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​Chapter One: Flirting with a Ticket
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The Bookmark & Bean's grandfather clock chimed three, its mellow ding echoing off the shop's cozy walls. I glanced up, blowing a stray honey-blonde hair from my face as I shelved the last of the new arrivals. That box of vintage mysteries from yesterday could wait until tomorrow.

Afternoon sunlight streamed through the bay windows, casting golden rectangles across the worn hardwood floors. I loved this place. After years of chasing half-formed dreams, I finally had work that felt like home.

"Laney!" Emily burst through the door, the little bell jingling wildly in her wake. "He's back!"

I didn't need to ask who he was. Sheriff Beckett Hall had been gone for nearly two weeks. Not that I was counting—except maybe to my cousin.

"And?" I asked, trying to sound nonchalant as I ran a finger along the spine of a romance novel.

Emily flopped into the armchair by the window with theatrical flair. "And he's set up the speed trap on County Road 16 again. Morgan said he's been there all morning. Apparently, he's in a mood."

My heart skipped. County Road 16—the twisting stretch of asphalt connecting Bayou Oaks to the highway—was infamous for speeders. And Beckett's favorite place to remind locals that speed limits weren't suggestions. It was also the perfect excuse for something I'd never quite worked up the nerve to do.

Get the man's attention. Really get it.

"What time do you close today?" Emily asked, a mischievous glint in her eye.

"Four." I smoothed down my floral dress, suddenly aware of every wrinkle. "Why?"

"Because," she said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world, "you're going to drive down County Road 16 at exactly 4:15. And you're going to go at least fifteen over."

I stared at her. "That's... ridiculous."

"Is it though?" She arched an eyebrow. "You've been pretending not to be in love with him since he moved back five years ago. Griffin's deployed, so he can't play the big brother card. When are you going to stop hiding behind books and do something?"

My cheeks warmed. Beckett had been in my heart since high school. Then he'd left for the military, I'd gone to college, and life had gone on. But when he returned as sheriff, all those feelings came roaring back. He was also my brother's best friend, and even if Griffin hadn't declared him off-limits, I knew him well enough to read between the lines.

Not that it mattered. Beckett barely seemed to notice me—except as Griffin's little sister.

"He'd just give me a ticket," I muttered.

"Maybe." Emily grinned. "Or maybe he'd finally see you. Not as the bookstore girl. Not as Griffin's sister. Just... you."

Butterflies rioted in my stomach.

"I'm not doing it," I said firmly, turning back to my shelving cart.

Emily just laughed. "Sure you're not."



At 4:17 PM, I was behind the wheel of my faded blue Jeep, heart hammering against my ribs as I sped down County Road 16.

What was I doing?

This was insane. Childish. Desperate.

I'd changed into my favorite sundress—the one with the tiny sunflowers that made my hazel eyes pop. I'd let my hair down from its usual messy bun and even swiped on a bit of lipstick.

All for a speeding ticket.

"This is pathetic," I muttered, tightening my grip on the wheel. The air conditioning battled the sticky Louisiana heat seeping in through the doors. I pressed the gas. Fifty-five in a forty. Definitely ticket-worthy.

I glanced in the rearview mirror—both hoping and dreading the sight of flashing lights.

Nothing. Just the winding road, flanked by cypress trees draped in Spanish moss, their shadows flickering over the asphalt.

Maybe he'd packed up for the day. Maybe this entire ridiculous plan—

Blue lights flared behind me.

My breath caught. My pulse spiked.

It had worked.

I pulled onto the shoulder, gravel crunching beneath the tires as a puff of dust rose around the Jeep. Hands trembling slightly, I shifted into park.

In the side mirror, I saw him approaching—tall, broad-shoulddered, that confident stride making my stomach do cartwheels.

Beckett.

Unfairly handsome, as always. Dark, perpetually tousled hair. Piercing blue-gray eyes that missed nothing. A five o'clock shadow hugged his jaw, even though it wasn't even evening.

He walked up to my window, his expression a deep scowl—one that would have most people scrambling for their license before he even said a word. I rolled it down and gave him my best casual smile, the scent of sun-warmed pavement and his cologne hanging in the air between us.

"Afternoon, Sheriff."

The scowl deepened as recognition flickered across his face. "Laney? Do you know how fast you were going?"

His voice was deep and rough, like gravel softened by velvet. He never was one for small talk.

"I might've been a little over," I admitted, praying he couldn't hear my heart thudding.

"Fifteen over is not 'a little,' Laney." He sounded genuinely annoyed. "License and registration."

Well, this wasn't how I pictured it.

In my fantasy, he'd smile. Maybe flirt. At the very least, not scold me like a teenager.

I fumbled in the glove compartment and handed him my documents, trying not to flinch when his fingers brushed mine.

"Where's the fire?" he asked, studying my license.

"No fire," I said breezily. "Just running late."

"Late for what?"

His eyes locked onto mine, and for a moment, I couldn't breathe. Those eyes saw everything.

"A... thing," I stammered. "With the girls."

"A thing," he repeated, clearly unimpressed. "Worth risking your safety?"

His tone hit a nerve. "I'm a perfectly safe driver, Beckett."

"It's Sheriff Hall," he corrected, jaw tightening. "And no one doing fifteen over on these curves is being safe. These roads are dangerous. You should know better."

The disappointment in his voice hurt more than any ticket could.

I stared out the windshield as he walked back to his cruiser. The heat crept into my cheeks as embarrassment settled like a weight in my chest.

This had been a stupid idea.

What was I expecting? That he'd suddenly see me as something more? That he'd want to?

Pathetic.

He returned a few minutes later, face unreadable.

"I'm giving you a warning," he said, handing back my documents along with a yellow slip. "Slow down. Your brother would have my hide if anything happened to you."

There it was. Griffin.

Always Griffin.

"Thanks," I muttered, not meeting his gaze.

"Everything okay with you?" he asked, softer now. "This isn't like you."

The concern in his voice made me glance up. And for a second, I thought I saw something flicker in his eyes—something more.

But it vanished too quickly.

"I'm fine," I said with a forced smile. "Just a momentary lapse in judgment."

He studied me a moment longer, gaze flicking from my hair to the dress to the lipstick. But his expression stayed neutral.

"Drive safe, Miss Cross," he said finally, stepping away. "And obey the speed limits."

Then he turned and walked off, leaving me gripping the steering wheel, humiliated.

Emily had been wrong.

He didn't see me.

I waited until he'd pulled away before exhaling. Blinking back the sting in my eyes—I refused to cry over Sheriff Broody—I eased back onto the road, this time staying exactly at the speed limit.

At the intersection where County Road 16 met Main Street, I checked the rearview mirror one last time.

No patrol car. Just the empty road behind me.

Just like my foolish heart.

And the worst part?

I didn't even get a real ticket.

Just a warning.

Just enough to remind me he saw me—but not the way I wanted him to.



Beckett

I watched her faded blue Jeep vanish around the bend, my hands clenched tight on the steering wheel.

Seeing her speeding down one of the most dangerous roads in the county nearly stopped my heart.

What the hell had she been thinking?

She wasn't reckless. She wasn't careless. Sure, she'd forget to renew her driver's license or show up late to brunch, but speeding? That wasn't her.

And she definitely didn't usually show up looking like that—hair loose, sun dress hugging every curve, hazel eyes burning into mine.

I scrubbed a hand over my face.

Two weeks away at a damn conference, and the first person I see back in Bayou Oaks is the one woman I've spent five years trying not to want.

And failing. Miserably.

Griffin made me promise to look out for her while he was deployed. Protect her like she was your own sister, he said.

But Laney Cross had never felt like a sister. Not even close.

She was warmth and wit and soft smiles. She was late-night thoughts and off-limits daydreams. And seeing her today—made-up, dressed up, looking at me like I was more than a badge—nearly broke every line I've drawn between us.

She was up to something.

I knew it. And yet, some part of me hoped it was exactly what I thought it was.

I shifted into drive and pulled away from the shoulder, deliberately turning away from town.

I had a job to do. A town to protect.

And keeping Laney safe—even from me—was part of that job.

No matter how hard it was.
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​Chapter Two: Girls Night
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"He did what?" Ally leaned across the table at the Driftwood Saloon, her eyes wide with disbelief.

"He called me Miss Cross. And then gave me a warning," I muttered, taking another sip of my margarita. The salt rim stung my lips as the tequila warmed my throat. "Like I'm some kid who needs a lecture about road safety."

Emily groaned, slumping back in her chair. "That wasn't the plan, Laney."

"There was a plan?" Morgan asked as she slid into the fourth chair at our table, setting down a tray of shots. As the bartender's daughter, she always knew exactly what we needed—and tonight, apparently, we needed tequila.

"The plan was for Beckett to finally notice that Laney exists as a woman and not just as Griffin's little sister," Emily explained, grabbing a shot glass. "But instead he just—"

"Treated me exactly like he always does," I finished, reaching for a shot of my own. "Like I'm a responsibility. A duty."

"Men are idiots," Ally declared, picking up her shot. "Even the hot broody ones."

"Especially the hot broody ones," Tessa agreed, appearing from nowhere and squeezing in beside Morgan. "Sorry, I'm late. What are we toasting to?"

"To Laney finally admitting she's in love with Sheriff Grumpy Pants," Emily announced.

"I never said I was in—"

"To Laney's hopeless crush!" Ally interrupted with a grin.

I rolled my eyes but couldn't hide my smile. "You're all terrible friends."

"The worst," Morgan agreed solemnly, raising her glass. "But we're yours."

We clinked our glasses together and threw back the shots. The tequila burned, but not as much as the memory of Beckett's disappointed face when he'd caught me speeding.

"I need to forget about him," I said, setting down my empty glass with more force than necessary. "He clearly isn't interested."

"Or," Tessa offered, her dark curls bouncing as she tilted her head, "he's fighting his feelings for you because of some ridiculous man-code with your brother."

"That man's been guarding his heart since that disaster with Sabrina Cole," Morgan said quietly. "About time someone worthy came along."

I blinked, surprised at the mention of Beckett's ex-wife—a topic rarely discussed in Bayou Oaks out of respect for our stoic sheriff. Even I, with my years of watching Beckett from afar, had heard only whispers of the marriage that had ended so badly.

"That woman did a lot of damage when she dumped him like that while he was deployed," Emily added, shaking her head.

Ally nodded, her expression darkening. "What kind of person does something like that? I heard she just moved out and he came back to find an empty house and a note on the counter."

"No wonder he keeps everyone at arm's length," Tessa sighed. "Especially women."

"Doesn't help that your brother practically made him swear a blood oath to stay away from you," Morgan pointed out, ever the practical one.

I stared into my empty glass, suddenly seeing Beckett's distance in a new light. It wasn't just about Griffin or his duty as sheriff. It was about a man who'd been betrayed in the worst way possible, by someone who'd promised to wait for him while he served his country.

"I didn't realize..." My voice faltered. Suddenly, all the times he'd pulled away made too much sense. The walls he'd built weren't just professional boundaries—they were protection.

"He doesn't talk about it," Morgan said, refilling my glass. "Never has. But some wounds leave scars that don't fade, no matter how many years pass."

I snorted. "Trust me, if Beckett Hall had feelings for me, I would know."

"Would you though?" Morgan asked quietly, her amber eyes studying me. "The man's not exactly an open book."

"He's a steel trap," Ally agreed. "Doesn't mean there's nothing inside."

Three margaritas and two shots later, I was feeling considerably less heartbroken and considerably more... bold. The Driftwood Saloon had filled up, the Friday night crowd spilling onto the outdoor deck that overlooked the river. Someone had started the jukebox, and Tessa had dragged Emily onto the small dance floor.

"Time for a little experiment," Ally announced, returning to our table with her phone in hand. "I just texted Jordy at the station. Sheriff Broody is working late tonight."

I narrowed my eyes, the room swaying slightly as I turned to face her. "Why would you do that?"

"Because," she said, dropping back into her chair, "I'm proving a theory."

"What theory?" Morgan asked warily.

Ally grinned. "That our sheriff might have a soft spot for a certain bookstore owner, after all."

"Absolutely not," I protested, but my objection lacked conviction. The tequila had softened the edges of my embarrassment, replacing it with a dangerous curiosity. What if...?

"I'll bet you fifty dollars," Ally continued, "that if you call him right now and say you need a ride home, he'll come—even though he's working."

"That's crazy," I said, but my heart rate had already picked up. "He'd just tell me to call a cab."

"There's only one way to find out," Morgan said, her expression unreadable. She pushed my phone toward me.

I stared at it, torn between mortification and temptation. The alcohol made the decision easier than it should have been.

"Fine," I said, grabbing my phone. "But when he tells me to take a hike, you're all buying me breakfast tomorrow."

I stepped outside onto the deck, the night air cool against my flushed skin. The river whispered below, dark water sliding past the weathered wooden pylons. My fingers hesitated over Beckett's contact info—when had I even saved his number?—before I took a deep breath and pressed Call.

He answered on the second ring. "Sheriff Hall."

His voice was even deeper over the phone, making my stomach flip in a way that had nothing to do with tequila.

"Hi, Beckett," I said, wincing at how breathy I sounded. "It's Laney. Laney Cross."

A pause. "I know who you are, Laney. Is everything alright?"

I leaned against the railing, looking up at the star-scattered sky. "Yes. No. Maybe." I laughed, the sound too high-pitched even to my own ears. "I'm at the Driftwood. With the girls. And I might have had a few too many margaritas."

Another pause, longer this time. "Are you calling for a ride?"

"The girls can't drive me," I said, which wasn't exactly a lie. They'd all been drinking too. "And I don't want to walk alone. It's dark."

I heard rustling on his end, like papers being moved. "Where's your Jeep?"

"At the bookstore. I walked here after... after our encounter earlier."

When he spoke again, his voice had softened fractionally. "Stay put. I'll be there in ten minutes."

Before I could respond, he'd hung up.

I stared at my phone in disbelief. He was coming. Beckett Hall was actually coming to pick me up.

I stumbled back inside, where Ally, Morgan, and Emily were waiting expectantly.

"Well?" Ally demanded.

"He's coming," I said, still not quite believing it. "In ten minutes."

Emily squealed while Ally pumped her fist triumphantly. Morgan just smiled, a knowing look in her eyes.

"Told you," Ally said smugly. "The man's got it bad."

"Or he's just doing his job," I countered, but I couldn't stop the hope rising in my chest. "Making sure the town drunk gets home safely."

"You're not drunk," Tessa protested as she rejoined us. "Just... tipsy."

"Semantics," I muttered, suddenly aware of how dizzy I felt. Maybe those last two shots hadn't been the best idea. "But he's coming in ten minutes, and I'm a mess."

"You're gorgeous," Emily insisted, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. "But maybe we should get you some water."

Morgan was already on it, returning with a tall glass of ice water, which I gulped gratefully.

"What's your plan?" Ally asked, her eyes gleaming with mischief.

"Plan?" I echoed. "To get home without making a complete fool of myself?"

"Boring," Emily sang. "This is your chance, Laney. You're brave enough to speed just to get his attention but too scared to make a move when he's literally coming to your rescue?"

Put that way, it did seem ridiculous. I'd spent years pining after Beckett Hall. Years of meaningful glances and accidental touches and pretending I didn't care. And now he was coming to pick me up, and I was just going to... what? Say thank you and goodnight?

The tequila whispered that it was time to be brave. And for once, I wanted to listen.

"What if he rejects me?" I asked, voicing the fear that had kept me silent all these years.

Morgan squeezed my hand. "Then at least you'll know. Isn't that better than wondering forever?"

Before I could answer, Tessa gasped, her wide eyes fixed on something over my shoulder. "He's here."

I turned, too quickly, my head spinning as I caught sight of him through the saloon's front windows. Sheriff Beckett Hall, in full uniform, radiating authority as he scanned the crowded room.

His gaze found mine instantly as if he'd known exactly where to look. Something in his expression made my breath catch—concern, yes, but something else too. Something that looked almost like... hunger.

"Go," Emily urged, giving me a little push. "Your chariot awaits."

I smoothed down my sundress and took a deep breath, summoning what little courage the tequila had given me. As I made my way through the crowded bar, Beckett's eyes never left mine, tracking my approach with an intensity that made my skin tingle.

"Hi," I said when I reached him, suddenly feeling seventeen again, awkward and unsure.

"Ready to go?" he asked, his voice neutral but his eyes anything but.

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. He placed his hand lightly on the small of my back, guiding me toward the door. That simple touch sent electricity racing up my spine, and I had to fight to keep my breathing steady.

Outside, his patrol car waited, gleaming beneath the amber glow of the streetlights. He opened the passenger door for me, his fingers brushing mine as he helped me in. Those fleeting points of contact burned like sparks against my skin.

When he slid into the driver's seat beside me, the car suddenly felt too small, too intimate. His scent—pine and leather and something uniquely Beckett—filled the space between us.

"Seat belt," he reminded me, his voice rougher than before.

I fumbled with the buckle, my fingers clumsy. He reached across me, his arm brushing against mine as he clicked the belt into place. For a moment, he was so close I could feel the warmth radiating from him, could see the slight shadow of stubble along his jaw, could count the faint lines at the corners of his eyes.

Then he pulled back, putting the car in drive without another word.

We rode in silence for a few minutes, the only sound the quiet rumble of the engine and the occasional crackle of the police radio. The world outside the windows blurred slightly as we passed through downtown Bayou Oaks, the familiar storefronts and streetlights taking on a dreamlike quality.

"Thank you," I said finally, needing to break the charged silence. "For the ride."

"It's my job to make sure people get home safely," he replied, his eyes fixed on the road ahead.

Of course. His job. Just like I'd told the girls—he was just being responsible.

"Well, I appreciate it anyway," I said, trying to mask my disappointment. "I'm sorry if I interrupted something important."

He glanced at me then, just for a second, but long enough for me to see something flicker in those blue-gray eyes. "You didn't interrupt anything I couldn't put aside."

My heart fluttered traitorously at his words. I turned to look out the window, watching as we turned onto my street, lined with century-old oak trees and quaint shotgun houses, including my little blue cottage at the end.

All too soon, he was pulling into my driveway, the headlights illuminating the wildflowers I'd planted along the front path. He killed the engine but made no move to get out.

"Are you okay to get inside?" he asked, his voice carefully professional.

"I think I can manage to unlock a door," I said with a small laugh, though I wasn't entirely sure I could. The world was still spinning slightly, and my limbs felt heavier than they should.

Beckett studied me for a moment, his expression unreadable in the dim light. Then he sighed, almost imperceptibly. "I'll walk you to the door. Make sure you get in safe."

Before I could protest—not that I would have—he was out of the car and opening my door, offering his hand to help me out. I took it, marveling at how small my fingers looked entwined with his.

The night air had cooled, and I shivered as we walked up the path to my front porch. Crickets chirped in the darkness, and somewhere in the distance, a night bird called. The porch light cast a warm glow over us as we climbed the steps.

I didn't notice the figure parked two houses down, engine idling, windows dark. I was too busy wondering if tonight was the night everything changed.

​
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​Chapter Three: Bad Decisions
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I fumbled in my purse for my keys, acutely aware of Beckett standing just inches away, his presence solid and reassuring. When I finally extracted them, I turned to face him, gathering what courage I had left.

I stopped at the top step, meaning to thank him—but the words never made it past my lips. Because I was suddenly, stupidly, terrifyingly sure of one thing: I was going to kiss him.

"Would you like to come in?" I asked, the words tumbling out before I could stop them. "For coffee, or... something?"

He hesitated, his eyes searching mine. "Laney..."

The way he said my name, soft and low, made my heart stutter. For a moment, I thought he might say yes. But then his expression closed off, becoming the stoic sheriff once more.

"It's late," he said. "And you've had a long day."

Rejection washed over me, sharp and cold despite the alcohol warming my blood. I nodded, looking down at my keys to hide the hurt in my eyes.

"Right," I said, forcing a smile as I looked back up at him. "Thanks again for the ride."

I turned to unlock the door, but my unsteady hands betrayed me. The keys slipped from my fingers, clattering to the porch. We both bent to retrieve them at the same time, our heads nearly colliding. Beckett reached them first, his hand closing around mine as I tried to pick them up.

We froze, crouched there on my porch, our faces inches apart, his hand warm around mine. I could see every detail of his face in the porch light—the faint scar above his right eyebrow, the flecks of silver in his blue-gray eyes, the slight curve of his lower lip.

"Laney," he said again, a warning in his voice.

But I was tired of warnings. Tired of waiting. Tired of pretending.

My heart thundered, and logic screamed at me to back off. But I was done listening to logic.

Before I could talk myself out of it, I leaned forward and pressed my lips to his.

For one heart-stopping moment, he didn't move, didn't breathe. I began to pull away, mortification burning through the fog of alcohol in my brain. But then his hand was at the back of my neck, pulling me closer, and he was kissing me back with a ferocity that stole my breath.

His lips were firm but gentle, exploring mine with a restrained hunger that made my knees weak. He tasted like coffee and mint and possibilities I'd only dreamed about. My hands found their way to his chest, feeling the solid warmth of him through his uniform shirt.

The kiss deepened, and I felt myself melting into him, years of longing crystallizing into this one perfect moment. His arms wrapped around me, steadying me, anchoring me as the world spun faster.

Too fast.

The dizziness hit me suddenly, a wave of vertigo that made me stumble. I'd been lightheaded all evening—too much tequila, too little food, way too many emotions—but this felt different. Stronger.

Beckett caught me easily, his strong arms keeping me upright as black spots danced at the edges of my vision.

"Whoa," I managed, my voice sounding distant to my own ears. "I think I need to sit down."

His concerned face swam before me, those blue-gray eyes wide with worry. "Laney? Are you okay?"

I tried to nod, but the movement sent another wave of dizziness crashing over me. The last thing I remembered was Beckett's arms tightening around me as the world faded to black.

A short distance away, the dark sedan that had been parked two houses down eased away from the curb, headlights still off. It coasted down the street a little too quickly, making a turn without signaling. The kind of minor traffic violation that might have caught Sheriff Hall's attention on any other night—if he hadn't been preoccupied with the woman collapsing in his arms.



I came to slowly, awareness returning in fragments. The soft cushions of my couch beneath me. A blanket tucked around my shoulders. The gentle tick-tick-tick of the antique clock on my mantel.

And the low murmur of a deep voice nearby.

"...just passed out. No, she's fine. Breathing normally. I'm staying until she wakes up."

Beckett. He was still here, and he was talking to someone on the phone. About me.

I kept my eyes closed, trying to piece together what had happened. The bar. The tequila. The ride home. The kiss.

Oh God, the kiss.

Heat flooded my cheeks at the memory. I'd kissed Sheriff Beckett Hall on my front porch, and then I'd promptly passed out in his arms. If there was a more humiliating way to end an evening, I couldn't imagine it.

"I know, Griffin. I've got her. She's safe."

Griffin. He was talking to my brother. Of course, he was.

I heard him end the call, followed by the soft thud of his phone being set down on what was probably my coffee table. Then footsteps, moving away and then returning. The clink of ice in a glass.

I cracked one eye open, then the other.

Beckett sat in the armchair opposite the couch, his elbows on his knees, a glass of water in his hands. He'd removed his uniform shirt, leaving him in a snug black t-shirt that highlighted the breadth of his shoulders. His gun belt was draped over the back of the chair, but I noticed he'd kept his boots on—ready to move if needed. Always the sheriff, even now.

He must have sensed my gaze because his head snapped up, those intense eyes finding mine immediately.

"You're awake," he said, relief evident in his voice.

I pushed myself up to a sitting position, wincing as my head throbbed in protest. "How long was I out?"

"About twenty minutes." He stood, crossing to hand me the water and two small pills. "Ibuprofen. For what I'm guessing will be a decent headache. Drink this. Slowly."

I took the glass, our fingers brushing in the exchange. Even that slight contact sent a shiver through me, memories of his lips on mine flashing hot and vivid in my mind.

"Did you..." I hesitated, taking a sip of water to buy time. "Did you call my brother?"

Beckett nodded, returning to his seat. "He'd have my head if something happened to you and I didn't tell him."

"Nothing happened to me," I protested. "I just had a few too many drinks."

One eyebrow arched skeptically. "You passed out, Laney. That's not nothing."

I looked down at the glass in my hands, watching the ice cubes float and spin. "I'm sorry. For causing trouble."

"You're not trouble," he said, his voice softening. "You're—" He cut himself off, shaking his head slightly. "It's fine. Just drink your water."

An awkward silence settled between us, heavy with unspoken words and the lingering ghost of that kiss. I sipped my water, sneaking glances at him over the rim of the glass. He sat perfectly still, his face a carefully constructed mask of professionalism, betrayed only by the tension in his jaw and the way his fingers tapped restlessly against his knee.

Finally, I couldn't stand it anymore. "About what happened on the porch..."

"You were drunk," he said flatly. "It didn't mean anything."

The dismissal stung, even though I'd been about to say the same thing. A convenient excuse for both of us. But it hadn't felt meaningless when his lips had moved against mine with such devastating thoroughness.

"Right," I agreed, forcing a casual tone I didn't feel. "Just a drunk mistake."

Something flickered in his eyes—frustration? Disappointment? But it was gone before I could identify it, replaced by that familiar stoic expression.

"You should get some sleep," he said, standing. "It's late."

I set down my glass, suddenly worried he might leave. "Are you... going?"

He hesitated, his expression unreadable. "I don't think I should."

"Thank you," I said softly. "For bringing me home. For taking care of me."

His gaze softened fractionally. "Like I said, it's my job."

"Is it your job to stay?" I asked before I could stop myself. "To make sure I'm okay?"

A muscle in his jaw ticked. "Maybe not. But I'm not leaving you alone tonight, Laney. Not after you passed out like that."

Relief washed through me, followed immediately by a fresh wave of embarrassment. "You don't have to stay. I'm fine now, really."

"I'll sleep on the couch," he said as if I hadn't spoken. "You take the bed."

I blinked at him, thrown by the firmness in his voice. This wasn't a suggestion—it was a decision already made. And despite my embarrassment, I couldn't deny the comfort of knowing he would be there, keeping watch through the night.

"Okay," I conceded, setting down my glass and pushing myself to my feet. The world tilted slightly, but strong hands caught my elbows, steadying me.

"Easy," Beckett murmured, his breath warm against my hair. "I've got you."

For a heartbeat, we stood like that, too close, his hands gentle on my arms, his scent enveloping me. I looked up, meeting his gaze, and saw the conflict there—duty warring with desire, responsibility with something deeper, more primal.

Then he stepped back, breaking the connection.

"Goodnight, Laney," he said, his voice rough at the edges.

"Goodnight, Beckett," I replied, hugging my arms around myself where his touch had been.

I made my way to my bedroom, hyperaware of his eyes following me down the hallway. Inside, I closed the door and leaned against it, my heart pounding an erratic rhythm against my ribs.

What had I done? And more importantly—what would happen tomorrow, when the morning light stripped away all our convenient excuses?

As I changed into my pajamas and slipped beneath my covers, one thought followed me into dreams:

Sheriff Beckett Hall was spending the night on my couch.

And I had the feeling that life was going to become even more complicated.



Beckett

I listened to her footsteps retreat down the hallway, waiting for the soft click of her bedroom door before I allowed myself to breathe again. My hands still burned from where I'd touched her, steadied her. My lips still carried the ghost of her kiss.

Laney Cross.

Griffin's little sister.

The one woman in Bayou Oaks I'd sworn to protect but never to want.

And I'd just crossed a line I couldn't uncross.

When she'd swayed toward me on that porch, her honey-blonde hair gleaming in the light, her hazel eyes wide and wanting, I should have stepped back. Should have kept that professional distance I'd maintained for years.

Instead, I'd kissed her back with five years' worth of pent-up longing.

And then she'd passed out in my arms, her slight weight collapsing against me, reminding me of all the reasons I needed to keep my distance. She was vulnerable. She'd been drinking. And I was betraying my best friend's trust just by thinking about her the way I did.

I sank onto her couch, scrubbing my hands over my face. The scent of her surrounded me here—old books and vanilla and something uniquely Laney. It would be a long night, knowing she was just down the hall, remembering the feel of her in my arms, the taste of her on my lips.

But I would stay. I would watch over her through the night, the way I'd always watched over her from a distance. And in the morning, we would pretend none of it had happened.

Because that's what we did. That's what we'd always done.

Even if it was killing me a little more each time.

​
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​Chapter Four: Morning Regrets and Mixed Signals

[image: ]




Morning light streamed through the curtains I'd forgotten to close, harsh and unforgiving. I groaned, burying my face deeper into my pillow as memories from the night before flooded back—the speeding ticket, the margaritas, the ill-advised phone call, the even more ill-advised kiss...

The kiss.

I bolted upright, instantly regretting the sudden movement as my head throbbed in protest. Beckett had stayed the night. On my couch. After I'd kissed him and then promptly passed out in his arms.

The smell of coffee drifted through my closed bedroom door, confirming my suspicions. He was still here.

I slid out of bed, wincing at the sight of my reflection in the vanity mirror. My honey-blonde hair resembled a bird's nest, and my mascara had smudged into raccoon eyes, not exactly how I'd planned to look the morning after our first kiss.

After a quick brush of my teeth and splashing cold water on my face, I changed into a pair of white capris and a light green tank top, throwing a gauzy floral kimono cardigan over it—perfectly breezy for the late spring Louisiana heat but still put-together enough for the bookstore. I couldn't do much about my hair, so I wrestled it into a messy bun and slipped on my favorite sandals, taking a deep breath to brace for the awkwardness ahead.

The floorboards creaked as I padded down the hallway, my heart hammering against my ribs. I paused at the entrance to the living room, taking in the sight before me.

Sheriff Beckett Hall stood in my tiny kitchen, his broad back to me as he poured coffee into two mugs. He'd changed into a fresh uniform shirt—he must have gone to his car for a spare—but his hair was charmingly rumpled, as if he'd run his fingers through it multiple times. The morning sunlight caught the dark strands, revealing hints of auburn I'd never noticed before.

He turned, somehow sensing my presence, his blue-gray eyes finding mine instantly. We stared at each other for a long moment, the air between us charged with unspoken words.

"Morning," he said finally, his voice rough with sleep. "How's the head?"

I touched my temple, hyperaware of the dull ache that pulsed there. "It's been better."

He nodded, gesturing to the mugs on the counter. "Coffee helps."

I crossed to the kitchen on unsteady legs, accepting the offered mug with a murmured "Thanks." Our fingers brushed in the exchange, and I fought to suppress a shiver. How was it possible that even this small contact could affect me so deeply?

Steam rose from the dark liquid, carrying the rich aroma of the premium beans I kept for special occasions. He'd found my good coffee. And brewed it perfectly strong, exactly how I liked it.

"Did you sleep okay?" I asked, desperate to fill the loaded silence between us. "The couch isn't very comfortable."

"I've slept in worse places," he replied, leaning against the counter. The morning light caught in his eyes, turning them more silver than blue. "Military habit. I can sleep anywhere."

I nodded, taking a tentative sip of my coffee. It burned my tongue slightly, but I welcomed the sensation—anything to distract from the nervous energy buzzing beneath my skin.

"About last night," I began, staring into the dark depths of my coffee rather than meeting his gaze.

"You don't need to explain," he interrupted, his tone shifting to the professional one I recognized—the sheriff, not the man. "You had too much to drink. I got you home safely. End of story."

I looked up sharply, catching a flicker of something—regret? frustration?—in his eyes before his expression shuttered closed again.

"That's it?" I asked, unable to keep the edge from my voice. "End of story?"

His jaw tightened. "What else is there to say, Laney?"

"I don't know, maybe something about the part where I kissed you and you kissed me back?" The words tumbled out before I could stop them, fueled by the lingering embarrassment and the crushing disappointment of his dismissal.

A muscle ticked in his cheek. "You were drunk."

"Not that drunk," I countered, setting my mug down with more force than necessary, coffee sloshing dangerously close to the rim. "I remember everything, Beckett."

His eyes darkened at my words, a storm brewing in those blue-gray depths. For a heartbeat, I thought he might step closer, might finally acknowledge what had simmered between us for years.

Instead, he turned away, placing his own mug in the sink with deliberate care.

"I need to get to the station," he said, not looking at me. "Lock your doors after I leave."

Frustration and hurt tangled in my chest. "So that's it? We're just going to pretend it never happened? Like always?"

He paused, his broad shoulders tensing. When he turned back to me, his expression was carefully blank, but his eyes—those eyes that could never quite lie—told a different story.

"Yes," he said simply. "That's what we're going to do."

I folded my arms across my chest, suddenly cold despite the morning sunshine flooding my kitchen. "Why? Give me one good reason why, Beckett."

"I can give you three," he replied, his voice hardening. "One: your brother would kill me. Two: I promised to protect you, not fall for you. And three: this town needs a sheriff who doesn't blur lines—especially not with his best friend's little sister."

"Those aren't reasons," I fired back. "Those are excuses."

He stepped closer then, close enough that I could see the flecks of silver in his irises, could catch the faint scent of pine and coffee that clung to him. "They're enough for me, Laney-girl."

The nickname—one he'd never used before—caught me off guard, the unexpected tenderness of it lodging like a splinter in my heart. Before I could respond, his radio crackled to life, the dispatcher's voice breaking the tension between us.

"Sheriff Hall, do you copy?"

Beckett took a step back, reaching for the radio clipped to his shoulder. "Hall here. Go ahead."

"We've got a situation at the Bookmark & Bean. Mrs. Haynes says someone broke a window overnight."

My bookstore. My sanctuary. I gasped, looking up at Beckett with wide eyes.

"Tell Mrs. Haynes I'll be there in five," he responded, his gaze never leaving mine. "And send Deputy Carter too."

"Copy that, Sheriff."

He clipped the radio back to his shoulder, his expression shifting from conflicted man to focused lawman in an instant.

"I need to go," he said, already moving toward the door.

"I'm coming with you," I replied, grabbing my keys from the hook by the door. "It's my bookstore."

He looked like he wanted to argue, but must have seen the determination in my face. With a curt nod, he held the door open for me.

"Stay behind me when we get there," he instructed as we stepped onto the porch. The morning air was already warm, promising another scorching day. A mockingbird trilled from the oak tree in my front yard, oblivious to the strain stretching between us.

"This conversation isn't over." His voice had dropped lower, a gravelly rumble that sent warmth spreading through my chest despite the circumstances. "But right now, I need to be the sheriff, not... whatever this is between us."

I nodded, understanding despite the frustration still simmering beneath my skin. "Let's go."

As we crossed the yard to his patrol car, Mrs. Jenkins from next door peered over her fence, her curious eyes following our progress. Great. By noon, half the town would know Sheriff Hall had left my house early in the morning. The Bayou Oaks rumor mill never slept.

Beckett opened the passenger door for me, ever the gentleman even when he was being infuriating. I slid into the seat, the leather still cool in the early morning hour. He rounded the hood with long strides, his movements efficient and purposeful. When he slipped into the driver's seat beside me, the car suddenly felt too small, every breath shared between us.



Beckett

I kept my eyes on the road, my knuckles white against the steering wheel as we sped toward the Bookmark & Bean. Beside me, Laney sat in tense silence, her honey-blonde hair catching the morning light, her hazel eyes fixed on the passing scenery.

Last night had complicated things. And now her bookstore had been broken into.

The protective instinct that had always flared whenever Laney was concerned now roared to life with renewed purpose. I'd keep her safe, even if it meant keeping my distance. Even if it killed me to do so.

As we pulled up to the bookstore, I caught sight of Mrs. Haynes wringing her hands on the sidewalk, her eyes wide with concern behind her thick glasses. Deputy Carter's cruiser was already parked out front, blue lights flashing silently against the brick storefront.

"Wait here," I instructed Laney as I put the car in park.

But she was already opening her door, determination written across her features. "Not a chance, Sheriff."

I sighed, knowing better than to argue with that tone. Laney might look like sunshine personified, but underneath that warm exterior was a core of pure steel.

It was one of the many things I loved about her.

And one of the many reasons I needed to keep my distance.

For now, at least. Until I could be sure she was safe.

The Bookmark & Bean stood at the corner of Main and Cypress, its weathered brick facade and cheerful teal awnings a fixture in Bayou Oaks for over fifteen years. Laney had taken over from old Mr. Peterson five years ago, transforming it from a dusty used bookstore into a vibrant community hub that served both literary appetites and caffeine cravings.

One of the large front windows had been shattered, glass glittering on the sidewalk like cruel diamonds in the morning sun.

Deputy Carter approached as we got out of the car, his young face serious. "Morning, Sheriff. Ms. Cross." He nodded to each of us. "Looks like someone took a brick to the window sometime after midnight. Mrs. Haynes noticed it when she came by for her morning walk."

"Did you see anything unusual, Mrs. Haynes?" I asked, knowing the woman rarely missed anything on her daily walk.

She shook her head regretfully. "I'm afraid not, Sheriff. Just noticed the broken window this morning. Didn't see anyone suspicious hanging around."

Laney stepped forward, calm and collected despite the circumstances.

"Can I go in?" she asked, addressing Deputy Carter rather than me. Smart move. Carter was new enough to still be intimidated by her brother's reputation and wouldn't question her.

"Of course, Ms. Cross," he replied, stepping aside. "Just be careful of the glass."

I followed Laney through the door, hyperaware of her every movement. The inside of the bookstore was chaos. Several display tables had been overturned, books scattered across the hardwood floors like fallen leaves. The shelves closest to the door had been emptied, their contents strewn haphazardly through the aisles.

"Oh my God," Laney whispered, her face pale as she took in the destruction.

But it was what lay behind the main counter that made my blood run cold. Bright red spray paint slashed across the polished wood surface, still glistening slightly in the morning light:

SLUT.

One vicious word. A clear message.

Laney's sharp intake of breath told me she'd seen it too. I instinctively moved in front of her, as if I could shield her from the ugliness.

"Carter!" I called over my shoulder. "I need photographs of everything before we touch anything. And get the perimeter secured. Whoever did this might still be in the area."

"Yes, sir," Carter responded, already pulling out his camera.

I turned to Laney, keeping my body between her and that hateful word. "Has anything strange happened recently? Anyone making you uncomfortable?"

She hesitated, and I saw something flicker in her expression.

"What is it?" I pressed.

"It's probably nothing, but..." She crossed her arms, suddenly looking smaller, more uncertain. "Last week, someone sent flowers to the store. There was no card. It was from one of those online florists. And before that, about a month ago, a book of poetry was left on the doorstep. Then a potted plant appeared one morning when I opened up." She looked up at me, her hazel eyes troubled. "I just thought they were nice gestures from someone too shy to say anything directly."

My jaw tightened. Someone had been leaving her gifts. Watching her. For weeks, maybe longer. And now this—this violent response to seeing us together.

The timing was too perfect to be a coincidence. The window broken. The store ransacked. That word sprayed across her counter—a message from someone who'd seen us together and didn't like it.

The destruction around us wasn't random vandalism. It was rage. Jealousy. Possession.

And Laney Cross was in danger.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Five: The Wrong Package
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The aftermath of the vandalism had been a blur of police tape, camera flashes, and concerned neighbors peering through the bookstore windows. Deputy Carter had taken detailed photos while Beckett interviewed everyone within a two-block radius. No one had seen or heard anything unusual—a fact that seemed to frustrate Beckett more than it did me.

Now, three days later, I was surrounded by boxes of replacement inventory, trying to restore order to the Bookmark & Bean. The shattered window had been boarded up until the glass company could install a replacement, casting odd shadows across the normally sunlit space. I'd scrubbed the counter until my hands were raw, but I could still see the ghost of that hateful word beneath the fresh coat of polish.

"You're doing that thing again," Emily said from her perch on the checkout counter, where she was cataloging damaged books.

"What thing?" I asked, not looking up from the box I was unpacking.

"That thing where you pretend you're fine when you're obviously not." She set down her clipboard and hopped off the counter, coming to stand beside me. "It's okay to still be upset, you know. Someone broke into your store and trashed it."

"I'm not upset," I insisted, my fingers steady but my jaw clenched as I sorted through the new shipment of mystery novels. "I'm angry."

Emily's expression softened. "I know. We all are. But Beckett will find whoever did this."

At the mention of his name, my stomach twisted into a familiar knot. Since the morning of the break-in, Beckett had been strictly professional—all "Ms. Cross" and clipped conversations, his eyes never quite meeting mine. He'd arranged for extra patrols past the bookstore and had personally driven by my house several times each night, but he'd kept his distance.

Just as he'd said he would.

"He's just doing his job," I said, more to myself than to Emily.

She rolled her eyes. "Please. The man has been like a storm cloud since this happened. Tessa said he nearly bit Deputy Carter's head off yesterday for suggesting it might have been just random vandalism."

I couldn't help the small flutter of warmth that bloomed in my chest at her words. "He'd do the same for anyone in town."

"Keep telling yourself that." Emily reached for another box, using a pair of scissors to slice through the packing tape. "But I don't think he installed security cameras at Mrs. Haynes' garden shop when those kids trampled her petunias last summer."

My gaze drifted to the newly installed camera in the corner of the ceiling—part of the comprehensive security system Beckett had arranged after discovering my outdated setup. He'd called in a private security firm for both the store and my house, insisting it couldn't wait. Griffin was covering the cost, though I had every intention of intercepting that bill before my brother saw it. The last thing I needed was to give him another reason to rush home.

The bell above the door jingled, and we both looked up. Ally breezed in, carrying a large pink bakery box and wearing an expression of fierce determination.

"Reinforcements have arrived," she announced, setting the box on the counter and flipping it open to reveal an assortment of pastries from Mama Rosa's Bakery. "Also, I brought sugar, because renovating on an empty stomach is barbaric."

"You're a lifesaver," I said, genuinely grateful for both the treats and the distraction.

"I know," Ally replied with a wink, selecting a chocolate croissant for herself before passing the box to Emily. "How's it coming along?"

"Slowly," I admitted, gesturing to the still-disheveled shop. "But we should be able to reopen by Friday."

"Good." Ally nodded approvingly. "Don't let whoever did this keep you closed any longer than necessary. That's exactly what they want."

The thought had occurred to me too, that the vandal's goal might have been to shut down my store, to isolate me further. The idea sent a chill racing down my spine despite the warm spring air drifting through the open door.

"Have they found anything?" Ally asked, her voice lowering as if the culprit might be listening.

I shook my head. "No fingerprints, no witnesses. Beckett thinks it happened around two AM, based on when Deputy Rivera drove by during his patrol."

"And how is Sheriff Broody handling all this?" There was a knowing gleam in Ally's eyes that made me flush.

"Professionally," I said, emphasizing the word perhaps more than necessary.

Emily snorted. "Translation: he's keeping his distance and pretending that kiss never happened."

"Kiss?" Ally nearly choked on her croissant. "What kiss? When did this happen?"

I shot Emily a glare that promised retribution. "It was nothing. I was tipsy after girls' night, he gave me a ride home, and I... might have kissed him on my porch. And then promptly passed out."

"Oh my God," Ally breathed, her eyes wide. "And?"

"And nothing," I said firmly, turning back to my box of books. "He made it very clear that it was a mistake that won't be repeated."

Before Ally could press for more details, the bell jingled again. This time, it was Ralph from the delivery service, struggling under the weight of a large package.

"Morning, ladies," he wheezed, setting the box down with a thud. "Special delivery for Ms. Cross."

I frowned, approaching the package cautiously. "I wasn't expecting anything this big."

"Well, someone sure wanted you to have it," Ralph said, wiping his brow with a handkerchief. "Came in this morning's shipment. Need you to sign here."

I scrawled my signature on his electronic pad, still eyeing the unmarked brown box warily. It was about three feet square and surprisingly heavy.

"Thanks, Ralph," I said, trying to mask my unease with a smile.

After he left, both Emily and Ally came to stand beside me, staring at the box as if it might explode.

"Are you just going to look at it, or...?" Ally asked after a moment.

I took a deep breath. "I'm being ridiculous. It's probably just that big order of coffee table books I placed last month."

But even as I said it, doubt crept in. The timing was too coincidental, coming so soon after the vandalism. And there was no shipping label, no return address—just my name scrawled across the top in thick black marker.

"Maybe we should call Beckett," Emily suggested softly, clearly sharing my concerns.

"And tell him what? That I'm afraid of a box?" I shook my head, reaching for the scissors. "He's busy enough dealing with real evidence."

Before either of them could object further, I sliced through the packing tape and pulled open the flaps.

Packing peanuts overflowed from the top, and I reached in, pushing them aside until my fingers touched something solid. A book. I pulled it out—a beautifully bound collector's edition of "Jane Eyre," one of my favorites.

"See? Nothing sinister about books," I said, relief flooding through me.

But as I set it aside and reached deeper into the box, my hand closed around something that wasn't a book at all. It was a picture frame.

I lifted it out, brushed away the clinging packing peanuts, and froze.

It was a photograph of me from years ago, when I was no more than sixteen. I was standing on the pier at Cypress Lake, laughing at something off-camera, my blonde hair loose around my shoulders. I remembered that day. It had been a community picnic. Griffin had been there, and so had half the town.

But I had no idea who had taken this picture or how it had ended up in this package.

"Laney?" Emily's voice sounded far away. "What is it?"

I couldn't speak, couldn't tear my eyes away from the photograph and what lay beneath it in the box. Because nestled among the packing peanuts was a stack of books—all romance novels with possessive titles like "Mine Forever" and "Never Let You Go."

And sitting atop them, a glossy new hardcover that made my blood run cold: "Obsession."

Someone had opened it to a particular page, a passage highlighted in yellow:

"He watched her from afar, knowing she belonged to him even if she didn't know it yet. One day soon, she would understand that they were meant to be together. And anyone who stood in their way would regret it."
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