caught myself watching the way his shoulders moved under his damp shirt. I looked away quickly, busying myself with straightening already-straight bookmarks.

      “What do you think James Alexander Malcolm Mackenzie Fraser?” I asked my cat, now underfoot. “Do you like your name?”

      Nolan, coffee in hand, pulled up a stool, the deep familiar sound of his laugh as comforting as the aroma of the delicious dark liquid he’d poured. “Tell her it’s ridiculous.”

      At the sound of his voice, James turned away from me and headed around the counter straight to his favorite person, jumping up to his lap. Traitor.

      I watched the two of them. The man who was as steady a presence in my life as my parents. The cat who alternatively liked and hated me, sometimes in the same sixty-second span. A bookshop that, while it might not be paying for an oceanfront vacation home soon, thrived enough to bring me a steady income … life was good. So what if I didn’t have a date for my cousin's wedding this weekend? Or if my mother wouldn’t stop asking if I was seeing anyone.

      I wasn’t. Pushing thirty. No prospects in the love department. But I had plenty to be grateful for.

      “You still lost in,” he nodded to my book. “There?”

      Nolan picked up my latest read. “The Vampire’s Temptation. What’s tempting him?”

      “Maybe the vampire is a girl.”

      “Is it?”

      “No.”

      He put the book back, taking a sip of coffee as James bounded off the counter.

      “My little contrarian.”

      I was Nolan’s little everything. That was his favorite expression, and one that got him into trouble recently. His latest ex—and Nolan had a lot of them—wasn’t a fan of our close friendship. But I didn’t feel too bad since she wasn’t really for him, anyway.

      “So what exactly are you doing out in,” I waved my hand toward the window of my shop where ‘Between the Pages’ was written in big, bold letters. “This.”

      “Lucas’ tattoo chair’s hydraulic lift was jammed, and he had an appointment tonight.”

      Although the owner of Grunt Ink, just down the street, went to high school with Nolan and me, we’d gotten closer to him and his wife more recently.

      “Were you able to fix it?”

      Nolan looked at me with those brown eyes of his, waiting until I took it back.

      “Ok, ok. Stupid question. Of course you were.”

      “Good girl.”

      I nearly spit out my coffee—one of the many things Nolan and I had in common, being able to drink caffeine at night—at that.

      “What? Isn’t that what your heroes say?” he nodded to my book.

      When I stopped laughing, I answered. “Yeah. But not like that.”

      His brows raised.

      “It’s a sex thing. They say it as praise kink. Like when. . .” Oh geez. How the hell did I explain it to someone who never read a romance book in his life? Or any book, for that matter. Which was one of the things we definitely didn’t have in common. I’d had my nose in a book since middle school and Nolan had been avoiding them for even longer than that. “Never mind. Did you eat yet?”

      “Not unless beef jerky counts. Why?”

      I grudgingly admitted defeat. “No way I’m getting any more customers tonight. Besides, I’ve been craving a chicken cheesesteak. Any interest in KC’s for a late dinner?”

      Before I even finished the question, Nolan headed to the back room. James jumped onto my lap.

      “Where did he go?” I asked, petting his head with one hand and opening my book with the other.

      The story of my life … finishing a chapter when I had other things to do. But there was something about the lure of the page, the characters in a romance, especially, that felt safe and exciting all at once.

      “And so it seems we will have a bit of fun here in,” he waved his arms around him, “Stone Haven.”

      Lawrence ground his teeth. “Fun? If you call the murder of an innocent woman⁠—”

      “Innocent?”

      Kenton lifted his chin. “She is Maiorium,” he repeated. “And for that, she can not be allowed to live.” He lifted his glass. “A toast to our little secret. And to Alessandra Fiore’s last days on earth, poor thing.”

      He downed the rest of his drink, stepping around Lawrence and gripping the railing of the second-story balcony.

      “Have fun attempting to save her.”

      And just as Lawrence turned to walk away after muttering a curse under his breath, he added. “I hope you have better luck than you did in Caltabellotta.”

      He wasn’t surprised when Lawrence pushed him from the balcony. Indeed, he allowed it. And laughed the entire way down to the ground despite the risk of discovery.

      Taunting him had been worth it.

      “Figure out why he’s tempted yet?”

      I jumped at the sound of his voice, startling James who bounded off my lap. Closing the book, I stood up.

      “I already know that. It’s on the back cover blurb.”

      Nolan scrunched his nose, reminding me of the skinny basketball player who asked me for help writing a paper in seventh grade. We’d been inseparable since, although Nolan was no skinny seventh grader anymore. He’d filled out in all the right places since then … a brown floppy haired, hazel-eyed hunk who was as reliable now as he’d always been.

      “Where’d you go?

      “Dumped my coffee. If I knew you’d be willing to close up early, I’d be at KC’s with a beer in hand already. I knew you’d go back to the book. Sometimes I think you like them more than real people, my little bookworm.” He winked and flipped the closed sign. “Let’s go baby.”

      Baby. He’d been calling me that for years, and I still smiled every time. He also had cleaned up the coffee station and stacked the romance display I’d been reorganizing … quietly tidying the shop while I’d been lost in my book.

      “Thanks,” I said, tidying up the counter.

      He knew what I meant.

      “Anything to get out of here sooner,” Nolan put his still-wet rain jacket back on. “Please tell me you have an umbrella somewhere.”

      That would have been a brilliant idea, except …  “I had no idea it was even supposed to rain.”

      KC’s Taphouse was less than a block away, but we were still going to get soaked.

      Before I could stop him, Nolan had taken off his jacket and was putting it on me.

      “Just because I forgot mine doesn’t mean⁠—”

      "Stop wiggling." His hands lingered on my shoulders after settling the jacket, thumbs pressing gently against my collarbones. When I looked up, something flickered across his face … there and gone so fast I almost missed it.

      "What?" I asked.

      "Nothing." But his voice sounded rougher than usual. "Let's go."

      Knowing Nolan’s single-minded determination, I listened. No way he’d let me out of this shop without his jacket. His jacket smelled like cedar and soap, and I couldn’t tell if the warmth spreading through me was his, or mine.
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      I shrugged off Nolan’s jacket that he insisted I wear home and stepped into the shop. He hadn’t loved the idea of me coming back here, instead of heading home with him as an escort, but I knew myself. Coming in to get the book would lead to finishing tidying up the display just so I didn’t have to do it in the morning.

      I hated mornings, hence, the coffee station even though my favorite coffee shop was just down the street. Besides, I’d admonished him, Kitchi Falls was anything but dangerous, even at eleven p.m. and there were plenty of nights I walked the four blocks to my apartment all by myself.

      Nolan couldn’t be more protective if he tried.

      My phone buzzed. Turning on the lamp beside the reading chair at the front corner of the store, my new favorite place to read when the shop was closed, I sat and pressed a button.

      “You are literally the only person left in the world that answers texts with phone calls.”

      “Funny, I had no idea you felt that way,” she teased.

      Charlee and I hadn’t been super close in school. I knew her, but she was a year behind me. And then we both went away to college. But since she was at Lucas’ tattoo parlour at some point most days of the week, we’d gotten to be good friends.

      “I have a date for you. For the wedding.”

      Ugh. And I thought my mom was bad.

      “That’s your news?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “I don’t need a date for the wedding. I’d just assume⁠—”

      “I know, I know. Go alone. I wasn’t out looking for him but the absolute perfect man just popped into my head. I’ve been thinking about it and debating on whether I should say anything. But Lucas and I are here chatting, and sometimes I think you just need to take a risk. Go for it, you know?”

      “Actually, I don’t know what you’re talking about⁠—”

      A bright light was followed by the hugest crack of thunder I’d ever heard. Everything happened at once. My lamp flickered and went out. The street lights went out. Something fell in the stacks and it felt as if the entire shop rattled.

      “What was that?”

      “I think … maybe lightning hit close by? The lights went out.”

      “Oh geez. You okay?”

      “Fine,” I said. “But something fell in the stack. I’m gonna go check it out. Let me call you back.”

      “Better idea. How about I bring lunch to the shop tomorrow? I have to stop by Lucas’ anyway, and I know you’ve been craving chicken cheesesteak.”

      I almost told her Nolan and I already split one tonight, but were two chicken cheesesteaks—Cesar style, of course—the worst thing in the world?

      “Sounds good. Talk to you later.”

      “Byee.”

      Putting the light on my phone, I made my way toward the back, where the sound had come from. Thankfully, most things seemed to be intact. I swept my phone’s light across the shop. Nothing looked out of place, except one fallen book in the back room. Leaning down, I picked up a dusty text from my personal collection.

      Like the other books around it, this one was a splurge. One I paid too much for as a baby collector of rare and special editions. Since there was no light to be had out in the shop, I sat down on the floor and propped up my phone to see, putting the book on my lap.

      It was my first trip to Scotland for a semester abroad in college. My roommate and I found ourselves in an old bookshop, like something out of a movie. Gravitating to this book, its beautiful illustrations, the only thing I could understand since it was written in old English, I nearly passed out when the shop owner told me the price. My hand shook as I counted out the bills … my grocery money for the month.
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