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      Solving crimes wasn't in her library catalog, but neither was falling for a thief.

      For Abby Martin, resident librarian and undisputed queen of the Friday Night Book Club, life in Millbrook is as predictable as the Dewey Decimal System. Sure, her ex is a walking troll, but mostly, her days are cozy and routine. Millbrook, however, isn't as quaint as it seems; a string of baffling break-ins has the whole town buzzing, and her uncle, the Sheriff, scratching his head.

      Professional thief Levi Cross returns to the quiet life in Millbrook after a heist gone wrong in NYC. He doesn’t find peace. Instead, he finds his hometown plagued by a series of unsolvable break-ins. Wary but desperate, the Sheriff ropes Levi into consulting on the case, assigning him to the most mind-numbing tasks and insisting that Abby keep tabs on him.

      As Levi and Abby they sift through clues together, they find their hearts becoming just as tangled as the case. Can Abby and Levi crack the thief's code and unlock a love worth stealing, or will Levi vanish back into the city's shadows, leaving Millbrook—and her—behind?
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      The graying bricks of Millbrook's town hall gleamed in the soft rays of the setting sun. I had lived here my entire life, and the sunsets of Dutchess County never got old. Every evening, as I drove home from the library, I marveled at the natural beauty, especially during summertime evenings.

      Why did people flock to New York City, the most famous part of our state, when we had this? The last time I ventured there, I suffered from sensory overload and claustrophobia. Give me the cozy comfort and familiarity of a small town. I'll take it any day.

      The double doors creaked open, revealing a sea of worried faces. This was the same room where I had helped run a bake sale back in grade school, when renovations in the gym forced us to improvise. Now, it simmered with tension and anxiety.

      A percolator on the side table bubbled away, filling the room with the rich aroma of fresh coffee, but it wasn't enough to accommodate a crowd of this size. Folks would have to head on over to the coffee shop called Sugar & Brew for their java fix.

      Sadie Lin, the florist who never attended these meetings, occupied my chair near the front. She fidgeted with the zipper of her jacket while staring absently ahead. Her presence alone signaled how desperate folks were growing because she never left her shop, even during blizzards when our village shut down.

      Nearly every chair had been filled because we all had one thing on our minds: the rash of break-ins plaguing our town.

      A hand waved me down, then patted the vacant seat next to her and removed her bag from the spot. The gray-haired man beside her, cracked a rare smile.

      I shuffled to the empty seat, trying to avoid falling onto anyone's lap while making my way to Aunt Peg and Uncle Wyatt. "Thanks for holding space, you guys. It's been a madhouse at the library since Deb left for maternity," I explained.

      Aunt Peg sported a '70s pixie cut, dyed carrot-red, which matched her natural color.

      My own ruby-shaded tresses also came from a bottle, but no one would mistake them for natural tones.

      Uncle Wyatt, with his arms crossed, leaned over Aunt Peg to speak to me. "Things that hectic at the library, Mops?"

      Mops had been Uncle Wyatt's pet name for me since I was a three-nager  because of my unruly mop of auburn hair. Although they were godparents and not blood relation, I'd known them for eons and regarded them as kin. Oddly enough, Aunt Peg and I shared more than just our rounded figures, but also blue eyes; hers were the cornflower variety, while mine veered toward blue-gray.

      "Yeah," I responded, while patting my ruby bouffant, ensuring it was still intact. "Folks are taking to the new selection. Thank goodness I managed to siphon off enough peanuts from our budget to buy it."

      Uncle Wyatt, known as Sheriff Stone to the good folks of Millbrook, pressed his lips together.

      I scrunched my nose at the slip. Griping about the lack of funding had become my favorite pastime. It probably drove them nuts, so I tried to keep my complaining down to a minimum, but old habits died hard.

      Aunt Peg rifled through her sturdy tote bag, pulled out a cosmetics catalog, and handed it to me. "Oh, honey, before I forget, the new book came out."

      She peddled cosmetics to earn her "mad money," as she called it. It explained why travel-size lotion bottles and nail polish littered my bathroom counter, none of which I needed. I was just trying to contribute to her side hustle.

      As I leafed through the pages of beach offerings, murmurs from the townsfolk died down.

      Mayor Dalton's voice filled the room. "Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for joining us. Since we have a full house tonight, I'll get right down to business."

      "Business, being the robberies," someone upfront said.

      Another said, “Why aren't we looking at who it could be? It's probably Levi Cross. How is this even debatable? He's back in town. Spoke to him a few days ago, and he said he'll be staying a while. He'll probably be riding that damn motorcycle all hours of the night, waking us up. Just you wait.”

      My ears perked up at the mention of Levi's name, and I abandoned my catalog perusal like a spicy meatball. Levi attended my high school, except he was a few grades higher, so we didn't cross paths much. If I remember correctly, he skipped out of gym class. He never struck me as the athletic type, anyway. Nope. He and his buddy, Oliver Beecham, were too cool for school, preferring a life of petty crime to education.

      But in this case, Levi was a hundred-percent innocent. Nothing concrete to put my finger on. It just didn't feel like his style, based on the rumors I'd heard.

      An idea flashed in my mind, and I leaned towards Uncle Wyatt. "What if you enlisted Levi Cross in cracking the case? You know, since he's back in town. He's got the experience to catch the burglars."

      Uncle Wyatt's bushy gray brows plummeted so fast, you'd have sworn I'd kicked his dog. "Heck, no!" he exploded. Heads turned in our direction, making my cheeks burn. "That man is a criminal, Abby," he continued. "Had enough of him and his crackpot uncle."

      Lordy be, this old chestnut again. Levi's Uncle Al lived on the outskirts of town near the border of Union Vale. He wasn't that bad. Although, Wyatt might have been right about Al being a crackpot, with him living alone in a Winnebago, and all. Loneliness and paranoia had that effect.

      Aunt Peg rubbed her husband's arm to hush him up. "Come on, darling. Abby has a point. We're in dire need of help, and Levi might be our ticket. Besides, enough time has passed since that boat incident. Give him a chance to make amends. You have to admit that Al never gave you an ounce of trouble. We were all young once. Remember that time when we stole⁠—"

      Uncle Wyatt coughed and waved his hands, interrupting her.

      Aunt Peg scoffed at him, and I raised the catalog to hide my chuckle at his antics.

      After he simmered down, Uncle Wyatt scratched his gray beard stubble for a moment and released a huff. "Tell ya what. Abby, you go talk to him and see what he says. You're about the same age and went to school together. Besides, I've been loaded down with paperwork lately."

      My eyes must've bulged out of my head like a cartoon character spotting a boulder drop.

      For real. Didn't see that coming!

      "Ah, we barely knew each other," I explained, squirming in my seat, betraying my unease. "We might've shared a few classes in high school. There's a good chance he doesn't even know I exist. You should go. You two knew each other."

      You want the truth? Levi Cross intimidated the heck out of me. I remembered this handsome, brooding kid back in the day. He never said much, but when he did, it cut like a knife through butter. No rumors of him bullying, but danger radiated from him. Both magnetizing and terrifying at the same time. And I can vouch he invoked the same feelings for the rest of the female student body. A tantalizing forbidden fruit we all wanted to bite into, but feared the consequences.

      Uncle Wyatt's face remained rock-stiff, brooking no room for arguments. "If we're gonna do this, you talk to him, or we don't ask at all."

      I kept my growl of frustration low enough to go undetected... I think.

      There was no fooling him, the joys of having a seasoned lawman in your family. Although, I'd managed to keep my relationship drama off his radar by not mentioning it at all. Unable to broach this impasse, I twisted my ruby lips and turned away, focusing on the room at large.

      Someone seated in front of us said, "That break-in next door really messed with me. I stay up at night, listening to every creak and groan."

      I contorted my expression into a grimace and immersed myself in the glossy pages as I tried to tune out the fear that permeated her voice.

      Glen Wozniak, the amiable owner of the crowded deli on Main Street, turned to Uncle Wyatt. "Are our businesses safe? Our homes? Give us something because all it looks like is you showing up, jotting in your notepad, and leaving."

      My uncle raised his hands in a placating gesture. "I know y'all need answers, and I don't blame you. But if I share everything we know right now, it might hurt our chances of catching the perp. Rest assured, the boys and I are working hard, and we're doing everything we could to keep you safe."

      The weight of guilt crushed me, and I bit my lip. These people required more assistance than the police could handle. I had to squash my fear and talk to Levi. Wimping out wasn't an option.

      I released a breath, leaned over to Uncle Wyatt, and willed out the words. "Alright, I'll go tomorrow morning and see what he says." After all, somebody needed to make the first move. What's the worst that can happen? He turned me down? I can live with that.
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      In the spirit of honoring my offer at the meeting last night, I parked my Camry in front of Clara Cross's charming, colonial-style home, nestled just outside our village center. The sultry air made a bead of sweat form on my upper lip. I tapped it dry while heading up the cracked pavement. Nothing like talking to a hot guy while sporting a glistening 'stache to boost a lady's confidence.

      Maybe I was jumping the gun here. What if the years hadn't been kind to him?

      Suppose his beer belly tested the fibers of his shirt.

      I needed to rein in my hormones before they hijacked my brain. But still, no lady needed a 'stache.

      Anyway, after his parents passed away in a tragic car accident, he signed over the house to his Aunt Clara. Clara lives in Bali, so Levi returns once a year to do minor repairs before taking off again.

      Personally, that arrangement never made a lick of sense to me. What rationale is there in holding on to a house where no one lives in? Wouldn't it be more sensible to sell it and let another family enjoy it? Different strokes for different folks, I suppose.

      The house stood like a work of art, flaunting its rectangular shape and symmetrical facade. With white clapboard siding and black shutters framing it, the exterior exuded classic charm.

      I've always loved this place, despite its unkempt garden. If I had lived here, my mission in life would have been to transform the garden into a blooming paradise. Plus, I'd paint the door with a splash of turquoise, instead of its bland brown, which matched nothing around—save the patch of dirt.

      Whispering under my breath, I recited, "Hi, I'm Abby Martin. I came to let you know that Sheriff Stone said there's a job at the station available for you...if you're interested."

      Too wordy.

      I'd already forgotten half of that. Winging it might have been the better option.

      Steeling my spine, I blew out a breath and rapped on the door.

      A slim, sexy woman wearing a black halter dress swung open the door. Her eyes locked on mine for a split second before they sparkled with desire, just as she gave me her back.

      Levi, a vision wrapped in blue terry cloth, filled the doorway. His wet, brown hair glittered in the morning sun. Six-pack on full show.

      My breath hitched in my throat. Geez Louise, what did I nearly walk into?

      "Thanks for having me over," she purred. "I enjoyed myself. Maybe we could do this again?"

      Why did it feel like she was staking her claim? But that couldn't be right because I posed no threat. Her slender, long-legged figure was the polar opposite of mine. I tried my best to cover with my rockabilly style, but, well, you know. I nearly raised my hand to pat my hair in place but caught myself and lowered it. No need for that. Neither of them would care about my flyaways. Instead, I smoothed my green dress and slid up the sleeves of my black cardigan.

      Levi's lips curled into a slow, seductive smile that didn't quite reach his eyes, and he didn't answer her obvious setup.

      Okay. Odd.

      Maybe he liked to play it coy, or maybe that was a standard guy thing. Whatever the reason, it didn't bode well for Ms. Legs.

      Undeterred, she stretched up, kissed Levi for longer than necessary, making a point. The words "get a room" popped up in my mind as they made out in front of me, but I shoved it aside because this was his property, and that would have been rude.

      Then she strutted past me with smudged red lipstick, a smirk, and a triumphant model's gait.

      I blinked like a strobe light while I collected myself from... um, whatever just happened.

      These two were dripping with sex appeal, while most folks were still dripping excess grease from their bacon. They were liable to give a woman the vapors, I'll tell you that.

      And Levi. My God. A sculpted face with a pronounced jawline. A head taller than I remembered in high school. Lean with broad, muscular shoulders and a narrow waist. Sleeve tattoos blacked out his skin, but the one that caught my attention was the word "Rachel," inked boldly across his chest.

      Ms. Legs had a name.

      Rachel.

      Ugh.

      Suddenly, my hands shook, and I felt an intense need to bolt. So, I rooted myself to the cracked pavement, and took a deep breath in a last-ditch attempt to calm down before making my pitch.

      "Good morning, Levi," I said. "I'm Abby Cross."

      Levi arched his brow, folded his arms, and braced against the doorframe. An amused smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth.

      My heart skipped a beat watching him. Why did he have to be next-level attractive? Wait, a minute. What did I⁠—?

      My forehead creased as I reviewed my words.

      Oh, dear Lord, no!

      I blushed to the degree of molten lava.

      My heart rate notched up. "Sorry for the blunder. I meant," I blew out another breath, making my voice shaky. "Hi, Levi, I'm Abby Martin, and I came here to ask if you'd be interested in working at the sheriff's station."

      Levi's head jerked back, and his chocolate eyes widened, clearly not expecting my proposition. He inclined his head and addressed me for the first time. "With Sheriff Stone?" He snorted. "Not a chance in hell. We’d kill each other on the first day.”

      Seriously, I was dying to learn the story behind their animosity, but I forced it to the back of my mind and concentrated on convincing him why working with Uncle Wyatt would be beneficial.

      I changed tack, my voice growing peppier than a cartoon chipmunk's. "This is your chance to mend fences with Sheriff Stone and the town. Help us catch this burglar, and folks might see you in a different light."

      Levi's face, chiseled like a sculpture, twisted into a mask of anger, sending me into a panic. His tone dripped with scorn. "I don't need to prove anything to anyone. Frankly, I don't give a damn how folks see me, either."

      How did this go off the rails so fast? He seemed alright in high school, despite his reputation. Certainly not this obnoxious.

      I clung to that thought and said, "But you could help people, and helping people is important. You could make a real difference. Folks around here are nervous, and they'd be much obliged if you lent a hand."

      Levi's lips curved into a bitter smile, reminding me of my ex, Monroe. My heart wilted, denied the sexy smiles that women like Rachel received. Instead, I survived on the affectionate ones from family and friends or the intimidating ones from my ex.

      He reinforced that sentiment with his next words. "Since we're handing out unsolicited advice, here's one for you: don't rush into things before you know what you’re getting yourself into. That kind of recklessness will get you into trouble."

      A normal person would have left, but not me. I stood there like a stunned baboon, trying to make heads or tails out of his comment.

      My mouth worked, doing its utmost to discern his meaning, but nothing came to mind, so I asked a genius question. "Ah...huh?"

      Levi straightened and delivered a savage blow. "Let me reiterate, since listening isn't your strong suit. I don't care about folks around here, and I sure as hell won't be working with Stone. Now, we done here, or are there more words of wisdom you need to spout?"

      I stepped back, subconsciously putting space between us. "Well, um, no."

      He moved into his house and slammed the door in my face, blowing my hair back.

      What just⁠—

      What just happened?

      I clenched my jaw and balled my fists, furious enough to punch his stupid door. Instead, I shouted, "A simple 'no thanks' would have sufficed!"
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      Gloria Abbot, the secretary of Sterling Construction, stared me down. Her eyes exuded the warmth of two chips of ice, and her hair gleamed a crone's gray.

      Even my smooth greeting, complimenting her pearl necklace, ricocheted like bullets from Iron Man. That might have pushed her over the edge, considering my history.

      But I couldn't throw in the towel just yet. It was too early in the job hunt to cast my employment hopes aside.

      I'd burned enough bridges in this town that no one would cut me any slack, no matter how many smiles I flashed.

      One of the cool things about New York City was its crowdedness. You never met the same person twice, which kept me in their good graces because no one knew me well enough to form judgments. If I hadn't botched my last assignment, I wouldn't have been here, enduring this ridiculousness.

      The things I did for a paycheck.

      Stirring up commotion was my only shot at breaching Sterling's inner sanctum. It needed to be loud enough to draw him out.

      Crossing my arms with a determined expression, I raised my voice sufficiently for Sterling to hear. "So you're telling me that there are no slots open in his schedule? Not even a teeny-weeny one?" I flashed a pleading grin.

      Gloria's face rivaled Captain America's uncrackable shield. "You'll have to make an appointment like everyone else, Mr. Cross," she replied.

      I peeked at the door.

      No dice.

      Not even movement from inside. Time to step things up.

      My voice had escalated. "What if this is an emergency? You're tellin' me there's no room in his schedule for emergencies?!"

      Sterling yanked open the door and thrust his graying head out. His eyes narrowed to slits. "Why the hell are you carrying on out here like you're in the middle of Times Square? I can't hear myself think."

      Jackpot!

      I tamed my triumphant grin into a polite smile. "Just wanted a few minutes of your time, boss."

      Sterling sized me up, his eyes darting from my head to my toes, as if I were a questionable piece of merchandise.

      That sobered me instantly, but I tried not to let it mess with my head because landing this job was key to laying low. Believe me, I hated working for these types as much as I hated Brussels sprouts—which is saying something, because I stole those too to put food on my family's table.

      His expression softened. "Alright, fine. Come in, but don't get too cozy. I only got a couple of minutes to spare this morning."

      I expelled a slow breath and savored my insides unclenching as I trailed after Sterling.

      The white walls in his office and blue curtains were the only swaps, but Sterling's mahogany desk remained the same, dwarfing the cramped space. I wouldn't put it past him to wield this intimidation tactic during his one-on-ones. From my dad's stories of Sterling, he enjoyed using power plays to gain the upper hand. Plausible when you own a construction company, and your employees are brawnier than you.

      I sank into the emerald leather chair, my gaze locked on the gray-haired man across from me. His stern, square-jawed face made him look prone to outbursts, setting my nerves on edge.

      "Alright, kid," he began, cutting through the pleasantries faster than a samurai sword. "What do you want from me?"

      Refusing to be intimidated, I flashed a jackal's grin. "I'm here to inquire about a job, sir."

      As I spoke, Sterling furrowed his brow, his beady eyes roving my face. "You look familiar. Have we met before?"

      My smile faltered as I braced myself for his reaction. "Yep, yours truly. Levi Cross, sir."

      Sterling's eyes opened wide. "You again? Don't tell me you've returned to steal my stapler," he quipped, chuckling to himself.

      Steal his stapler?

      Seriously?

      "Nah, sir," I said through a laugh. "I've upgraded to bigger and better heists since then."

      When Sterling's complexion paled, I backtracked, "I kid, sir. I've turned over a new leaf."

      Mostly.

      I continued, "I'm solely interested in exploring job opportunities⁠—"

      "Sorry, Cross, can't help you there," he said, shooting me down before I finished my sentence.

      My heart nosedived in my chest. Landing this gig would have injected my anemic bank account with the iron it needed.
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        The bell in Graham's Garage announced my arrival. Memories of Craig came flooding back, and I marveled at his establishment, seriously impressed by how far he'd come. Posters of cars and trucks hung on the walls alongside a few framed photos of Craig in hospital scrubs holding a newborn.

      We'd been buddies back in high school, but while I had chased skirts and cut my classes, Craig tinkered with car engines to fine-tune his rides.

      It came as no surprise when I heard he'd opened his own auto mechanic shop.

      Craig materialized from the back and made his way over to me, wiping his greasy hands on a stained rag before shoving it into his back pocket. Far stockier than I remembered, but his short blond hair was just the same. What surprised me were the bags under his eyes, as though he hadn't slept in a few days. He looked exhausted and wired at the same time. Wonder what was up with that.

      I inhaled, taking in the smell of grease with it. Scrunching my nose, I rallied my courage for what I was about to ask. "Hey, Craig. Long time no see. Any chance you've got a spot open?"

      Craig pinched his lips together, his expression conveying regret. "Sorry, man. Wish I could help you out, but we're all set for now," he said with zero recognition in his eyes—for which my stung pride breathed a sigh of relief.

      A boulder-sized ball of anxiety had lodged itself in the pit of my stomach. Cold-calling had proved to be a long shot, and I knew it, but damn, rejection hurt. Bitterness tinged my smile, and my voice sounded dejected. "Alright then, thanks for letting me know."

      Craig dipped his chin, and I pivoted, leaving the shop. The blazing daylight made me squint, so I fished my shades out of my front pocket and slipped them on to shield myself from the summer glare.

      The garage door closed behind me, busting off a chunk of my dignity with it. I strode down the street, flanked by the quaint little shops that canvassed the village. Normally, I soaked up the sun any chance I got. Like any red-blooded New Yorker who despised winter with a passion and needed the sun to warm their frigid bones, summer was my jam, my happy place.

      But today, it behaved like the unrelenting glare of a cop’s flashlight, halting my getaway. Even the cinnamon rolls from Luigi's Bakery, which usually set off a drool-fest, failed to lure me in. Nope, not today. My gut wasn’t having it. It was too busy churning with disappointment and growing anxiety over my unemployment to give a damn about pastries or sunshine for that matter.

      As I ambled along, I happened upon a phone store, its pristine display cases brimming with the latest models, mocking me from behind the glass. My own phone languished on life support, in dire need of an upgrade, but I couldn't afford to shell out cash for that luxury right now. If my state of unemployment keeps up, I'll have no choice but to return to the city and risk a jail sentence if the investigators decide I was Rick's accomplice.

      Right then, a flash of memory zapped into my mind. Back in the day, my dad had lost his job at Sterling Construction, and we'd struggled to make ends meet. And when I say struggled, I mean really struggled.

      Fresh produce? Forget about it. Canned foods became our reality. After a while, it got old.

      Around that time, I embarked on a life-altering trip to Union Vale, where I resorted to snagging food from the outside stalls. The thrill, man, the thrill intoxicated me and lured me down into the rabbit hole of illicit activities.

      Even after my dad secured a job at a local mechanic's shop, I couldn't kick the habit. That high, after I pulled off a successful heist, became an addiction I failed to shake.

      Just then, movement caught my eye, and that obnoxious woman who came by earlier crossed the road and headed toward Sugar & Brew. Her hair was fire-engine red—like, stop-traffic red—and it had this bounce to it, like she was starring in her own music video. That green cardigan? Hugged her curves so perfectly, it was doing God's work. She had a retro movie vibe, but somehow hotter.

      Her name was lost in the cobwebs of my memory. What was it again? A better question: was the sheriff aware that one of the locals offered jobs on his behalf?

      This hick town, man, had lost its damn mind.

      "Cross?" A voice came from behind, clenching my insides in a primal reaction from a life I thought I’d left behind. Years passed, but some things never faded.

      I spun. Sure enough, the voice fit the sight... more or less. The bags under his eyes looked like two deflated balloons, and the way his belt disappeared under his gut suggested he enjoyed a few beers too many. Sheriff Stone in his middle-aged glory.

      I answered with a curt, "Yeah?" Keeping cards close to my chest was my specialty around law enforcement.

      Stone tipped his brown hat back, revealing those steely eyes, trained to spot a lie from fifty paces. "Come down to the station for a chat, would you?"

      Oh, hell no!

      "I didn't do anything. I wasn't involved in anything, and you can't accuse me of⁠—"

      Stone held up his hands. "Easy, Thomas Crown. You're not in the hot seat. I just want your two cents. That's all."

      "Let me think about it first. No promises, though."
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      As I stepped into the police station, the walls' new paint job jumped out. The place had received a modern upgrade with a scattering of desks. For a second, I wondered if I had the right building.

      Sheriff Stone stood near the front, talking to a ginger deputy who looked like he should have been tearing it up on the basketball court instead of tearing the seams of his ill-fitting deputy's uniform.

      Stone sipped from a mug while his other hand rested on his hip. Still can’t wrap my head around how much he had changed. This man is a far cry from the guy who polished his gun when I came over to take out his daughter. Geez, that felt like ten minutes ago. In my absence, time tempered him into a seasoned veteran, worn down by the trials of the job.

      I approached the old man, my limbs stiff, and my stomach gurgling.

      Stone's shaggy brows pulled together, his sharp eyes sizing me up over the rim of his mug.

      "Sheriff Stone? Walking in here without handcuffs feels strange." I flashed a mega-watt grin, yet his face didn't budge from its grim line.

      My smile slowly receded.

      Tough room.

      Clearly, levity was lost on him, so I shifted gears and cut straight to business.

      "Thought you should know that a woman showed up at my door this morning and said you were offering me a job. A red-head. Curvy, beau—ah, blue eyes...ring any bells?"

      The cloudy expression cleared from Stone's face, and his brows lifted. "You're interested? Received a text from Abby this morning, saying you turned it down. That's why I approached."

      Abby. Of course. The pushy redhead, who introduced herself as Abby Cross. The locals around here were seriously nutty, swear to God.

      Maybe he didn't crack a grin because she whined about our earlier interaction. It all clicked into place now.

      For confirmation, I asked, "She told you that? That's it?"

      Stone sipped his mug, and his eyes darted around my face. "Was there more? Did something else happen?"

      Damn. Impressive, really. This man had the instincts of a bloodhound, sniffing out a play before you even made it. Hard to believe he didn't catch the burglars already.

      The deputy standing next to Stone, whose name tag read "Barns," stood with his thumbs hooked under his armpits, and his feet shoulder-width apart, watching our exchange like a ping-pong spectator.

      I rested one hand casually on my hip and glanced down momentarily to gather my thoughts. "Her offer came out of nowhere, and it caught me off guard. And honestly, I took her for one of the gossip hens needling me for information. I had no reason to trust her. I didn't even know her, so I dropped in to check it out."

      As my words hung in the air, guilt dug its fangs into my chest at how I treated her.

      Stone continued to stare me down as though we were in the interrogation room. Then he let up with a huff. "Right. Let me show you where you'll be working if you accept the job."

      Barns' face twisted as if he'd been force-fed sour milk. "Sir, you're offering him a job? To work with us? Here? He's not qualified."

      His pissy tone raised my hackles.

      Seriously? Was bro really that paranoid about his job that he'd block my search for one? Low, if you asked me.

      Stone responded, "All hands on deck. Come with me, son."
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      When Stone led me into the library, I reeled back at seeing Abby working behind the check-out desk.

      Freakin' great. I was on a roll today!

      She handed over a stack of books to a patron and wished them a cheerful happy reading.

      But when our eyes locked, her smile deflated like a popped balloon, and her expression grew cautious, much like it had earlier this morning.

      Why did her skin look so clear? It reminded me of freshly fallen snow. Pure. Heavenly.

      That wasn't even the weirdest part. That medal belonged to Stone's warm grin when he stopped by the desk. It made me do a double-take because its appearance rivaled the rarity of watching Bigfoot traipsing through a garden full of lilies.

      "Cross," he said, "You've already met my niece Abby Martin, our librarian."

      Say what now? His niece? Did I hear that right?

      My jaw dropped as if I had been tased, while I scrambled to process this new info.

      Abby's knockout eyes shot away from mine. With a timid nod, she mumbled, "Hello."

      Her terse reply radiated in my chest like acid reflux. I creased my brow and rubbed my fist against the ghost ache. She'd been smiling and happy moments ago. Now this.

      Stone's eyes darted between us. He definitely suspected something had happened but didn't voice it. Instead, he cleared his throat. "You'll be working the Microfiche machine. I'd normally ask one of my deputies to do this, but we're short-staffed at the moment. Comb through newspapers to find anything on the break-ins. If you see a particular pattern, let me know. Clear?"

      His words washed over me like the muffled drone of Charlie Brown's teacher, 'cause my thoughts were consumed by the librarian. I couldn't stop wronging women in the Sheriff's family, starting with his daughter. Well, I hadn't wronged her. We just didn't click when I took her out. Anyhow, working here would be a terrible idea.

      Stone repeated himself, louder this time. "We clear?"

      I shook my head, stunned out of my reverie. "Crystal, sir," I clipped.

      Stone backed away. "Alright," he rumbled. "I'll leave you to it." Then he took off, finally leaving me alone with his niece.

      Soft jazz floated down from the overhead speakers, something I hadn't noticed earlier. Abby dug jazz? Her vintage get-up led me to believe she might enjoy the big band era. I wanted to ask about her musical preferences, but that would have been off-topic.

      I inhaled, gearing up for our talk.

      Abby stared at the screen like her life depended on it. Her strongest tell was her cheeks, which nearly matched the shade of her lipstick.

      I'd give anything to reach over and brush my hand down her cheek. Just once. You know, for science.

      Okay, that was weird.

      What the hell was wrong with me? I'd never acted this way over a woman before. My behavior this morning was messing with my conscience in a big way.

      I strolled closer to her and gentled my voice. "Abby. Look at me, please."

      Her eyes flickered to mine for a split second, and I glimpsed hurt and humiliation before she diverted them back to her monitor.

      The pang in my chest festered like a wound reopening.

      I moved closer to her and caught a faint whiff of something sweet. I inhaled deeply, drawing it into my lungs. It smelled like roses mostly, mixed with something exotic. Don't ask me why, but it calmed my anxiety.

      "Abby," my voice, rasping with sincerity. "Sweetheart, look at me. And keep your eyes on me this time, okay?"

      She exhaled and followed my directions, but her warm eyes from this morning turned cold and hard like shards.

      I winced as they cut me to the core, but I deserved it.

      "Abby." I tried again, my voice hoarse with emotion. "Slamming the door in your face and shutting you out this morning was wrong. I hurt you, and I'm very sorry. You were right. 'No thanks' would have sufficed."

      Abby's mascara-coated lashes fluttered over her saucer eyes, and her full lips parted. She murmured, "You heard that?"

      I leaned in, my voice lowered to a rough whisper. "I'm so sorry for how I treated you. I wronged you, and I regret it deeply. I was just⁠—"

      "Put off by my buttinsky tactics?" she finished. "You know, I'd been replaying what happened to make sense of why you'd reacted that way. Believe me, I didn't mean to come off so high and mighty. I'm very sorry about that."

      A grin broke out across my face. Who was this woman, and why was she so genuine? Refreshing after dealing with the kind of people I had dealt with over the years. One thing's for sure, we needed a do-over.

      I extended my open hand to her. When she took it, I locked my fingers around hers and brushed my thumb along her silky-smooth skin. Those mesmerizing eyes of hers nearly made me forget to tease her.

      Completely criminal.

      "Hi, I'm Levi Cross," I said. "Pleasure meeting you, Abby Cross."

      Abby burst out in a peal of laughter, filling the space with warmth absent a second ago. "I'm never going to live that down, am I?"

      An elderly woman with her white hair in a bun, clutching a canvas tote bag, sidled up to the counter. She held her heart, and her cloudy brown eyes wrinkled in amusement. "Oh, Abigail, how lovely to see your smile return after that long face you wore this morning."

      Damn. I brought her down.

      God, why did I have to be so stupid?!

      My guilt had a field day, sucker-punching me in the gut this time. I huffed in self-disgust.

      Abby's smile faded as though she was eavesdropping on my thoughts, and she glanced over at me.

      Her pearly white teeth bit her red lips, and I swear, a zing zipped through me, making me squeeze her hand in response.

      Abby's pretty eyes widened before she yanked her hand out of my grasp, severing our contact, and focusing on the old lady. "Need help with anything, Jane?"

      Jane, oblivious to us, answered, "Yes, I need a book on securing your home to prevent intruders."

      Abby nodded and rose from her seat. "Yes. We have the perfect how-to book. You're just in luck. It was returned a few days ago." She walked out from behind the desk. "That one has been constantly checked out." Abby led the woman to the back.

      Moments after she disappeared, a beefy dude with light brown hair that reached down to his shoulders strode up to the desk. His tattered blue jeans and faded gray shirt had seen too many wash cycles. Overall, he didn't strike me as the book-reading type.

      He glanced at the vacant chair before surveying the library. "Abby working today?"

      Could this be her man? With his amber eyes and matching hair, I could see why she might be into him. He seemed self-assured, and there was kindness in his eyes. Kind of like a Golden Retriever.

      I stood up to my full height, realizing that I edged him out by a head. I slipped my hands into the pockets of my black jeans, displaying my tattoo sleeves. "You just missed her," I replied casually. "She went in the back to help out a lady."

      The guy's eyes went weary, almost calculating, like he was trying to read my intentions. Then he eased up and said, "Hey, Doug Kaminsky. Abby's friend."

      Friend?

      How friendly were they?

      "Levi Cross. Nice to meet you." I let my name sink in for a moment, hoping my reputation did the talking.

      Doug's eyes widened in recognition, and his whole demeanor shifted to excitement, making me raise my brows. "Hold up. You're the Levi Cross?"

      The?

      You'd think I was Dillinger risen from the dead the way these folks acted. Yet, I couldn't be the only pro in town, or they wouldn't be in their current jam.

      Abby returned with a book in hand, moved behind the desk, where she made quick work of checking it out for the old lady. She smiled at Kaminsky. "Doug, I see you've met Levi." Then she addressed me. "Doug here is a staff writer for the Tribune and comes around to find leads for stories. He's also dating one of my best friends."

      A surge of relief rippled through my veins at their platonic status. I winked at her and delighted in the pink stain spreading across her porcelain cheeks. Her skin displayed her emotions with clarity, like an open book.

      I could get used to this.

      But I shouldn't. I didn't plan on sticking around for too long.

      Wince.

      She diverted her pretty eyes and rested her hands against her neck.

      I answered, "We just met, sweetheart."

      That nickname was supposed to be my secret weapon, a playful little shift in gears to catch her attention. But Abby acted like it bounced right off her. She didn’t so much as flinch. I had expected at least a spark, a flutter of lashes, anything, not a masterclass in indifference. Most women would have been putty in my hands by now. Stung a little.

      Abby said, "So, Doug, how are you holding up? Last time I saw you was at your grandma's funeral."

      My brows pulled together as a pang of guilt walloped me again. Damn. I was on a roll today. Now, I feel bad for my posturing earlier. I folded my arms and simmered down.

      "Alright," he answered. "Trying to be there for mom. Gonna pick up Delilah later and head over to Grandma's for a house cleaning before she puts it up for sale." He blew out a breath. "Anyway, came to ask if you got any leads for me."

      Abby responded, "Not anything you haven't heard. I can barely keep our home security books on the shelves. You could run down to Pickwick's and ask them about the books people are buying. That might be a story. Oh, and Uncle Wyatt hired Levi here to help with the investigation."

      Doug's eyes lit up like Christmas morning, so I pumped the brakes before he got too excited.

      "Thinking about it. I haven't decided yet."
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