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Hannah


ONLY IN MY worst nightmares would I make eye contact with Wyatt Rhodes while a customer read orc erotica to me.


“This is the part where I knew something was up,” Don, our town photographer and news blogger, said. He adjusted his reading glasses and ran his finger down the page of the book. “Yeuk gave an almighty roar and the surrounding forest shuddered. His gargantuan shaft sprayed semen all over Lady Nicoletta, so much semen. Buckets of—”


“Okay.” I held a hand up. “I get it, Don. Please stop.”


“I saw the cover and I thought it was like The Lord of the Rings.” He swallowed and stared out the front window of the shop, lost in thought and shaking his head a little. “It’s not,” he whispered. “It’s really not.” He flipped the page. Movement over his shoulder caught my eye.


Wyatt Rhodes stood shirtless in my bookstore, leaning on a bookshelf and watching us with amused curiosity. My stomach dropped through the floor.


Wyatt Rhodes was in my bookstore.


My gaze snagged on his abs. There were so many of them, stacked on top of each other like books on the shelf beside him. Abs for days.


Wyatt Rhodes owned a surf shop in town but spent most of his time on the water, training to go pro. He was over six feet, and the sun had lightened his dark blond hair. He always needed a haircut. He wore swim shorts and sneakers. He’d never been in Pemberley Books before and his gaze swept around the small space, taking in the worn carpet, the bookshelves in need of repair, and the stacks of books on the floor. Outside, the mural my mother commissioned twenty years ago was faded and crumbling.


Embarrassment twinged in my stomach, and my face warmed.


Why was he here? He didn’t even know my name.


I tucked my hands further into the sleeves of my oversized sweater.


“Listen to this part.” Don cleared his throat. “Lady Nicoletta shoved the great orc down on the bed with all her might. ‘Give me your seed, orc,’” he read in a higher-pitched voice, and Wyatt’s eyebrows shot up.


I was going to die, right here in the bookstore.


Don lowered his timbre to read the orc’s part. “‘Tiny human, my enormous pleasure wand is far too large for your tiny lady cavern. You will be destroyed by my enormous penis—’”


“Thank you, Don.” I snatched the book from him, opened the cash register, and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill the store couldn’t afford to lose.


Don’s eyes widened when I slapped the money on the counter. “I don’t want a refund.”


A noise that sounded a lot like a snort came from Wyatt, but he covered his mouth with his hand. My gaze stayed glued to Don.


Don gestured at the shelves in the corner. “I just want you to move the others from the fantasy section. It should be in erotica.”


We didn’t have an erotica section because we were a small-town bookstore, but I nodded vehemently. Anything to end this interaction. “I will, right away. Thank you.”


Don gave me a sidelong look before taking his book back, tucking it safely under his arm and leaving the store.


Ignoring Wyatt still leaning on the bookshelf, looking like a Greek god, I shuffled over to the shelf where the orc books sat and gathered them into my arms. There were six books in the series, and Liya, the other employee here, must have purchased them thinking they were fantasy. I carried them back to the desk and deposited them. I’d find a spot for them in the sprawling romance section later.


Wyatt still stood there. What did he want? I couldn’t ignore him forever.


The universe must have heard my wish because the bell on the front door tinkled and Thérèse swept into the store in all her elegance, charisma, and style.


“My darling Hannah,” she sang, gliding over.


Thérèse Beauchamp was the most elegant woman I’d ever met. She was French, so she said my name like ‘annah. She was Black and wore her natural hair in a short, stylish cut, and often painted her mouth in blood-red lipstick that looked lovely against her deep skin tone. Thérèse always dressed as if she were about to step into a photoshoot. She was a social media influencer, so brands paid her to travel around the world, be gorgeous, and live a beautiful life.


Today, she wore faded, wide-leg blue jeans which fell above her ankles, a white silk button-up knotted at the waist, and black sandals. She clutched a black velvet bag under one arm and carried a paper shopping bag in the other. Her signature lipstick glowed with life in my shabby little store.


See? Simple, elegant, timeless. Sometimes, I didn’t know why she was even friends with me. We were so far apart in social status.


Thérèse breezed right past Wyatt and straight toward me. “Bonjour, Wyatt.”


He nodded to her. “Thérèse.” He didn’t move from his spot, still waiting for me.


I could escape out the back. Liya had left early but maybe if I went home too, he’d get the message and leave.


It wasn’t that I didn’t like Wyatt. Everyone liked Wyatt. He was impossible not to like.


It was that I had had a crush on Wyatt for as long as I could remember, and I had no freaking clue how to talk to him. I could barely look him in the eye. The only men I could talk to were the fictional ones from the books I sold.


“Come.” Thérèse gestured for me to follow her, and I shot a glance at Wyatt, still waiting and watching. “I have something for you.”


“For me?” I followed her to the back of the store, where two overstuffed blue chairs sat. These chairs were older than I was, and my friend Avery and I often hung out back here after hours, drinking wine while I played Spice Girls or showed her hilarious Scandinavian music videos. I lived with my dad in a tiny house a few blocks away, and until last year, Avery lived in a crappy old apartment that smelled like feet, so the back of the store was our hangout zone.


Thérèse took a seat and handed the bag to me. “My love, I will be flying back to Paris for the summer, and I’m not sure I’ll be home in time for your birthday.”


Cold dread trickled through me, and my throat constricted.


My thirtieth birthday was two months away, in September.


“Chanel has invited me for a residency at their fashion house.” Thérèse paused and tapped her chin with narrowed eyes. “Or perhaps it was Yves St. Laurent.” She tilted her head. “Gaultier? Mon dieu. I cannot remember.” She laughed at herself. “So many haute couture designers call my agent, I can’t keep them all straight.” She gestured at the bag. “Open it.”


I slid a white box from the bag and placed it on my lap. “What’s a residency?”


She waved a manicured hand with a sigh. “I sit around and they create couture dresses for the next season.”


I blinked. “You’re their muse?”


She shrugged in that casual French way of hers. “Something like that. Hannah, open the box.”


I flipped it open and my mouth fell open.


She made a noise of disappointment. “You hate it.”


“No,” I was quick to tell her. “It’s just…” The gold sequins sparkled even in the dim light as I lifted the dress, pinching the fabric of the sleeves like it would burn me.


It was a hot girl dress. The hem would fall around mid-thigh. Short sleeves. Deep V in the front. This dress was for a woman who wanted to be seen and adored. The dress was gorgeous, no doubt about that. Fun and flirty and wild and glamorous. Unfortunately, I was none of those things.


This was a Thérèse dress. This was not the right dress for me. I was shy, quiet Hannah Nielsen, the girl with her nose in a book.


Thérèse nodded with understanding. “You already have one like it.”


I snorted. “No. Definitely not.” I shot her a curious glance. “Thérèse. I’m grateful for the gift, but why did you choose a sparkly gold dress for—” I gestured at my oversized wool sweater, black jeans and white sneakers, the same outfit I wore every day. “—me?”


Thérèse smiled to herself and shot me an appraising expression. “I was in Sydney a few weeks ago, and when I saw this, I thought of you.” She propped an elbow on the chair arm and watched me. “I knew it was perfect for you.”


“If I wear this dress, everyone will look at me.” My skin crawled at the thought.


She lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “So let them look. Make their view worth it.”


Thérèse had clearly hit her head and thought I was someone else. “I’ve always wanted to visit Sydney. I’ve heard the food is incredible.”


“It’s like Vancouver but warmer, and the people are much friendlier. I fell in love several times while I was there.”


“In love with people?”


She nodded with a serene, dreamy smile. “Oui.” She sighed. “I love falling in love. I’ve been in love many, many times.”


“Oh. Wow. I’ve never been in love.” I’d read about it hundreds of times in books. My mom had read me Pride and Prejudice when I was a kid, and the store was named after Darcy’s estate in the book. I loved reading about love.


But I’d never been in love. My heart twisted in longing at the reminder. When I returned to Queen’s Cove after university, I took over the daily running of the store so my dad could retire. For seven years, I’d been hiding in this dim little bookstore with shabby carpets, broken shelves, and peeling paint.


Thérèse tapped her chin again. “Oui, I do not think there are many eligible suitors waltzing into your store.” She gestured in the direction of the front door. “Hannah, you must go outside and find someone to fall in love with.”


I laughed. “Okay.” I flipped the box closed and tucked it back in the paper bag. “Thank you for the gift, Thérèse. It’s lovely.”


She lifted one eyebrow. “Will you wear it?”


I nodded. “Sure.” Alone in my bedroom, maybe.


This seemed to satisfy her, so she stood and squeezed me tight in a hug. “Au revoir, Hannah. I’ll be back at the end of September.”


“Bye. Enjoy being a muse.”


“I always do.” She flashed me an effortless smile over her shoulder.


I followed her around the corner and my stomach dropped through the floor.


Wyatt Rhodes leaned on the front desk, reading the orc erotica with a small smile. Panic shot through me.


Thérèse disappeared out the door with the bell chiming, and I raced over to Wyatt and tried to snatch the book from his hand, but he held it out of my reach.


“May I please have that back?” I asked, trying to keep my voice polite. The panic rose through, though.


“So you do see me.” He shot me an amused look before reading from the book. “Yeuk and Gragol thrust their thick, monstrous members into Lady Nicoletta in tandem. Her cries of pleasure and delight echoed throughout the mountains—”


Oh my god.


“Wyatt.” I reached again for the book, but he turned away from me.


His eyebrows shot up and I was close enough to see how gray his eyes were. “You even know my name.”


I rolled my eyes. “Of course I know your name. Now, give me the book.”


“Lady Nicoletta’s feminine cavern began to quake with the force of her pleasure—”


I grabbed for the book again, brushing his arm and practically hugging him from behind. My fingers made contact with the book, and I snatched it away before straightening up. My face was on fire once again.


I cleared my throat and set the book back on the pile. “Something I can help you with?”


“I’m here for the orc erotica.”


I gave him a flat look and he returned it with a lazy, amused grin. No doubt, he could see how red my face was.


“My mom asked me to pick her book up for her. She’s in Victoria until this evening and wanted to start it tonight. She said you told her it was in this morning.”


Victoria was the nearest city, a three-hour drive away. Wyatt’s mother, Elizabeth, a warm and funny woman, had ordered in a historical romance I recommended the month before. It had been on back-order from the publisher for a few weeks.


I located the book on the shelf behind me where we kept the special orders and handed it to him. “She’s already paid.”


“Great.” His gaze skimmed me, and I felt naked.


This was the difference between hot people like Thérèse and Wyatt, and myself. I peeked at people around bookshelves, shot quick glances when they weren’t looking. Wyatt and Thérèse stared openly, with zero shame or embarrassment.


One side of Wyatt’s mouth hitched. “Thanks, Hannah.”


It was the first time I’d ever heard him say my name. We’d gone to the same elementary school and the same high school, and now we both lived in our tiny coastal town of Queen’s Cove as adults, and not once had he said my name. The guy didn’t notice me most of the time because he was out surfing and I was here, in this musty old bookstore my mom opened when I was a baby.


The memory of his hand on my lower back was seared into my mind. Wyatt and I had been at Avery’s wedding last year. She married Wyatt’s brother, Emmett. When we signed the marriage certificate, Wyatt’s hand came to my lower back and he nudged me forward with a wink.


I still shivered, thinking about how warm his hand had been on my back, even through the fabric of my dress. The quick, roguish grin he had flashed me while I stood, mouth hanging open.


And now he was here in my old bookstore, standing shirtless with all his muscles and damp hair.


“You can’t be shirtless in here,” I blurted out. “It’s a health hazard.”


He raised an amused eyebrow. “A health hazard.”


My face heated and I said the first thing that came to mind. “You could get hair in the books.”


What?


“I could get hair… in the books,” he repeated, rolling his lips to hide a smile.


“Yep. Chest hair.”


He snorted and I wanted to sink into this ugly carpet from the nineties.


“Well, in that case, I’ll be going.” He turned and headed to the door, his network of back muscles moving as he walked. “Let me know if you find any chest hairs, I’ll come get them.”


He disappeared out the door and I could breathe again.


I spent the next few minutes clearing space in the romance section for the orc erotica. The romance section was growing and took up more shelves than crime and thrillers. That thought made me smug. Last year, the romance and erotica industry made double what crime and thrillers had made. Romance novels accounted for half our measly sales.


I wished we could only sell romance novels, but my dad wouldn’t like that. He didn’t have anything against romance novels themselves, he just didn’t want to change anything about the store. The store was my mom’s, and if we changed it, well, that was practically spitting on her grave.


A notification pinged on the store email, and I woke the computer up to check it.


My heart stopped.


Liya’s paycheck had bounced. There hadn’t been enough money in the account last night. My stomach knotted itself over and over as I rushed to transfer money from my savings back into the store account. She didn’t say anything today so maybe she hadn’t noticed yet. I transferred the amount to her manually and prayed she wouldn’t notice the first failed payment.


I guess I wouldn’t be taking a salary for the foreseeable future.


Disappointment bled into my stomach and I pressed my mouth into a tight line, scrolling through the accounts. My dad owned the building so there was no mortgage to pay, and we could thank the low property prices in Queen’s Cove in the nineties for that because there was no way we could have afforded it today. Utilities, Liya’s salary, taxes, fees for our credit card system, they added up to a total which exceeded our sales.


This was my mom’s store, and I was running it into the ground. My dad trusted me to carry on her dream, and whatever I was doing, it wasn’t enough.


Rocks churned in my stomach as I thought about how much she loved this store. She passed when I was sixteen from an aneurysm. She was folding laundry. I was at a friend’s house working on a school project, and my dad found her.


I shot a glance over to the blue squashy chairs where I would sit as a kid, reading and listening while she raced around the store, thrusting books into customers’ hands and talking as fast as she could. She loved books, she loved people, and she was lit from within with charisma, light, energy, and fun.


My mom was the life of the party. She used to throw them all the time here in the store, just for fun. Just because she could.


I smiled to myself at the memory.


One day, you’ll find your true love, just like Mr. Darcy, she would tell me, excitement lighting up her eyes.


My gaze flicked to the white shopping bag, still sitting on the blue chair. There were no customers left in the store, so I strolled over, brought it to the desk, slid the box out, and lifted the dress up once again.


It was dazzling.


My mom would totally wear a dress like this.


And if she saw me now, hiding in the bookstore, letting it fail, wasting my life? She’d be so disappointed.


I let out a long sigh, toying with this painful idea.


What would she do in this situation? She’d do everything she could to make the store successful again. And she’d go out and find someone to fall in love with.


When my mom was thirty, she had it all—a partner, me, a business she loved, and a great life. The store was hers, and my dad trusted me to run it.


I couldn’t let them both down, even if she was gone. I had to find a way to turn the store around.
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Hannah


“I’M HOME,” I called when I stepped in the front door of the little house I shared with my dad.


“Hi, honey.” My dad was in his favorite chair in the front room, reading John Grisham’s latest. “Good day at the store?”


I shot him a tight smile as I kicked my shoes off. “Thérèse stopped by to say hello.”


He didn’t notice me dodging the question. “That’s nice.”


“I’m going to finish up some paperwork.”


When I got to my bedroom, I slid the white shopping bag Thérèse had given me under my bed as far as it would go.


Then, I took a seat at my desk, opened my laptop, and tallied the sales for the day.


Four sales.


We hadn’t even covered Liya’s salary today. I sighed and stared out the window at the trees behind our house. Another month in the red. That was eleven. Eleven months in a row, we had been losing money. I thought about the shop the way Wyatt must have seen it today—worn, ugly carpet, faded wallpaper, books stacked everywhere.


The store couldn’t survive in our tiny town any longer. Panic clawed at me. It was only a matter of time before I ran out of savings and my dad found out how the store was really doing.


This is the way she wanted it, he said whenever I hinted we’d see more sales if we made a few changes. Your mother put everything into that store.


His tone always made it clear: if we changed the store, we were erasing her memory.


We hadn’t made any changes to the store since the day she passed. The same artwork hung on the walls. The same dusty maroon carpet lay on the floor. Bookshelves stood where they were installed years ago. Even our website was from the nineties. It was a joke of my mom’s, when I was a teenager, that we had such an old website. No one used it back then, anyway.


But that was fourteen years ago. Now, people used websites all the time.


On my laptop, I opened a browser and typed in the website address. It loaded and a tinny, tinkly music played, a Victorian tune that sounded like something from the 1800s. Pemberley Books appeared above a picture of my mom at the front desk, surrounded by books, smiling from ear to ear.


I let out a long sigh. She was beautiful, and when she smiled like that, it was so obvious that owning her own bookstore was her dream.


And now I was running it into the ground.


I snapped the laptop closed and shoved the image from my mind.


Half an hour later, the timer on the oven dinged and I pulled a pan of roast veggies and chickpeas out.


“Something smells good.” My dad walked into the kitchen. It was what we had most nights before we both picked up our books and read in the living room.


“Hey, Dad?” I set the pan on the stove and pulled a couple plates down.


“Mmm?” He opened the cutlery drawer and pulled out forks and knives.


“I was thinking.” I kept my gaze on the food as I transferred it between two plates. “There are some great bookstore social media accounts. They take nice photos, they make book recommendations, and they’re a free way to advertise.” He was quiet and I spared him a glance. “All the bookstores have them,” I continued, setting the plates down on the table.


He sighed and took a seat across from me. He gave me a sad, tentative smile. “Honey.”


With that word, I knew. My stomach sank. “I think it would help boost sales.”


His expression strained. “We’ve had this conversation before. Pemberley’s charm is that we don’t do things like everyone else.” He waved his fork. “These big box stores with their fluorescent lights and escalators? You know what they sell?”


I tried not to roll my eyes. “Scarves.”


“Scarves.” His eyes widened. “Candles. And you know what else I’ve heard they sell?”


I waited.


My dad glanced around the kitchen as if there were people in here who would overhear him. “Personal items.”


I frowned. “What kind of personal items?”


His face was going red. He cleared his throat. “Miri Yang told me she saw a vibrator.” He barely whispered the word.


I pressed my lips together so I wouldn’t laugh. “Why was Miri Yang telling you about vibrators?”


He shook his head. “We don’t want to be like those big box stores, Hannah. Pemberley has family-business charm. That’s how your mother wanted it.”


Well, there it was. Couldn’t argue with that, could I? Anytime I wanted to improve the store, this was his final playing card. That’s how your mother wanted it. I could practically hear the door slamming shut. It wasn’t my store, it was my dad’s and my mom’s, and I just worked there. It wasn’t my place.


I opened my mouth to say something to my dad about how we should try something new, but my throat knotted and my mouth snapped shut. I wasn’t good at this part, the arguing part.


“You haven’t been inside in a while.”


His gaze zeroed in on his plate and a crease formed on his forehead. He shook his head. “I’ve been busy these days.” He took a bite of broccoli and waved his fork at me. “I know you have it covered.”


I bit back another retort. Busy? He hadn’t been inside the store in a while because my mom’s ghost lurked in every corner.


Unease moved through my stomach, and I stabbed a cube of roast yam. Every night, I came home and ate dinner with my dad at the table. After, we’d read our books on the couches in the living room with our mugs of tea. He’d drink Earl Grey and I’d drink peppermint. At ten o’clock, he’d yawn, give me a kiss on the forehead and go to bed, and at eleven o’clock, I’d get into my pajamas before going to bed myself.


It was the same every night, and it would be the same every night for the rest of my life. For the last seven years since I came home from university, I’d worn the same clothes, eaten the same food, woken up and gone to the bookstore most days. I had the same long, straight blonde hair, often tied up into a ponytail. When my glasses broke a couple years ago, I bought the same ones again.


Nothing had changed, not in the store and not with me. My chest hollowed at the thought. Was this how the rest of my life would go?


No, it wouldn’t, I realized, because the bookstore wouldn’t be around much longer if things continued the way they were going. Panic streaked through my mind again.


“I forgot to tell you,” my dad said, standing and taking our empty plates to the dishwasher. “Your uncle Rick needs a house sitter for the summer, so I’m going to stay there for a bit. His neighbor fell through because they sold their house.”


My uncle lived on Salt Spring Island, a small island off the coast of Vancouver. Every summer, he sailed up and down the coast of British Columbia while his neighbor took care of his house. He had a couple goats and cats who needed daily feeding.


“You’re going to be gone the whole summer?” I blinked behind my glasses. “That’s a long time.” He’d never been away this long. I’d be home alone the entire summer.


A worried expression came over his face. “Are you going to be okay here by yourself?”


I forced a laugh. “Of course. I’m an adult.”


Later, in my room, I flopped face-down on my bed. I could sense the dress’s presence, even tucked into the dark corner beneath the bed.


Two minutes later, I was reaching over my shoulder to zip it up before turning to gawk at myself in the mirror. Thérèse had guessed the size correctly and it fit me in all the right places.


Wearing this dress felt like a joke, though. Like when people put adult sunglasses on a baby and everyone laughs.


Here I was, nearly thirty years old, and I had nothing to show for it. I still lived with my dad, I had accomplished nothing, and I’d never been in love. I’d never had a boyfriend. I’d never been to Europe or Australia or New York, like the characters in the books I read.


One day, Hannah Banana, you’re going to find your true love, my mom would always tell me, right in this very room, usually with a book in her hand. I remembered her soft smile as she tucked me in. You’re going to find someone who makes you feel incredible, and you’ll wonder where he had been hiding this whole time.


I was the one who was hiding. The love of my life would never find me behind the stacks of books in my dusty old store.


A picture of Avery and me at her wedding sat on my dresser. We were smiling at each other, and she radiated happiness. Last year, Emmett convinced Avery to be his fake fiancée while he ran for mayor. He had come into my bookstore and asked me to help him pick out a ring. The care and attention he put into finding the perfect ring? It was never fake for Emmett. On their wedding day, Avery and Emmett couldn’t take their eyes off each other. They still couldn’t. I had watched her fall in love with him, watched as they became the most important thing to each other.


I wanted that, too.


A rock landed in my stomach.


My mom would be so disappointed in me. I crossed my arms over my chest, remembering how driven she was, how passionate and excited about the shop she was. She’d see my sad little life and wince with disappointment, or worse, embarrassment.


I studied the dress and ran my fingers over the coarse sequins. I wanted to be worthy of this dress. I wanted to make the shop profitable again. I wanted to find someone to fall in love with.


I stared at my reflection for one more moment before opening a drawer and pulling out a piece of paper and a pen.


Before 30:


1. Save my failing bookstore.


Since my dad was stuck on keeping the store in the nineties, I would have to get creative.


2. Find my true love.


I cringed at how cheesy that sounded. No one would ever see this list.


I glanced at my reflection again. The sequins reflected pinpricks of light on my bedroom walls.


3. Become a hot girl.


The sparkly dress was a hot girl dress. If I wanted true love, I had to go out and get him. I couldn’t sit in my bookstore with my boring sweaters and wait for him to show up.


This was so stupid.


A thought struck me, and I raised an eyebrow.


Wyatt knew hot girls. Wyatt didn’t really date, but I had seen him with women a few times, and they were always drop-dead gorgeous. Shiny hair, perfect makeup, stylish outfits out of a magazine. Hot girls.


The image of him in my bookstore earlier that day flashed into my head. Hot people attracted other hot people. That was a fact of life. And Wyatt? He had girls falling all over him.


The funny thing was, he didn’t seem to care. He only cared about surfing.


Which made women want him even more. I frowned and narrowed my eyes. I was on to something here.


I chewed my lip before writing the last one.


4. Make Mom proud.


A rock formed in my throat, and I blinked tears out of my eyes. There. I said it. I knew she’d look at my life now and wish I had done more.


Alright, enough moping. Once I was in my pajamas, I reached for my laptop on my desk and flipped it open, pulling up a Scandinavian music video.


After a few videos, the tension in my stomach unraveled and I settled into bed. I grinned, watching a video by one of my favorite Europop artists, Tula. She was a tiny woman with a lot of hair and enormous eyes. In this video, she dressed as a mermaid, perched on a rock with a scaly tail, and twisted her fingers in her long green wig while she sang in Finnish. Behind her, muscular mermen stood in the ocean, dancing and thrusting to the music. Some held trident spears, some wore fishing nets as capes.


God, I loved Europop.


The video cut to a close-up of one of the mermen, and I nearly fell off my bed.


My mouth hung open as Wyatt Rhodes thrust against the air behind Tula.


My eyes were saucers as I scanned over the same muscles I had seen this afternoon in the store. Except these muscles moved under silver body paint, with decorative scales glued on.


Oh my god.


That merman was Wyatt. I was positive. It was his shaggy blond hair slicked back and painted silver, his lean muscle, his lazy, confident, panty-melting grin.


I watched the video six times to be sure, alternating between cringing and snickering.


There was no way Avery knew about this. She knew I loved Europop, and she hadn’t mentioned this to me, which meant she didn’t know. Which meant Emmett didn’t know.


Which meant no one knew.


Huh.


My eyes narrowed at the screen. Wyatt twirled his trident around in the air, and I snorted.


It was no secret in town that surfing was Wyatt’s whole life, his whole existence. He was out on his board almost every day, no matter how cold or choppy the water was. Everyone knew about his dreams of going pro, and Avery had mentioned he was trying to get a sponsorship deal with one of the big surf brands.


My skin prickled with anticipation and danger. Wyatt had all the hot girl knowledge I wanted, and now I had dirt on him.


I could ask Avery to help me become a hot girl, but she wasn’t like me. She was confident. She wouldn’t understand. She had never wanted to fall in love before Emmett. She’d actively avoided it. Besides, she would tell me to be myself.


Being myself had wasted a decade of my life and got me nowhere. No, I wasn’t going to ask Avery for help.


Wyatt, though, he was perfect. He had all the qualities I needed. I had a little crush on him, but he was the last guy in the world I would ever fall for. The guy of my dreams was sweet, chivalrous, friendly, and above all, loved books and Queen’s Cove. Wyatt was leaving town as soon as he got a sponsorship.


Most importantly, I had something in my back pocket that Wyatt didn’t want getting out.


Making the store profitable, I could figure out on my own. The true love thing would fall into place once I became a hot girl like Thérèse. She had said it herself in the store, I’ve been in love many, many times.


My pulse beat in my ears and I sucked in a breath, chewing my lip. I didn’t want to stop him from getting a sponsorship, so I’d never show a soul the video, I’d just use it to convince him to help me.


Wyatt Rhodes was going to teach me to be a hot girl.
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Wyatt


JUST AFTER DAWN, I stepped out onto the sand, carrying my surfboard, and stared up at the indigo sky. The sun rose and the sky was washed with more blue by the minute.


Fuck yeah.


A light breeze pushed my hair back, and I waded into the water. Like every morning, the water’s cold bite woke me up and reminded me I was alive.


I waded further out, dropped my board onto the surface and began to paddle. Water made its way into my wetsuit as my arms moved. Something inside me clicked into place. The sky was still brightening, splashing colors across it, and once I was deep enough, I sat on my board with my legs on either side, staring up, floating along with the water. Emerald forests rose out of the ocean, towering trees which had seen thousands of sunrises like this one. I took a deep breath.


Every day, I got out here as fast as I could, waking at dawn and hustling out the door of my tiny bungalow on the beach. Every day, I marveled at the fucking beauty of this place, this tiny town I had grown up in.


Queen’s Cove was popular around the world for surfing. We were one of the only places in Canada to catch waves, and despite the cold water, we attracted world-class surfers every summer, as well as a million tourists. Ocean, mountains, forests—what else could someone want?


Every day, the ocean reminded me how insignificant I was. If I let it, the ocean would eat me up and spit me out.


Sitting on the board for a few minutes every morning before surfing was my salutation to Mother Nature.


Thank you for letting me experience this. Thank you for not eating me.


A grin hitched at my mouth, and I rolled off my board into the water and paddled further out behind the break, where the good waves would be. Like usual, I was the only person out on the ocean at this time. You know that feeling of running through fresh, untouched snow? That satisfaction of crunching into the smooth white surface before anyone else? That’s how I felt every morning. The ocean was mine for a couple hours.


During these morning hours, it was like I was the only person on the planet.


I spotted a wave as I swam into the cove, propped myself up on my board, and paddled hard, aligning myself with it. The wave approached and as I crested it, I hopped up on my board, using every muscle in my body to stay upright as the fluid power beneath my feet propelled me forward.


A rush of adrenaline hit my bloodstream.


This surfing thing never got old. If I worked hard enough, if I stayed focused, I would qualify to go pro and I could do this for the rest of my life.


After a few hours, I headed back to shore for breakfast and to open up the surf shop I owned. It was prime-time tourist season and the shop needed all hands on deck, but I had hired a couple extra people this summer. The shop could afford it, and it meant I could spend extra time out here.


I arrived at the surf shop half an hour later with a coffee in one hand and a breakfast bagel in the other. I unlocked the door, flipped the lights on, and woke the computer up to check for any important emails.


“Hey, bud,” Carter, one of the summer workers, called from the door. Carter was in his early twenties, had shoulder-length shaggy hair, and moved to Queen’s Cove to surf and party. He was a pretty good surfer, actually, and taught the beginner lessons.


“Hey,” I called back, clicking through emails, deleting junk mail, flagging a few to deal with later. My gaze snagged on one, though, and my gut twisted hard.


Pacific Rim Worlds caught my eye.


The Pacific Rim World Competition was a surf competition held yearly in Queen’s Cove. It was a qualifier level, which meant if surfers placed high, they could move on to pro-level competitions and be considered professionals. They would get attention of the big surf brands, and many signed sponsorship deals at that level.


Not just anyone could compete at Pacific Rim. You had to apply. Year after year, they rejected me. Finally, last year, I got in.


And then I fucking bombed.


Last year was my shot, and I choked. I still remember the way the water ripped the board out from beneath me. The bruising crash of water on my face and chest. My stomach burned with the memory.


I hadn’t told a soul the truth of what happened.


All year, in the back of my mind, I had been sure they’d reject me again. Maybe they figured one shot was enough.


Pack your bags, because you’ve been accepted to the Queen’s Cove Pacific Rim Worlds Competition in September, the email read.


A grin spread across my face and I exhaled. Going pro was still possible. Surfing was as much mental as physical, and there was no point to worrying over last year. I had two months to get my head on straight.


“Bro,” Carter drawled over my shoulder, peering at the screen. “You got in? Congrats.” He held his fist out and I snorted but knocked my knuckles against his.


“Thanks, man.”


“You need a guy to take over your shop when you go pro?”


I laughed and closed the email. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” Between running the shop and the mortgage payments on the little house I had bought from my aunt, I was doing fine for money, but I wasn’t flush with cash. Going pro meant flying all over the world for competitions and festivals, and that was going to add up fast.


Pacific Rim wasn’t just my chance to go pro, it was an opportunity to get a sponsorship deal. That was how all the pros did it. Competitions paid a bit of money, but the sponsorships were where it was at. All I had to do was wear their gear, surf on their boards, and pose for a couple photos once in a while.


If I didn’t get a sponsorship, I’d have to do more music videos like the one I did last winter for that popstar. I laughed to myself and rubbed my face, remembering how the body paint clung to my skin. The video had paid well, but I didn’t want to do more of them. I hadn’t told anyone in town because I’d never hear the end of it, especially from my brothers.


The door opened and a family with three teenagers entered the surf shop.


“We’re here for our surf lesson,” the mom told me, beaming with excitement, and I grinned back at her.


“Cool. Welcome.” I gestured at Carter beside me. “Carter’s going to help you out. Have fun, it’s a great day out there.”


Carter strolled out and clapped his hands. “Alright, Hathaway family! Are you ready to hang loose?”


I snorted and headed to the back to change out of my swim shorts. I had already hung my wetsuit out to dry on the railing behind the shop. The family would be struggling into their wetsuits in the change rooms for at least twenty minutes so I opened the back door and changed out of my suit there. No one ever came back behind the shop except employees, and this morning, it was just Carter and me.


I tossed my shorts over the railing beside my wetsuit. I was buck naked as I reached for my bag.


I heard a soft gasp behind me.


Hannah Nielsen stood with wide eyes and an open mouth, staring at my bare ass. She blinked three times before her face turned bright pink and she whirled around.


I bit back a laugh. Poor Hannah looked like she had seen a ghost. A naked ghost. Amusement pulled at my mouth.


Hannah was my sister-in-law Avery’s best friend. Emmett’s wedding last year was a fun party, and the guy seemed happy. The whole marriage and long-term commitment thing wasn’t for me. Everything in the universe was temporary, including relationships and love, but if Emmett wanted to dive in head-first, it was his life.


Hannah was a witness at their wedding, and we had gone to the same schools growing up here, but yesterday in her bookstore was the longest exchange we’d ever had. Not for lack of trying on my part, though. Hannah was afraid of her own shadow and something about me seemed to make her nervous.


Her mortified expression yesterday as I read the orc erotica flashed into my head and my grin widened.


I unzipped my bag at a leisurely pace. “Something I can help you with?”


“Why are you naked?” Her voice was a squeak.


“I was taking off my swimsuit. Why were you staring at me naked?” I grinned and pulled a pair of boxer briefs on. I could see the blush on the back of her neck from ten feet away.


“I didn’t mean to see you naked. Carter said you were back here.”


“You can turn around, I’m not naked anymore.”


She tilted her head first, shooting a quick glance over her shoulder to make sure I wasn’t lying, before she relaxed. Her gaze lingered on my chest, though, like yesterday in her shop.


I bit back a laugh. Avery’s shy, quiet little friend, checking me out. Who would have thought?


Something stirred in me and I had the urge to push her buttons further. She kept to herself. I never saw her at parties or in the bar, never at the beach on a nice summer day like everyone else. She just stayed in her bookstore.


She didn’t realize it, but she was cute. At my brother’s wedding, she had worn a light blue dress that brought out the color of her eyes. I’d never seen her wear something like that dress, and throughout the night, my gaze kept returning to her, watching how it moved over her skin, how it hugged her ass. Her body was gorgeous, with slight curves and smooth skin.


I’d never thought of her in that way before.


Today, she wore a baggy sweater with sleeves too long for her, jean shorts, and sneakers. Her legs were long and pale, and again I noticed how soft her skin looked.


I shook the thought out of my head. Hannah wasn’t a hookup girl. Hannah was shy and terrified of everything.


Her throat worked and her gaze lingered on my boxers before she blushed again.


“What’s up? Did you get a new shipment of erotica you wanted to show me?”


She shot me a quick, annoyed glance and I rolled my mouth to keep from grinning. She shifted in place. “Do you have an office we can talk in?”


That piqued my curiosity. “My office is winter wetsuit storage right now.”


“Oh.” She swallowed. She was cute, wringing her hands like this. “Never mind, then.” She whirled around.


I admired the curve of her ass as she walked away. I was about to turn to go back inside the shop when she stopped walking, took a deep breath, and stalked back to me, chin in the air and a determined expression on her face.


“I have a proposition for you.”


My mind went to a dirty place. “Well, knock me over with a feather.” A lazy grin tugged at my mouth and my gaze raked over Hannah as I pulled a pair of shorts on over my boxers. Her muscles were so tense and tight. “Quiet little Hannah is going around town asking for sex.”


She choked and her face was so red, it could burst into flames. “I am not going around town asking for sex. I need your help with something.”


I nodded. “Sex.”


Her head whipped around in frustration. “No! Nothing to do with sex. Or, not sex with you.” She shook her head. “Forget the sex part. I need your help with…” She bit her lip, and I raised an eyebrow. “I need your help with becoming—”


“A surfer.”


“No—”


“A homeowner.” This game was fun.


“No—”


“You want to travel more.”


She hesitated. “Yes, but no.”


“You want to enjoy your life, take it one day at a time, fully accept we’re insignificant compared to the power of the universe, and that we should enjoy every second of our lives without guilt or attachment.”


Something shifted in her gaze and she chewed her lip. Her eyes met mine. I had always thought her eyes were blue but there were shades of green in them, too. “Sort of.”


Now she could really knock me over with a feather. What was going on in this bookworm’s head?


“I want you to teach me how to be a hot girl.”


I stared at her, confused and speechless and uncertain.


She waved her hands to clarify. “You know a lot of hot girls. You sleep around a lot.”


I reared back with an amused grin. “That sounded a little sex-shamey to me.”


She shook her head adamantly, eyes wide behind her glasses. “I didn’t mean it like that. I mean, you know what all those women have in common. You only sleep with hot girls.”


My expression was a mixture of surprise and amusement. Was this what people thought of me? She was right that I didn’t care what people thought. That seemed to help in the hookup department.


She took a deep breath and nodded. “I want you to teach me how to be like that.”


“Like me?”


She nodded again. “Like you.”


My eyes narrowed. “Why?”


Her mouth hitched to the side. “It isn’t any of your business.”


I snorted. “I’ll make my own assumptions, then. You’re sick of hiding in that dark bookstore all day and want to meet someone.”


Her eyes widened. Bingo.


“I’m turning thirty soon.” She twisted her fingers together. “It’s time to make some changes.”


My eyebrows pinched together. She didn’t need to change a thing. She was adorable, with her pretty eyes and sweet little mouth. Even her glasses were cute in that dorky-girl way. The collar of her sweater was pulled to the side and a pale pink bra strap peeked out, and my gaze raked down her form. At Emmett’s wedding, I was going to ask her to dance but every time I tried, she had disappeared.


A pang of regret hit me in the chest. I should have tried harder to ask her to dance at the wedding.


Her wanting to change bummed me out. Lots of guys in town would jump at the chance to be with her, but she didn’t realize that. She just needed to leave her store once in a while.


There was no way to tell her this without sounding condescending, though. I stood there, crossing my arms over my chest, studying her while she looked like she was about to bolt if I spoke too loud or made any sudden movements.


A tiny, tiny part of me wanted to do this. Something about her had me curious. The quiet determination under her meek little exterior. I wanted to poke at her, scratch the surface and see what was underneath.


Maybe something interesting.


Surfing had taught me to trust my instincts, and my instincts pointed me straight toward her.


Pacific Rim lingered in the forefront of my mind, though. I had two months to catch as many waves as I could. Two months to get my head in the game. I didn’t have time for distractions.


“I don’t have time to show you how to flirt. Sorry, bookworm.” I shrugged and leaned on the doorway. Her gaze dropped to my bare stomach again and satisfaction flickered in me.


Poor little horndog Hannah. She just wanted to get laid.


“If you want to get guys,” I said, “go to the bar, wear that dress from the wedding last year, sit by yourself at the counter, and within ten minutes, someone will come up and talk to you.”


An image of her dancing at the wedding with Avery popped in my head. They were laughing, being silly, enjoying themselves. With Avery, she smiled openly and let something shine through. She had a spark of fun in her, but she kept it locked away.


She wasn’t this shy little shrimp deep down.


I shook it out of my head. Not my problem.


She crossed her arms over her chest, mirroring my stance, and set her jaw. “You want to get a sponsor, right? Avery told me. I’ll help you run your social media. All the other surfers have social media, even before they get sponsors. People need to notice you.”


I paused and frowned at her. She made a good point. I hated dealing with social media, staring at a screen all day. I didn’t care enough to be good at it. I’d rather stare at the ocean, the mountains, or the sky.


“Surfing is how I’ll get a sponsor,” I told her. I wasn’t sure if I believed that. “I need to focus on surfing.”


She swallowed and her chest rose as she took another deep breath. “I didn’t want to do this, but you left me no choice.” Her gaze met mine. “I know about the Tula video.”


My eyebrows lifted with surprise, but I snorted. “Okay.”


Her mouth dropped in shock.


I laughed again. “What, you want me to get on my knees? Please, Hannah, don’t tell anyone about the video?”


She sputtered. “I don’t… I don’t know.”


“Look, I don’t care if people know about the video. I don’t care what people think. Sorry, bookworm.” I opened the back door to the surf shop.


“No cool surf brand would sponsor a silver mermaid!”


I paused in the doorway and cocked my head at her. “Merman.”


She raised her eyebrows in a challenge, struggling to hold eye contact. She wanted to crumble. I could feel it.


The corner of my mouth tugged up. “Are you blackmailing me?”


Her eyes were so wide. She crossed her arms and set her chin. “Yep.”


This was a side of Hannah I had never seen before. Ballsy. She stared me down, forcing me to help her.


I weighed my options. I didn’t care that much if everyone found out about the video. It had paid my way to a surf festival in Australia, and I didn’t regret doing it.


She shifted again. Her resolve waned. I could see the cracks in whatever tough front she had put on today. She was about to fold, walk away, and never mention this again.


For some reason, this version of her intrigued me, and I wanted to see more.


Handing my social media over to someone would be a relief. All I had to do was give her a few gentle shoves out of her comfort zone.


“Alright, bookworm.” I took a few slow steps toward her, watching her closely. Her expression changed from defiant to shocked.


“Alright?” She blinked. “Really?”


I nodded, stepping even closer. “Mhm. On one condition.”


She bit her lip and her gaze rose to mine. “What’s that?”


“You have to do everything I say.” My voice was low.


She swallowed. “Everything?”


“Everything.” I shot her a lazy smile. “You’ll always be safe, but you’re not allowed to be a chicken anymore.”


“Not allowed to be a chicken anymore,” she repeated to herself. She nodded again. An internal battle warred in her head. “Yes. Yes. Okay.” She stuck her hand out and met my gaze, chin set again in that determined way.


A handshake? Adorable. I took her soft hand in mine and shook. My chest felt funny. Excited, filled with anticipation.


“Meet me here tomorrow at five thirty.”


Her mouth made an O. “The bookstore doesn’t close until six.”


I headed back to the shop. “Five thirty in the morning,” I called over my shoulder. “Bring your swimsuit.”


Her eyes flared with alarm, and she opened her mouth to protest but I stepped inside before she could say anything.


My day just got a lot more interesting.
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Hannah


MY FEET CRUNCHED on the gravel beside the surf shop, and I glanced over my shoulder at the trees. The sky was a dim gray, and nervous anticipation bubbled in my stomach.


My eyes were dry. I had barely slept. I hadn’t been up this early since high school, when our history class took a day trip to Victoria to visit a Titanic exhibit at the museum. I often stayed up late reading, rolled out of bed, and headed straight to the bookshop for the nine o’clock open. I still stayed up late reading last night. I couldn’t help myself.


What was I doing here? Alarm whistled through my veins. I had replayed yesterday’s conversation with Wyatt a thousand times. I couldn’t believe I actually went through with it.


I couldn’t believe he said yes. Half of me expected him to laugh in my face.


Excitement shivered through me. If anyone was going to make me into a hot girl, it would be him. I’d get the bookstore finances in order, I’d find my true love, and in six months I’d be out for dinner, sitting across from the guy I’d spend the rest of my life with. He’d be leaning on the table, watching me the way Emmett watched Avery. When Thérèse returned, she wouldn’t recognize me.


I bit my lip. I couldn’t wait.


Wyatt waited for me at the back of the shop. The top half of his wetsuit dangled at his waist, his arms crossed over his bare chest, and he leaned against the railing. Upon seeing me, he straightened up.


“What took you so long, bookworm?” He didn’t sound mad, though. He tossed me a wetsuit that had been hanging over the railing. “This will be your size. Suit up and let’s go.”


I froze. “Um. Go where?”


A lazy smile grew on his face. “Where do you think? We’re surfing.”


Oh, how I wished someone would take a picture of my incredulous expression in that moment. “I can’t… surf, Wyatt. I read and sell books. That’s all I do.”


He let out a short laugh. “I know you can’t surf.” He shot me a quick wink and my stomach flipped. “I happen to be a surf instructor.”


He waited while I stared at the limp wetsuit with horror.


“But it’ll be cold.”


He nodded. “Yep. Really cold. That’s why I’m wearing a suit too.”


The thought of the frigid ocean hitting my toes made me want to turn around and go home. I didn’t do outdoor things. I used to camp with my parents, but we hadn’t gone since my mom passed. I didn’t swim in the ocean because it was too cold most of the year. Sometimes I’d put my feet in and walk along the shore.


Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea anymore.


“I won’t let anything bad happen to you,” Wyatt said, tilting his head to watch me, and I wondered how many of my thoughts he could see.


He glanced at the sky, a couple shades lighter than when I arrived, and blew out an impatient breath. “Look, bookworm, I’m itching to get out there so it’s now or never. My rules, remember?”


I nodded. “Your rules. Okay.” I reached for the wetsuit. “How do I…?” I looked up at him, unsure of the next step.


He pointed to the back door and placed a hand on my shoulder, guiding me inside. His warmth zinged me through my sweater. “You can change inside, there’s no one in there. Put your swimsuit on and step into the wetsuit, I’ll help you zip it up out here.”


I nodded. Right. Okay. One step at a time. Right now, I was putting on the wetsuit. I wasn’t surfing or getting thrown face first into the ocean or getting eaten by a whale. I wasn’t coughing up seawater or heaving for breath. I was just putting on a wetsuit.


I turned at the door. “I don’t see what surfing has to do with being a hot girl—”


“My. Rules.”


“Okay, okay.” I spun around again and stepped into the little building. It was dark without the lights on, and I found a small room that looked like it was for changing. I pulled on my swimsuit, a navy-blue one-piece with a front that dipped too low for my taste and cut-outs along the side. Avery made me buy it last year and I’d never worn it. I wished I had something more practical but this was the only suit I owned, and it wasn’t like I had a lot of time to prepare.


With some effort, I pulled the bottom half of the wetsuit on. The fabric was thick, spongy, and I wondered how many people had peed in this suit. How often did they clean them?


Nope, not worrying, I told myself. Just going to go outside. That was the next step.


“Well, look at you.” Wyatt gave me a lopsided grin and straightened up. His gaze flicked down to the low neckline of my suit and my face heated immediately. He spun his finger in the air. “Turn.”


I gave him my back and slid my arms into the suit. He pulled it closed at the back, not roughly or forcefully but with authority. Like he’d done this a hundred times. Like he didn’t want to wait for me. Like he was in charge.


My skin tingled with awareness, but I ignored it.


He pulled the zipper up quickly and I wondered what it would be like in reverse, Wyatt yanking the zipper down as fast as he could, impatient to get it off me.


My face burned. I couldn’t turn around now, blushing like this.


I swallowed and thought about the frigid water around the corner that I would soon be stepping into. There. That was helping.


I hoped these fantasies about Wyatt would go away. Maybe the more I got to know him, the more my body would realize what my brain already knew, that Wyatt was all wrong for me.


“Leave your glasses here.” Wyatt hopped down the steps and strode across the gravel the same way I’d arrived before disappearing around the corner of the surf shop. I watched his tall, lean form, hypnotized with the fluid way he moved, before I set my glasses on the side of the step and hurried after him. I couldn’t see very well without them, but I could still make out his form in front of me, moving across the sand with enthusiasm and long strides.


Two boards lay on the sand near the shore. I automatically stood near the smaller, sleeker board. The other one was huge and all banged up with marks and scratches.


“No way.” He shook his head and gestured for me to stand near the bigger board. “You get the crappy starter board today, bookworm.” He crouched near the bigger board, pointed at a strap of velcro tethered to the bottom and gestured for me to come forward. “This is your leash,” he told me, and he undid the velcro before fastening it around my ankle. One of his hands encircled my ankle and the warm contact of his skin shocked me.


If he ran that warm, no wonder the guy was always shirtless.


The contact ended before my thought did and he strode over to fasten his own leash before he lay down on his front on the board, head up and watching the ocean.


“This is the ready position.” He tilted his chin at me, gesturing for me to do the same. “Come on.”
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