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      I glanced at the clock on the wall as my classmates continued their discussion. Five thirty.

      The last hour had flown by. That’s what happened when I got involved in spirited literary debates; time slipped right through my fingers. I couldn’t help myself.

      I need to get going.

      Winter wind howled outside the window of Dr. Ferguson’s classroom. It kicked up swirling snow, which sparkled in the light from inside. I pulled my oversized oatmeal-colored wool sweater tighter around me as I anticipated leaving the warmth of the English building.

      “Heathcliff was twice the romantic hero Mr. Rochester was,” Andrea said with an eye roll.

      Sucked back into the conversation, I turned my attention from the window to my classmate.

      “Um… in what universe?”

      Like I said, I couldn’t help myself.

      Andrea and I narrowed our eyes at each other.

      The two guys in our cohort leaned back a little, unwilling to get involved. After witnessing so many prior confrontations between us, I didn’t blame them.

      We’d butted heads ever since our master's cohort began last year. She always took the opposite stance from mine in any argument, liked all my least favorite characters and writers, and—worse—was the kind of English student who thought the classics were “too boring,” preferring contemporary literature.

      Scowling at each other wasn’t getting us anywhere, so we looked to Janet then Dr. Ferguson to settle our most recent debate.

      Janet held up her hands. “I’m with Pepper, but I’m also biased here.”

      I smiled, not only because she agreed with me, but because I knew why. Edward Rochester often called Jane Eyre “Janet” as they grew closer.

      Seeing she would not get Janet on her side, Andrea turned to our professor.

      Sharon Ferguson was in her seventies, but had more bubble and fizz than most twenty year olds. All eyes turned to her as we waited for the answer to the age-old question: Mr. Heathcliff or Mr. Rochester?

      My shoulders relaxed even before she spoke. I didn’t always agree with Fergie—we’d had many an argument about Russian literature—but in this case, she would back me up.

      “My dears,” she said, followed by a tsk. “Devastatingly handsome as some of our more brooding heroes may be, we must never forget that actions make the man. And while I can forgive Rochester’s lies and schemes to distance himself from the insane Bertha Mason, I have never been able to overlook Heathcliff’s tyranny toward Cathy’s daughter. If he loved Catherine as much as he professed, he should have at least shown her offspring kindness instead of torturing her as he did.”

      Andrea sighed and shook her head. “Disagree. The way he loves Cathy, and only Cathy, shows how much they were meant for each other. Plus, I’m a sucker for tall, dark, and brooding guys.” At this statement, Andrea sent a suggestive wink at Cole.

      Cole Williams was—just as Andrea had noticed last year—tall, dark, and handsome. Under Andrea’s gaze, Cole cleared his throat and ran a hand over the back of his neck. She’d been all over the guy since day one, and I was getting sick of all the lip-wetting, sultry gazes, and thinly veiled commenting she’d been doing, especially over the last few weeks.

      Unable to let Andrea win—and quite sure the guy could use some rescuing—I decided more must be said.

      “Intensity is one thing, Andrea, but there has to be a break, a softer side. Heathcliff is intense all the time and only grows more so, falling into insanity. There has to be a balance.” I stopped, trying to think of an example.

      My boyfriend, Alex, was the obvious choice. The man was hot in that dark and serious way, but he was also the best, most thoughtful person.

      I wrinkled my nose, sure my classmates didn’t want to hear me wax poetic about some guy they'd never met. Inspiration hit as I remembered the guys in the room and decided to use Andrea’s idea against her.

      “Take the men in front of us as examples.” I gestured to Cole first, then Devin. “Both are the strong silent type. I can see them in a few years: wearing dark-rimmed glasses and wool sweaters with patches on the elbows, driving all the young women in their English classes wild.”

      At this, both of the guys smiled—Devin sheepishly, Cole rather wolfishly. Andrea glanced at Devin, but quickly returned her attention to Cole. The way her eyes narrowed as she watched him made him seem more like her prey than her crush.

      Shaking off the shiver that wound up my spine at the thought, I continued. “The more important consideration is that they’re both kind people. I mean, last quarter, Devin helped me with my translations during our Beowulf unit. He totally didn’t have to. And Cole…” I shrugged. “Cole’s been the picture of a nice guy for as long as I’ve known him, which is most of my life. I mean, he’s led our local food drive every year since our senior year of high school. That’s the stuff that makes someone stand out, makes them attractive. Just like Mr. Rochester, how he tried to save Bertha Mason from that fire, even though she started it.”

      I checked my watch again and gathered my books into my messenger bag.

      “As much as I’d love to keep this going, I’ve got somewhere to be,” I said, standing.

      Cole stood too, shooting Andrea a quick wink as he did. “I’ll walk out with you, Pepper. I’ve got to get going too.”

      Fergie nodded. “I’ll be around if the rest of you want to stay, but only for a few more minutes. Places to be, people to see, and all that.”

      I waved as I walked toward the door. Cole held it open for me.

      “Why, thank you.” I stepped through with a duck of my head.

      He bowed his in return. “Trying to live up to the good person you painted me out to be in there.”

      The door clicked shut behind us.

      I screwed up my forehead. “You don’t have to live up to anything. You are a good person.”

      Something tightened in his handsome face. But he seemed to push it aside.

      Discomfited by his expression and hoping to change the subject, I added, “Though, I think you need to be careful about the way you look at Andrea. You’re only encouraging her.”

      This didn’t brighten Cole’s mood. In fact, his eyes darkened as we walked down the deserted English building hallway.

      “Yeah, you might be right.” He cleared his throat uncomfortably.

      “Is everything okay?” I ventured as we reached the exterior doors.

      Just like that, Cole’s brooding look vanished. “Everything’s fine,” he said with a smile. “Thanks for asking. I’ll see you around.”

      He held the exterior doors open for me too. The cold air stole any other words from my brain, and before I could say anything else, Cole waved goodbye and headed toward the university’s student center.

      “See you,” I called after him, zipping up my jacket and burrowing into the soft collar like a turtle into its shell. The cold air on the back of my neck almost making me regret the short bob I’d gotten last week.

      I turned toward Main Street. I had a date.

      The wind and icy snowflakes threatened to bite through my best winter jacket. My boots crunched along the frozen university sidewalks, littered with salt to keep them somewhat passable. But none of this was unexpected. I’d been dealing with the harsh winters that came with living at the foot of a large mountain range my whole life. I wouldn’t trade Pine Crest for anything.

      Knowing Alex would drive me home after dinner didn’t hurt either.

      As I walked, I called my store.

      “Brooks’ Books,” Jess said as she picked up the call.

      Hearing the name of my bookstore still made me warm inside, which was a welcome sensation in this cold weather.

      “Hey, Jess. It’s me. Wanted to check that you’re good.”

      I normally didn’t call to check in on my trustworthy, amazing employee, but she was doing me a favor by closing tonight, so I could go out with Alex.

      “We’re all good here. It’s been busy.” She laughed. “I think people are stocking up on books for this snowstorm we’re supposed to get.”

      I nodded. It didn’t sound like a bad idea.

      “Great. I’ll be by my phone if you need anything.”

      She let out an indignant, “Psh,” then said, “I’ll be fine. You have a good time with Alex.”

      “Thanks, Jess.” I hung up as I approached the restaurant.

      I bustled into Yum Rosetti, a local favorite. Their blend of Thai and Italian foods couldn’t be beat. Mai, one of the owners, greeted me and led me back to where Alex was sitting at our usual table. Even though I was right on time, I had expected him to beat me there. He was the seven minutes early kind of punctual.

      Alex stood when he caught sight of me. I ducked out of my schoolbag and unzipped my jacket, shrugging out of it before planting a kiss on his lips and wrapping my arms around him. He pulled me tight as I nestled close.

      “I know I talk a lot about how hot you look in your uniform,” I said, my voice muffled by his shirt.

      “Almost constantly, actually.”

      “But that NWU sweatshirt and those jeans have never looked so good on you.” I let him go, backing up to take him in.

      Alex chuckled. “Don’t worry. I told the guys they’re not to call me tonight. Operation Date Night is a go.”

      “Good.” My shoulders scrunched up as I sat across from him. “I can’t believe it’s finally happening.”

      I usually wasn't this giddy over a simple dinner with my guy, but our schedules had been in conflict lately, causing us to cancel our last five dates. It didn’t help that my roommate and I were in the process of moving out of our apartment. All of it left me feeling lost, and a dinner with Alex was the grounding I needed.

      “I ordered us two chicken caprese rolls to start,” he said, taking my hand across the table. “How was class?”

      I shrugged. “Good, except Andrea went off about Heathcliff again right at the end.”

      “And you still made it here on time?” Alex’s eyes widened in surprise. He’d heard all about Andrea and her intensities over the last six months.

      “Yeah.” I waved a hand to dismiss his shock. “I told her that finding someone who was intense and brooding was one thing, but it mattered more what his heart was like, how he treated people.”

      Alex’s face softened. “Well put, Peps. And I’m sure she listened to you, right?”

      I tipped my head to the side. “I hope so. That girl is smitten, though. I caught her drooling over Cole again most of the night.”

      “Wait, isn’t this the same person you said got a restraining order against her last boyfriend?”

      “He got one against her,” I whispered as I leaned forward.

      “And the new object of her affection is Cole. Food drive, grew up around here, Cole?”

      I nodded, loving what a great listener Alex was. He paid attention to even my most insignificant cohort drama.

      “Has been since our first day of class. I honestly wouldn’t be surprised if she has a lock of his hair taped into one of her notebooks right now.”

      Alex cringed.

      “Yeah, she’s intense. Looks at him like he’s her next meal.”

      “Maybe she’s just guy crazy, always needs someone else to obsess about.” He shrugged.

      “She looks right past Devin, though. Won’t give him the time of day. That’s probably because he’s not loaded, living in a mansion overlooking the whole town like Cole.”

      “Wait, Woodcrest mansion? Up on the hill? That’s Cole’s family?”

      “Yup.” I took a sip of my water. “Though, he’s the only one who lives there year-round. His parents have a place in Italy, and his brother is… well, he’s the one Andrea should really be obsessed with. That guy is Heathcliff through and through: angry, always sulking around, and good at disappearing. No one ever quite knows where he’s at. After graduation, he left and only comes back into town every year or so, not that he talks to anyone while he’s here. Cole keeps their house running. He’s a good egg.”

      Alex shook his head. “That’s refreshing to hear. All the guys who lived in big mansions in my school were definitely not good eggs, and they’ve only gotten worse since we graduated.”

      The waitress came over carrying our appetizer. My stomach grumbled in anticipation. We each took a chicken caprese roll and started eating. Once our hunger was abated, we chatted until the waitress returned to take our entrée orders. But as I was about to tell her what I wanted, Alex’s phone buzzed in his jacket pocket. His body stiffened; he watched me.

      I raised one eyebrow.

      “It’s probably nothing.” He smiled as the buzzing stopped, but his shoulders remained rigid.

      I looked back at the waitress, ready to try again, when buzzing interrupted me a second time.

      My fingers pressed into my temples. “Seriously?”

      Alex took his phone out, his dark brows furrowing in interest.

      “Can you give us a few minutes?” I asked the waitress who nodded and scurried away. Then I turned to Alex, whispering, “Tell me that is not the station. It’s your night off. Over my dead body are you going to leave this restaurant.”

      Alex swallowed. “No, Pepper. Over someone else’s. There’s been a murder.”
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      The sights and sounds of the restaurant blurred into the background. Alex let out a resigned sigh and moved to stand.

      “I’m sorry.” He pulled out his wallet and dropped a few bills on the table. “Order anything.”

      “You want me to stay here?”

      He eyed the restaurant’s front door as if contemplating making a run for it. “Peps, I—”

      I interrupted him with a scoff. “Do you think because I am poor, obscure, plain, and little, you can leave me behind?” I asked, using part of Jane’s iconic speech to Mr. Rochester—I mean, it worked for her…

      He ran a hand over his face. “I can drop you off at your apartment or the bookstore.”

      We both glanced out the nearest window. The falling snow thickened from icy crystals to large flakes.

      I tried Rochester next. “I have a strange feeling with regard to you,” I quoted. “As if I had a string somewhere under my left ribs, tightly knotted to a similar string in you. And if you were to leave, I'm afraid that cord of communion would snap. And I have a notion that I'd take to bleeding inwardly.” I gave him one last pleading look as his phone buzzed with another message.

      Conflict wrote itself across Alex’s features. He looked from the phone to me.

      “I promise to stay in the truck.” I clasped my hands in front of me.

      “Okay,” he said. “But only because I’m heading in the opposite direction.”

      I kept all squeals of excitement inside. We paid for our appetizer and informed Mai that we wouldn’t be staying for dinner before trundling out into the snow.

      Alex and I buckled in silently. As he turned the truck on, my stomach growled a little, making me wish I’d thought to order an entrée to go. But Alex was driving fast and before long, we were turning onto the old highway, which led away from the university.

      “So what do you know so far?” I asked.

      “Frank told me to head north, toward the foothills. He’s going to text me the address here any second.” Alex pulled his phone out of his jacket pocket and handed it to me. “In fact, would you watch for the text and tell me where to go once it comes through?”

      I nodded, my throat too tight to say anything more. Another murder in Pine Crest. A chill danced up my spine, and I held my free hand in front of the heating vent. The combination of the darkness, the truck’s headlights, and the big flakes of snow made it look like we were traveling through space at warp speed. When Alex’s phone buzzed with an incoming text, I almost dropped it.

      Alex kept his eyes on the snowy road as I righted the phone and clicked to read the text. It was from Frank, Alex’s partner. And even though it was only an address, nothing more, it made my stomach plummet to the bench seats of the truck.

      All heat left my face.

      “That Frank?” Alex asked, focused. “Where does he say to go?”

      I swallowed, willing my throat to unclench and allow words, breath, anything, through.

      After a quick glance at me, Alex pulled onto the shoulder of the road. “What is it, Pepper?”

      Trying again to speak, I only managed a squeak, and then shoved the phone in Alex’s direction, so he could read for himself.

      He swore under his breath, the light from his phone illuminating the worry etched on his face.

      “The Woodcrest mansion?” His voice was tight. “As in…?”

      I nodded, the tumult in my stomach only worsening. “Cole.”

      Alex repositioned his hands like he was getting ready to pull a U-turn. “I’m taking you home.”

      “No,” I said, reaching out to grab the wheel. With my free hand I pointed ahead to the street sign visible in the headlights. “That’s the turn. We’re right here. You’ll lose too much time if you drive back into town. I’ll be… fine.”

      My stomach flipped. I needed to know what happened, and the best way to do that was to stay with Alex, as much as dread pushed down on my shoulders.

      He passed a hand over his face, shaking his head as his thoughts seemed to wrestle with themselves. “Okay, but—”

      “Got it.” I interrupted. “Stay in the truck.”

      We sat in silence for a moment, watching the snow fall. Alex pulled back onto the road and took the next right, up the hill toward Woodcrest. His fingers gripped the steering wheel in a way I suspected had nothing to do with the snow sticking on the winding road.

      My heart traveled farther up my throat as we climbed our way up the foothill. Finally the huge, gothic mansion came into view. The first things noticeable were the many chimneys, rising out of the gabled roof. I’d always marveled at that as a child, unsure why anyone might need more than one fireplace. Anytime one of us kids mentioned them, Mr. Williams had jumped into a prepared-sounding speech about olden times and how each room used to need its own fireplace before heaters and central air were invented.

      The brick façade appeared cold and ominous, reminding me I hadn’t been here in years. Sure, the place was always visible from downtown, looming over the valley like a sentinel. But you got used to things like that and stopped looking up.

      My lungs burned from the lack of air, and I gulped in another breath as we pulled up to the circular driveway, joining the other officer vehicles. I recognized Alex’s father’s SUV, and I wondered if it had been Frank or Detective Valdez to message Alex during our dinner.

      Alex’s hand landed on mine, making me jump. He squeezed tight, his eyes holding me just as palpably.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said.

      I nodded as he turned up the heat, leaving the truck running as he stepped outside. Alex pulled his sweatshirt over his head and grabbed a spare uniform, button-up shirt from a hanger in the small back seat. Like I said, the man was always prepared. He pulled a winter jacket over the top and gave me a wave as he closed the door.

      Alex strode over to where Frank and his father stood behind a line of police tape. Other officers were putting up a few pop-up coverings to keep the falling snow from compromising the scene. Frank appeared to be wearing a spare uniform as well, but unlike Alex’s, his had obviously been in a ball in the back of his car judging from its wrinkled state. Detective Valdez wore a long, winter overcoat, keeping with his usual look of a 1920s detective. As Alex ducked underneath the yellow tape, the two turned to meet him. When Alex gestured back toward the truck, his father peered over in question.

      I would’ve bet anything the next words out of his mouth were along the lines of, “Pepper’s in there? How’d you manage to keep her inside the truck?”

      Since the very first time we’d met years earlier, I’d been getting mixed up in the detective’s investigations, so I couldn’t really blame him.

      And as he raised his hand in a wave, my feet itched to take me out of the truck and over to join them. I needed to figure out who the victim was, needed to find out what had happened. But I knew my days following Alex to crime scenes would be long gone if I did that, so I stayed put.

      The silently falling snow accumulated on the windshield, creating a thickening layer to block my view. I could’ve turned on the wipers, but that would’ve made my snooping super evident.

      Luckily, I was a bookstore owner and an English major through and through, so I never went anywhere without a book or two. Pulling my copy of Jane Eyre from my bag, I clicked on the interior light and read hoping to distract myself. While I’d read the classic many times before—it being one of my favorites—I’d been combing through it again, this time searching for quotes to support my thesis. Our big Brontë sisters paper was in full swing for Dr. Ferguson.

      Opening to my current place, near the beginning of the novel, I read:

      … the black frost reigned, unbroken by sun or breeze, through the grounds…

      As poor young Jane was contemplating her empty life at Gateshead, I couldn’t help but find parallels in the bleak scenery we shared.

      The door to the truck opened, making me jump.

      Alex’s features were tight with an apology as he climbed in, putting his hands up to the heat pouring out of the vents. I closed my book, setting it in my lap, unable to ask the question.

      “I’m so sorry. It is Cole.” The words hung in the air between us like frozen breath, as if the heater wasn’t blasting and everything inside had become covered in ice. “I told them I would come back, but I need to get you home.”

      I almost protested, telling him there was no way I would get any sleep tonight knowing he was out here, knowing Cole was…

      “I just saw him, though,” I blurted out as Alex put the truck in reverse and turned on the wipers to clear off the snowy windshield. I glanced over at the crime scene. Patches of snow were covered in red, littering the ground like discarded laundry on a duvet. The back of my neck went cold. “How did this happen so fast? He must’ve just gotten home from class.”

      “One of his maids found him.”

      “What happened?” I asked, staring down at my hands.

      Alex swallowed, his jaw tight. “Peps, are you sure?”

      I nodded.

      He pulled the truck to a stop at the bottom of the hill. His dark eyes found mine. “He was stabbed. In the back.”

      Wincing, I studied Alex. By this point in our relationship, I could read the man like the worn copy of Jane Eyre sitting in my lap. The way he tap, tap, tapped his thumbs on the steering wheel meant more than nerves, more than excessive energy.

      “But something doesn’t make sense to you.” I whispered.

      His fingers stilled. “The stab wound was low, in the middle of his back, but the boot prints around the body were at least size eleven.”

      “How are you sure they’re the killer’s?” I asked. “They could’ve been from earlier today or they could’ve been Cole’s.”

      Alex rubbed the back of his neck. “Pepper, they were definitely from the killer, trust me.”

      I thought back to the vast amount of red I’d seen mixed in with the snow. Nausea rose in my throat as I realized what he was saying. The footprints were bloody.

      Taking my silence as a cue to keep driving, Alex turned on his blinker and pulled onto the old valley highway. But my emotional hiccup didn’t last long, and in the quiet of the truck, I put the pieces together.

      “A stab wound lower on the back would signify a shorter person,” I said, drumming my fingertips on my thighs as I thought out loud. “This would be especially true if it were a downward stroke, as that would give a smaller person more power.” I glanced over at Alex. “Which, by the way, since your eye just twitched, I’m guessing it was.”

      Alex cleared his throat, but didn’t offer up any confirmations of these points.

      I continued. “And if that is true, it would’ve been an odd angle for a taller person who wore size eleven or bigger boots.”

      The way Alex pressed his lips together as I finished my conjectures told me I was right.

      “Since when did you become such an expert on stabbing?” Alex sent me a side smile.

      “Psh. Literature is way more stabby than people realize.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll give you that,” he said, then paused. “Any thoughts on who could’ve done this to Cole?”

      “No. Absolutely not. Like I told everyone in class today, the guy is the nicest.” I sighed.

      “Could anyone be going after his money? What about this angry brother you were telling me about?”

      My breath caught in my throat. “I hate to say it, but he might be someone to investigate. The guy was always odd, shut out most people, even Cole. He always hated the fact that he had to follow in Cole’s perfect footsteps.”

      Alex pulled the truck into my apartment complex and turned off the engine. “Sibling rivalry sounds almost literary.”

      “Yeah…”

      As I stepped out of the warm truck, snowflakes gathered on my jacket and stuck to my eyelashes. Alex walked around, wrapped his arm around me and walked me to my front door. I never minded a chance to get close to him, but tonight when he pulled me into a hug, it felt especially good to have his weight pressed around me.

      Stepping back, Alex shoved his hands into his coat pockets. “So, last night in the apartment. How’s it feel?”

      “Weird.” I grimaced. “I’m so excited for Liv and Carson, but it’s definitely bittersweet.”

      He nodded. “Well, try to get some sleep. Snuggle Hammy.”

      At the mention of my dog, my mood brightened.

      “I’ll come by and help with the mattresses tomorrow,” he said before leaning over to kiss me. After a moment, he leaned his forehead against mine. “Sorry about Cole, Peps.”

      “Me too.” I moved back, staring deep into Alex’s eyes. Like I said, the perfect combination of intense and honorable. “Find out who did this to him.”

      He dipped his head. “I will.”

      As I unlocked the apartment door and bustled inside, Alex jogged back to his truck. I waited until he was inside to wave goodbye and shut the door behind me. The sight of Hamburger, my Boston terrier, running over to greet me made me smile.

      “Hi, girl.” I knelt to scratch under her chin.

      The momentary happiness my dog brought was quickly quelled by the stacks of boxes leaning up against the far wall. Tonight had been emotional and downright awful, and I didn't have high hopes for tomorrow.

      I picked up Hammy and held her tight, trying to ignore the terrible feeling sitting in my gut that if I’d known Cole my whole life, I knew the killer too.
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      Hamburger and I settled onto the couch with a bowl of popcorn for me and a squeaky toy for her when Liv came home.

      Her eyes narrowed at the sight of me. “Uh oh. What happened?” she asked, dropping her purse to the floor.

      I cringed. “Well, you know how I joked this morning about how I might pull out a pen and stab anyone who tried to interfere with my date tonight?”

      Liv cocked an eyebrow.

      “Don’t worry. I didn’t stab anyone. But someone did. And definitely not with a pen.” I cringed. “Alex is at the crime scene.”

      Her curious expression darkened. “That’s awful.”

      “Yeah, and even more so because I grew up with the victim, Cole Williams.”

      Recognition lit up her features. “Isn’t he in your cohort?”

      I nodded, the reality of it hitting me all over again in hot waves.

      “Crap. Sorry, Peps.”

      “Alex will figure it out.” I chewed on my lip and scratched Hammy’s ears.

      Liv chuckled. “With a little help from you, if I’m reading that look on your face correctly.”

      Having lived with me for the past six years, my best friend could read me a little too well. She toed off her boots and settled next to me on the couch, grabbing a handful of popcorn.

      “Well, maybe you’re right. I can’t stop wondering who could’ve done this. And Alex mentioned a few things about the crime scene that don’t quite add up.”

      Used to being my hot Watson as she often called herself, Liv asked, “Like what?”

      So I explained the discrepancies between the shoe size and the height of the stab wound. “Not to mention the fact that I can’t think of anyone who would want to hurt the guy,” I said, finishing with a shake of my head.

      Liv’s gaze wandered off. “Sometimes we don’t know people as well as we think,” she said, her tone tight.

      “True. I mean, he did say this weird thing tonight about how I painted him out to be a nice guy, as if there was a side of him I didn’t know about.” My fingertips tapped along my lips as I thought.

      Glancing over at Liv, I realized she wasn’t listening. A frown had taken over her still distracted features.

      “What’s up with you?” I asked, rewinding back to what she’d said before adopting that expression. Sometimes we don’t know people as well as we think. “Is everything okay?”

      She and her long-time boyfriend, Carson, were moving in together, having bought a house together down the street. Ecstatic as I was about the house—and the fact that my big-city-born best friend would really stick around this small town—it was hard to accept we wouldn't be living together anymore.

      Liv blinked, refocusing on me. She heaved out a long breath. “Moving is bringing out the worst in us. We’ve had three fights in the past two days. Do you want to know what the last one was about? Whether or not we should put magnets on the fridge. It lasted for an hour, Pepper.”

      I almost giggled at the silliness, but the exhaustion and depression clear in my friend’s posture made me keep it to myself.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, reaching out to give her hand a quick squeeze. “You two aren’t fighters. You’re annoyingly happy, actually. I’m sure this is because of moving stress.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” She wrapped Hammy up in her arms and hugged the dog tight. “I’m probably projecting my sadness on him about not living with these adorable little puppy paws anymore.” She showered the dog with kisses. Hammy snorted and wriggled happily, licking Liv’s face in response.

      “Any time you want to take her for Auntie Olivia time, she’s yours,” I reminded her.

      Liv scooted closer and wrapped an arm around me. Then she stuck Hammy in between us. “Thanks. Oh, before I forget.” She pulled something out of her pocket.

      It was a key.

      “To the new house,” she said.

      Unlike Liv, who could keep her emotions under control enough to speak, I found myself choked up. Leaning over, I grabbed the key and pulled my friend into a tight hug.

      We let our heads rest together.

      “The end of an era,” I said.

      “End of an era,” Liv said in agreement. “Is it weird I’m getting my dream house, and yet I’m a little jealous of you getting to move into the apartment above the store?”

      “Psh. Not weird at all. I will basically be fulfilling most little girls’ dreams by living above a bunch of books.”

      “It’s such a funky, cool space.”

      “Complete with creaky wood floors and an old skeleton key.” I laughed. “So much better than this boring place.”

      We looked around the plain, two bedroom, cookie-cutter, college-town apartment.

      “Yeah, good thing we’re getting out of this dump,” Liv said. The slight wobble in her voice made me feel better about the tears crowding at the edges of my eyes.

      Swiping them away, I turned to her and asked, “One last movie night?”

      Our gazes turned to the empty place on the wall where our TV used to stand. We'd already moved it into my new apartment.

      I tugged my laptop out of my schoolbag, sitting on the floor next to the couch. “Small screen?”

      Liv nodded. “I’ll make more popcorn.”
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      The next morning, when Alex and Carson came to help move the bigger items, they found us snoozing on the couch with Hammy. As far as I could remember, we’d fallen asleep somewhere in the middle of our third movie.

      Liv, a morning person who prided herself on waking up earlier than she needed to so she could get things done, jumped up and scurried off into the bathroom to get ready. I, however, completely embraced my sleep-in tendencies and stretched as Hammy jumped down off the couch to greet Alex. Carson muttered something about coffee on his way into the kitchen.

      “I’m glad you got some sleep,” Alex said, settling next to me on the couch and planting a kiss on my forehead.

      I nodded. “What about you?”

      “Some. They’d pretty much finished by the time I got back. What’s going to take the longest is wrapping our heads around some of the things we found.” Alex clenched his jaw as if he didn’t want to remember.

      Before I could ask what he meant, Liv bounded into the room, looking way too awake from where I sat.

      “Okay, I’m ready. Are we doing the couch first?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” Alex stood. “But it’ll be a lot easier if Pepper moves first.”

      “Ha. Ha.” I rolled my eyes and stood. “I’ll go change.”

      Alex winked at me and removed the cushions. By the time I’d changed and packed the last of my stuff, the guys had taken the couch to Liv and Carson’s, dropped off a load of boxes at the bookstore, and left Hammy there with Jess, so she wasn’t in the way.

      I padded past the space where the couch used to sit and joined Liv over by the window where she was standing watching them move our mattresses into the back of Alex’s truck.

      “Holy biceps,” Liv said, mouth parted. I almost expected to see a little drool.

      My first instinct was to laugh, but I got a flash of a taut arm muscle, and the laugh came out as a squeak. “I could watch this all day.”

      Liv nodded.

      “Who needs movie heroes when we’ve got this.” Liv sighed as Carson vaulted himself into the truck bed and tied down the mattress.

      “Kinda makes you forget about fridge-magnet fights, huh?” I let out a whimper as Alex rolled up his T-shirt sleeves. His dark hair was sweaty, and he swiped it off his forehead.

      “Ooh, maybe we can get them to lift a fridge next,” Liv said, leaning against the wall as Carson used the bottom of his shirt to wipe the sweat from his face, revealing his toned stomach.

      Despite the new snow on the ground, the guys had been working hard and had stripped down to their cotton T-shirts and jeans. Liv and I snapped our mouths shut and stood up straight as they came in from outside.

      Carson looked around the empty apartment. “That’s it. You two ready?”

      “Yeah.” Liv wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “You go ahead with Alex. Pepper and I are going to say goodbye.”

      Alex’s brown eyes latched onto mine in that way he had of making sure I was okay.

      I winked at him to show him I was fine. “We’ll meet you at the bookstore. Jess said she left the back door open.”

      Once the guys had gone, Liv placed a hand on her chest. “Goodbye apartment. Thanks for the good times.”

      A few tears ran down my cheeks. “We’ll even miss the fact that only two burners on your stovetop actually work.”

      “And your shower’s hot and cold handles are reversed,” Liv added, wiping her own tears.

      After walking through one last time to make sure we’d gotten everything, we locked up and dropped the key off at the apartment complex office. We spent a few quiet moments in Liv’s car before she pulled out of the parking lot—well, quiet except for the occasional sniffle.

      Finally, Liv cleared her throat and started driving. “So do you think it’s okay that Carson and I are moving in together?” she asked.

      I glanced over at her. “Of course.”

      “I mean…” Liv shook her head. “I mean, is it weird we’re doing this before getting married?”

      Scoffing, I said, “This isn’t the fifties, Liv. People can live together without being married.”

      “I know.” She tapped her fingers on her steering wheel. “I just thought he might ask. I guess I could ask him.”

      “True.” I bobbed my head, but my brain was going through its own questions. Alex and I have been together almost as long as them. Should we be getting married? Should we be moving in together?

      I mean, I was excited to live on my own for the first time. And both Alex and I were still dealing with losing a parent in the recent past. For me, it was important for me to finish my master's in English, like my dad. For Alex, living with his father seemed to help them both with the loss of Alex’s mother.

      “Alex and I can barely get together for dinner, so at least you and Carson are moving in together,” I said, regretting the way it sounded like I wanted something different from what I had.

      Liv eyed me, but luckily she pulled into the small parking lot behind the bookstore, so she didn’t have a chance to ask me what I’d meant by that.

      The guys were already maneuvering the mattress in through the back door. Liv and I got out and raced ahead of them, clomping up the creaky steps to my apartment, so we could hold open the door.

      Once they slid my mattress onto the frame we’d set up earlier that week, I collapsed face-first into the plush softness.

      Alex wiggled my foot. “Don’t get too comfortable; we’ve still gotta take Liv’s mattress over to their place.”

      I groaned and peeled my face off the pillow top. “You mean Noblebranch Manor?” I corrected in my best, haughty accent.

      He snorted out a laugh. “What?”

      Liv rolled her eyes. “She’s been reading all those Brontë books and named our new house.”

      “And Noblebranch is a dignified name, not to mention it perfectly describes the beautiful oak you have in the front yard.” I didn’t see what was so wrong about naming the house.

      Liv shook her head. “Whatever. Actually, Peps, why don’t you hang here and unpack?” Liv suggested. “You’ve been at our place—sorry, Noblebranch—the past week, helping us. We’re just going to use Alex for his truck one last time and then send him back to you, anyway.”

      Glancing over at my friend, I asked, “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.” She winked at me.

      Alex dipped his head once. “Sounds good. I’ll be back in a few to help.”

      At that, they went back down the staircase, and I was alone.

      The apartment was big, about twice the size of our old place, but it was all one room save for the bathroom. Even the big sectional couch my mom had given me from her den didn’t make a dent in the space. And while I wasn’t sure exactly what I would do with all the room before me, at least I wouldn’t have to worry about Liv getting on my case about my stacks upon stacks of books. This place was a book-stacker’s paradise.

      Midmorning sun filtered in through the large, half-moon-shaped window looking out over the valley, dust motes dancing in the golden light. As old as the building was, the former owner had remodeled this apartment under a decade ago.

      The place held none of the musty smells one might normally equate with such an attic. Even when no one was living up here, they had kept it warm in order to store extra stock—bookstore owners are finicky about keeping their books from growing mildew or from moisture turning pages yellow.

      Even though my visual scan of my new home was making me feel happy, my attention caught on something through the large window that made my good mood plummet down to the main floor of the bookstore. Off in the distance, in the northern foothills, I had a perfect view of the Woodcrest mansion.

      The events of yesterday came crashing back. Rubbing at the goose bumps forming on the backs of my arms, I went downstairs to find Hammy. If I was going to be up here unpacking until Alex got back, I needed some company.
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      Hammy was a perfect unpacking companion. She stood by my side each time I opened a new box, wagging her little nubbin of a tail as if this might be the one that held her toys. I laughed at the way she acted surprised and sniffed all our regular stuff, just because it’d been a few days since she’d seen it.

      By the time I’d unpacked three boxes, Alex returned.

      “Of course you started with your books,” he said with a chuckle as I stacked the novels by color.

      I smiled up at him. “Of course.”

      “Well, I’ll start on the bedroom, so you can actually sleep here tonight.”

      Tipping my head to one side, I said, “I suppose that makes sense. Here, I’ll come help you.”

      Together, we tackled the boxes containing my bed linens and comforter. But before we’d even gotten the pillows into the pillowcases, Alex got a call from the station.

      “Okay. Will do. Be there in fifteen.” His eyebrows furrowed together, and he looked up at me.

      “Don’t worry.” I waved a hand at him. “I’m sick of this unpacking business anyway.”

      He wrapped an arm around me, and we surveyed my new place.

      “They find something new?” I asked, unable to help myself.

      Alex pulled in a deep breath. “Well, they got ahold of the brother.”

      “They found Emerson? Where was he?” I spun toward Alex to better read his features.

      “Must’ve been in town. He’s at the station now.”

      “In town, huh?” I chewed on my bottom lip, considering his tendency to drift in and out of Pine Crest like a mysterious fog. “When you talk to him, ask him about the Thanksgiving break during his—” I counted back on my fingers. “It would’ve been his freshman year in high school. Something big happened between him and Cole that weekend. I mean, the two of them were always at odds, but after that holiday, things changed. They could barely be in the same room.”

      Alex’s eyebrows rose with interest. “Okay.” He nodded. “You want me to come back when I’m done at the station?” He bumped his shoulder into mine. “Your first night alone might be a little weird.”

      I shrugged. “Ham and I will be okay.”

      Searching for her, I found her snuffling around behind a stack of boxes.

      “Won’t we, Hammy?” I said, patting my leg.

      The snorting stopped, and she came jogging over. Alex and I doubled over in laughter at the sight. A sizable dust bunny was stuck to her nose, but it was positioned just right and looked like a fancy mustache. When she reached us, Alex took pity on her and cleaned it off with a tissue.

      “I can see you’ll be in very good hands,” he said with a chuckle.

      “Plus after closing up the store I have to finish this paper for Fergie tonight, so the less handsome, well-muscled distractions I have, the better.” I wrapped my hand as far as it would go around one of his biceps and leaned up to plant a kiss on his cheek.

      “This the Brontë paper?”

      “The one and only.” I dipped my head.

      “What’d you decide on for a thesis?” But before I could answer, he held up a hand to stop me. “No, let me guess… you’re writing about how the Brontës must’ve lived in a creepy place growing up since they all ended up creating super intense characters who basically stalked everyone they loved because they never learned how to show their feelings.”

      I laughed. “Though astute in your observations, I’m not sure the evidence would support your claim.”

      He tipped his head to one side. “Come on. What’s his face in that Wildfell book follows that woman he loves, ‘randomly running into her.’” Alex used finger quotes around that last bit. “Rochester pretends to be a fortune teller to try tricking Jane into telling him how she feels about him. And don’t even get me started on Heathcliff! The guy literally stalked Cathy when she refused to see him. Not to mention how he locked her daughter in his house until she agreed to marry his son.”

      A grin spread across my face as Alex ranted, pacing in front of me as he listed his evidence.

      “Knowing Fergie, she’ll prefer my thesis that the Brontës all wrote about independent women living in a world where so many only dreamed of independence.” I placed a hand on either side of his face. “But I love you for how riled up you just got about literature.”

      He leaned down to kiss me. “Okay, well, good luck. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      Hammy and I followed Alex downstairs to relieve Jess. Alex took off for the station, and Jess headed home. Alone in the empty store, I worked on inventorying a shipment of new books.

      As I performed the monotonous work, I ruminated about Liv’s worries that she and Carson weren’t engaged yet. Was it weird that Alex and I hadn't taken any next steps? Should we be moving in together or getting married? Did the fact we hadn't mean something was wrong?

      I distracted myself with shelving the stack of newly entered books. Things between us didn’t feel wrong. Not at all, actually. I mean, except how little I’d gotten to see him lately. But this was merely a phase, a busy time for both of us.

      Right?

      Hamburger let out a hefty doggie sigh from her bed next to the register.

      A group of customers entered, pulling me from my unproductive thoughts. And while I loved every customer who set foot in my bookstore, seeing they were locals made my greeting all the happier.

      Fiona, a friend from high school, waved in response to my welcome and pointed to the historical fiction section—the girl was a sucker for Regency and Victorian romances.

      Closely following Fiona were Nate and his girlfriend, Victoria. Nate Newton owned my favorite local coffee spot, Bittersweet. And while he had a baker to make the amazing pastries, he was the creator behind each of my sugary coffee-drink obsessions.

      “Pepper,” he said, bowing his lanky body as he approached my register.

      Victoria, hiding behind her curtain of dark hair as usual, slunk off into the poetry corner.

      Being left alone with Nate would’ve given me the total creeps a year ago, but we’d sort of become friends as of late. Still, the guy had a tendency to leer down on people like he was trying to spot their weaknesses.

      “Hey, Nate. What brings you in today?”

      He blinked slowly. “Victoria wanted more poetry, and I thought I might check out what was new in the horror section.” He rubbed his hands together, producing a sound like sandpaper. “You know, gather some inspiration.”

      Swallowing, I frowned up at the tall man. Inspiration? “For?” I asked, choking on the word.

      “For the screenplay I’m writing with Victoria. Didn’t I tell you about it?” He pursed his thin lips.

      “Uh, no.” I shook my head, unsure if I should be relieved or not.

      He cleared his throat, and a smile curled at the edges of his mouth. “The main character is the murderer, a serial killer, you see,” he said, visibly thrilled to get to explain it to someone else. “But the interesting part is that he’s also a traveling knife salesman, so he gets to test out each knife.” Nate raised one eyebrow. “See if it works.”

      A shiver raced down my spine. “Oh…” I didn’t know what else to say.

      “Another bit of good news,” Nate continued. “I’ve recently started selling knives: hunting, cooking. Pick your poison; I’ve got it.”

      Hammy woke up from where she’d been sleeping next to the register. Her head tipped to one side as if she were saying, Really, dude? That was the creepiest time to mention that.

      Before purchasing the café, Nate was known for his odd, ever-changing, pyramid-scheme-type business ventures. The man had sold everything from power tools to self-tanners. So it wasn’t surprising he was still getting sucked into these opportunities, despite his successful café. But even more mentions of knives only blurred my vision. All I could think about was last night; all I could see were the red stains in the pure snow.

      Luckily, Fiona stepped up behind Nate and cleared her throat. “Sorry, Nate. Mind if I squeeze by you here?”

      Nate took a large step back—with his stilt-like legs, one step took him halfway across the room—and gestured forward with a sweep of his arms. “Of course, of course. I should go find some treasures of my own.” And with that, he skulked behind a bookshelf and disappeared.

      “I half expect him to let out an evil cackle each time he leaves like that.” Fiona set her books on the counter. “Hey, you okay?”

      When I snapped out of my trance, Fiona was staring at me the same way I’d seen her look at patients in triage at the scene of a medical emergency.

      “You’re white as a sheet.” She leaned closer and peered in my eyes.

      Heaving in a deep breath, I said, “I’m fine. Sorry, just... he got talking about knives, and I got thinking about blood.” Another shiver rattled through me.

      “Girl,” Fiona said, pausing as she shook her head. “You have no idea. I was at the worst scene last night.”

      I cringed at the mention of what had to be Woodcrest. Fiona had become an EMT and would’ve been called to the scene first.

      My friend must’ve caught the flinch in my features, because she raised an eyebrow. “Or maybe you do have an idea. Did your boyfriend fill you in?”

      “I went along when he got the call,” I whispered. “But that was before we knew it was…”

      “Cole.” She finished for me, letting out a sad exhale.

      “It must’ve been especially hard for you. You grew up on that property,” I said, but immediately regretted it. Fiona didn’t like to talk about her father.

      “We all did,” she said, stiffly.

      Her father had been the Williams' gardener, but he’d skipped town our senior year after stealing a small fortune from Woodcrest. The Williams family took her in, giving her a place to stay until she graduated and got her feet under her.

      Fiona scanned my probably uncomfortable-looking expression and her own softened. “I can’t believe it. Everybody loved Cole.”

      “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Nothing at that scene made sense.” She scoffed. When my forehead wrinkled in question, Fiona took another step closer and said, “There were bloody footprints leading to the body and a little ways away from it, but there was only one stab wound. Sure, it was awful, but usually when we see that much blood spread around it’s from something messier like multiple stab wounds.”

      Speaking of blood, mine was pounding in my ears, making the bookshelves seem like they were closing in on me. “You mean, you think that might not have been all Co—uh, his blood?”

      Fiona shrugged. “I mean, that’s up to your boyfriend and the detectives to figure out, but it sure didn’t seem like it could’ve come only from him. And that’s not all. There was a rifle under him, but he was stabbed, not shot. It’s almost like whoever did this to him, lured him out there with those footprints.”

      My breath caught in my throat for a moment. “Almost as if someone was stalking him,” I whispered, recalling Alex’s comment from earlier about the abundance of stalking in Brontë novels.

      “Yeah,” Fiona said.

      We both jumped as Nate and Victoria’s voices headed in our direction. Remembering I was supposed to be running a business, I grabbed the books Fiona had picked and rang them up, telling her the total. She paid, scooting out of there before she had to deal with Nate—proving not everyone could get past his creepy ways as easily as I did.

      After Nate and Victoria paid, I had a steady trickle of customers before locking up for the night. Fiona’s words about the killer luring Cole to his death had only grown into full-blown worries in my mind over the course of the night. So by the time I flipped the sign on the door and then the locks, tremors shook my fingers. I checked each lock twice, Hammy on my heels.

      “This is silly, Ham.” I chuckled at myself. “No one has ever wanted to break into the bookstore before, and that won’t be any different now we live here.”

      What I didn’t say aloud to her was that I was glad there was a separate lock on my apartment door at the top of the steps. After what had happened to Cole yesterday, extra locks were welcome. Though as I settled into my dad’s old mustard-colored armchair and worked on my Brontë paper, it felt as if I’d locked the darkness inside with me.

      Try as I might to focus on quotes that would support my thesis, evidence of the independence and strength of the women in these novels, my eyes constantly lighted on the eerier lines.

      … great grey hills heaved up round the horizon: as twilight deepened, we descended a valley, dark with wood…

      I glanced up from the pages of Jane Eyre and stared out my window at the shadowy figure of Woodcrest mansion up on the hill. A chill ran straight to my bones.
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      That Monday in Professor Ferguson’s class, we sat with printed rough drafts of our papers in our laps and tears in our eyes. No one seemed to be able to look away from Cole’s empty seat.

      Fergie must’ve been notified over the weekend, because her face was puffy and red with emotion like mine. The rest of the cohort found out when Fergie broke the news at the start of class.

      “My dears, I have the dreadful task of sharing some devastating news…”

      Her watery blue eyes had settled on mine after she’d finished telling us Cole was gone. Devin dropped his head into his hands and wouldn’t look up. Janet burst into tears, sobs wracking her delicate frame. And Andrea seemed downright catatonic. She kept shaking her head, muttering something I couldn’t quite make out.

      Fergie cleared her throat. “Obviously we can postpone our peer-editing plans for our time today.”

      “Professor?” Janet raised her hand. “I don’t want to speak for everyone else, but I would like to stay and edit. It would be nice to take our minds off… him.”

      I gave Janet a small smile and a second vote in the way of a raised pointer finger.

      Devin, who stared blankly out the window, said, “I agree.”

      “Me too,” Andrea swiped at her misty eyes then picked up the paper in her lap.

      Our fearless leader pursed her bright red lips then stood in a whoosh of flowing fabrics. “Hope traversed them at night, and left each morning brighter traces of her steps,” Fergie said, the quote from Jane Eyre serving as our inspiration to push forward.

      Pairing up, Devin and I swapped papers first. We clicked our red pens open like swords, ready to question and cut—lovingly, of course.

      I dove into Devin’s introduction, intrigued right away by his thesis that the setting of each Brontë novel reflected the true nature of the main love interest.

      Marking small notes here and circling the odd misspelling there, I nodded along with his findings. Helen was quite like Wildfell Hall in the sense that most of her heart was shut up, deserted, leaving only small parts open to Gilbert. Heathcliff’s wildness was for sure reflected in the unruly moors surrounding Wuthering Heights and Thrushcross Grange.

      When I moved on to find out how Rochester’s dark depths and hidden past were mirrored in the gothic grandeur of Thornfield Hall, I forgot about Cole, about the tightness in my gut. Janet was right; reading was the perfect way to take our minds off our sadness.

      For our second round of editing, I longed for Janet, feeling sure I didn't have the strength to deal with Andrea and her intensity today. But Fergie was the queen of pairings, as she made clear with a stern glance whenever anyone made a fuss, and I moved to sit next to Andrea when she gestured for me to do so.

      Just read the paper, critique, edit, and don’t look up, I coached myself.

      I envisioned lasers coming from my eyes and drawing red lines under each sentence, hoping my intensity might ward off an opening for conversation with Andrea.

      At that moment, I located her thesis statement, and reading became even more uncomfortable. Love is only true when manifested as obsession. Blinking, I read it a second time.

      It wasn’t as if I’d thought Andrea was well balanced, but this was flat-out nuts.

      I devoured the rest of her first page. I was like the wandering, starving Jane Eyre after fleeing from Thornfield, and Andrea’s words were the only sustenance I’d seen in days. My teeth bit down on my bottom lip as I read in an attempt to prevent any snorts or incredulous exclamations at her wild words.

      I had to give it to her. For a die-hard Heathcliff fangirl, she did at least mention Rochester and Gilbert Markham. But compared to the three pages she included about Heathcliff, the few sentences were nothing. Once on the subject of Heathcliff, she pulled quote after dramatic quote, her commentary swooning so badly I almost expected the paper to wilt in my hands. And when she wasn’t drooling over Heathcliff’s obsessive love of Catherine, she discussed how their only option was death because they would not be together.

      In short, the essay was wacky.

      When I’d finished, I felt the need to gasp as if I were coming up for air after almost drowning. Having read it so quickly the first time, I went back and read for sentence structure, spelling, and grammar, knowing I would not change her mind about the content itself.

      Andrea was still reading over my pages, marking up whole sections with a purse-lipped expression. She appeared equally appalled by my words, though I doubted my paper gave her the full body shivers as hers had given me.

      I got up to stretch while I waited for her to finish. Janet and Devin had moved toward the corner and had their heads bent together while they whispered. After hearing Cole’s name a few times, I wandered over in their direction.

      Janet looked up. “Hey, Pepper.” She smiled in a way that was more like a grimace.

      “Hi.” I shoved my hands in my pockets.

      “I know we’re supposed to be taking our minds off him, but I just can’t stop thinking about it,” Devin said, shaking his head.

      “It’s awful.” I mimicked their expressions.

      “I keep wracking my brain for who could’ve done this, but I can’t even remember Cole getting in a single disagreement with anyone.” Janet squinted one eye.

      “Me neither.” Devin stood, excusing himself to the restroom.

      “What’d you write about?” Janet asked once we were alone. “Andrea looks like she’s about to stab your pages with her pen.” She chuckled.

      “She’s probably mad that I didn’t spend the whole time going on about Heathcliff and his hotness.” I rolled my eyes. “Or that I wrote about independence instead of people dying from broken hearts.”

      “Yeah.” Janet puffed out her cheeks. “Hers was pretty intense. Not that I expected anything different.”

      I agreed. “I’m sorry I didn’t get to read yours yet, but I’m happy you’ll be the last one to read mine.”

      Fergie always kept one last critique session for later, after we made the changes from this round.

      “Me too. Oh, she’s done.” Janet pointed over to Andrea. “Good luck.”

      I rejoined my partner and sat with a wary watchfulness as Andrea flipped my cover sheet back in place. A tentative smile rested on my lips when she looked up.

      “Thanks for reading,” I said.

      Andrea’s face tightened. “Thanks for sharing,” she said, parroting the line Fergie had ingrained in us to keep up the standards of polite academic discourse. “You want to go first or should I?”

      “Uh, go for it.” I gestured toward her.

      Andrea sighed. “Okay, well…” She flipped through my first few pages. “It was a little heavy on the women, without a lot of mention of the male characters.”

      I cleared my throat, hoping to buy time while my brain grappled with that comment. “Well, it was about how the Brontë sisters wrote about independent women, so I figured it would be best to focus on the… women.” I chewed on my bottom lip, waiting for her to respond.

      “I guess.” She shrugged. “But Heathcliff and Cathy used to play outside, running around the moors, getting muddy and up to mischief together when they were younger.”

      “Okay… and?”

      “Heathcliff treated her like an independent person, not expecting her to be a lady. You could argue that he was just as much of a proponent for women’s independence.”

      I almost burst out in laughter, but controlled myself. “Right, but that was when they were kids. Later he imprisoned her daughter in his home until she agreed to marry his son. That doesn’t seem like someone who saw women as independent people.”

      “He was worried about Linton, wanted to make sure he got married.” She wrinkled her nose.

      “Andrea,” I said her name as I exhaled. “The man beat Linton and only wanted Catherine to marry him, so he would inherit Thrushcross Grange.”

      She sniffed. “Well, agree to disagree, I guess.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose for a second. “Anything else?” I asked, letting my hand fall.

      “Nope. You made your feelings clear.” She shoved the paper across the table.

      “Thanks,” I said, adding I think in my head.

      “What about mine?” She crossed her arms in front of her chest.

      I resisted the urge to throw the thing at her and run. This was already off to a contentious start.

      “I would have to say the same. You made your feelings clear and stuck to your thesis very well.” I flipped to the first page. “I wondered, though, about the absoluteness of your statement about death being the only option if the two lovers couldn’t be together.”

      I kept my eyes down, unsure if I was ready to meet whatever expression she would wear after hearing my opinion.

      Pushing forward, I added, “I mean, Jane and Rochester spent quite some time apart and were able to survive. Sure, they weren’t as happy as they could’ve been together, but they still had productive lives. And Gilbert waited for Helen all those months when she went back to take care of her dying husband. By your logic, he should’ve ended it all when he thought he couldn’t ever have her.” I cleared my throat, knowing this next part was going to be the hardest to say. “And even though Cathy died, Heathcliff didn’t. He went on to live decades without her.” I glanced up.

      Instead of scowling as I expected her to be, Andrea smiled—chuckled even. She shook her head. “Oh, Pepper. I’m not surprised you missed it, though I did expect more from someone in our program. Heathcliff isn’t really alive during the years after Cathy dies. It’s why he’s so harsh with everyone else, so angry. He’s only living a half life, barely sustained by the times he sees Cathy’s ghost. The man was too strong, too healthy to die of a broken heart like Cathy did.” Andrea reached forward and patted my hand.

      I don’t know why I expected anything to get through to her. Pulling my hand back, I let my fingers curl around my essay. But the reality of Cole’s death cut through my petty feelings, and I remembered that this didn’t matter. Our friend and classmate was dead. It seemed silly to fight over words on a page.

      With my free hand, I handed over hers. “Okay, well, the rest is small stuff. I marked it on the pages.”

      I stood, ready to leave. My cheeks were hot. I hoped they weren’t too red, hoped they weren’t belying the way her condescending tone had gotten under my skin. I checked my watch.

      “Well, I’ve got to get home,” I said, smiling thinly.

      I didn’t wait for her to say a thing, instead turning to wave to Fergie and the others. Relieving Jess at the bookstore was becoming a great reason to escape extra time with Andrea. I was counting the days until the end to this unit, when we wouldn’t have to talk about Heathcliff ever again.

      I stuffed my paper into my bag and grabbed on to the door, swinging it open with more force than necessary. My heart jumped as I saw Alex in the hallway. Sweet mother of surprises, this was the best one I’d had in a while. After reading about Heathcliff for the last half an hour, I needed Alex’s kind smile.

      Rushing over to him, I wrapped my arms around his middle, tight.

      “Whoa. Hi, there.” He coughed in surprise. “Peps, I—”

      Before he said anything else, I reached up and put my hands on either side of his face. I pulled him into a kiss I hoped would erase all thoughts of literary bullies.

      Hesitant at first, Alex relaxed into the kiss, wrapping his arms around my waist and pulling me closer. His face was flushed and his eyes a little glassy when we moved apart.

      “You said the uniform was losing its charm.” His lip twitched up into a smirk, as he motioned down at his dark blue police garb.

      Grabbing on to both of his lapels, I said, “Never. This is such a nice surprise. You know I have to go to the store, though. You’re welcome to come hang with me there.”

      Alex’s features tightened. His hands dropped to my hips, and he moved me back a few inches. “I’m not here for you.”

      At that moment, the classroom door opened behind me. I swiveled to see Devin, Andrea, and Janet walking out.

      “Andrea Hall,” he said, stepping around me. “I need to ask you a few questions.”
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      Andrea’s face clouded over, like the wild English countryside of a Brontë novel right before a storm. She glanced from Alex to me, then down the hallway, as if she were considering running.

      Janet and Devin flanked her, their expressions just as stunned.

      Alex cleared his throat, stepping forward. “Please, follow me.” He gestured down the hall.

      Andrea swallowed and proceeded in the direction he’d indicated.

      The remaining members of my cohort raced over to me.

      “Omigosh, do you think it’s about Cole?” Janet asked in one breath.

      “How could it be about anything else?” Devin countered.

      I chewed on my lip as Alex and Andrea disappeared around the corner. The three of us stood there for a silent moment, staring after them.

      “Maybe he wants to talk with all of us because we’re in the same cohort. What if Andrea was just the first one?” Janet offered, ever the optimist.

      “No.” I shook my head. “He would’ve told us to stick around. But don’t worry, Alex knows what he’s doing.”

      Janet raised one eyebrow. “Alex? You’re on a first name basis with the cops?”

      “Uh…” I cleared my throat. “He’s my boyfriend.”

      An odd emptiness wound through my chest, spreading out to my limbs. For the first time since I’d started dating Alex, the word boyfriend didn’t seem like enough. It felt flat, too small.

      Shaking away the feeling, I concentrated on Janet, whose eyes were wide.

      “I never took you for someone to date a cop, Pepper.” She hugged her books closer to her chest.

      “Why?” I asked, taken aback. Was that something people noticed? Were only certain types of people likely to date someone on the force?

      “Oh, I—well, I thought you might date a literary enthusiast, like yourself.” Her cheeks turned a light pink, and she looked to Devin as if he would help her dig herself out of the hole she’d dug.

      Devin, seeing a losing fight, shoved his hands in his pockets and shrugged.

      “Alex is a literary enthusiast, actually,” I said, not that I needed to justify my choice of a partner. Opposites attracted and all that, right? “He reads everything I’m reading for class, so we can discuss it together.” I worked to keep my voice calm, not defensive.

      “That’s so cute,” Janet said.

      Unable to tell whether she was being honest or sarcastic, my shoulders stiffened. Or maybe it was more about how her comment hit on the already sore spot in my heart about how our relationship was progressing. Not keen on getting in a fight, I decided to get back to the reason we were still standing here.

      “Do either of you think Andrea could’ve had something to do with Cole?” I asked, gulping down the other, sadder endings to that sentence.

      The lights in Fergie’s classroom went dark, and the door began to open. Our professor was distraught enough about losing one student, I didn’t want to trouble her thinking that another of her students might be guilty of that very loss.

      “Hey, why don’t we talk about this somewhere else?” I checked my watch. “I’ve got to get to my store to relieve my employee, but you two are free to come there. I can make us tea.”

      They agreed, and before Fergie could see us, we hurried off around the corner. The walk to the bookstore was spent in silence.

      There’s a point each winter in Pine Crest where the air turns so cold it stings, and if you let any skin show, it downright aches. Talking in this deep freeze feels like swallowing a handful of needles—and that’s not even hyperbolic.

      So we pulled our collars up and our hats down, tucking ourselves into our winter gear as we trundled across campus and crossed Main Street like a line of arctic explorers.

      The jingle of the bell above the front door of Brooks’ Books was the sweetest sound I’d heard all day. Jess smiled up from behind the register, and Hammy came running over to greet me.

      “Hi, girl.” I leaned down to pick her up.

      I’d told Jess to leave the dog upstairs, so she didn’t have to Hammy-sit all day during her shift, but the woman insisted that having Hammy around made everything better. Being of the same mind, I was inclined to trust that she would put the dog away if she needed a break.

      “Janet. Devin,” I said, turning back to face my classmates. “That’s Jess, the best employee in the world, and this is Hamburger, the best dog in the world. I’m incredibly spoiled here, as you can see.” I beamed at my cozy little store, now home.

      “Wow, Pepper. This is great.” Devin took in the bookstore.

      “I can’t believe I’ve never been here,” Janet said, stepping forward to browse the table of new releases nearest to the front door. “I’ve been wasting my money at the campus bookstore.”

      I chuckled. “Money spent on books is never wasted.” I turned to Jess. “You can head out if you’d like. Unless you want some tea before you brave the wintry blight. I’m going to make some for these two.”

      Jess glanced warily outside, but shook her head. “Thanks for the offer, but I'd rather get it over with. Like a Band-Aid, right?” She laughed, slipping on her jacket.

      As much as I loved Jess’s company, I wasn’t too sad she was going to leave right away. I figured it would be easier to chat about what we’d witnessed on campus if it was only the three of us.

      After waving goodbye to Jess, I made my way over to the tea and coffee station and made up three steaming mugs. The store was currently empty, for which I was also grateful.

      “So,” I said, ducking out from under my over-the-shoulder schoolbag and unzipping my jacket. I slumped into my favorite green armchair in the small meeting area near the middle of the store. Hammy settled in a ball at my feet. “What do you think the police want with Andrea?” I asked.

      Devin let out a long breath, while Janet seemed to stiffen. My peers settled onto the couch and other chair respectively, grabbing at their mugs of tea to warm themselves before either of them answered.

      “She can be intense,” Janet said finally, after a few sips. “But this is murder we’re talking about. You two can’t think she’s that crazy.” Janet said the last sentence as a statement, but there was a question behind her eyes as she waited for our response.

      “I mean…” I sucked in air through my teeth. “She did write about some pretty intense stuff in her essay. Love, obsession, death.”

      “And she used to look at Cole like she wanted to slice off his face and keep it forever,” Devin added, much less tactfully. Realizing his mistake, he focused on his mug of tea for a second until the awkward air passed. He cleared his throat. “One of my buddies went on a date with her, earlier this year. And he said they weren’t even through their entrées before she was planning a vacation for the two of them over the summer.”

      Janet’s face went slack with resignation.

      “And when he told her it wasn’t working out as they were leaving the restaurant, she made a big scene, cried. She showed up at his apartment twice over the next week.” Devin swallowed. “He didn’t even tell her where he lived.”

      “Yeah, but…” Janet chewed on her lip. “Being bad at dating isn’t a crime.”

      “Well, something she did got Pepper’s boyfriend to pull her aside for questioning,” Devin pointed out.

      I grimaced. “He’s right, Janet. I don’t want to believe Andrea could’ve done anything to Cole either, but the police seem to think differently.”

      Janet took a sip of her tea. “The police will find she’s got nothing to do with what happened to Cole.”

      “I hope you’re right.” I held her gaze, so she would know I was serious. “But we need to prepare for the possibility that you might not be.”

      She dipped her chin in concession. “Okay. Just don’t go assuming she’s guilty because the two of you don't get along.”

      Scoffing, I opened my mouth to protest, when it hit me—Janet was right. I mean, Alex showing up to question her had definitely sparked my speculation, but it had been fueled by the gasoline of my frustrated interactions with the woman over the past six months.

      I pressed my lips together for a moment, then I responded. “You’re right. I will stick to the facts, keep my feelings about her out of it.”

      Janet smiled. “The facts. Which are…?”

      As she asked the question, the bookstore's door jangled a greeting to a newcomer. Alex kicked snow off his boots before stepping off the welcome mat. He rubbed his hands together.

      My heart lightened as I took in his wind-pinkened cheeks.

      “Hey.” I stood to greet him, but I was fairly bowled over by Hammy, who snorted awake from where she’d been sleeping at my feet and shouldered me out of the way.

      And I thought I was intense about the guy, I reflected with an inward eye roll.

      His expression relaxed into a smile. “Hamburguesa,” he said. The Spanish pronunciation tumbled off his tongue expertly. His dad had grown up in Mexico, after all.

      Hamburger pranced around his feet, tongue lolling, eyes full of intense admiration.

      I hated that there was a ring of doubt wrapped tightly around my feelings of happiness at seeing Alex. Janet’s comment about us being together had been innocent enough, but it played right into the worries I’d been having about our relationship moving forward.

      “Okay, Hammy. That’s more than enough,” I said, walking around the dog to give him a kiss.

      His smile only deepened as he said hi to me.

      “Can I get you some tea?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “No thanks. I can’t stay long.” Turning his attention to my classmates, sitting with their mugs of tea, he asked, “You guys doing schoolwork?” He took a step back as if he had intruded.

      “Of sorts,” I said.

      Devin and Janet shook their heads.

      Interest piqued, Alex turned to me, folding his arms over his chest. “You wouldn’t happen to be talking about this case, would you?”

      I laughed. “Psh. Of course…” I trailed off, unable to lie and add the not to the end of that statement. “Of course,” I repeated, my gaze dropping to my hands.

      “Peps…” The sigh that followed was big enough I half expected the new-release books to tumble off the table and onto the floor when he exhaled.

      “I should get going,” Devin said, his words rushed. He set his mug on the coffee table and scrambled to gather his things.

      “Me too.” Janet followed suit, avoiding eye contact with Alex, but shooting me an apologetic cringe before scuttling around us. “We’ll see you in class,” she called as they pushed through the front door.

      Now it was my turn to sigh. “Dude, you scared them away.”

      My fake pouty lips turned up into a smirk. I stepped closer to him, not exactly hating that we were alone.

      Alex ran a hand over the back of his neck. “Sorry. I didn’t mean for them to leave. It’s just—” He stopped and closed his eyes for a moment. “I need you to be careful, and this whole case is already too close to you for my comfort level,” he said, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me closer to him.

      Curious as I was about the case, I would’ve agreed to anything he said in that moment, with his mint and laundry smell surrounding me almost as palpably as his strong arms. Honestly, though, the sincerity in his tone made me realize I needed to think twice before I got involved in this.

      “I know. I’m sorry. We got freaked that someone we see every week could’ve had something to do with Cole.” I shook my head. “Did she?” I asked, then cleared my throat. “Uh, for purely self-preservation reasons, of course. I need to know whether or not I should be worried about going to class on Wednesday.”

      Alex’s frown slowly morphed into a reluctant smile. “You’re incorrigible. You know that?”

      I laughed, nodding.

      He stepped away from me, sinking into the armchair nearest to him. “She sent Cole some pretty intense emails and admitted to some light stalking.”

      “Light stalking?” I snorted, returning to my green chair, so I sat facing him. “What’s that?”

      Shrugging, he said, “Making sure they ran into each other, memorizing his schedule, that kind of stuff.”

      I pondered what Devin had said about his friend, about Andrea showing up at the friend’s apartment even though he hadn’t told her where he lived. I remembered hearing about her last serious boyfriend getting a restraining order against her.

      “Are you sure that’s all?”

      He rubbed at his tired eyes. “No, but I’m looking into it.” He stressed the I in I’m as if I might be hard of hearing.

      I put up my hands as if that emphasized word was a weapon being lobbed at me. “Got it.” I focused on a spot on my shoe, about to lean over and clean it off when Alex spoke again.

      “I can’t risk you getting hurt.” His voice was a whisper, not because it was a secret, but because it sounded like he was battling with some monster at the same time, and that was all the strength he had left.

      Meeting his gaze, I recognized a deep darkness in his eyes I’d only been privy to a few times before. It was the same expression he’d worn when he first told me about his mom getting shot in the line of duty. It was also the way he’d stared at me when he’d pulled me out of a lake last spring after some bloodthirsty thespians had tried to drown me. It was a worried, soul-crushing, barely holding it together look that made my stomach ache.

      I nodded. “I know.”

      He mimicked my nod. “Okay.” Brow furrowing, he pulled his buzzing phone out of his pocket. “Valdez,” he answered as he brought it up to his ear. “Really? That’s interesting. No, I’ll be right there.” Shaking his head, he hung up. “I’ve got to get back to the station. I’ll call you later. Love you.”

      I bit my lip, wanting so much to ask what the call had been about. But our recent conversation had helped me realize that Alex was terrified he was going to lose someone else. I gulped in a breath as I realized how hard I made it on him.

      “Love you too.” And boy, did I, enough to keep myself safe, so he would never have to look at me with so much worry again.

      Before I could say anything more, he was gone.
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      The moments of quiet contemplation as I finished my tea were short lived. Minutes after Alex left, the evening rush hurtled into the store like an avalanche.

      Seriously, it was the busiest the bookstore had been since right before Christmas. It wasn’t until an hour before closing that Nate waltzed in wearing a sly grin almost as disconcerting as the full-length cape tied around his thin neck. Hands clasped behind his back, he sidled up to my register and bowed.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked before realizing I shouldn’t chastise people for coming into my store. “Did you already finish the books you bought the other day?”

      Pursing his lips, he looked around. “Rather busy in here,” he said with his odd hint of a British accent, ignoring my questions.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Nate, what did you do?” I asked flatly.

      The man contained more schemes than an episode of Scooby-Doo.

      He chuckled. “Only something I should’ve done way before now.”

      “Which is…?” I asked after enduring too long of a pause on his end.

      Nate pulled out a folded piece of paper from his pocket. In order to access said pocket, first he flipped his cape out of the way in a theatrical flourish.

      As he unfolded the page, I saw it was a printed poster, slightly bigger than a regular sheet of paper. It was a pretty teal color and had three Bs along the top. Peering closer, I read that the Bs stood for Brooks’ Books and Bittersweet.

      It was a promotional flyer, telling customers that they would get one free bakery item for every five books they purchased from Brooks’ Books, as long as they brought in their receipts. Small print at the bottom explained that if they put their name, email, and phone number on each set of receipts, they could enter a drawing for free coffee for a month.

      My mouth dropped open. “Nate! This is wonderful.” I pored over the rest of the small print, waiting for a catch. I glanced up at him. “There’s nothing that helps you here, though. You have to give away free bakery items, and I get all the business. Why would you do this?”

      Nate let his head fall back in a dramatic laugh. His Adam’s apple stuck out and bobbed in a way that made me feel the need to look away.

      “Oh, Pepper, don’t you worry. I’m getting more out of it than you realize.”

      He let the ominous statement sit in between us for a moment before striding away.

      Leave it to Nate to turn a perfectly normal interaction into something creepy, I thought with a shudder. I didn’t have time to worry anymore because a couple approached the register. Nate wandered away, pinning the flyer to my community board near the coffee and tea station.

      The rush subsided about half an hour before closing. Dead tired, I looked past the shelves that needed tending and the boxes I had to break down after my most recent order. I didn’t have the strength or energy.

      My gaze drifted over to the front door, and I wondered if I should flip the sign and close up a little early. But at that moment it swung open, and Emerson Williams walked inside.

      He was almost a foot taller than me and had the same dark floppy hair as his brother. Unlike his polished sibling, Emerson wore a T-shirt and sweatpants so worn they made my favorite hangout yoga pants look designer.

      “Hi,” I said tentatively. My normal Welcome to Brooks’ Books addition seemed out of place, too chipper.

      The man had a motive to murder his brother, so I wasn’t sure how I would feel seeing him. But as I took in his bloodshot eyes and hunched body, it was clear Emerson was hurting.

      His dark eyes scanned the place, settling on me. If he recognized me from when we were younger, he didn’t show it. Hammy came over and sat by my foot protectively.

      “Can I help you find something?” I asked.

      Emerson ignored my question and stalked off to the far corner. I contemplated following him, but before I even edged a toe around the counter, he stormed toward me with an armful of books. It looked like he’d cleared half a shelf.

      “Oh, all these?” I stumbled back and held my scanner at the ready.

      He nodded, then waited for me to ring up his haul. The titles all had to do with paranormal activity, ghosts, and haunted houses. Did he think Cole’s ghost was haunting him up at Woodcrest?

      Without so much as looking up, he paid and left.

      “So that was weird,” I told Hammy. After eyeing the door in his wake, I decided to close a few minutes early. She sneezed and followed me as I turned off the lights.

      The wind howled around the building as I opened the back door to take Ham out to do her business. I shivered and slipped on my jacket, then let the dog sniff the small patch of grass behind the store. She snorted, but kept pulling me farther away, toward the park that butted up against our store.

      Teeth chattering, I chastised the dog. “Hamburger, you seriously have the worst timing. Why do you choose the most treacherous weather for your longest bathroom breaks?” I ran my hands up and down my arms. “It’s freezing out here.”

      I gave her leash an encouraging tug and sent a longing look back at the warm building, dreaming of pulling on my pjs and covering myself with a fluffy blanket.

      Finally, Ham did her business and we trudged back inside. I double-checked all the locks and then reached in my pocket for my apartment key. Squinting in the dark of the attic stairway, I reminded myself to install a light or two. The skylights above made it easy to see during the day, but nighttime was a bit treacherous.

      The skeleton key slid easily into the lock and I entered, my spirits automatically lifted by the cozy apartment. Even with the boxes still stacked in one corner, the place was already homey.

      As I hung up my coat, something white caught my eye on the dark wood floor. It sat right by the door, as if someone had slipped it through the small opening underneath. My boot, wet with snow, had left a mark on the paper when I’d stepped on it coming inside.

      It was enclosed in an off-white envelope, but there wasn’t anything written on the outside. Intrigued, I flipped it over and slid out the piece of card stock inside.

      Nothing was written on the front, but when I turned it over, a message was typewritten in the middle, black ink on cream card stock.

      Proud people breed sad sorrows for themselves. Alex should watch his back.

      It was as if the chill from outside followed me up the stairs, slipping under the door and creeping up my limbs. My vision blurred around the edges.

      Alex should watch his back.

      I imagined Cole lying in the snow, a knife stabbed into his back. Through the fog of fear and surprise, a few things became clear. First, this was definitely a threat, but not against me—against Alex? Second, the first line sounded like a quote, but I couldn’t place it.

      With shaking fingers, I grabbed my phone from my back pocket and typed in the sentence.

      Heat rose up my neck, acting as a terrible contrast to the icy chills I’d experienced only moments before. The line was from Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë.

      With that, the third thing about this terrible note became clear: the person who wrote this knew I was dating Alex.

      I made my way over to my bed in a fugue state. Plopping down, I reread the note six or seven times. Hammy vaulted herself up onto the bed and panted next to me, tipping her head as she tried to figure out what was wrong.

      This note hadn’t been here this morning, so it had to have been slipped under the door at some point throughout the day. I mentally kicked myself for not coming upstairs after class when I took over for Jess. That would’ve told me if it had been delivered while I was here in the store or before. It had been busy enough that anyone could’ve easily slipped up the back stairway.

      Another icy blast froze my heart for a second as I remembered leaving the back door unlocked when I took Hammy out for her last walk. Maybe this hadn't happened during business hours. Could the note-leaver still be downstairs?

      Running over to the door, I clicked the lock in place and then pressed my ear to the wood. The store was silent, as far as I could tell, but an eerie sense of unease burrowed into my chest. Emerson had just been in the store. But he had only been here for a few minutes, and I doubted he even remembered who I was.

      Back at my bed, I pulled Hammy into my lap and hugged her tight. I dialed Alex’s number.

      “Hey.” He sounded so tired. There was a muffled scratching sound, and I pictured him running his hand over his face and down his stubbly chin. “What’s up? You close the store okay?”

      My heartbeat pounded in my ears, the fear now mixing with relief. But it was a terrible kind of relief because even though Alex was currently okay, the note in my hand told me that might change at any moment.

      “Uh—yeah. Everything’s good with the store. It was super busy.”

      “That’s great,” he said before I had a chance to add the part about the note.

      “Yeah. Nate created some promotion where every five books people buy from me, he’ll give them a free single item from the bakery at Bittersweet.” I shook my head at the memory.

      “Whoa, that’s nice of him. Seems like a way better deal on your end, though. Did he ask for anything in return?”

      “No, and when I told him the same thing, he cackled and told me he was getting more out of it than I realized.” I rubbed my hand over the back of my neck.

      Alex laughed. “That sounds more like him.”

      The sound of Alex’s deep chuckle made my shoulders relax. My lips pulled into a reluctant smile.

      “I was too busy to ask him to clarify.”

      “Probably for the best,” Alex said. Voices in the background reminded me he was most likely still at the station.

      “Right. So… something not so great also happened.” I gulped. I wasn’t looking forward to telling him about the note, but he needed to know.

      “What?” The word sounded more tired than worried.

      I hated to put one more thing on his shoulders.

      “I found a threatening note in my apartment.”

      “Inside?” I pictured him sitting up straight, adrenaline readying him for action.

      “Yes, but only slipped under my door. They must’ve been in the bookstore and snuck up the back stairs. I didn’t notice anyone come up here, but… like I said, it was busy.”

      “What does it say?”

      A new bunch of shivers flickered over my skin as I read it to Alex.

      “Me?” He paused for a moment. “But they left it for you.”

      I gulped. “Creepy, huh?”

      “Very. Stay put. I’m coming to you.”

      “Okay.” The word sounded small, and I realized it was all I wanted. Seeing him, touching him, making sure he was okay seemed like the most important thing right now. “Have you had dinner? I can make you something.” It was after eight, but late food was better than no food.

      “Thanks, but Frank got us dinner earlier.”

      I nodded, happy his partner was looking out for him, especially since both Alex and his dad had the tendency to get tunnel vision when it came to their cases.

      “Oh, that’s good.” I scratched behind Hammy’s ears and sighed. “You still have your key?” I asked, not mentioning my fears that I’d possibly locked the murderous intruder inside.

      “Got it. I’ll see you soon,” he said.

      After hanging up the call, I dropped my phone onto my bedspread and focused on the note. Now that the fear had subsided, anger pulsed through me.

      That was it. The man I loved was in danger. And while he was a capable, smart person, I couldn’t stomach standing by when I might be able to help. Sometimes even the strongest, most capable people need someone watching their backs.

      I moved Hammy out of my lap and onto the bed then padded over to the moving box that held my desk supplies. I fished out a notepad and pen.

      “The sooner we figure this out, the sooner Alex is safe.” I clicked open the pen and reclaimed my spot next to Hammy on the bed.

      She snorted in agreement.

      “Okay, start with what we know.”

      I jotted down the time and place Cole had been killed, then listed the clues from the scene that Alex and Fiona had told me. I wrote Suspects under that list. Tapping my pen on the paper for a moment, I scribbled down Andrea’s name and Emerson’s. No one else came to mind.

      Two names seemed incredibly underwhelming. That wasn’t a lot to go on, but I was obviously the right person for the job since I knew both of them. Andrea had been caught stalking Cole. She was under the impression that love was only true if it came in the form of obsession, and that if two people in love couldn’t be together, the only option was death.

      She could’ve easily followed Cole home that night after class. And the police had questioned her earlier today. Right before I received the threatening note. The fact that the note held a quote from her favorite novel made me shiver.

      Was I sitting in class each week with a murderer?

      The problem was Andrea hadn’t been there when I’d told Janet and Devin that Alex was my boyfriend. The person who left that note for me knew Alex and I were together. Maybe Alex had mentioned something about me during his questioning. Or it was possible she’d seen a snippet of our kiss before we’d broken apart that day in the hallway.

      Then there was Emerson. Alex hadn’t divulged whether or not they’d found anything interesting from their questioning the other day, but I was sure if anyone had a motive to hurt Cole, it was Emerson.

      I pictured his brooding expression, so unlike Cole’s kind one. He’d been jealous of his brother for as long as I could remember, resented his existence. Their parents were both still alive, but getting his brother out of the picture would double his inheritance whenever his parents passed. As for him leaving me the note, I doubted he knew about my connection to Alex.

      A noise downstairs made me freeze. It was probably Alex, but I hated the idea that my note-leaver might still be inside. What was Alex walking into?

      Resolute, I decided if there was a nefarious stalker inside, we would have a much better chance three against one. I grasped the handle to my apartment door, clicked the lock open, and ran down the stairs, Hammy at my heels.

      Relief filled me as the front set of lights flicked on, and Alex walked inside. Having him here made the place warm again. I ran forward and hugged him.

      “You doing okay?” he asked, wrapping his arms around me.

      I nodded into his jacket. “I’m just worried about you.”

      Alex cleared his throat. “I’m fine. Now show me this note, so I can use it to track down this creep.” I could tell he was making his voice lighter, more chipper for me.

      Leading him over to the reading couch, we sat down, and I pulled the note from my pocket. Alex’s features tightened as he took in the boot print on the envelope.

      “Sorry, I didn’t know it was going to be evidence. I may have stepped on it first.”

      Once he had it out of the envelope, he put both pieces in separate evidence baggies before studying them.

      After a few moments, he stood and walked toward the door. But instead of leaving, he flipped the lock. I’d left it unlocked, sure he was just coming to pick up the note and head back to the station.

      I stared at him, confusion probably written in the wrinkles on my forehead.

      “This can wait till tomorrow.” He placed the note on the coffee table and rejoined me on the couch, planting a kiss on my forehead. “I don’t want you alone tonight.”

      My chest ached with relief, and happy tears sprang to the corners of my eyes. I nodded, pressing my lips together to keep them from trembling. Snuggling closer to him, I breathed in his minty scent and threaded my fingers through his.

      But even through my relief, all I could think was, Alex should watch his back.
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      After checking the perimeter of the bookstore, the entire downstairs, and securing all the doors and windows, Alex finally fell asleep. I assumed I wouldn’t be able to follow, but the steady rise and fall of his chest—mixed with Hammy’s soft snores—lulled me into a deep slumber.

      I awoke to the smell of eggs and bacon and the sound of Hammy’s collar jingling as she followed Alex around the small kitchen.

      Stretching, I blinked my eyes open and smiled. “I could get used to this,” I said, sliding out of bed and padding over to where he stood in front of the stove.

      My arms wrapped around him, and I smooshed my cheek against his back as I hugged.

      “Well, eggs and bacon were literally all you had in your fridge, so…” He shook his head, but there was a smile in his tone.

      “Yeah, I’m realizing how much Liv did in the way of cleaning, stocking our fridge, and general adulting.” I unwound myself from him and moved to lean against the counter next to the stove, so I could take in his sleep-rumpled handsomeness.

      “You’ll get the hang of it.” He winked.

      “Or you could always move in with me.” I winked back.

      He and his dad had moved up here from California together, to heal after Alex's mom had been shot in the line of duty, but it wasn't in Alex's plan to live with his dad forever.

      Alex cleared his throat, his gaze darting back to the pan. “Ha,” he said flatly. “Would you—uh—grab us some plates?” he asked, his voice stiffer than the spine of a brand new book.

      I bit my lip and nodded, pulling two plates from the shelf, heart aching with doubt and worry. Among all the questions rushing through my mind, I did have one answer: Alex was definitely not ready to move in together.

      

      After an awkward breakfast, Alex left to bring the evidence to the station. I wandered through the apartment and let my thoughts race to the worst, most doom-and-gloom parts of my mind.

      Did this mean he didn’t want to be together? Or was he not ready to take our relationship to the next step?

      Eventually, I had to pull myself together enough to open the store.

      It was lucky for me that Nate had chosen that exact week to start the promotion. The place was hopping, and the steady flow of customers helped to keep my hurt feelings in the back of my mind.

      Mostly.

      “He didn’t say anything?” Liv scoffed over the speakerphone as I locked up the store that evening.

      “I mean, he laughed and then said, ‘Grab us some plates,’ but no, nothing about the whole moving-in bombshell I’d dropped.” My tone rose into the whiny register. Clearing my throat, I said, “What should I do?”

      A sigh whooshed through the line. “Yikes, I have no clue. Give him time. It’s possible he’s just overwhelmed with the case and couldn’t think straight.” Liv was trying to be supportive, but her statement seemed a lot more like a question.

      “Maybe.” I reached to shut down my computer, and my phone buzzed with another call. “Hey, Liv. That’s actually him on the other line. Can I call you later?”

      “Sure thing.”

      We said goodbye, and I clicked over to answer his call.

      “Hey.” He sounded tired. Actually, he sounded exhausted. “How’d today go? Any more notes?”

      “Nope,” I said, narrowing my eyes at the back stairway. “I haven’t been upstairs in a while, but Ham and I are heading up there now.”

      Alex waited on the line as I unlocked my apartment. Clicking on the light by the door revealed only the wood floor under my feet.

      “We’re clear. No notes.”

      He exhaled. “Good. Do you want me to come over again?”

      A silence sat between us on the line. The awkward air from my comment this morning still hadn’t cleared.

      “Um… I'm okay.” I smiled, hoping it would convey an easygoing lightness to my words even though he couldn’t see me. “You sound exhausted. Go get some rest in your own bed.”

      I could hear him rub his hand over his face and down his scratchy chin. “Yeah, that sounds good. Talk soon?”

      “Soon.” I nodded. “Love you.”

      “Love you too, Peps.”

      I pressed the phone to my chest once the call disconnected. Liv was right, the man was working crazy hours trying to solve this murder. He probably hadn’t slept as well as I'd assumed last night either. I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. Plus, moving in together was a serious thing for me to bring up in the middle of breakfast like that.

      I had a full day of classes the next day, which helped keep my mind off the weirdness with Alex. Solving this case seemed all the more important now, so I thought through clues between classes, contemplated the suspects.

      Emerson and Andrea.

      Sure Emerson was odd—and the mountain of paranormal books he’d bought the other day didn’t help that image—but could he really have done anything to hurt his brother? I suddenly wished I’d taken advantage of his presence in my bookstore. Maybe I should’ve questioned him, or asked him how he was... anything more than I had done.

      Without a car, I sure wasn’t able to drop in on him up at Woodcrest.

      Unable to talk to Emerson, I spent the day focused on Andrea, someone I didn’t need to borrow a car to find. In class that day, she was quiet, unassuming, and nonconfrontational as we moved on to more lectures about the Brontës. In short, she was nothing like herself.

      I approached her as she packed up to leave for the day. Janet and Devin eyed me warily before scurrying off. Fergie had left right away to make it to an evening lecture, so it was only the two of us as the door closed behind our classmates.

      “Hey,” I said, smiling as widely as I could. “You get your paper done?”

      I fully expected her to roll her eyes and tell me that of course she had.

      “Uh, yeah.” Her gaze was flighty. She swiped her blonde hair out of her face. “Just turned it in to Dr. Ferguson at the beginning of class.”

      In keeping with her new hobby of acting nothing like her normal self, Andrea stopped there. She didn’t boast or brag or tell me it was the greatest thing she’d ever written and wouldn’t be surprised if Fergie wanted to submit it for publication in a literary journal. Instead, she zipped up her bag and hooked it onto one shoulder.

      “I can’t believe it’s been almost a week since Cole died.” I shook my head. “Just a handful of days ago I was leaving class, saying goodbye to him for the last time before going to dinner.” I paused. “What were you doing when you heard the news?”

      It was completely tactless and had about as much chance of working as trying to pass off one of Fergie’s own papers as my own in her class, but I had to try.

      Andrea’s cheeks turned pink. She stared down at her hands. “I’m sure you know already, don’t you? You’re dating that police officer, right? That’s what Janet said.”

      Teeth clenched tight, I reminded myself to avoid telling Janet any more secrets. Okay, technically it wasn’t a secret, and Janet wouldn’t have known I didn’t want Andrea to learn. Heck, I hadn’t known that I didn’t want Andrea to know until that moment. Especially since her knowledge of our relationship meant she could’ve been the one to leave me the threatening note.

      “No,” I said, finally realizing I hadn’t answered her previous question. “I mean, we are together, but he won’t talk to me about the case.”

      Andrea raised her eyebrows in a that’s hard to believe kinda way. As snotty as I found the gesture, it was the first semblance of her normal attitude I’d seen since Alex pulled her aside for questioning the other day.

      “Fine. Sorry, I thought you might miss him too.” I turned to leave.

      “I do.”

      The small, quiet reply made me pause. I turned back to face her.

      Her face was pale. “I miss him more than I should. The way I miss Cole is like the eternal rocks beneath. He’s always in my mind.”

      She transformed into Catherine Earnshaw with those last two lines. I pictured the scene where Cathy confides in her maid, Nelly, about the depth of her love for Heathcliff. A tortured wildness burned behind her eyes.

      “Oh—I—I didn’t realize you two were so close,” I stammered.

      “In a way. And now the entire world is a dreadful collection of memoranda that he did exist.”

      I expected tears to run down her cheeks after hearing another line from what I assumed was Wuthering Heights as the last had been. Instead, her expression hardened into some sort of twisted resolve. Were they really in love, or did she imagine it? That their love was as deep as Cathy and Heathcliff’s when they’d never even dated?

      Light stalking, Alex had said. This seemed like oh so much more.

      “I have to get going.” She turned on her heel, heading away from me, toward the door.

      I couldn’t even form a new thought by the time she disappeared from sight.

      “Well, that was super helpful,” I said sarcastically to the empty room.

      Before I packed my bag to leave, my phone buzzed. I jogged over to where I’d been sitting and dug around until I produced my phone.

      “Hey, Jess, I’m on my way right now,” I said, wondering why she was calling me on her cell phone instead of the bookstore landline like she usually did.

      “Uh, Pepper. We have a problem over here.”

      My heart stopped. “What?”

      “The power went out.”

      I relaxed. “Oh, yeah. That’s happened a few times with these storms we’ve been having. I’m on my way. Let any customers know they’ll have to come back another day. Put the closed sign up in case someone else tries to walk in.”

      “That’s the thing,” Jess said, sounding hesitant. “Everyone else on the street has power. It’s only us.”

      I pushed through the classroom door and checked the weather as I traveled down the windowed hall of the English building. The sun was setting, but it was still shining, nonetheless. The icicles hanging from the roof dripped like popsicles left out for too long.

      It was beautiful outside. The weather wasn’t bad at all.

      “Only us?” I asked with a frown.

      “Yeah.”

      “Um… Maybe they cut a specific line that only affects us.”

      “Are you sure you paid the power bill?” Jess laughed.

      I scoffed. I would never be irresponsible enough to—“Omigosh, did I forget to pay it?” Embarrassment rose in waves, like a bathtub filling too quickly, ready to drown me.

      Jess sucked in a breath. “I’m so sorry. I was honestly joking.”

      “What’s today? The sixth?” Six days late surely couldn’t be enough for them to turn the whole kit and caboodle off completely.

      “Yeah, I don’t think they shut it off until like a month or more without a payment.”

      My heart sank, and I couldn’t remember the last time I paid that bill. I rubbed at my face. “Okay, I’m heading there right now. Lock up and leave if you want.”

      “I’ll write a note on the doorway informing people we’re temporarily closed and will reopen in…” She paused, waiting for me to fill in the blank, to tell her what to write.

      “Tomorrow,” I said, followed by a groan. “If I can get the power company to turn it back on that quickly. Thanks, Jess. I’m so sorry about this.”

      I spent the whole walk back to the bookstore on the phone with the power company. Even though this was the first time I’d ever been late with a payment, they were unflinchingly strict. The guy on the phone even treated me as if I were some degenerate freeloader, trying to scam them for free electricity. Finally, I was able to get him to explain that once I paid my overdue bill, they would have the power turned back on within forty-eight hours.

      Jeffery made it sound like forty-eight hours was a gift to such an unreliable soul as me, but all I could think of was what the impact would be to the bookstore having it closed that long.

      The sight of the depressingly dark store only added to my misery as I approached.

      “Everything okay, Pepper?” a local couple asked, peering into the dark windows as they passed by.

      “Yeah, just some electrical difficulties.” I cringed, hoping my face wore enough of a smile to pass inspection.

      They nodded and continued on their way, sipping hot beverages from Bittersweet. I resisted the urge to smack my forehead. Of course I made a mistake like this during the first week of Nate’s nice promotion.

      Inserting my key into the door, I avoided speculating about the amount of money I would miss out on while the power was out. Even though the sight of my bookstore—and the smell of new and old pages mingling together—made me feel at home, the space was too quiet. Also, I swore I could see the cold air beginning to creep inside and take over as if it were some silky blue mist, adding frost to all it touched.

      As I rubbed my hands up and down my arms, I thought about how cold it would get in here with the power off for a day or longer. A scratching sound came from the back stairway, and Hammy’s nails clicked on the wood floors above.

      “Coming, Ham,” I called as I grabbed my laptop from the register and took the steps two at a time. She greeted me—as she always did—as if I’d been gone for two weeks instead of a handful of hours.

      But after the initial joy at seeing Hamburger, a heavy dread weighed me back down when I caught sight of another white envelope sitting under Hammy’s dancing paws.

      I groaned, leaning down to grab it. I made sure to hold it by the corners, just in case. “Exactly what I need today. Way to kick me while I’m down,” I mumbled to myself as I opened it.

      The same cream card stock greeted me, along with two lines of typewritten text in black ink.

      I beheld his black eyes withdraw so suspiciously under their brows. Tell Alex he’s looking into the wrong people.

      My brain was fuzzy. What? Was the killer scared and trying to put us off their scent, or did they really want to be caught and were mad we weren’t closer? I sighed. This was too much for me to figure out, on top of everything else.

      I slid the note into a plastic baggy from the kitchen before placing it in my bag.

      “Okay, I have to go online and pay a bill, then we’re going to see if someone will take us in tonight, so we don’t freeze,” I explained to the dog.

      Ten minutes later—and having to use my phone as a hotspot because I forgot no power meant no wireless—I’d paid the overdue bill. I also checked to make sure I wasn’t behind on any other payments and clicked the auto-reminder button on the power bill so this hopefully wouldn’t happen again.

      I called Liv.

      “What’s up?” she asked in lieu of an answer.

      “What would you say if I told you my power had been turned off my first full week living alone because I forgot to pay my bill?”

      She snorted. “I’d say you’ve got entirely too much on your plate right now, so it makes sense that something got overlooked.”

      “Yeah, you have a point. Question: what is the current state of the guest suite of Noblebranch Manor?”

      “Ah, the guest suite currently features a wonderful floor…” She chuckled. “No seriously. The only thing in there right now is the floor. Our couch is open, though, and you’re welcome to it.”

      “I would love it. Ham and I might freeze to death if we stay here overnight. I know I should stay with Alex, but things are still a little weird after the other morning, and he’s got enough on his plate with this case, and if I call my mom or sister, they’ll worry I can’t handle my life.”

      “They’re going to find out. You realize that, right? News spreads faster than the plague in this place, especially juicy stuff like one of the Brooks women can’t pay her bills.”

      Having grown up in Seattle, Liv was constantly in awe of the way our small town operated.

      “I can, I just didn’t. Big difference.”

      “True. Okay, well, get your delinquent butt over here. I’ve actually got something I need your help with too.”

      “Sounds good.” I glanced at my bag where I’d slid the note. “I just have to make a quick stop on my way. See you in a few.”

      We hung up, and I began packing an overnight bag.

      The mere fact that this bill had gone unpaid for over a month made my head hurt. It meant I’d been overwhelmed even before Cole had died and before someone had threatened Alex. If I was unable to handle my life then, what did that mean for me now?

      Regardless of whether or not I was staying involved, Alex needed this newest note. I would drop it off at the station on my way to Liv’s.

      An overnight bag packed for me and another for Hamburger, we set out. Despite the gray winter clouds overhead, I wanted to hide behind a big hat or sunglasses as I walked out onto the street.

      There were a lot of aspects about my small, tight-knit hometown that I loved. The fact that everyone was going to find out I was incapable of running my own business in a matter of hours, was not one of them.

      And if I had forgotten to pay my most important store bill, maybe I was overlooking clues that could help catch Cole’s killer, or keep Alex from becoming the killer’s second victim.
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      As Hammy and I walked toward Liv’s house, our overnight bags slid lower and lower on my arm. It was as if they were a barometer for my mood.

      The sky darkened as the sun disappeared behind the mountains, and the icy cold became even more pronounced. I was all but shuffling my feet as I turned onto Main Street, head down, shoulders slumped forward.

      Which was why I didn’t notice when I walked straight into someone else turning in the same direction. I staggered backward, surprised by the formidable obstacle.

      “Frank?” I looked up into the rosy-cheeked, smiling face of the Pine Crest Police Department’s largest officer, and also Alex’s partner.

      “Hey, Pepper.” Frank Fitz rebalanced the coffee cups he held in each hand so they wouldn’t spill after my intrusion into his personal space. He surveyed my bags and at Hamburger leashed by my side. “Sorry to hear about your power.”

      “Already?” I mumbled. Apparently, I had been way off to assume I had hours before the news got around. “Thanks,” I said louder, then I zeroed in on the Bittersweet drinks he held. It was almost five o’clock. “You’re working late again tonight,” I observed. Alex didn’t drink coffee after three unless he was trying to stay awake.

      “Yup.” Frank winced.

      A light bulb went off, and I reached for the note in one of my bags. “Hey, would you give this to Alex?”

      Frank narrowed his eyes as I handed over the newest note. “Another one?”

      “Yeah.” I grimaced. “Found it today.”

      Balancing the coffees in one hand, he took the note and tucked it into his back pocket.

      “Thanks, you’re saving me a trip,” I said. And the awkwardness of talking to Alex after the other morning, I thought inside.

      Frank nodded. “No problem.”

      I eyed the coffees. “Is one of those for him?”

      Frank nodded. He was a good partner, something I was always grateful for, but even more so today.

      I patted my pockets, then my messenger bag, fishing out a pen. “Which one?”

      A sucker for love stories almost as much as he was for Hollywood gossip, Frank proffered the cup on the right. I scribbled a note and a heart along the curved side of the paper cup.

      “All my heart is yours, sir,” Frank read as I handed the cup back to him. He beamed down at me. “You two are something else.”

      I hated that. For the first time since Alex and I had gotten together, I doubted if Frank was right. Maybe we weren’t. What if we weren’t as strong as I’d thought?

      “What book is that from?” Frank asked, pulling me from my worries. He knew me too well.

      “Jane Eyre.” I recapped my pen with a satisfied smirk, but as Frank moved to leave, my smile faltered. “Hey, Frank?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Watch out for him, will you?” My stomach churned at the reminder of the threatening notes.

      Frank’s forehead wrinkled in question. “This because of the notes? Alex is a big boy; he can handle himself.”

      “I know.” I nodded. “But these notes have me freaked. I need you to watch his back when I can’t, Frank.” I delivered the plea with as much intensity as my tone could muster.

      Hammy let out a bark, as if she were saying, “Yeah!”—but more likely just wanted to keep walking.

      I held Frank’s gaze with mine until he said, “Of course. He’s my partner. I’ll keep an eye on him, Pepper.”

      “Thanks.” I winked at him. “Also, maybe don’t tell him about my power yet. I’ll call him once I get settled at Liv’s.”

      The large man nodded, giving me a salute with one of the coffee cups as he walked on toward the station.

      Satisfied, I turned around and headed toward Liv’s place, grateful it was only a few blocks away.

      “Hello, Noblebranch,” I said, greeting the oak tree, curling it’s gnarly branches, stretched over the walkway that led to the cute gray-and-white house.

      The front door opened, and Liv stood in the entryway. “You two look like you’ve run away from home.”

      Letting the bags drop, because now, in the presence of my best friend, I was safe to give in to my full depression. I nodded.

      “We have. We’re officially homeless.”

      She jogged down the porch steps and scooped up the bags. “Psh. You’re so dramatic, Peps. I need you to be the sensible one today. You have to solve my life for me.”

      She turned around and headed into the house before I said anything more.

      “Wait.” I followed her. “What’s wrong with your life?”

      Liv set our bags down in the entryway as I closed the front door behind me: her lips together as she furrowed her eyebrows. She was still in her assistant director of accounts charcoal gray suit, having arrived home after a day of work at the local university. Her blonde hair, though, was down and mussed unlike its normally sleek state.

      I motioned to her hair. “What’s going on here?”

      She lifted a hand to smooth down some frazzled frizz, but the gesture was half-hearted.

      Worry burrowed deep into my chest. “Liv, what’s wrong?”

      She met my gaze, finally. “I think Carson might be cheating on me.” She shoved the words out, like something unwanted, something dangerous.

      A laugh erupted out of me in a single burst. “What? No way.” It was a crazy thing for her to say. Carson was wild about Liv. But when her face remained serious, her eyes holding a pain I’d rarely seen before, my silly smile faded. “You’re serious?”

      She dipped her head once. “He said he was going to work a little late today, so I went by his office to bring him a coffee.” She glanced over to a Campus Cup disposable sitting on the counter with his name on it. “He wasn’t there.”

      My mind grasped at what I'd heard, trying to make sense of it. “Did you call him? Ask him why he lied?”

      Liv, my usually tough-as-nails rock, looked down at the ground and shook her head. “I was too afraid of the answer. Or another lie.”

      Shocked, I unclipped Hammy from her leash so she could wander around. I led Liv over to our old couch. “Here, sit. Tell me everything.”

      I sat next to her as she explained how weird he’d been acting lately, how she suspected he was hiding something from her, and how they’d been fighting over almost nothing.

      “But you just bought a house. It doesn’t make sense.”

      Liv sighed. “Maybe he wasn’t ready for this.” She let her face drop into her hands. “I mean, after Alex freaking out on you, I’m wondering if I pressured him into moving in together too soon.”

      My heart ached, knowing her worry all too well.

      “No. He was even more excited than you were about this place.” I reached out and patted her arm. “Don’t worry. I’m here. Whenever he gets back, we’ll get to the bottom of this.”

      “Thanks.” She let out a long exhale. “So what about your situation?”

      I shrugged. My friend’s troubles had made mine seem small and insignificant. “The power should be on tomorrow or the next day at the latest. I feel stupid, obviously, but there’s nothing I can do about it now other than learn from this mistake.”

      Liv nodded encouragingly. “And what about Alex? Did you two talk?”

      Wrinkling my nose, I said, “Not yet. I think we need to get through this case, and then both of us will be less stressed.”

      “The fact that this case is putting pressure on you two is understandable. You’ve known Cole for most of your life.”

      After pondering her statement for a moment, I shook my head. “But it’s more than that.” The words stuck in my throat for a second. “I found two threatening notes in my apartment.”

      Liv sucked in a breath. “What? Inside?”

      “Barely. Someone slipped them under the door.”

      “Do you think it has to do with Cole?”

      Swallowing, I said, “Yeah, but the worst part is, it wasn’t threatening me.”

      Liv’s face paled as understanding washed over her. “Alex?”

      “Yup,” I said through a cringe.

      “That’s not good.”

      “Nope.” My stomach flipped in agreement.

      “What did they say?”

      “That Alex should watch his back, and he was looking into the wrong people.” The grimace that followed was almost automatic. “And they both had quotes from Wuthering Heights.” Even though I hadn’t searched for the second one, I would bet money the line about dark, suspicious eyes was all about Heathcliff.

      Liv’s posture straightened at that last statement. “Like, the book that Andrea girl is obsessed with?”

      I nodded. “The one who was stalking Cole and had just been questioned by Alex the day I got the first note.”

      Crossing her arms in front of her chest, Liv said, “And I’m guessing you’re doing a little investigating of your own?”

      The girl knew me too well.

      “Okay.” Liv got up, padding into the other room. She returned moments later with a pad of paper.

      The weight on my heart lightened for the first time that day. Liv and I had deconstructed many a case this way in our old apartment. And even though I’d already started my own list back at my place, Liv’s touch seemed like just what my sleuthing needed. To add to the perfection, Hammy ran in from the other room and settled next to me on the couch.

      Liv pointed a pen at me as she returned to her seat. “I will help you find the killer if you help me figure out what’s going on with Carson.”

      Grabbing the pen, I shook it up and down. “Deal.”

      Liv smirked, then jotted something at the top of the paper. I leaned forward to read what she’d written.

      The Case of the Stabby Stalker

      She liked to give our cases names. Honestly, I couldn’t argue with her title; it was chillingly accurate.

      “I’m putting Andrea first.” She scribbled out the name. “Motive: stalking him already, so who’s to say murdering is out of the question.” She narrated as she wrote, glancing up to check with me.

      I tipped my head to one side. “Fair.”

      “Opportunity: she saw Cole leave class and knew he would be going home because… well, stalker. And weapon: I mean, anyone has access to knives in their kitchens, so…”

      I nodded. “Add that she’s about the same height as me, so a downward stab into Cole’s back would land midway down, like Alex said was the case.”

      Liv wrote that as well.

      “The only thing is that she definitely doesn’t wear size eleven or larger shoes.” I chewed on my lip.

      “Oh, that doesn’t mean anything,” Liv scoffed. “She could’ve shoved her feet into big boots to throw the police off her scent.”

      “True.”

      Pausing in her writing, Liv glanced up. “Do you really believe she did this?” Her face was tight.

      I puffed out my cheeks and exhaled. “I mean, I had absolutely no idea she’d been stalking Cole, so I feel like there’s no way of knowing what she’s capable of.”

      Liv’s eyes held onto mine, and I saw a whisper of the look she got whenever she worried about me. She covered it quickly and turned back to the pad of paper.

      “Who else?”

      “Emerson Williams. Cole’s little brother,” I said.

      Liv nodded and wrote.

      I kept going, knowing Liv wouldn’t have any of the following information. “Motive: he and Cole have always had a rough relationship. Something definitely happened between them when we were in high school, because it became even worse after that. And, without Cole in the way, Emerson would inherit the whole Williams estate whenever their parents passed away.”

      The sound of the pen scratching along the paper calmed me as I reflected.

      “Opportunity,” I said with a shrug. “I’m not sure where he was that night, but the police called him in for questioning the next day, so he had to be in the area.”

      Liv paused. “Is he not usually?”

      “In and out. Since he graduated, he’s only come around for short stints. One day, you’ll see him skulking around downtown, and the next day he’s gone.”

      “Sounds like a real Heathcliff,” Liv said with a shake of her head.

      “Yeah,” I agreed, picturing Emerson wandering the wild foothills surrounding Woodcrest Manor like Heathcliff did the moors around Wuthering Heights. A shiver danced up my spine. They definitely shared a wild intensity, one that made terrible things seem quite within their scope.

      “He’s tall, though. Taller than Cole.”

      “He could’ve stabbed low, to trick the police.” Liv’s writing stopped. She read over her notes.

      “True. Oh, also add that the bloody footprints were most likely not Cole’s blood, that they may have been there to lure him.”

      A full-body shiver ran through Liv before she wrote that down. She stopped writing, sucking in a quick gasp. “Today’s copy of The Frond reported that someone stole a couple bags of blood from the hospital last week.”

      I considered the news. Not usually one to take the tabloid-esque campus newspaper seriously; this was intriguing. “And they haven’t caught the person yet?”

      “According to the article, no.” Liv cleared her throat. “Not that I read it.”

      Laughing, I said, “It’s okay. I read them sometimes too. From a purely self-destructive point of view.” Getting back to the case, I said, “Write that on the list too, and add that there was a rifle under his body.” I shook my head. “Though we still have no idea what that’s all about.”

      While we were pondering that the front door opened. We froze when Carson stepped into the entryway—well, except Hammy. She bounded off the couch to greet him.

      “Hey. I heard about your power, Pepper. Sorry.” He knelt and mussed Hammy’s short fur, making her snort with delight.

      I closed my eyes. “I don’t know why I’m surprised by how fast news moves in this town.”

      He smiled apologetically, as if he were the one who’d turned off my power. Then he turned toward Liv.

      “They staying here tonight?” he asked.

      Liv nodded. “If that’s cool.”

      “Of course.” He stood, leaving Hammy staring up at him as he hung his keys on the hook by the door.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “How was your day?” Liv asked, a tightness to her tone that made even me uncomfortable.

      “Good.” Carson ran a hand through his blond hair. “Busy.”

      “I came by to see you, but they said you’d left early.” Liv cleared her throat. “Weird since you said you had to work late.”

      Carson’s jaw tightened for a split second, but he covered it by rubbing his hand across his chin. “That is weird. I was there.” He snapped his fingers. “Oh, I left for a minute to go grab a coffee. That’s probably when you showed up.”

      Liv’s shoulders sagged. I wanted to reach out and hold her hand.

      “Probably,” she said, her voice holding none of the powerful business-lady sureness it usually did.

      “Well, I’ll let you two hang,” Carson said, backing up a step. “I’ve got a shelf project and a bunch of boxes to unpack in the garage.”

      Before we could say anything else, he’d disappeared into the other room. The garage door opened and shut, and while he didn’t slam it, the controlled click that resounded through the house was almost worse.

      I locked eyes with Liv. She was on the verge of tears.

      “Okay, that was odd.” I hadn’t wanted to accept it, but Carson was definitely hiding something.

      “Right?” She slumped to the side, burying her face into the back of the couch.

      “Hey.” I reached over and patted her shoulder. “We don’t know what he’s lying about yet. Let’s not jump to conclusions, okay?”

      She peeled her face up, pouting in my direction.

      “We’ll figure out what’s going on, but until then, we’ve got to trust him.”

      Liv nodded. Hammy, as if knowing her Auntie Olivia needed some cheering up, jumped into her lap and licked her face.

      Reluctantly, Liv smirked. “Thanks, Ham.”

      “How about we have a movie night to take our minds off our troubles?” I suggested.

      “I’d like that,” Liv said. “Living with a boy involves way fewer romantic comedy movie nights than I realized when I agreed to it.”

      I chuckled. “Boys are weird. Don’t they know what they’re missing?”

      We moved into the other room, picking out one of our favorites. And while being with my best friend made almost everything better, I would have to deal with my business, lack of power, school, awkwardness with Alex, and this case tomorrow.

      After my failure today, I doubted my abilities to any of it, let alone all.
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      The power was still off at the bookstore the next morning, confirming my suspicion that power-company Jeffery was not going to do me any favors.

      Jess told me she would check on the store throughout the day, since she lived down the street, and I had classes to attend. I tried to settle down, to forget about my business troubles.

      If I wanted to solve this case, talking with Andrea seemed to be key. A good night’s sleep on my old familiar couch and some one-on-one time with Liv had recharged me. I was ready to tackle the day.

      When it was time for Professor Ferguson’s class, I entered the empty classroom early, hoping to talk to Andrea alone. My breath caught in my throat as the door opened. Devin stepped through and tipped his chin up in a greeting. I schooled my features into a smile, worried that my disappointment he wasn’t Andrea might show.

      “Hey,” he said, slipping into the seat next to me.

      “Hi.” My gaze tiptoed back to the door, then over to the clock on the wall. I resisted tapping my fingers.

      “Did you hear when we’re supposed to get our papers back?” he asked conversationally.

      Fergie had mentioned many times, and Devin was a good listener. There was no way he’d missed it, which meant he was trying to fill the silence.

      “I think Fergie said it should be a week or t—” The rest of my sentence cut off as the door opened yet again.

      This time Andrea walked through. Her long blonde hair, and her most-likely-REI-purchased clothing made her appear to be a regular college student. One would never know she was a stalker—and possibly a murderer—just by looking at her.

      Devin must’ve caught the reason for the interruption, because his eyebrows rose, and he leaned forward as Andrea sat next to him.

      “How are you, Andrea?” he asked.

      She sneered at him as if he were trying to sell her something. “Fine,” she said around an exhaled breath.

      Devin pressed his lips together for a moment, then said, “Pepper was telling me she was worried about you.” Devin winked at me.

      I inwardly groaned. I’d wanted an in to talk to her, but not this way.

      “You’re worried about me?” Andrea leaned forward to see around Devin.

      My face heated. “Uh, sure.” I didn’t know where else to go from there.

      Before I could think up a way to segue into my questions about Cole, she said, “Pepper, I’m definitely not the one you should be worried about.” She tsked.

      Her words sent a spike of fear straight down my spine. The first threatening words about Alex repeated in my mind. Alex should watch his back. Was she saying Alex was the one I should be worried about? Had she written the notes?

      I had to know. Wrinkling my forehead in question, I asked, “So Andrea, I’m curious; when did Janet tell you about Alex being my boyfriend? Was it the same day he showed up here to ask you those questions?”

      Andrea leaned her head back in a laugh. “You’re so funny. Janet never told me. I was messing with you. I saw you two in the hallway through the window in the classroom door. You’re very cute together.” The last statement held so much fake sweetness, I almost expected my teeth to begin to ache.

      “Oh. Thanks.” I sent her a smile as fake as her compliment.

      So she'd known that day, which would’ve given her motive to write that note. My mind buzzed with yet another piece of evidence that Andrea may very well be Cole’s murderer.

      But what she said next, hit me like Fergie’s copy of The Complete Works of Shakespeare right in the gut.

      “He’s very handsome, by the way. I’ve always had a thing for a guy in uniform.”

      I opened my mouth to say something witty, but the heat rising into my face burned away any coherent comebacks.

      “Plus,” Andrea went on, “he was definitely hiding a darkness underneath his nice-guy façade.” She swiped at her hair and pulled out her laptop. “It’s all I could think about when he was asking me questions, how much he reminds me of Heathcliff, like there’s a wild animal trapped inside.”

      Devin glanced between us with wide eyes, as if stuck in between two lionesses that might pounce at any moment, leaving him as collateral damage. Primal defensiveness made me consider it, but that would only show Andrea she’d gotten to me, which was obviously what she wanted. I couldn’t let her win.

      A grin curled over my mouth. “You’re wrong.”

      “What?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “He’s much more of a Rochester than a Heathcliff.”

      To her credit, Andrea didn’t miss a beat. “So he wants to have multiple wives and lie to everyone?”

      I shook my head. “He’s the kind of guy who tries to save people, not a crazed madman who literally digs up someone’s body just to look at their bones one last time.” I mock shivered as I recounted Heathcliff’s actions.

      “You know,” Devin said, clearing his throat. “Gilbert’s a pretty nice, normal guy. I don’t see why more people don’t—”

      Andrea and I shot him a deadly glare. He put his hands up and stopped.

      “The thing is, Alex is the best person I know, which is why I’m with him.” If I’d been standing, I may have put a hand on my hip to go with my defensive attitude.

      The statement made my chest ache with all the weirdness between us lately. Regardless of all that, what I’d just said cut to the heart of the solution: I loved the guy. It didn’t matter if he wanted to move in with me just yet. We’d both had a rough time with losing a parent in the recent past. Taking the time to heal was important.

      “How long have you two been ‘together’ again?” she asked, using finger quotes around together.

      “Almost two years,” I said sweetly.

      “And you still aren’t engaged?” She wrinkled her nose as she checked my left hand. “Shame.”

      Frustration burned in my lungs. I reminded myself to breathe as my mind held firm to the realization I’d just reached.

      The classroom door swung open again. We all turned as Janet walked inside, her smile falling as she glanced around the room—or maybe it was how Devin made a slicing motion across his neck in warning.

      “What’s going on here?” She walked forward, either she was an Olympic-level peacemaker or completely unable to read social cues.

      “They’re fighting over Pepper’s boyfriend,” Devin said, boiling it down in the most uncouth way possible.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “We’re absolutely not.”

      It’s much more sinister than that, I mused. Still unsure if Andrea was, in fact, the one threatening Alex, I kept that bit to myself.

      “Andrea was just telling me how lucky I was to have such a nice, handsome guy in my life. Right, Andi?” I tipped my head.

      Janet’s presence only seemed like a double dog to the crazy dare Andrea had already accepted. She shrugged. “He does seem to work an awful lot, though. You’d better watch out, or he’ll become just like his dad, working all hours of the night, never even going home.”

      Blood pounded in my temples, making the room spin. What had she just said? She was following Alex? Watching his father?

      The door opened, and Fergie swept into the classroom. “Darlings, where were we the other day? Ah, yes. On to more of our great Victorian literature.”

      She often did this, entering in a dramatic flourish and jumping right into a lecture, loving the drama of it all.

      But any theatrics were lost on me. And as Fergie launched into talk of the Brontë family dynamics, I couldn’t seem to hold on to a single word. Andrea was stalking my boyfriend. She had almost surely been the one to leave that threatening note, and if she had also killed Cole, Alex was in trouble too.

      I watched her out of the corner of my eye throughout class. She deserved to be up there with our theatrical professor after giving a performance of her own right from her chair, never acknowledging the creepy thing she’d said.

      As much as I wanted to run out of there and warn Alex, I didn’t want her to know she’d gotten to me.

      I wasn’t as good of an actor, though. Whenever Fergie called on me for insight, I stuttered through only a half-correct response since I’d only been half listening.

      Fergie eyed me worriedly after the third time. “You are of the opinion the Brontë sisters would’ve been better off keeping their work under their male pen names?”

      I blinked. “Uh…”

      Andrea smiled smugly, crossing her arms over her chest.

      Frustration rose inside my chest in tight waves. If Andrea was the killer, she was being sloppy and emotional by leaving me those notes. Which meant that she was prone to slip up again. I needed to turn the conversation toward something that might encourage that to happen.

      Suddenly, an idea came to me as I remembered a piece I’d read during my research for my latest paper.

      “Actually, no,” I said definitively. “I’m sorry, my mind isn’t on pen names, Professor Ferguson. I can’t seem to let go of something I read, a conspiracy theory, but an interesting one.” I glanced over at Andrea, hoping what I was about to say might trigger a confession, proof she was guilty, anything.

      Fergie, always up for literary gossip—and sorely lacking material as everyone had been dead for hundreds of years or more at that point—let her eyebrows raise in interest.

      “Please, entice us with this theory of yours, so we might become equally distracted,” our teacher said.

      I stood, pacing in front of the class, not so much for effect, but because I wanted to watch Andrea’s face. “There’s postulation out there that Charlotte poisoned her three oldest siblings. Branwell, Anne, and Emily died of ‘tuberculosis’ within a year of each other. Interesting, isn’t it?”

      I knew it wasn’t. The first time I’d read the theory, I recognized it was crazy.

      Fergie’s expression went slack. “Well, no, actually. Many people died of consumption, especially close together like that when they resided in the same home as the siblings did.”

      Wagging my finger, I continued the act. “Ah, but isn’t it weird that it happened just years after Arthur Bell Nicholls came to work for their father and began to fancy Charlotte?”

      Fergie pursed her lips in a way that distinctly told me that no, she didn’t feel like it was weird. But it was okay, I was focused on Andrea. Her smile faded slightly, and she looked at the ground. I kept going.

      “Some say Nicholls turned Charlotte against her siblings and helped her poison them, taking her life as his last victim within a year of them getting married.”

      Devin scoffed. “That’s crazy, Pepper. Honestly, why would he kill all of them?”

      “Who knows?” I shrugged dramatically—maybe I was better at this acting thing than I realized. “Maybe it was because he was crazy. Maybe he loved Charlotte so much that he didn’t know how else to make her his.”

      “But she was his, she married him before he killed her,” Janet said, then turned red. “I mean, before he allegedly killed her.” She turned to the class. “I read that she died of complications from a pregnancy, actually.”

      My cover conspiracy was beginning to unravel too quickly. “They wed against Charlotte’s father’s strict objections, though,” I added. “It's possible Charlotte eventually changed her mind and agreed with her father. Nicholls had to get rid of her too.”

      “Or he would’ve been the sole heir to the sisters’ fortune,” Fergie chimed in.

      I nodded. “Yes, that also makes sense.” I turned to Andrea, who was scanning her notes. “What do you think, Andrea? Does it make more sense for a person to kill out of a twisted sense of love or for money?”

      She rolled her eyes, her attitude securely back in place.

      “Maybe both?” I prompted.

      Andrea’s expression darkened as she scowled at me. Then she stood, grabbing her notebook and bag in one fell swoop. “Sorry, I have to leave early today.” She rushed out of the room, letting the door slam in her wake.

      My mind buzzed as I wandered back to my seat, plopping down amid questions, worries, and triumphs. The conversation had obviously made her wholly uncomfortable. It obviously wasn’t enough to convict her, but it confirmed that I was looking in the right direction.

      Thoughts clearing, I focused back on the room. Devin cleared his throat; Janet pretended to be very interested in something out the window, and Fergie stared at me, worry written in every wrinkle on her face.

      “Pepper, darling, are you okay? I’ve never known you to be one to get caught up in conspiracy theories such as this.” Fergie swept a hand over her wispy blonde hair that lay in a comb-over covering her thinning scalp. “Though, I don’t want to rain on your parade here. If you truly believe—”

      “No, no,” I said quickly, cutting Fergie off. Now that Andrea was gone, my shoulders relaxed. “That story was pure fiction, wacky really. Of course they all died of tuberculosis. The average age for life expectancy back then was something like twenty-five, right? At least they all made it past their thirtieth birthdays.”

      As if she’d been contemplating how to help me through the obvious mental breakdown I was having, Fergie’s face slackened, and a smile took over. “Ah, well. Things like that are always good for a bit of fun.”

      “Yeah.” I narrowed my eyes at the door through which Andrea had just fled. “Fun.” But nothing seemed further from fun than finding out that you might’ve been sitting in class with a murderer.
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      By the time I reached the bookstore after class, the power was still out. Cursing myself, yet again—and Jeffery a little because he was the only other name I could attach to this whole situation—I headed over to Bittersweet. One, because I needed to let Nate know I was truly sorry for messing up during his promotion. And two, because it had been a long day, and I needed some of my favorite coffee.

      Stepping inside Bittersweet was always a delight. The roasted scents of bitter coffee mixed perfectly with the doughy sweetness of Char’s bakery creations. It was cozy and warm, immediately making me exhale in relief as the door closed behind me and stopped the icy winds.

      The café was busy, as usual, locals mixed with college students. It was funny how they tended to gather on specific sides: the locals taking up most of the right side of the place, which held the couch and a few worn leather armchairs, while the college students lounged around the small bistro-type tables to the left.

      “Good evening, Pepper.” Nate bowed from behind the counter.

      “Hey, Nate.” I proceeded forward, an apology written in the grimace on my face. “Sorry I messed up so much on the worst week possible.” I assumed Nate knew what had happened with the bookstore's power.

      Nate smiled. “No worries. It happens to all of us.”

      “All of us? As in, business owners?” I asked, my spirits buoyed. “I can’t remember this place ever getting the power shut off.” My head tipped to one side. “I would be able to recall the town imploding on itself.” Which is what would happen if the people were denied their favorite coffee.

      “Oh no.” Nate shook his head. “If the power went out here, there would be anarchy. They’re barely contained animals as it is.” He scanned the customers as if they might attack him at any moment. Shivering, he refocused on me. “No, I mean when I used to sell that line of power tools, I thought I'd forgotten to pay my power bill because the tools wouldn’t work when I plugged them in.”

      He paused. After waiting for him to finish for a few moments, I asked, “So… was that it? Did you forget to pay your bill too?”

      “Nope. Turned out, they just didn’t work.” He shrugged. “It was some kind of scheme.”

      I wrinkled my forehead, not sure how that was the same at all.

      “What can I get you to drink?” Nate asked.

      After ordering my usual latte, I stood there awkwardly in the silence after I paid. “Speaking of your sche—er—side businesses…” I rocked back and forth on the balls of my feet. “How’s the knife thing going?”

      It had been a few days since Cole had died, and I was no longer woozy at the mere mention of knives.

      Nate’s face fell from where he worked, preparing my drink. “Not great. I haven’t been able to make any sales so far.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Everyone has enough knives it seems, even the local hunters.”

      “Who are the local hunters?” I asked, feeling like I should know this about my town, but I hadn’t a clue.

      “Well, Old Man Jefferson, but he said he doesn’t need any. And then there’s the Williams brothers.” Nate cleared his throat. “Brother. Emerson was even missing a knife, and he refused to replace it.”

      “Emerson? You’ve seen him?” I asked, a wobble in my voice. “He’s staying at Woodcrest?” Nate’s mention of him reminded me I needed to get more information out of Cole’s brother.

      Nate nodded, pouring shots into the steamed milk. “In the carriage house, though, not the main.”

      Good to know, I thought.

      “Did he say…” I picked at something nonexistent on my nail. “Did he say how he’d lost the knife?”

      Nate handed me my drink and said, “Hunting…” slowly, as if worried about my sanity.

      “Oh, right.” I exhaled in relief, pulling the coffee to my lips to take a sip. I stopped with the cup only halfway to my mouth. “He kills the animals by stabbing them?” I asked, gulping down the feeling of sickness creeping up my throat. Maybe I didn’t want this coffee after all.

      “I mean, each hunter has their own way, but I’m quite sure he uses the knives to skin them afterward.” Nate shrugged. “It’s pretty standard to misplace a knife in the mix of blood and flesh after a skinning.”

      A customer walked up behind me, and I welcomed the forced end to our conversation. It turned out I wasn’t quite over the knife thing, after all.

      I stepped aside and was about to leave when Nate said, “Did I tell you my good news?”

      “Uh, I don’t think so.”

      He took the customer’s order and then glanced up at me. “Victoria and I bought a house down the street. We’re moving in next month.”

      “Oh!” I said, with way too much energy. “That’s so great.” I forced my face into a smile.

      Luckily, Nate busied himself with making the next customer’s drink, so he didn’t notice my awkward reaction. And I know I had just decided that I didn’t care whether or not Alex and I took things slower, but it seemed like the squirt of lemon my slashed ego didn’t need.

      “I’d love to hear more about it,” I said, “Uh—later, though. I’ve got to get going.” Holding up a hand in goodbye, I added, “My power should be back on soon. Then we can get back on track with the promotion. Thanks, Nate.”

      He gave me a weird salute and turned to hand the customer his coffee. I skirted out of the café. As I pulled my jacket tighter around my neck and sipped at my latte, I realized how close I was to my sister’s house. Maybe I could stop by and see if she’d let me borrow her car, so I could go have a chat with Emerson up at Woodcrest, now that I knew where he was staying on the property.

      Just as I started toward Maggie’s house, my phone buzzed in my bag. It was Liv. I stopped walking to answer the call.

      “We’re becoming regular talk-on-the-phone people since now we don’t live with each other,” I said in lieu of a hello.

      Liv laughed. “We are. How’s the bookstore? Any power yet?”

      “None.” I stepped to the edge of the sidewalk so I wasn’t blocking any passersby. “How’d Hammy do at your place while I was in class?”

      Snorting, Liv said, “She misses the couch. When I got home she was stretched out in the middle of it, fast asleep.”

      “Actually,” I said, with a chuckle, “she does that on the one my mom gave me too. Having a couch that’s Hammy approved is like—well—having any couch because I don’t think she’s met one she doesn’t like.”

      We laughed for a moment, but then both went silent. There had to be a reason Liv was calling other than to check in about the store.

      “So…?” I kicked a clump of icy snow with the toe of my boot. “What else is going on?”

      Liv cleared her throat. “I was just checking to see if you were going to stay over tonight too, and—you know—like when you would be here because either you need to come here, or I need to get out of the house.” She whispered the last part, then continued at the lower volume. “Carson got home, said two words and then disappeared into the garage again.”

      “Sorry, Liv.” I wrinkled my nose at the reminder that even the people moving in together weren’t immune from problems.

      About to tell her I would be there in a few minutes, I paused as an idea hit me. After hearing about Emerson’s missing knife, it couldn’t hurt to visit in numbers, and Maggie wasn’t the only one with a car.

      “What would you say to going on a little drive?”

      “Sure…” Liv answered warily.

      “Hot Watson,” I added.

      “Oh! Sure!”

      “Can you meet me at the bookstore in twenty? I have to grab something before we leave.”

      “Will do.” Her voice sounded bright, full of energy despite how down she’d sounded only moments before. “Should I bring Ham Dog?”

      “Of course!”

      We hung up, and I turned back toward the bookstore. I didn’t get even halfway there before my phone rang again.

      I grumbled to myself as I pulled it from my pocket. “Liv, you can’t be early and expect me to—” My words cut off as Alex’s name popped up on the screen instead of Liv’s.

      “Hey!” I said.

      “Is everything okay, Pepper?”

      “Um… yes?” I chewed on my lip, wondering how he found out about my sleuthing.

      “I’m standing in front of the bookstore and it’s dark.”

      My shoulders relaxed. “Oh, that.” I laughed. “I may have forgotten to pay my electricity bill… two months in a row.” I tried to make my voice sound light.

      It wasn’t as if I’d been trying to keep it from him. I had meant to call him last night. But Liv and I had been commiserating, and by the time we’d gone to bed, it felt too late. The fact that I’d had most of the day today to tell him squirmed in the pit of my stomach.

      Alex sighed on the other end of the line. “Forgot to pay or couldn’t pay?”

      “Forgot. I promise.”

      “Well, Frank made me take a break, so I brought you one of those lattes you like.”

      I glanced down at probably exactly the same drink I was already holding. Shrugging my shoulders, I tipped the rest back and finished it, then tossed it in the nearest garbage can.

      “Can you wait for a minute? I’m on my way to the store. I can be there in two shakes of a Hammy tail.”

      “Pepper, I’d wait two thousand shakes for you,” Alex said sweetly.

      My face pulled into a contented smile. See? We were fine.

      “Speaking of Ham Dog, isn’t she freezing inside without electricity?” he asked.

      My stomach flipped. “Oh, um… actually, she’s with Liv. We stayed at Noblebranch last night. I know you’re super busy with this case, and I didn’t want you to have to worry about me too.”

      I cringed as I listened to the silence on the other end of the line, hoping he wasn’t hurt.

      Okay, maybe fine isn’t the word.

      “Oh, right. That makes sense.” The flat tone to his voice was either disappointment or fatigue.

      “So how’s your day going?” I asked cheerily, changing the subject.

      He exhaled into the phone. “Long. We’re following a few leads, but for as many clues as we had at the scene, they’re all dead ends.”

      “Sorry.” I kept it at that, knowing I wasn’t supposed to ask or care about the details of this case. “Even the notes?” I ventured, feeling like it might be safe since I was the one who found them.

      “Even the notes. Frank gave me the one you found yesterday. But even that didn’t bring any more clues. It would be some feat to figure out who owns a typewriter around here just to find one that has a part of the e key missing. We’ve checked all of our current suspects’ homes, but they could’ve easily borrowed one.”

      “Right,” I said, but filed that piece of information away for later. My vision had been too blurry and freaked both times to notice that small of a detail.

      “How’s your day going?” he asked conversationally.

      As I replayed my day in my head, I remembered Andrea’s comments about Alex, and my fingers threatened to curl into fists all over again.

      “Not great. I mean, I feel silly about the power and then Andrea was being… extra Andrea-y today. I know you can’t go around checking all the typewriters, but hers might be a good place to start. She said some disturbing things today.”

      “We’ve already checked. She doesn’t own one. But her alibi is unsubstantiated. Also, the light stalking might be more full bodied than we first thought.”

      An uncomfortable laugh shot out of me, because he had no idea. “Yeah, it sounds like you might be her new target now that Cole’s out of the picture. She could’ve been the one to leave that note.”

      “Okay, Peps. Don’t worry. We’re taking her very seriously as a suspect. Luckily, all you have to worry about is school and running your store, once you get this power turned back on, that is.”

      I rounded the corner, and my bookstore came into view. Alex stood by the front door, leaning on the front window while he talked. Two coffee cups rested on the windowsill next to him.

      “Hey, I gotta go. There’s some dreamy guy waiting for me in front of my store, and I need both of my hands free, so I can squeeze him and ravage him with kisses.”

      Alex looked up and beamed back at me. We hung up and closed the distance between us. Arms wrapped around my back and lips found mine. As the kiss deepened, I let my hands work their way around the back of his neck and into his hair, messing it in that way he professed to hate, but always made his mouth tip up into a sexy smile.

      “Peps, I wanted to—” Alex started, but was interrupted.

      “Hey, get a room,” someone called to my right.

      Alex and I broke apart. Liv leaned out her open window as she pulled her car to a stop in one of the diagonal parking spots in front of the store.

      I waved as Alex ran his hand through the back of his hair, righting it from my fingers. Hammy grinned at us from the back seat.

      “You going somewhere?” Alex asked as he glanced between me and the car.

      Liv’s face tightened, and she leaned back inside the car.

      I swallowed. “Uh, yeah. We were going to…” My eyes locked onto Hammy’s panting face. “Take Hammy for a little snow adventure since I can’t work tonight, anyway.”

      Alex turned to Liv who nodded emphatically. “That should be fun,” he said as he walked over and grabbed the coffees off the windowsill, holding one out for me. “I’d better get back to the station.”

      Taking the coffee, I leaned up and planted a thank you kiss on his cheek.

      With one last wave, Alex said, “Be safe” as I climbed into the passenger side of Liv’s car.

      She waited until he was a few yards away to exhale. “Well, that was close.” Her fingers pressed the button on her door that rolled up her window.

      I cringed. “Yeah, sorry. I didn’t know he would be here.”

      “Him surprising you with a coffee is the cutest.” Even though Liv smiled, there was a sadness to her tone, which made my heart hurt for my friend.

      I put a hand on her shoulder. “Hey, I promise we’ll get to the bottom of this Carson thing.”

      “Thanks. Didn’t you need something inside?” she asked, gesturing to the store.

      “I was going to grab my camera, but I’ll use my phone if I need to take any pictures.”

      Liv backed the car out of the spot.

      “How was your day?” I asked as we got on the road.

      The sun was peeking through the billowy winter clouds and making the snow dance with glitter.

      “Fine.” She shrugged. “Yours?”

      “Oh, mine was fine too. Though, I have a few more things to add to Andrea’s list when we get back home.”

      Liv’s eyes widened. “Tell me everything.”
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      As we drove up to Woodcrest, I described my conversation with Andrea to Liv.

      Because she’s my very best friend, she gasped incredulously and narrowed her eyes as I explained the way Andrea had talked about Alex and how I suspected her of leaving the notes in my apartment.

      “I appreciate how you put the Liv in livid for me.” I smiled at her show of support as she pulled the car onto the valley highway.

      “She crossed the line so many times it’s like she was doing some sort of evil double Dutch over it,” Liv said, looking as if we weren’t already on a mission she would turn this car around to find Andrea and teach her a lesson. “Are you worried?”

      I nodded. “It really sounds like she’s moved on from stalking Cole to Alex, right?”

      Liv raised an eyebrow. “I mean, I’m not fluent in crazy but from what I’m picking up… yeah.”

      My laughter died away as I remembered what Alex had said. “She doesn’t have a typewriter, though. They already searched her place.”

      “She might not own one, but does she have access to one? You don’t have a typewriter, but I would bet money you could get your hands on one in less than an hour if you needed to.”

      “True.” I tilted my head as I thought. “My mom saved my dad’s old machine and—come to think of it—Fergie has one too.”

      Liv sucked in an excited breath.

      I put up a hand to stop her. “I’ve used it, and every letter is in pristine condition. Alex said the e on the note was half gone.”

      “Of course you’ve used Fergie’s.” She smirked, focusing on the road.

      “You’re not wrong about her having access to a typewriter, though. That’s a good point.”

      Liv took the turn toward Woodcrest, and her car climbed up the hill. “But you said Andrea admitted to seeing the two of you kissing in the hall, right?” she asked.

      “Yeah, so?”

      “Peps, anyone who sees you and Alex as much as look at each other has to recognize you two are the definition of head over heels.”

      Hope swelled in my chest, and I tried to hold on to the peace I’d found about our relationship earlier. The good feeling fell away just as quickly as it came.

      “That may have been part of the problem. We caught her attention. If we’d been a picture, I doubt she would’ve missed a beat before pasting a photo of her face over mine.”

      Liv let out a wry laugh as we pulled up to the mansion. An uncomfortable silence sat in the car with us like a terrible passenger sitting in the back next to Hammy. It was hard to say if it were more from what I’d said or the eerie house looming in front of us.

      “He won’t be at the main house; we need to drive around to the servant housing and stables.” I pointed to where the driveway pavement continued on to the right of the building.

      The whole thing was dry, clean of snow as if it’d been shoveled right after our last storm.

      “Stables? Who are these people?” she muttered as she followed my directions.

      “I’m beginning to realize I have no idea.”

      Behind the immense main house, stood a veritable small village of buildings. I knew most of them to be servants’ quarters and detached garages. When we were younger, Maggie and I actually felt bad for them when we’d seen their garage wasn’t attached to their house like ours was.

      “They have to walk in the rain to get home, and what do they do when they have their arms full of groceries?” my sister and I had wondered aloud to our parents when we’d come home from Cole’s tenth birthday party.

      Little did we realize that they had people to do their shopping for them, and a chauffer most likely drove their cars into the garage once they were done with them.

      After Cole’s birthday party, almost every major event happened here at Woodcrest: end-of-the-year parties, summer pool parties—partly because he was one of the few people with a pool—and even our graduation party.

      “You know my friend, Fiona?”

      “The EMT?” Liv scrunched up her face.

      “That one. She grew up right there.” I motioned to one of the cottages next to the garage. “Her dad was the Williams’s gardener. Oh, that’s the barn over there.” I pointed to the large building to our left, and Liv turned the car in that direction.

      No other vehicles were parked in front, but I wasn’t worried. Emerson had never been one to drive himself, unlike Cole who didn’t like to use the chauffeurs if he could help it.

      Liv and I got out, shielding our eyes as the sun reflected off the snowy grounds surrounding the barn. I kept Hammy on her leash, worried she might slip under the fence and try to make friends with the horses and their large hooves.

      The left side of the barn was where the horse paddocks linked up with the stalls. Horses in hunter-green blankets eyed us as they rested in the evening sun. We walked in the opposite direction, toward the right side of the building and up a set of stairs that led to a doorway.

      We’d made such a racket clomping up the steps, there was no need for me to knock, but I did so anyway.

      And then I knocked again.

      I was about to knock a third time when the door swung open. Emerson stood on the other side.

      “Pepper?” He peered at me as if he’d been locked inside this attic for a great many years like Bertha Mason in Thornfield Hall.

      Exhaling in relief, I smiled. After how he’d stormed in and out of the store the other day, I wondered if he even remembered me.

      “Hi, Emerson. I wanted to come by to check on you, see how you’re—” My voice cut out, more emotion than I had expected wound tight around my throat.

      Andrea was cementing herself as my number one suspect, if I was being honest with myself, so talking to Emerson had now become more about proving his innocence than anything else.

      His eyes were stormy as he took me in, Liv, and Hammy too. But like gray clouds after a tempest, his expression slowly cleared.

      “Uh, yeah. Come in.” He stepped aside to let us in.

      I thanked my lucky stars for his good manners. He’d been taught to entertain, to put on a happy face, even when everything was falling apart.

      “Sorry, is it okay for us to have Hammy in here?” I asked.

      “Yeah, the person who used to live here had a dog too, so it’s cool.” Emerson’s mouth tugged up into a smile. “Did you name your dog after a pork product?”

      I pursed my lips. “Um… technically beef. Her full name is Hamburger. My niece named her.”

      Liv coughed and turned to shut the door, but it was mostly to hide her grin.

      “This is my friend, Liv.” I motioned to her as she turned around.

      Emerson’s eyebrows twitched, and he looked Liv up and down. She was still wearing her business attire from work, today sporting sleek black pants and a rose-colored blouse that highlighted the light-pink streak we’d attempted to put in her blonde hair last week. I almost rolled my eyes at how obviously he was checking her out—not that I blamed him; my best friend was a knockout.

      He cleared his throat. “Here, have a seat,” he said, showing us to a tweed couch that looked like it was more expensive than Liv’s car.

      I set Hammy on the floor but kept her leash short so she wouldn’t go too far. The carriage house may have been above the barn, but there was nothing barnlike about it. It was gorgeous and from this height, had an almost panoramic view of the whole property.

      We settled onto the couch in the small living room, equipped with a fireplace, sliding glass door that opened onto a porch overlooking the paddocks, and a beautiful stone coffee table. Behind us was a full kitchen and beyond that a hallway that looked to have at least three doorways.

      Realizing she couldn’t explore like she wanted, Hammy sat on my foot, tongue lolling as she panted up at me, highlighting the awkward silence.

      “Are your parents coming into town?” I asked, folding my hands in my lap. I haven't heard anything about a funeral yet, but the police would have to finish their investigation before they release his body.

      Emerson nodded, bringing me back to the question I’d asked. He perched on a leather chair across from us. “They were at their villa in Italy, so it’s taking them a bit, but they’ll be here tomorrow.” His eyes strayed back to Liv, having answered my question.

      Liv, none the wiser, looked around her like she was making decorating notes for her new house.

      “The town is just… devastated, Emerson.” My face pulled into a grimace.

      His shoulders lowered along with his gaze.

      “I keep thinking, who could’ve done this? He was so well liked.” I sighed.

      Emerson dipped his head in agreement.

      “You don’t have any idea, do you? Were you around? Had he gotten into any fights?” I let each question tiptoe out so as not to scare him away.

      When Emerson finally looked up, his face was almost red.

      Uh oh, I’ve made him mad, I thought to myself, recalling the knife set Nate had described. I made a quick plan to get out of here as soon as possible.

      But what he said froze any thoughts in my mind.

      “Do you believe in ghosts?” he asked.

      Remembering the armful of books he’d purchased from me the other day, I glanced over at Liv. “Um…”

      “Of course you don’t. It’s stupid.” He shook his head. “And to answer your question, no one hated Cole. He was annoyingly likable.”

      Hammy stood and growled as my body tensed. Her attention locked onto Emerson in blame, knowing her Auntie Olivia wasn’t the cause of my worry.

      Emerson laughed—not a reaction one wants toward their beloved protector. “Sorry, Beef, didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “It's Hammy.” I pulled her into my lap, the incorrect name reminding me of when Alex had first met her. He called her Hot Dog or Ham Sandwich, until he inevitably fell in love with her.

      Thinking of Alex also reminded me that he would be pretty unhappy if he found out I was here. He hadn’t specifically told me not to investigate, but after Emerson’s angry outburst, I realized this wouldn’t qualify as staying safe like I promised Alex I would. Now that I was here, I needed to make this visit count instead of running away at the first sign of trouble. I looked at Liv who was watching me, waiting for any cues.

      Pulling in a deep breath, I asked, “Emerson, what happened during Thanksgiving break of your junior year?”

      His face froze in surprise. “What?”

      “You and Cole were like oil and water at the best of times, but after that break you came back like oil and fire, ready to combust anytime you were in the same room.” I scrunched my fingers into Hammy’s fur so he wouldn’t see them shake.

      Unfortunately, it didn’t matter. When the surprise cleared from his expression, all that was left was a dark fury that made my spine straighten. He stood, clenching his fists.

      “You should go.” The words were clipped, as tight as his jaw.

      Liv and I shared an uneasy glance before following him as he walked to the door, whipping it open.

      “My brother is dead. I don’t have the time for some Nancy Drew wannabe sniffing around here.” He raised his eyebrows and motioned to the porch.

      We stepped through. “I’m sorry if I said something to upset you, Em—” I started, but the door slammed shut, cutting me off.

      Hammy barked and wheeled her legs as if she might run after him—or, more likely, away—if I wasn’t holding her. Liv patted the dog’s head and slipped an arm through mine as we made our way down the steps and back toward the car.

      “Sorry, Peps,” she said as she started the engine.

      “Why?” I asked as she backed up.

      Her forehead creased as she eased the car forward. “Because we didn’t learn anything.”

      I clicked my tongue. “Liv, Emerson acted as eager to get rid of us as Rochester was to wed Jane the first time.”

      Liv blinked. “Which means?”

      “He’s hiding something, and even though I don’t know what that is, I'm sure I was right; it has to do with that Thanksgiving break. Which means I was wrong about Emerson. Andrea just found herself a competitor for our number one suspect.”
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      Liv and I were halfway home when her phone buzzed in the center console.

      “Would you mind reading that?” she asked, keeping her focus on the road.

      Nodding, I picked up the phone. “Carson says, At the hardware store. Don’t hurry home.”

      She sighed.

      “Do you want me to write anything back to him?” I asked cautiously.

      “Something like, See you for dinner?” Shrugging, Liv took a right on the road that would take us back to downtown Pine Crest.

      I did so.

      Three dots appeared as Carson typed a response.

      “What’d he say?” she asked after a moment.

      I cleared my throat. “Uh… he hasn’t, yet. But it looks like he’s typing something.”

      The three dots vanished, then reappeared.

      “Oh, maybe not. Wait. Yes, he’s typing again.”

      Liv’s fingers tightened on the wheel.

      Finally, a text came through. I gulped. “He says, Sure.”

      “Sure?”

      “Sure.”

      “That was a long time to type the word sure.” She narrowed her eyes as the university campus came into view. We would pass by the hardware store in a few blocks.

      “Maybe he was driving?” I suggested.

      “But he said at the hardware store, didn’t he?” She looked over at me.

      I scrolled up to clarify. “He did. At, not on his way.”

      All conversation ceased as we craned our necks to peek into the hardware store parking lot.

      Carson’s car wasn’t there.

      “That’s weird,” I said, hoping the discomfort in my tone was less noticeable to Liv than it was to me.

      “Not as weird as that,” she said flatly, pointing to Carson walking into Bittersweet, holding the door open for a woman. He turned to glance over his shoulder.

      Liv sped past before he spotted us, gunning the accelerator as if we were being chased, but she took a quick right after the café, screeching to a halt in one of the open parking spaces. Her fingers shook.

      “I knew it.” Her gaze landed on mine.

      My heart broke at the pain behind her eyes.

      “Liv…” I wanted to say something reassuring, but I couldn’t find anything positive about what we’d just seen.

      Putting the car into park and turning it off, she unbuckled. “That’s it. I’m going to confront him.”

      “Hold on.” I put a hand on her arm to stop her. “Let’s think this through first. We don’t want to pull a Gilbert.” I took a deep breath, hoping it might inspire her to do the same.

      She stared at me in confusion. “Who?”

      “Gilbert Markham, from The Tenant of Wildfell Hall,” I said. Seeing she still didn’t understand, I added, “He thought the woman he loved, Helen, was seeing her landlord, Frederick, in secret. An angry Gilbert confronts Frederick and hits him so hard the poor guy falls off his horse and almost dies. It’s only after that Gilbert finds out Frederick is actually Helen’s brother, and he’s helping her hide from her unstable husband.” I turned to Liv. “Any chance Carson has a long-lost sister he might be helping?”

      “No. Just the one I already know about, and that wasn’t her.”

      I chewed on my lip. “Okay, so it’s not his sister. And that’s not the hardware store.”

      “Which means I need to go confront him,” Liv said impatiently.

      Hammy whined from the back seat as if she sensed the tension building up in the car.

      “Or”—I unfurled my hand in a flourish, hoping it might add some pizazz to my suggestion—“we could investigate a little more before we go in there, guns blazing.”

      Not used to Old West references coming from my lips, Liv balked, but only momentarily. “We're good at investigating. But he’s definitely going to notice us.”

      I held up a finger. “Don’t worry. I have a man on the inside.”
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      With the windows cracked for Hammy, we slunk into the alley behind the café. I glanced down at my phone, impatient. Even with our winter coats, it was freezing outside.

      Bittersweet’s back door opened just before I gave up hope. Nate’s tall form leaned out into the alley. His almost black eyes sparkled as they landed on us.

      “Good evening, ladies.” He smiled that curly-lipped grin of his. “Fill me in on this clandestine task of ours.” He rubbed his long hands together like an evil villain from an old movie who’s entrapped the hero.

      Liv and I stayed silent for a beat—I can’t speak for her, but I was definitely waiting for him to let out a malevolent muahaha.

      When he didn’t, I said, “Okay, Nate. Carson is in there with a girl. We need to know who she is.”

      “And why he would lie about meeting with her,” Liv blurted out.

      Jabbing her with my elbow, I eyed her in warning. Nate was one of the worst people to tell secrets to, so I’d been trying to keep as much of our predicament as was possible a mystery.

      Nate’s eyes widened in understanding—at least, I hoped that’s what the expression meant—and he nodded. He touched a spindly finger to his nose before disappearing into the café. We waited for a few minutes, pacing around the, thankfully, clean alley to keep ourselves warm, before the door opened again.

      Carson stepped outside, body language tight and wary. He glanced over one shoulder before catching sight of us. Liv and I panicked, running into each other as we each attempted fleeing in the opposite direction. Quickly realizing escape was not an option, we turned to face Carson, head on. Liv’s cheeks reddened, mirroring the heat flushing mine.

      “Liv? Pepper?” Carson’s face slackened with relief. He laughed and ran a hand over his features, smiling. “Sorry, I’m relieved. I had no idea why Nate asked me to come out back. Well, that’s not true. I had a few… terrible ideas.” He shivered.

      Unable to share any of Carson’s relief, I wanted to slap my hand onto my forehead. Nate! In what universe did this solve our problem?

      “Hey, Carson.” I forced my face into a smile. “We were—uh—just checking if Nate had any…” I glanced around, noticing a pile of cardboard to my right. “Recycling.”

      His eyebrows rose. He followed my gaze.

      “We’re spearheading a recycling program to help… underrepresented…” I gulped.

      “Why’d you lie?” Liv stepped forward, finding her voice.

      As awkward as this was about to get, I inwardly thanked her. I hadn’t been doing any better.

      “And who is she?” She tacked the second question onto the first.

      Carson’s face lost all color again as he realized he hadn’t quite avoided danger after all. “Liv, I’m sorry. It’s not what you think. She’s from work.”

      Liv put a hand on her hip as she listened to him stumble, a silent warning not to mess with her.

      “I was at the hardware store, but I got a call from our recruitment office asking if I could meet a potential student. They said she was on the fence and wanted me to take her somewhere downtown that might persuade her to come to this campus.” His forehead wrinkled in concern as he watched Liv.

      Her hand fell from her hip. “Truthfully?” she asked, the warning not entirely gone from her voice.

      Carson nodded. “And I’m realizing that the longer I leave her with Nate, the less likely it is that she will want to come here.” He backed up two tentative steps, glancing at the building.

      Liv huffed out a breath. “Okay, go.”

      He held her gaze for a moment more before running around to the front again. He wasn’t gone more than a few moments before the back door creaked open once more. Nate stepped out, hands clasped behind his back. He pursed his lips together as if holding an invisible toothpick in the center.

      “So?” I said, covering the distance between us. Liv’s footsteps were right behind me. “Did you find anything out?” I skipped mentioning that we had also wanted Carson to remain unaware of our presence, knowing it was moot at that point.

      “I did.” He inclined his head toward us. “Her name is Justine Connell, and she is a prospective Northern Washington University student.”

      My shoulders released from their tensed position, and Liv let out a whoosh of relieved air.

      Nate smirked. “Once Carson was out of the picture, she sang like a regular songbird.”

      “What did you tell Carson to get him to come out here?” Liv asked, curiosity dripping from her question.

      “Ah! I merely informed him that there was a surprise just for him in the alley.” Nate winked, as I’m sure he had also done when telling Carson.

      Liv and I covered our mouths to hide our barely contained laughter. No wonder the poor guy seemed like he was walking into a trap.

      Locking her arm through mine, Liv moved toward her car. “Okay, well, thanks for your help, Nate. We’ve gotta get going.”

      We waved over our shoulders and were greeted by Hammy’s smiling face from the car window as we emerged onto the sidewalk. I gave Ham a scratch behind the ear for being such a good girl when we climbed inside.

      “Well, at least that mystery is solved.” I buckled my seat belt.

      Any happiness flitted away as I looked over at Liv. Her fingers gripped the steering wheel as if it were her only lifeline. She focused on something past the windshield.

      “Hey.” I put a hand on her shoulder.

      She met my gaze, her forehead creased in worry. “It’s almost worse this way.”

      “Oh no,” I tried to make my voice sound sympathetic, instead of confused. “How is finding out your boyfriend isn’t cheating on you worse, again?” I tapped my finger on my lip.

      “Because it explains today, but not the last week. If he’s not cheating on me, then maybe it means he really doesn’t want to live with me.” Between the wobble in her usually steady voice and the moisture collecting along the edges of her eyes, it was clear this was far from over.

      “Or…” I dragged out the word, as if reeling her back to me. “He’s going through something he’s not ready to talk about yet. Moving hasn’t been easy for you either.” I gave her a pointed look.

      Sniffing, she swiped at the corner of her eye. “I suppose.”

      Over the past few days, she’d texted me approximately twenty-seven videos of Hammy and our old apartment attached to lines like “Remember when…” or “I can’t believe this was a year ago already!”

      As if knowing she needed some encouragement, Hammy jumped forward onto the center console and licked Liv’s cheek. She laughed.

      “Okay, okay. The two of you are right, as always.” She pulled in a deep breath. “Should we go check if you’ve got power?”

      I cringed and nodded, pulling Hammy into my lap for the short ride. Relief washed over me when we stopped in front of the bookstore, lights shining out into the darkening winter sky like a beacon of hope.

      “Looks like I have to give you up as a houseguest tonight.” Liv pushed her bottom lip out, jokingly—I think.

      “Yeah.” I felt silly that it made me sad too.

      I didn’t have much time to wallow, because I noticed that not only where the lights on, but there were people inside the store.

      “Whoa, it looks like Jess opened up.” My heart calmed as I spotted her behind the counter. “I’d better get in there and help.”

      “I can keep Hammy if you want,” Liv said as I moved to open the door. “Your stuff is still at my place, so I can bring it with me later when I drop her off.” She clasped her hands together in a plea.

      “Sure.” I transferred the dog onto my empty seat as I slid from the car. “See you two later.”

      I didn’t even wait for them to pull away before I bounded into the store, ecstatic to see the power back and so many customers inside. Jess waved me over.

      “I was about to call you,” she said, beaming. “I noticed the power on about an hour ago and opened up, but people started streaming in, and I was too swamped to even let you know.”

      Laughing, I shook my head. “That’s the best news I’ve heard all day.” I sent a silent thank you to Jeffery. Twenty-four hours was on the low end of what he’d promised.

      “I’ve got it from here if you want to go home for dinner,” I told Jess, knowing she usually wanted to be home at this time.

      She shrugged. “Okay. I’ll see you in the morning.” She grabbed her bag and headed home with a wave.

      Thanking her again, I turned to help a couple check out. The next couple of hours were a whirlwind of customers. Liv dropped off Hammy and my bags as my last customer left. Once she was gone, and the sign was turned, I locked the door.

      The good feelings of the day dissipated as I closed up for the night in the eerie silence of the store. The large storefront windows made me feel vulnerable in a way I never had before.

      A shiver wound around me as I stared at the dark skies outside. I was still getting used to being alone, but the feeling I was being watched was undeniable. I wasn’t sure if it was Emerson or Andrea, but I wasn’t alone, and not in the good sense of that phrase.
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      Pulling out my phone, I texted Alex to give him the news about the power. A second later, my phone rang.

      “Hey.” I smiled.

      “That’s great news.” He sounded chipper, alert in a way he hadn’t for days.

      “You sound awake.”

      “It may have to do with the three coffees I’ve had since lunch.” He chuckled.

      I wished I felt the same. After my day, I longed to get into pj's and curl into bed.

      “Speaking of being awake,” Alex said. “I’m leaving the station. Want to watch a movie or something? I miss you. I’m sorry things have been off with us lately.”

      My heart ached in that wonderful way that makes me understand the expression love so much it hurts. How could I say no to that?

      “I’m sorry too. What movie did you have in mind?”

      He cleared his throat. “I was considering this film called Jane Eyre. You heard of it?”

      “Sounds vaguely familiar.” I chuckled.

      “I finished reading the book, and I’m dying to see how Michael Fassbender does playing the iconic Mr. Rochester.”

      Schedule willing, Alex often read a few of the books I was assigned each quarter. Between all the Brontës, he’d chosen Charlotte’s most famous work. “Okay,” I said, “but if we’re watching a movie, I need to tidy up. Let yourself in when you get here.”

      There was a distinct smile in his tone. “See you in a few.”

      Hammy and I jogged up the back steps, and I pulled out my keys, hoping the apartment would be warm enough after a whole day without power. When I pushed open the door, there was a hint of chill hanging in the air, but it wasn’t too bad.

      The lights were all off, though, and it was pitch black aside from the full moon shining in through the window. I stumbled to my right to hit the light switch.

      As light filled the room, my happy heart dropped to my stomach. Another envelope sat on the floor just inside the door. With shaky hands, I picked it up.

      Same cream card stock. Typewritten message. Same broken e.

      Honest people don’t hide their deeds. Does Alex know where you were today?

      The walls seemed to close in on me. Had Andrea followed me up to Woodcrest? Or had it been Emerson all along, and now he was threatening me after I’d gotten too close? With our stop by the coffee shop, Emerson would’ve had time to come here before I got home.

      Hammy barked and disappeared down the stairs. The front door closed, and Alex called out a greeting.

      My heart hammered in my chest, making me woozy. I wanted to show it to him, but if I did, he would ask where I’d been today…

      Hammy’s nails clicked on the wooden stairs. Alex would be right behind her. Unsure what else to do, I lunged for the door and shoved it closed as Hammy slipped inside. Alex’s boots announced his ascent. I flipped the lock and stared down at the note in my hand.

      I had to hide it.

      Diving forward, I smashed it in between my mattress and box spring, refluffing my duvet. Alex’s footsteps stopped outside the door, and there was a pause before he knocked.

      “Everything okay in there?”

      “Yeah,” I called. “Just—uh—cleaning up.” I scanned the apartment. There were clothes strewn on my bed and a few dishes in the sink.

      “Almost done,” I said as I gathered the clothes, figuring that would make it appear as if I’d cleaned a little. I shoved them into my armoire at the other end of the room.

      Running, even that little bit, had me panting more than I liked. I dragged myself over to the door and flipped the lock. Alex looked delicious standing on the other side in his uniform, and I barely resisted pulling him inside by his collar.

      He stepped forward and pulled me into a kiss that made me forget all about our difficulties lately. It also made me appreciate Wuthering Heights a little more because in that moment, whatever our souls were made of, his and mine were the same.

      Alas, my moment of bliss was short lived. After looking into my eyes for a dreamy second, Alex walked the perimeter of the room. He opened the bathroom door, peeked inside, glanced behind my remaining unpacked boxes, and even lifted my grandmother’s quilt from where I’d hung it on the wall. My heart froze.

      Did he know about the new note? I eyed the bed.

      “Whatcha looking for?” I asked, fear prickling the edges of my question.

      Alex turned back toward me. “Oh, just making sure the door wasn’t locked because you’re hiding an insane husband up here in the attic.” His playful grin made all my worries disappear.

      “Ha ha.” I rolled my eyes.

      After taking off his shoes, he settled onto the couch and patted the cushion next to him. Before I could even move, Hammy raced over and jumped up. She settled into a ball, cuddled up to him.

      We burst out laughing.

      “She’s like Heathcliff-level obsessed with you.” I eyed my dog and sat on the other side of him.

      “I tend to have that affect on women.” He winked at me.

      Shaking my head, I said, “You really are in a good mood tonight. Are you sure it’s only the coffee?”

      Alex rubbed his hand across the back of his neck. “Actually, we’re got some news tonight about one of our suspects, and I’d be lying if I said it hasn’t come as a huge relief.” He took my hand in his and squeezed tight.

      Relieved because he won’t have to worry as much about me, I realized. Which meant it had to be about Andrea.

      “Omigosh, you found evidence that can put her away?” I asked, blurting out the question before I could remind myself I wasn’t supposed to be involved.

      “Her?” Alex narrowed his gaze at me.

      I cleared my throat. “Um…” After a second of trying to think of a way out, I decided I was too tired to lie. “Andrea, of course.” I flopped my hands into my lap. “I know I’m supposed to be staying safe, but she’s in my class, Alex. And she said all those creepy things the other day about how you work so late and so does your dad. It got me worried.”

      “I’m sorry.” He cupped a hand around my chin, making me look him in the eyes. “You don’t have to worry anymore. We found evidence she’s innocent. We’re waiting for our witness to corroborate the alibi.”

      “Innocent?” My face was a corrugated mess of confusion. “But you said she was stalking Cole, and she’s definitely stalking you. She’s got to be the one who left the threatening note.” I was careful to use the singular version of the noun, leaving out the most recent addition to my typewritten collection.

      Nothing else made sense. Except, my thoughts prodded, pulling up the events of today, Emerson could’ve easily left you the note, especially after his outburst today.

      “We have a witness who says they saw her on campus at the time of the murder. We’re waiting for her sister to come in and answer a few questions to make sure it’s viable.” He shrugged.

      “Sister?” He and the officers had more scruples than to trust a sister. “I would do anything for Maggie and vice versa. How can you believe what her sister says?”

      Alex dipped his chin in consent. “We’re not. She also has physical proof of where her sister was that night. Which is why we’re bringing her in for more questioning. We’re waiting for her to drive in from the city tomorrow.”

      “Wait. The city? Then how does she have proof Andrea was on campus?”

      “Andrea sent her a video message, like she always does on Fridays.” Seeing I wasn’t satisfied with the vague answers he was giving, he scooted to face me. “Look, I don’t think we have to worry about her lying for Andrea. These two are nothing like you and Maggie, or any other sisters I’ve ever seen. Andrea’s sister seems to hate her.”

      I grimaced. “And you’re sure it’s not all an act to get her out of trouble?”

      “Let’s just say that Jenna was Andrea’s alibi from the beginning, but it took her a few days to call us back. Mostly because she liked the sound of Andrea going to jail too much, that she contemplated not returning our call—her words. She ended up caving after a few days once she realized Andrea in jail would also mean a killer would go free.”

      “But if Andrea’s chatting with her sister once a week, she’s obviously not mad at her.”

      “From what I've gathered, it sounds as if Andrea did something pretty unforgivable to Jenna. She sends her video messages because she hopes it’s harder to avoid her when she can see her face, but it doesn’t seem to be working. Jenna said Andrea’s been sending one every Friday since this incident to apologize, but she hasn’t responded yet.”

      “Whatever Andrea did must’ve been awful, then.” Sighing out my worries, I didn’t expect the amount of weight that lifted off my shoulders at the idea. “Innocent,” I said with a smile.

      As much as I disliked Andrea, I didn’t want her to be a murderer.

      “And with her off the list, I’ll feel a lot better whenever you’re in class together.” Alex grabbed the remote with his free hand—a subtle signal he was done talking about the case.

      “Wait, but if Andrea’s off your list, who are you looking into?” I asked, not about to let him off the hook that easily.

      He shrugged. “Like you said. Emerson is the only one who makes sense at this point. We still don’t have enough to convict him, but we’re getting there. I promise.” He wrapped an arm around me. “I’ve got this, Peps.”

      Okay with that, I snuggled closer to him. We lost ourselves in the movie. I threaded my fingers with Alex’s as Jane told Rochester, “Wherever you are is my home—my only home.” Alex kissed my forehead.

      And while I loved watching Jane finally return to Thornfield Hall, the burnt remains of her former home reminded me that things could change for the worse at any moment. We needed to talk about a few things. The first being the note I was hiding under my mattress. The second being his reaction to my moving in together comment the other morning.

      I paused the movie and turned toward him.

      He cocked an eyebrow. “What’s up?”

      “Earlier, when I locked you out, it wasn’t because I was tidying up.”

      Alex smirked. “Wait, so you are hiding a husband in the attic?”

      Unable to laugh at the joke, I shook my head. “Not a husband. Another note.”

      His forehead creased in question. “Why didn’t you show me? Is it bad?”

      I pulled in a deep breath. “Not anymore threatening than the last two.” Padding over to the bed, I located it between my mattress and box spring, then brought it back. “Here.”

      Alex pored over the note. His mouth pressed into a hard line. “Where were you today?”

      Forcing my gaze up so I could meet his eyes, I said, “Up at Woodcrest with Liv, questioning Emerson.”

      His expression fell. “Peps, you said you were going to stay out of this.”

      I scooted closer. “I only promised that I would stay safe, which I have, but that was before you started getting threats. Someone had killed Cole, and they threatened to do the same to you. I can’t stand by and watch.”

      “You can’t trust me enough to let me do my job, is more like it.” He stood, running a hand through his hair.

      “That’s not it.”

      I got up and followed him as he paced near the kitchen. Hammy pranced around his feet, grossly misreading his movement as the possibility of us going on a walk together.

      “I know these people. I thought I could help. But I knew you wouldn’t approve, so that’s why I kept it a secret.” My pleading tone did nothing to soften his tight features.

      “None of that justifies you keeping this from me. It’s not that I don’t think you could help; it’s that I don’t want you involved. I don’t want you to get hurt.” He stopped pacing to face me.

      “Just like I don’t want you to get hurt.” I pushed back my shoulders. “I’m sorry you’re upset, but I’m not going to stay out of it. I can help.”

      Alex exhaled a dry laugh. “Great apology.” He shook his head. “Do what you want, I guess. You do anyway.”

      And with that, he turned and left. The apartment door slammed shut, and moments later, the store door did the same.

      I collapsed onto the couch, my chest tight. Frustrated tears sprang to the corners of my eyes. The way Alex was reacting to me lately was so far from normal. Sure, he’d gotten upset with me for getting involved in cases before, but getting so angry before storming out wasn’t his style. And we hadn’t even gotten to talk about my comment the other morning. Grabbing my phone, I considered calling him.

      But I didn’t know what to say. I should apologize, but it felt wrong when I wasn't sorry. I felt just as protective of him as he did about me. And I wasn’t the one being threatened.

      Putting down my phone, I thought about the case to keep my mind off what had happened with Alex.

      If Andrea wasn’t the one leaving the threatening notes, Emerson was my only suspect left. He’d made it quite clear today he wasn’t going to talk. I needed to find out another way to get my information.

      The movie was still paused. It was only a matter of minutes before Jane and Edward reunite. My aching heart couldn’t handle seeing that after my fight with Alex. I moved to stop it, but in my blurry vision, hit the play button.

      At that moment Jane found Mrs. Fairfax in the burnt ruins of the mansion. The woman told her everything she needed to know about the fire, Bertha Mason’s fall to her death, and Mr. Rochester’s heroics. And even though it would’ve usually bugged me how far this scene strayed from the original story—the person who actually divulged this information to Jane was the owner of the local pub—at that moment, I didn’t care.

      Because my answer was right on the screen. I stopped the movie.

      In each of the Brontë sisters’ books, the servants are the ones with the real stories. Nelly was Mr. Lockwood’s source of gossip about the Earnshaws and Lintons in Wuthering Heights. And the movie version of Mrs. Fairfax had been ready to give Jane the information she needed to reunite with her true love, Rochester.

      Whether Alex liked it or not, if I wanted to find out the real reason someone had murdered Cole, I didn’t need to talk to the people who owned Woodcrest Manor, but the ones who worked there.
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      The next day, I didn’t have any classes until the afternoon, and Jess was set to open the store. With my realization last night, I jumped at the chance to go poking around Woodcrest again.

      The only problem was that Liv had to work, so she wasn't available to give me a ride.

      I’d survived for a year post undergrad without a car so far; almost everything was so close living downtown. But I was realizing that almost was becoming more and more of an issue.

      The ache in my chest only spread, until my whole body felt like it was affected by my fight with Alex last night. But even if I was angry with him, I still couldn’t bear the prospect of anything happening to him.

      So I’d gone to Maggie, entreating her to borrow her wheels for the morning.

      “For what?” Maggie put a hand on her hip, pausing from washing up breakfast dishes.

      My sister and I may have been total opposites in a lot of ways—like how she kept her house immaculate and two kids fed and happy while I couldn’t even remember to pay my power bill—but, as Alex mentioned, we also had a bond like no other. I knew she’d see right through any story, so I told the truth.

      Letting Hammy off her leash so she could play with Hudson, my two-year-old nephew, I spilled the whole predicament to Maggie.

      Her eyes widened as I finished. “Whoa, Peps. Threats? This is scary.”

      I nodded.

      “And you’re going to go up there? Alone?” She brought out her big-sister voice for those important questions.

      “I’ll park down at the lower garage and steer clear of Emerson’s place. From what we saw the other day, he’s not leaving that apartment much. I want to talk to some staff and see if they know anything.”

      Maggie tapped her nails on her marble countertops. “I remember them being pretty loyal to the family. Are you sure they’ll even talk to you?”

      I shrugged. “I have to try.”

      After a few moments, my sister seemed to make up her mind. “Okay.” She stepped forward, wiping her hands on a towel and then grabbing the car keys off a hook on the wall. “Be careful, though. You said you wouldn’t be able to handle it if anything happened to Alex, and I feel the same about you.” She gripped her hand over mine as she passed off the keys.

      I leaned forward and pulled her into a hug. “I will.”

      After stepping back, I eyed Hamburger playing with Hudson in the next room. The dog was running around the toddler, licking him each time she zoomed past. He squealed and giggled each time, reaching out for her but always missing.

      “Mind if I leave Ham here with you guys for the day?” I asked.

      Maggie followed my gaze.

      “In case my note-leaver decides to slip something more harmful than threats under my door,” I added with a shiver.

      “Of course.” Maggie nodded somberly, but her expression lightened right back up as she watched Hudson and Hammy. “With Brooklyn gone to school all day, Hudson’s hungry for a playmate.”

      “Perfect.” I pulled in a deep breath, waved to them, and headed out.

      The drive up to Woodcrest wasn’t as fun without Liv and Hammy, but it went by quickly enough. As I told Maggie I would, I stopped at the garage down the hill from the main estate, so my car wouldn’t be visible to Emerson. From there, it was a five-minute walk up the hill.

      Their staff kept the driveway plowed, and we hadn’t had any new snow since the night Cole died, so it wasn’t a difficult trip. As I walked, I relaxed into the familiarity. When we’d been in high school, Cole would often have us park down at the lower garage and walk up to keep the driveway clear for his parents.

      The familiarity only increased as I considered talking with the staff members. They’d always been kind to us growing up. I’d even gotten to know a few. My friend Fiona’s dad had worked here as their gardener most of her life, actually. I frowned as I remembered he wasn’t a good example of kindness since he ended up stealing from the family and running off, leaving Fiona behind.

      I crested the hill, and the mansion came into view. It looked as brilliant and intimidating as ever in what little sunlight peeked through the clouds on this typical winter morning.

      A chill thread its way down my spine as I focused on the place Cole’s body was only days before. The snow had either melted or been removed. The crime-scene tape was gone, but the memories lasted. I tried to shiver them away.

      Striding up to the large front doors, I pulled in a deep breath. Their butler would answer the front door, and I would ask if I could come in. As I rang the doorbell, I tried to remember his name. Steven? Or was it Evan?

      I tapped my fingers against my thigh as I waited, then rang the doorbell again.

      Finally, footsteps rang through the cavernous front foyer. The grand door swung open. I was greeted by Mrs. Williams herself, very decidedly not the butler.

      “Hello?” She looked older than I remembered, and tired, and also devastated. All of which made sense given the week she’d had.

      “Hi…” My heart hammered in my ears.

      I wasn’t expecting Cole’s parents to be back in town yet. This was going to throw a wrench in my plans. There was absolutely no way they’d be okay with me walking around questioning their staff.

      “Uh, I don’t know if you remember me, but I was a friend of Cole’s from high school.” I picked at my nail beds, nervous under Mrs. Williams’s cool gaze.

      Her face softened. “Yes, of course. Would you like to come in?”

      Just as with Emerson, having me come inside must've been one of the last things this woman wanted, but the family’s sense of propriety seemed almost inherent.

      I stood in the foyer as she closed the large door behind me.

      “I’m so sorry it took me a moment to answer the door,” she said as she led me into a sitting room to my right. “We just got in from Italy this morning and realized our butler no longer works here as of last week. The maid isn’t used to answering the door yet, plus she’s still a little shaken.” She shook her head and swiped a blonde hair back into her almost perfect chignon.

      Right. Alex had said a maid had been the one to find Cole’s body. Poor girl. Once I’d gotten past that detail, my mind clutched on to another piece of information. Their butler didn’t work here anymore. He’d worked here for as long as I could remember. Had he quit or been let go?

      I settled onto the couch when Mrs. Williams motioned for me to do so. “Sorry, did he quit?” I didn’t need to observe the way her jaw tightened to realize my question was in poor taste, but it was something I needed to know.

      She gave me a tight smile. “I’d rather not discuss it.”

      Just then a maid walked into the room. She jumped slightly, noticing her employer had company. She was about my age, I guessed, and her red hair was tucked up into a blue-and-white bonnet. I felt like I’d been transported back in time. Who actually made their servants dress like that anymore?

      “Would you like me to bring you two anything, Mrs. Williams?” she asked, her red-rimmed eyes flicking around the room.

      “No, thank you, Callie. Our guest isn’t staying long.” She waved he girl away.

      It seemed her cordiality wasn’t as ingrained as I’d first thought, and I wondered if I’d made a mistake by coming inside.

      The woman watched me. “So what can I do for you?” She narrowed her eyes at me as if I might have my name written in tiny letters on my forehead.

      “Pepper.” I pressed my lips together for a moment, before deciding what to say next. “I was wondering if there’s anything I can do for you. This is an awful situation, and nothing will make it better, but I wanted to let you know that I’m here; all of Pine Crest is here for your family.”

      Mrs. Williams’s blue eyes locked onto mine, and her beautiful face crumpled. Tears spilled down suddenly red, blotchy skin. I could tell she was trying to say something in response, but her words were hiccupy and garbled by sobs.

      Surprise froze me in place for a moment, but I spied an ornate box of tissues on the table next to me. Grabbing a few, I scooted next to her, offering them and putting my hand tentatively on her arm after she took them.

      She dabbed at her cheeks and then blew her nose. Mascara ran down her face. Unsure what else to do, I moved closer and wrapped my arm around her shoulders, hugging her tight.

      “A piece of me is missing.” Her voice shook. “As if someone stuck the knife in me instead and cut part of me away, but I have to go on living.”

      “I’m so very sorry,” I whispered. My chest ached as I held her tight.

      After a few moments filled with sniffing and shaking her head, she said, “I’m embarrassed. I’ve been traveling for the past few days, and I’m exhausted.”

      I frowned. “There’s no reason to be embarrassed. I’m sorry I came here. I felt a little helpless too, I guess. We all loved Cole,” I added quietly at the end.

      She smiled at me in the most heartbreakingly tender way. “Thank you.”

      Mr. Williams walked into the room, his face as weary and pale as his wife’s. He took in the scene and eyed me warily, obviously protective of his wife.

      “Hi, there. I’m sorry, Emerson left for town an hour ago, if you were looking for him.”

      “Oh, honey, this is Pepper. She was a friend of Cole’s. She stopped by to offer her condolences.” Mrs. Williams patted my hand and rose.

      Her husband’s face softened. “Thank you.” He did his best to smile.

      “I’ll get going now,” I said. “Please reach out if you need anything. I own the bookstore downtown.”

      They nodded, wrapping their arms around each other as I waved goodbye and let myself out. The cool winter air felt like a lifeline, opening my constricted lungs. I walked with a purpose away from the mansion even though it sounded like Emerson wasn’t even here. It appeared that I would have to get to the bottom of this without any information from the house staff.

      Still, Cole’s parents deserved the truth, deserved to see the person who did this to their son brought to justice. I couldn’t give up now. I thought about Mrs. Williams saying their butler was no longer working for them. How could I get Alex to look into the man? Last night’s fight was still too fresh in my memory.

      I drove back into town and dropped off Maggie’s car before my classes that afternoon. It seemed almost impossible to concentrate on authors and prose and literary analysis with everything running through my head. Even Fergie’s class was a wash. Andrea wasn’t there, and I ended up staring out the window, watching the winter sun set over the mountains instead of paying attention like I should’ve.

      As if my focus wasn’t already stretched too thin, pulled between thoughts of the case and my classwork, my phone vibrated in my pocket. It was a call, but I didn’t normally answer during class. I would call whomever it was after. When a text message came through right after the phone call stopped, I pulled it out and saw a missed call and a new text flash across the screen. They were both from Frank.

      My heart caught in my throat as I read the text.

      “I’m at the hospital with Alex. Call me as soon as you can.”
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      Shooting an apologetic look at Fergie, I grabbed my bag and ran into the hallway. My heart hammered as I called Frank.

      “Hey,” he said, his tone frazzled. Loud noises clambered their way into the line, muffling the word.

      “Is he okay?” Tears sprang to my eyes, and I’m sure the question was almost unintelligible through all the emotion.

      “He’s going to be.” Frank let out a whoosh of air. “For a moment there, I worried…” He cleared his throat. “He was attacked, Pepper. Someone found him unconscious in an alley a few blocks away.”

      I jogged to the building exit while he talked, shoving open the English building exterior door and turning toward the hospital. The inky-black night closed in on me like a giant’s hand, squeezing and suffocating me. Or was that guilt? I hated that he’d left angry last night.

      “He’s awake now,” Frank said. “They have him under surveillance since it’s a head injury. I stepped out to the waiting room to call.”

      “Head injury?” I asked in a whimper, realizing too late that neither my stomach nor resolve were strong enough to hear any details at the moment.

      Frank must’ve sensed as much, because he said, “We can talk about it when you get here. His dad’s on his way too.”

      “Okay. Thanks, Frank.” I hung up and ran.

      I’m sure it won’t come as a surprise, given my love of books and sitting around reading, but I am not a runner. So even though the hospital was only at the edge of campus, I felt like I was about to die by the time I pushed my way through the large glass doors and into the emergency room waiting area. The stale but disinfected smell, only present in hospitals, wrapped around me as I entered.

      Frank wasn’t hard to spot in the best of times, and I located his large form in the corner, perched uncomfortably on one of the generic beige waiting chairs.

      He glanced up as I jogged over. “Hey.” The word was 90 percent exhale. “Thanks for coming.”

      I nodded, tears crowding into my eyes. Now that I had stopped they rushed forward again as if I’d been running just ahead of them, and they’d finally caught up with me.

      Frank reached out and enveloped my hand in his, squeezing tight. “He’s okay. He’s going to be fine.”

      “What happened?” I sank into a chair.

      “There was a baseball bat laying next to him. He’s gotta heck of a goose egg, but it seems like they only knocked him out. There wasn’t any fracturing or bleeding. He wasn’t even missing anything from his wallet.” Frank shrugged.

      Fear sank through me, from my chest down to my toes. The threatening notes flashed to mind. Tell Alex to watch his back.

      “Do you have any idea who could’ve done this?” I swallowed the worst of the nausea rising in my throat.

      Shaking his head, Frank said, “Nothing at the scene but that bat. We’re running it for prints.”

      “It would be pretty dumb of them to leave the weapon with their prints all over it,” I mused aloud, but mostly to myself.

      “Exactly what we were thinking.” Frank eyed me knowingly. But if he was going to talk about the attack anymore, he stopped himself and made a shooing motion toward me. “Go see him. I’ll wait here for the detective. He’s in room 207.”

      I passed the nurses station and scanned the numbers outside the patient rooms. Two oh seven was around the corner, and I pulled in a fortifying breath before entering. My heart hammered something fierce inside my chest at the minute possibility Frank was downplaying Alex’s injuries in order to make me feel better. The fact that I had no idea what I was walking in on made me cringe in anticipation.

      The door swung open, and I tiptoed inside, unable to hear even the beeping of any monitoring technology. The silence seemed like a terrible omen until I saw him. Alex looked up from where he sat, perched on the edge of the bed as if he were ready to leave any second.

      I opened my mouth to say something, but those darn tears jumped ahead again and sabotaged anything coherent I might’ve uttered. Instead hot tears spill down my cheeks as I ran toward him.

      He forced a smiled, opening his arms wide. I latched on to him and squeezed tight.

      “Hey, I’m okay.” He pulled me closer as I sat on the bed beside him.

      Sniffling, in hopes of making room for words, I nodded. Frank's words came back to me, and I moved back to inspect Alex's head.

      He’d appeared normal when I’d first walked in—tired, sure, but that was pretty standard these days. Now that I surveyed him closely, though, the bump on the back of his head was unavoidable. An ice pack sat next to him on the other side of the bed. I reached over and picked it up.

      “Should you be icing this?” I tentatively moved the ice toward him.

      Alex winced and ducked away. “Actually, I just took that thing off for a few minutes to give it a break.”

      “Oh, okay.” I set the pack in my lap, the cold grounding me, giving me a sensation other than fear or worry to focus on. “So what do you remember?” I asked.

      His hand moved as if to rub the back of his head, but then he thought better of it. “Not much, unfortunately. I was walking to pick up some dinner since we’d finished questioning Andrea’s sister. Frank and I were craving Yum Rosetti, so I was cutting through the alley behind the hardware store and…” He shrugged. “I heard a foot scuff behind me, but that’s it.”

      I cringed, knowing Alex was probably leaving out any descriptions of pain for my benefit. “And someone found you there?”

      He nodded. “Some customers told Old Man Jefferson there was someone sleeping in the alley, and he came out with his own bat, ready to scare away anyone squatting near his dumpsters again. But he didn’t realize I’d already had a run-in with another bat. He called the ambulance.”

      Biting my bottom lip as he told the story was the only way I kept myself from interrupting him. But when he was done, I couldn’t help blurting out the words I’d been holding in.

      “I’m so sorry we fought last night,” I said. “I hate that I let you leave like that. You could’ve…” My voice cut out and my just-dried eyes filled with tears again.

      He squeezed me tight. “Peps, this isn’t your fault. Not one bit.”

      I left the ice pack sitting in my lap and reached forward to grab his hands, pulling his expression back to serious as I said, “No more leaving each other while angry. I’m so sorry we fought.”

      He dipped his head. “No more staying mad.”

      I wanted to tell him I was sorry for mentioning moving in together too, but before I could, the door swung open. Detective Valdez raced in, dark eyebrows furrowed in a worry that broke the remaining pieces of my heart completely in half.

      Alex squeezed my hand before letting it go and standing. This move was to show his dad he was okay, but the slow, wobbly way he got to his feet made what had happened to him today all the more real.

      His father pulled him into a hug so tight I almost worried he might hurt Alex, but I relaxed when Alex hugged him back just as tight. The detective pulled back, placing his hands on either side of Alex’s face, inspecting it much like I had.

      I put the ice pack on the bed and stood. “I can give you two a min—”

      Before I finished the sentence, the detective turned toward me and pulled me into a hug as well. I sunk into it, missing my dad so intensely that for a moment the pain was like a knife in my side. But Alex’s dad squeezed me tighter, and the ache subsided.

      “I’m so relieved everyone is okay,” the detective said. He let me go and stepped back to study his son some more. “Whoever did this is getting desperate.”

      The door opened again, and a doctor slipped inside. I stepped out of the way as Alex sat back on the bed. The doctor was a middle-aged woman with sharp eyes and a kind smile.

      “So we’d like to keep Alex here overnight for observation. Our initial brain scans don’t show any hemorrhages, fractures, or hematomas, but since this is a class-three concussion, we definitely want to keep an eye on him for about twenty-four hours to be safe.”

      I swallowed. “Class three?”

      The doctor nodded. “It means he was hit so hard that he lost consciousness. These are the most severe types of concussion.” She must’ve noticed my face drain of all color and heat because she added, “But it’s mostly precautionary at this point. If there was any bleeding or swelling it usually would’ve shown up by now. Alex seems to have a hard head.”

      Alex grinned as well as possible in his condition.

      “Thank you very much,” Detective Valdez said.

      Before leaving, the doctor performed a few checks and exercises to make sure Alex's condition was still steady. She told us a few signs to watch out for, asked if we needed anything, and then left to finish the rest of her rounds.

      I excused myself, slipping out into the hallway to call Maggie. I walked past a few other officers standing watch in the corridor, and I wondered if they were here because someone had hurt another officer or because of the bags of blood that had gone missing last week.

      After filling Maggie in, I didn’t even have to ask if she’d keep Hamburger until I was done at the hospital. She offered right away, telling me not to worry one bit. Next I called Jess and told her I wouldn’t be there to take over, that she should close up when her shift was over.

      Before calling Liv, I checked the time. She’d left last night for a conference in Seattle, but it had probably gotten out a couple hours ago. I might be interrupting a dinner out with colleagues. Knowing Liv, she’d be more furious with me for not letting her know than pulling her out of a restaurant.

      “Hey, Peps. What’s up?” I must’ve been right about dinner because there were loud voices in the background. Even above all the noise, the worry coating Liv’s question was audible.

      I wouldn’t call while she was away unless it was something terrible.

      “Everyone’s going to be okay,” I said, starting with the most important part. “But Alex was attacked today. I wanted to let you know.”

      “Omigosh.” The sound died away as if she had ducked into a restroom or a side hallway. “Is he... oh, sorry, dumb question. How was he attacked?”

      “Someone hit him on the head with a bat.” I swallowed down another round of tears. “He’s got a concussion, but it seems like he’ll be okay.”

      “You think it was the murderer?”

      I nodded. “It makes sense. They were already threatening him.”

      “Oh, Peps. I’m so sorry. Do you want me to come home and be with you? I can leave right now.”

      “No.” I smiled, bolstered already by Liv’s support. “You stay. We’re okay. Would you call Carson and tell him, though? I’m drained from making the last few phone calls.”

      “Sure thing. Love you. Hang in there, and call if there’s anything Carson or I can do.”

      “Love you.” I rubbed my hand over my face.

      Frank met up with me as I was hanging up, and we reentered Alex’s room together.

      Detective Valdez sat next to his son on the edge of the bed, his arm wrapped tightly around Alex’s shoulders. He’d taken off his long, camel-colored jacket and now seemed more like a dad than a detective. In a simple button up with his hair mussed, it seemed right to call him Mateo—like he’d been trying to get me to do—instead of Detective Valdez like I usually defaulted to. They looked so alike, father and son. I couldn’t help but think how proud Alex’s mom would be, seeing how close they were.

      I, for one, felt incredibly lucky to be accepted by these Valdez men.

      Alex waved in greeting to his partner.

      “I’d better get back to the station,” Frank said, shrugging. “With the two of you here, they’ll need all the help they can get.”

      “Thank you, Frank.” Mateo stood and held out a hand. After shaking, he patted Frank on the back and said, “I’ll keep in touch.”

      Once Frank had gone, Mateo and I settled in. He claimed the big chair next to the hospital bed, while I scooted onto the bed next to Alex after convincing him to lie back for a while.

      He set the ice pack behind his head again and closed his eyes. “I owe you twenty bucks, Dad,” he said.

      The detective grinned, opening a magazine that had been sitting on the bedside table.

      I blinked, confused. I looked from Alex to his father.

      “Dad told me there was no way you would get through this without getting involved,” Alex said, peeking open one of his eyes. “I bet him you wouldn’t.” He smirked. “Foolishly.”

      I chuckled despite being the butt of their bet. At least he didn’t seem angry about my involvement like he was last night.

      “In my defense,” I said. “I couldn’t really sit by while someone was threatening you.” I took Alex’s hand in mine.

      Detective Valdez—sorry, Mateo—clicked his tongue. “That’s what I told him. So, Detective Pepper, what are your thoughts on who did this to my son?”

      Alex squeezed my hand, but kept his eyes closed. I took the gesture as consent.

      “Well…” I pulled in a deep breath, and then I explained everything I’d learned at Woodcrest.
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      If I’d had any lingering doubts Mateo Valdez approved of me as a partner for Alex, they were all blown away in the next couple of hours at that hospital.

      He listened to all my theories—even appearing rather impressed a few times. Then he accepted my offer to stay at the hospital, so he could go home and get some rest. The man looked as dead on his feet as his son. He put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed tight, his gaze lingering on Alex’s sleeping form.

      “Let me know if the doctors do another scan.”

      I nodded. “I will.”

      He grabbed his coat and headed out as both of the clock hands ticked over the twelve. Alex had fallen asleep a few minutes before, and while the nurse had told me to make sure to wake him every so often, I wanted him to get a little rest in before I did so.

      Carson and Fiona had both stopped by earlier. Carson had talked with Liv and came by to see if we needed anything, and Fiona had been at the hospital when she heard the news. She’d poked her head in with a mocha for me and get-well wishes for Alex.

      Five more minutes, and then I’ll wake him, I thought as I sat back on the bed, placing my almost finished mocha on the hospital tray next to us. I leaned back next to Alex, putting a hand on his chest, so I could feel the gentle rise and fall.

      My thoughts strayed to Andrea. She hadn’t been in class today. That gave her a perfect opportunity to be the one who’d followed Alex and attacked him.

      “What’s got you scowling like that, Brooks?” Alex asked, one eye peeking open.

      I relaxed my face, smiling up at him. “Nothing. Just thinking.”

      “That’s quite the thinking face.” He stretched his shoulders back, wincing only slightly as he repositioned his head.

      “I can’t get over Andrea being a suspect. She wasn’t in Fergie’s class today. She could’ve done this to you, Alex.”

      He considered that for a moment. “She’s still a suspect, but after today, we’re taking her off the short list. Jenna showed me the video, Peps. I saw it, time stamp and all. She wasn’t anywhere near Cole when he was killed.”

      “And did you ever figure out what it was the two sisters were fighting about?”

      “Yeah.” Alex cringed. “Andrea slept with Jenna’s boyfriend.”

      “Yikes.” I exhaled the word.

      Alex nodded. “Yikes is right. She’d been obsessing over him for a long time, according to Jenna, but she never dreamed Andrea would do anything like that. Andrea followed when he went out with friends to a bar one night when Jenna was busy working and finally got what she wanted. At least, what she thought she wanted. Unfortunately, she ended up destroying any semblance of a relationship with her sister.”

      Without Andrea in the running, my mind returned to Emerson. “So if we’re only looking at Emerson now…” I tapped my fingers on my leg. “I received the first threatening note before going to question him. And I don’t know how he would’ve found out we’re together. But this is a small town…”

      “What about the note yesterday?” Alex perked up a little. “Did you see anyone in the store who’s connected with Cole’s case?”

      I shook my head. “No, and I’m pretty sure my note-leaver keeps dropping them off when I’m not there. They’ve all come on days I took over for Jess without going upstairs first.”

      “Maybe it’s time we installed some sort of camera system in the store, just in case.”

      I snorted at Alex’s suggestion. That kind of stuff was for big cities, not small towns like Pine Crest. Even with all the college students we had during the year, theft had never been an issue in my hometown. But as I thought about it, I realized he might not be too far off.

      “Maybe…” I exhaled and lay on his chest.

      He drifted off to sleep. I stayed awake. Even though the nurses were monitoring him, I couldn’t seem to calm down or forget how close I’d been to losing him.
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      Between a mostly sleepless night and the not-so-comfy hospital mattress, working a full day at the bookstore was the last thing I wanted to do. But it was Jess’s regular day off, and she had doctor’s appointments to take her kids to, so I was officially it. Well, Maggie had offered to come in for me, but I’d told her it would do me good to have something to take my mind off my worries.

      Alex’s dad came back first thing in the morning to relieve me. The doctors had done another round of scans, and everything was still looking promising.

      As uncomfortable as the hospital bed and room were, I felt like my heart was being wrenched out of my chest as I left. As if I have a string tied somewhere under my left ribs, tightly knotted to a similar string in Alex’s chest, I mused as I pushed my way out into the gray winter morning.

      Checking my watch, I saw that I still had some time before I needed to open the store. My pathway back home would take me through campus, right past the English building, so I decided to stop by and let Fergie know why I’d had to run out of class yesterday.

      Cole’s death had impacted her so intensely, and I didn’t want her to worry about me too.

      Even though it was a weekend, Fergie liked to write her lesson plans on Saturday mornings, so I went to her office. The woman was a workaholic, but one who loved what she did.

      The halls were mostly deserted, but as I approached her office, I realized I wasn’t the first student to pay the professor a visit, nor the only one from our masters cohort.

      Andrea stood with her back to the open office door.

      “Anyway, I apologize for missing class,” she was saying.

      “Not a worry, dear. Family comes first in my book.” Fergie reached out and patted Andrea’s hand.

      Family? I wondered if that meant her sister. Had she known she was in town yesterday? I pictured them scheming to use the video message as a fake alibi.

      Fergie, who spotted me standing just outside the door, interrupted my musings. “Oh, Pepper! Another of my absentees. Is everything okay with you? You left in quite the hurry.”

      I stepped forward, eyeing Andrea. “Uh, yeah. I’m sorry. It was Alex; someone attacked him in the alley behind the hardware store.” I watched Andrea as I explained the details. She may have an alibi for Cole’s murder, but she didn’t for Alex’s attack.

      She merely frowned and then dug in her bag.

      Fergie gasped. “Oh goodness. I hope he’s okay.”

      “He will be.” I stole a quick look inside Andrea’s bag as she rooted around.

      My eye caught on something familiar. Cream card stock. Typewritten text. I couldn’t breathe for a moment.

      That was it: her alibi had to be fake.

      “Okay, well I have to get going.” Andrea closed her bag, having located a book in the bottom. “Hope your boyfriend gets better, Pepper.” She smiled in a sad way that would’ve been almost convincing if I hadn’t seen evidence she was the person leaving the threatening notes for me.

      She turned to leave. I waved to Fergie, following Andrea into the hallway.

      “Hey,” I called after her. The word shook with anger, nerves, and a little fear.

      Andrea turned, her eyebrows shot up in surprise to see me following her.

      Before she said anything, I jabbed my finger toward her bag. “How could you?” I didn't know if my question was about Cole, or Alex, or the notes, but it was the first thing I came up with in my surprise.

      Andrea furrowed her forehead. “What?” She looked at her bag, feigning confusion.

      “Your act won’t work anymore. I saw the notes in your bag just now. You’re the one who’s been leaving them in my apartment.”

      Her face paled. “The notes?” Pausing for a moment, she opened her bag and pulled out the small stack I’d seen. “These?”

      I nodded, folding my arms in front of my chest. Alex must be rubbing off on me because I had obviously upped my intimidation game.

      Andrea looked over her shoulder before leaning in closer. “You’ve been getting them too?” Her eyes were wide as they met mine.

      Her question was like a slap in the face. I couldn’t think of what to say for a few seconds as my mind raced to recalibrate.

      Getting them too? “Someone’s threatening you?”

      “Threatening?” Andrea’s forehead furrowed. “I mean they’re a little intense, but…” She held them out toward me.

      A shiver wound down my spine as I took the note cards. They were definitely the same paper. I scanned the typewritten messages, noticing the e was only half there. Like the ones I’d received, Andrea’s also contained lines from Brontë novels.

      But while the quotes I’d received were menacing, meant as a threat, these were the more romantic lines from the novel. They’d also been changed slightly, so they were directed at Andrea.

      You made me love you without looking at me.

      You are more myself than I am. Whatever our souls are made of, yours and mine are the same.

      Anyone else couldn’t love you as much in eighty years as I do in a day.

      My love for you resembles the eternal rocks beneath: a source of little visible delight, but necessary.

      I shook my head as I read through, noticing that the first one was actually taken from Jane Eyre instead of Wuthering Heights as the others had been.

      My thoughts buzzed. So Andrea was getting these love notes the whole time I was receiving the threatening ones.

      “When did these start?” I asked her, looking up from the stack.

      She bit her lip. “Close to the beginning of fall quarter.” She shrugged. “A few weeks in.”

      I narrowed my eyes. She’d been receiving these way before I’d started getting mine. “And when did the last one come?”

      “Yesterday.” She swallowed slowly, sadly. There must've been a moment when she had hoped they were coming from Cole. Getting one yesterday would’ve been hard proof it wasn’t him.

      “This same person is threatening you?” she asked, looking up.

      “Very much. And they might be the one who attacked Alex and possibly even the person who killed Cole.”

      Andrea sucked in a shallow breath. “Seriously?”

      “I mean, I don’t know for sure, but the evidence points in that direction.” I handed the cards back to her. “These aren’t threats, but whoever sent you these isn’t a stable person, Andrea. You should be careful.”

      She let out a dry laugh. “Great. The one time a person shows me attention first, and they turn out to be crazy.”

      “You should show those to the police,” I added, not having time to commiserate with her about her love life.

      “Okay, sure.” She shook her head dejectedly as she shoved them back in her bag. “See you in class.”

      I left for the bookstore, noticing I was going to be cutting it close if I didn’t get moving. As I walked, I pondered what I’d learned.

      With the new notes, I had to admit that it was becoming more and more likely that Andrea wasn’t the killer. And that someone who was obsessed with her was.

      Had this person gotten jealous enough of her feelings for Cole that they took him out of the picture? The threatening notes toward Alex and me sure made sense now. If they thought Andrea was our main suspect, they would definitely want us to look elsewhere.

      Winter wind stung at my face and my hands as I exited the English building and headed home. I zipped my jacket all the way up and pulled on a hat I’d stored in my bag, then I shoved my hands in my pockets to keep them warm. I still had a few spare minutes to go pick up Hammy from Maggie’s and maybe even grab a coffee from Bittersweet.

      After that, I had phone calls to make. Detective Valdez definitely needed to hear about Andrea’s notes. And I needed to figure out if there was any way Emerson knew Andrea.
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      Hammy and I made it back to the bookstore with a few minutes to spare. Before any customers came in, I sprinted upstairs to brush my teeth and run a comb through my hair.

      I unlocked my apartment door and pushed it open, not even surprised when I found another note slipped inside. I hadn’t been home since yesterday morning.

      Clenching my jaw in my anger, I opened it, walking into the bathroom as I read.

      Take care you don’t rouse my hate instead.

      A shiver wriggled up my spine as I read the words. I put the note down as I brushed my teeth, typing the words into my phone’s search engine, even though I was quite sure it was from Wuthering Heights again.

      The search results pulled up, causing me to cough in surprise. The line was actually from The Tenant of Wildfell Hall.

      I ran a brush through my hair, missing the ability to pull it back into a ponytail. For sleeping in the hospital, though, it didn’t look too terrible.

      I brought the note downstairs with me as Hammy and I descended the stairs into the store. Flipping the sign to open and unlocking the front door, I pulled out my phone and called Alex.

      “Hi, Pepper. It’s Mateo. He’s still sleeping.” The detective answered on the second ring.

      “I was hoping it would be you. I didn’t want to bother Alex, but I had an eye-opening conversation.” While my register computer started, I explained Andrea’s notes to him.

      “That is interesting. Does she have any connection with the brother?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I wouldn't have thought so, but she was stalking his brother, so it’s possible. Do you think Emerson could’ve fallen in love with Andrea?”

      “Brothers fighting over the same woman isn’t unheard of,” the detective said. “I’ll look into it.”

      I paused for a moment, not wanting to take the worry off Alex but needing the detective to know about my newest notes. “Also... I got another threatening note while I was away yesterday.”

      Mateo sighed. “Same MO?”

      “Yeah. Except this quote was from a different Brontë novel,” I said, tapping my fingers on the counter as I thought. “And no offense to Anne, but her books are not as widely known. This would all make a lot more sense if Andrea wasn’t suddenly absolved.”

      “We are located near a university. This could be any number of English majors.”

      “Right,” I said. You also never knew who was a closet Brontë fan. “How’s the patient?”

      “Much improved. They’re happy with his progress and say he can leave soon. We’d have to monitor him at home, obviously, but you and I have been taught what to watch for at this point.”

      I smiled at his inclusion of me in the monitoring process, glad to be able to help. “Okay. Tell him I said hi, and I’ll check back soon. If you guys get released, he’s welcome to come stay here with me at the store. I can check on him while I work.”

      “That might be what we do.” The detective paused. “With this case, I don’t want everything to fall on Frank’s shoulders.”

      “Okay, let me know. Talk to you soon.”

      We hung up as my first few customers trundled in out of the icy winds. They emerged from their jacket collars like turtles poking their heads out of shells as I greeted them.

      “There’s water for tea or cocoa over in the corner. I started a pot of coffee brewing too.” I pointed them in the direction of our beverage station.

      They nodded gratefully and headed over.

      While they shopped I thought about Emerson and Andrea. Was it possible they knew each other? I didn’t think Emerson had been in town until recently, but I also never knew with him. He seemed to slip in and out of Pine Crest like a low, curling fog. And could he have a secret obsession with the Brontë sisters’ novels? The man always seemed more like one of their characters, instead of an avid reader.

      I reflected back to when we were growing up. While Cole had definitely had his fair share of romantic interests, Emerson had never been one to date. And while plenty of the girls in school found him attractive in that broody, Heathcliff way, they never had the guts to get near to him.

      Emerson had seemed especially interested in Liv the other day when we’d gone over. Maybe he had a type. If that were true, Andrea would fit the bill with her long blonde hair. Come to think of it, the only other girl he’d ever seemed at all interested in was my friend Fiona. She also had striking blonde hair. But when I’d asked Fi about him before, she’d merely said she saw him as a brother, having grown up on the property.

      A customer approached the register, taking my focus away from the case for a moment.

      “Did you find everything okay?” I asked with a smile.

      “I did.” The woman handed over a stack of books.

      “These are some great choices.” I scanned each barcode before putting them into the bag she’d brought with her. She’d selected a nice mix of a few new releases and a couple classics.

      “I couldn’t decide, so I figured I’d get them all.” She laughed as she paid.

      “That’s the spirit. Would you like your receipt in your bag or with you?”

      “Oh, I’ll hold on to it. Five books gets me a free pastry at that coffee shop around the corner, I hear.”

      I nodded. “It sure does.” I marveled again at Nate’s generosity. I suppose I shouldn’t be so surprised by his kindness, besides his odd mannerisms, the guy had been nothing but nice.

      Once her receipt printed, I handed it over and waved goodbye. The next two customers also asked for their receipts. One man pulling out an older receipt for two books to go with his three from today.

      “Could you staple these together?” he asked before leaving.

      Just as I was taking care of that for him, the bell over the door signaled another customer. Or two. Devin and Janet walked toward me as I handed the stapled receipts over to the man.

      “Hey, you two.”

      “Hi.” Devin smiled, looking around.

      “We wanted to stop by and check on you since you left class in such a rush yesterday.” Janet focused on me.

      “Thanks. It will be okay, just a little scary.” I filled them in on Alex’s injuries from the attack.

      Devin stepped forward. “Pepper, that’s awful. I’m so sorry.”

      Janet paled. “Me too.”

      “He’ll be okay,” I assured them.

      “I sure hope so.” Janet put her hand on mine for a second.

      A customer stepped over to make a purchase, so I had to excuse myself from them. They wandered through the new-release tables while I rang up the new customer and then approached, Devin holding a small stack of books.

      “You’ve got a great selection, Pepper. I'll take these.” As he set them down on the counter, I noticed his fingertips were stained with black ink… almost as if he’d been working with a temperamental typewriter.

      Pulse rising, I glanced up at his face. Devin grinned. Sure I’d been in classes with him for the past couple quarters, but how much did I really know about him? I willed my hands to stay steady as I scanned his purchases, and my mind ticked through all the clues.

      He was an English student. He would’ve known Alex and I were dating. He’d known Cole too. Maybe enough to hate him. He’d said Andrea had gone on a date with one of his friends, but what if that had been a lie? What if he’d asked her on a date but had been turned down, and his jealousy over her feelings for Cole finally consumed him?

      “Would you like your receipt?” I asked, voice tight and awkward.

      “Sure. These will earn me another baked item from Bittersweet,” he said as he took the receipt from me.

      Another? But I hadn’t seen him in here since the other night when we all had tea after class, which meant he’d been here when Jess was working. Just like the note-leaver.

      My cheeks flushed too hot.

      Janet stepped over to join Devin. “We’ll see you in class tomorrow,” she said. “Hope Alex gets better.”

      “Thanks.” I waved, but only briefly because in my dizzy state, I needed both hands on the counter to steady myself.

      Could Devin be the killer? But he’d been in class the day someone had attacked Alex. I just about gasped as I remembered him jogging in a few minutes late, about a half hour before I got the call from Frank.

      I picked up my phone and dialed a number, fingers shaking as I pressed the call button.

      “Bittersweet. How can I help you?” Nate’s voice was cheerful, the din of a full café in the background.

      “Nate, it’s Pepper. Have you been keeping the receipts you’ve been collecting for the bakery-and-books promotion?”

      “Of course I have.” He let out a sinister cackle making me wonder yet again about his reasoning behind the promotion.

      “Is there any way to tell who they belong to?” I asked, pushing aside that worry for now, in light of more pressing ones.

      “Sure. They’ve been writing their name and email address on the top to be entered in a drawing for free coffee for a month,” Nate said as if that should’ve been obvious.

      “Can I look through them?” When he didn’t answer right away, I added, “I need to find someone who made purchases on certain days.”

      Sure it seemed like a silly slipup to turn in incriminating receipts, but I didn’t count a killer who left threatening notes as a person with a great plan either.

      “Ah, a puzzle. Of course. Victoria can watch over the register, I will bring them your way in a few minutes.” He hung up before I said anything more.

      Just as I put my phone down, the bookstore door opened. In stepped Alex and his father. My heart lifted for the first time all day. Alex’s posture was more stooped than normal, but he was standing. I raced over to give him a hug.

      Hammy, who’d been snoozing in a patch of sunlight for the past hour, woke up with a snort. She ran over and pranced around our legs.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked as I pulled away.

      He nodded.

      “The trip here’s taken a little more out of him than he wants to admit.” Mateo placed a hand on his son’s shoulder.

      “But the doctors said you were okay to leave?” I asked, concern wrinkling my forehead.

      “They said as long as someone is able to watch him for the next twenty-four hours.” Mateo looked toward me hopefully.

      “Oh, absolutely.” I led Alex over to the couch. “Do you want to be down here with me, or would upstairs be better?”

      Before Alex could say anything, the front bell jangled as the door open. Nate stepped inside cradling a basket full of receipts.

      Whoops, I thought as I glanced at both Valdez men. In my excitement at seeing Alex, I’d completely forgotten Nate was on his way.

      “Oh, hello, Alex. Detective.” Nate leaned forward into a formal bow. “Glad to see they released you,” he said to Alex.

      Alex dipped his head in response, but he was focused on the basket under Nate’s arm. “Whatcha got there, Nate?” he asked, sounding almost alert again.

      “Pepper requested the receipts from the promotion, so I’m here with the delivery.” He held the basket forward.

      Both the Valdezes turned to me, and I knew there was no way I’d get away without an explanation.
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      “This one has two of the dates,” Alex said, holding up a stapled collection of receipts.

      The coffee table in the bookstore was covered with piles. After hearing my newest suspicions about Devin, Alex and his father had rolled up their sleeves and gotten to work helping me check the receipts. Nate too.

      We’d flipped the sign to closed and written a quick note about inventory for anyone coming by, not wanting to be disturbed.

      “What’s the name on it?” I asked, thanking my lucky stars that Nate had decided to do the drawing for free coffee.

      “Wendy Smith,” Alex said, shaking his head. “That’s not anyone we have in connection with Cole’s murder, is it?”

      Mateo confirmed it wasn’t, and we kept searching dates.

      “Here’s Devin Harrison,” Nate said, holding up a set of receipts.

      He flipped through, checking the dates against the list I’d made of the days I’d received each note. I held my breath.

      “Nope. None of these match.” Nate clicked his tongue in defeat.

      “Darn,” I exhaled the word. It wasn’t as if I wanted Devin to be a killer, but it seemed like we were getting further away from solving this case with every passing day.

      Alex pressed his lips together in resignation. Mateo scowled down at a grouping of receipts in his hand.

      “Did you find something?” I asked, my heart rate rising.

      Mateo nodded. “A match for all three dates.” His eyes met mine. “The name on these is Janet Porter. Do you know someone by that name?”

      “Janet?” I gasped, and it felt like the bookstore turned inside out.
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      Alex and I stood in the hidden space behind the double-sided mirror of the station’s interrogation room. He’d refused to be left in the care of Nate back at the bookstore, so I had an arm wrapped around his middle in case he got light-headed. Janet sat on the other side of Detective Valdez, tears rolling down her cheeks.

      “I promise it wasn’t me who hurt Alex,” she said, her words almost unintelligible through the thick sobs wracking her body.

      I narrowed my eyes, trying not to let her sad act win me over. She was obviously a master of deception. Well, besides the fact that she’d stopped to buy books each of the times she’d left a note, and then had turned in the receipts to get a free pastry. I chewed on my lip as I listened.

      “But these are yours,” the detective said, gesturing to the stack of threatening notes.

      She nodded, sniffling. “I’m so sorry. I never wanted to hurt anyone. I didn’t want Andrea to get in trouble.”

      Alex and I exchanged a confused look. It seemed it was just dawning on him as well that if Janet had sent me the threats, which meant it had also been her who’d sent Andrea the opposite batch.

      “I fell in love with her during our first quarter in the cohort together. I thought my feelings for her would go away,” Janet whispered. “When they didn’t, I had no idea how to let her know, so I left her the notes. I got scared when it seemed you guys thought she’d killed Cole, so I tried to lure your attention in a different direction. I didn't have a plan.” Janet shook her head.

      I exhaled as I listened. Quiet, plain, peacemaker Janet. This whole time I’d completely taken her meekness for granted. Inside her there was so much more than I’d ever considered.

      Detective Valdez sighed. “Can anyone confirm your whereabouts on the night of Cole’s murder? Or last night when Officer Valdez was attacked?”

      She sniffed. “I work at the arts and crafts shop downtown when I’m not in classes. The Friday Cole was killed I had a shift right after class. You can ask my manager; she was there with me the whole time. As for last night. I was meeting with Professor Ferguson before class started. We walked there together from her office.”

      I let out the breath I must’ve been holding, in a poof. If someone confirmed her whereabouts, those were pretty solid alibis.

      “I’m going to leave you in here for a few minutes while I go look into that.” Detective Valdez stood, gathering up the notes into the file he held.

      “Detective?” Janet asked quietly. “You don’t have to tell Andrea, do you?”

      He pulled in a deep breath. “No, Miss Porter, but I hope you find the courage to tell her how you feel yourself.” With that, he left the interrogation room and entered ours. “I'll go check those alibis, but it seems like we’ve hit a dead end.”

      “So the threats weren’t from the killer, then.” I shook my head. On one hand, it was great to have figured out who’d been leaving those in my apartment. On the other hand, we still had no idea who had killed Cole or who had attacked Alex, if it wasn’t Janet.

      Feeling as if we were back to square one, we filed into Detective Valdez’s office. He put Frank to work checking Janet’s alibis and arranging for her release, then ran his hands over his face.

      “Is it possible Devin could still be the killer even if he weren't writing the notes?” Alex asked. The way he watched his father belied his concern.

      I wrinkled my nose. Even though I’d been the one to bring him up as a suspect, without the link to the notes, it was flimsy at best.

      “We’ll look into his whereabouts too,” the detective said.

      I wracked my mind for anything else. Snapping my fingers, I remembered the piece of information I’d learned from Mrs. Williams the other day. “What about the butler? Have we found him yet?”

      Mateo’s face lit up with recognition. “Frank questioned Mr. and Mrs. Willams and got the butler’s name. Ethan Oritz.”

      Ethan, I nodded. That had been his name.

      “They told Frank that Ethan quit,” Mateo continued, “but admitted that neither of them knew the reason behind him leaving since they were out of the country at the time. Emerson claims to know nothing about it either. We didn’t get a chance to contact him what with Alex’s attack.” He pulled out a sticky note and picked up his phone.

      The dial tone was loud enough it was audible through the detective’s earpiece. I held my breath.

      “This is Ethan. I’m unable to answer your call. Please leave your name and number, and I will get back to as soon as possible.” A loud beep sounded from the receiver.

      “Mr. Oritz, this is Detective Valdez calling from the Pine Crest Police Department. We have a few questions for you concerning the Williams family. Give me a call.” He added his phone number at the end then hung up. “Well, I suppose we’ll have to wait and see. In the meantime, I’ll get Frank to track down his whereabouts. You two should head back to the bookstore. You need some rest, son.”

      I followed the detective’s gaze. Alex’s eyes were rimmed with dark circles, and he kept rubbing the back of his head. His jaw clenched tight for a moment, but he nodded. My shoulders relaxed. The poor guy must really hurt if he wasn’t even fighting to stay involved in this case.

      Helping him up, I led the way outside and to his truck, then drove us back to the bookstore. Nate had taken back the receipts, and I let Hamburger loose from where we’d put her up in the apartment while I was gone. Alex settled onto the couch in the bookstore and closed his eyes. Hammy jumped onto the couch, lying next to him.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to go upstairs? It’ll be quieter.” My heart ached. I wanted him as close to me as possible, but I also recognized having customers in and out of here would not be the most relaxing.

      Alex opened his eyes. “Down here’s fine.”

      I joined him on the couch, sitting on the side not already occupied by Hammy.

      “How are you feeling? Really.”

      He swallowed. “Like I got hit by a bus, honestly. My head feels like someone bounced it off the concrete.”

      I stiffened. “Your headache’s worse?” That had been one of the signs the doctor had given us to look for.

      Alex shook his head slowly, wincing. “Believe it or not, it’s better. Still awful, though.”

      “Is it time for your next round of pain meds?” I checked my watch. “Not for another two hours, unfortunately.”

      “Then I’ll wait with bated breath until then,” he said, closing his eyes again, a smirk pulling up his lips.

      I stood, but leaned down to kiss him before walking back toward the front door to flip the open sign. “I’m serious about upstairs; Hammy can keep you company.”

      He put a hand on her head, scratching behind her ears. “Or both of us can stay down here, and make sure you’re okay.” He kept his eyes closed, but there was a tightness surrounding his words.

      Someone had attacked him in an alley, but he was still worried about me. I wanted to cry.

      “I’m not the one the killer was threatening,” I said.

      He opened his eyes. “Technically, I wasn’t either. If Janet’s alibis hold, those threats weren’t from the killer.”

      “True.” I chewed on my lip.

      “Plus, Peps, you were literally being stalked. I don’t care if it was a killer or not; I’m not letting you out of my slightly fuzzy sight.” He opened his eyes long enough to wink.

      A few customers walked in, stealing my attention away from Alex. They were locals, though, and didn’t seem surprised to see Alex laid up on the couch.

      “How is he doing?” Mr. Kendrick asked, concern knotting his forehead.

      “As well as can be expected.” I forced a smile.

      “We couldn’t believe it. So scary.” Mrs. Kendrick brought a hand to her chest, shaking her head.

      After the Kendricks left, it was a relatively quiet afternoon, only bringing a handful more customers. Every so often I would wake Alex and perform the checks the doctor had shown us in the hospital. When it was time, I gave him his next round of pain medicine.

      It seemed to make a difference too. He was sitting up chatting with Old Man Jefferson—who’d come to check on him in the hospital only to learn they had sent him home—when his phone rang.

      “I’ll let you get that,” Mr. Jefferson said, standing to leave. “Get better, son.”

      Alex nodded before pulling out his phone. “Hi, Dad.”

      I put down the book I’d pulled from a box of new arrivals.

      “Yeah, much better,” Alex said. “Yes, she’s taking great care of me. Pepper’s helping some too.” He laughed, looking down at Hammy who had barely left his side all day.

      Just about to roll my eyes at his joke, I froze as I watched Alex’s expression darken.

      “You’re sure?” he asked, sitting up. “In custody? Okay. Let us know if there’s anything we can do to help. Gotcha. Love you too. Bye.”

      Alex ended the call.

      “They got the prints from the bat left near me in the alley.” He reached back and rubbed his head. “They were a match for Emerson Willams.”

      I blinked. As our only remaining suspect, I shouldn’t have been surprised it had been him, but my stomach still flipped with astonishment all the same.

      “Whoa, really?” I joined him on the couch.

      “It gave them enough for a warrant. They’re waiting for the judge’s signature, and then they’re going to go search the mansion.”

      We sat there in stunned silence for a few minutes before a few more customers broke our stupor. After that, Alex helped me unbox the rest of my new books, assuring me he was 200 percent better when I told him I could do it on my own.

      The sun had just about set by the time Alex’s phone rang again. This time, he put it on speaker.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      “Hi.” The detective sounded fatigued. “How ya feeling?”

      Alex’s mouth curled into a small smile. They were in the middle of busting a killer and still he needed to ask about Alex first.

      “Much better. What’d you guys find?”

      There was a long sigh on the other end. “Well, quite a bit. Look, I hate to ask this, but is there any way Pepper could come down here? She grew up with him, and I’d love to hear her opinion on a few—”

      I didn’t even wait for Mateo to finish, blurting out, “We’re on our way” as I grabbed for my jacket.

      Alex raised an eyebrow at me, but reached for his own coat too.

      The detective didn’t sound at all surprised to hear my voice on the line. He let out a chuckle. “Thanks. See you soon.”
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      When we arrived at the station a few minutes later, Mateo met us at the front entrance. He hustled us back toward the place we’d watched them question Janet earlier.

      Mateo held a finger up to his lips as we slipped into the adjoined room.

      Frank sat inside across from Emerson. I would’ve liked to say the young man appeared more distraught and disheveled than usual, but he’d been pretty rough the last time I’d seen him. At least this time he was wearing proper jeans and a sweatshirt in lieu of his worn sweatpants. But whatever good his clothes did for his appearance, his face negated it. Dark circles made rings under his shifty eyes, telling a story of sleepless nights and tortured days.

      “I’m only going to ask this one more time. What do you have to say about the bloody boots—your bloody boots—matching the size and tread of the footprints at the scene?” Frank asked, his voice tight.

      Emerson clenched his jaw and shook his head. He ran a hand through his already messy brown hair.

      “So it was him,” Alex whispered, not a hint of question in his words.

      But the pause that followed told us that the detective didn’t feel as sure. “That’s what the evidence is telling us.”

      “You don’t agree, do you?” I blurted out, unable to keep my observation inside.

      “It seems too convenient, if I’m being honest. Both items were far too easy for us to find once we got into his house. He planned out a whole murder, but happens to be dumb enough to leave evidence leading us straight to him?”

      “Maybe he couldn’t live with the guilt and wants to get caught,” Alex suggested.

      We turned our attention back to the interrogation as Frank asked another question.

      “Emerson, we found the knife you hid too. If we send it to a lab, it’s going to show your fingerprints along with the traces of your brother’s blood, isn’t it?”

      The youngest Williams brother lifted his bloodshot gaze from the table and stared at Frank. His expression reminded me of the one he’d worn right before kicking Liv and me out of his apartment.

      “How thick are these walls?” he asked, looking over his shoulder. “I guess it doesn’t matter; he'll find me wherever I go.”

      Who? Cole? I furrowed my forehead as Emerson squirmed.

      Frank tapped his foot and glanced back toward the mirror that led into our room. He gave his head a sharp shake.

      Mateo turned toward me. “He’s refused a lawyer, and the only words he’s said so far are bizarre, like what you heard about the walls.”

      “What else has he been saying?” I asked.

      “Kept muttering about ghosts.” Mateo ran a hand across his stubbly chin.

      “He did the same thing the other day when Liv and I were at his place.” I focused on Emerson, knowing Alex might still not be exactly happy with me for going up there.

      “Do you think he’s still of sound mind?” Mateo’s voice dropped into a serious register.

      The significance of his question hit me as I met his gaze. If Emerson had gone crazy, things needed to be handled very differently.

      My lungs tightened, and I turned back to the other room. “I honestly don’t know. He was always a little off.” The pressure of making this call sat heavy on my chest. “None of us knew him very well, to be honest.”

      Suddenly, the pressure lifted away.

      I smiled. “Except one person, and I know just where to find them.”
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      Alex and I turned onto Meridian Drive, toward the condominiums where my friend Fiona lived. During the few minutes' drive, I explained how she’d grown up at the mansion, living in the staff housing with her father.

      “And her dad just up and left one day?” Alex asked from the passenger seat of his truck.

      “Well, stole a bunch of stuff from the Williams’ safe first and then left.” I shrugged. “They tracked his card near the Canadian border the next day, but never heard from him since, so he must’ve fled the country.”

      “And the Williams let Fiona stay.” He smiled, but it faltered quickly. “I bet she was devastated.”

      “Yeah. But she was part of the family, they said. She and Cole never got close, but Fi was the one person Emerson seemed to tolerate. If anyone’s going to get him to talk, it’s her.”

      “You sure she’ll be here?” Alex asked as I shut off the truck.

      “When we were younger, she would lose her phone all the time. I’m sure her phone’s in another room or something, that’s why she didn’t pick up.” I unbuckled and gave him a nod of encouragement. “You can stay in the truck. I’ll go grab her.”

      Alex opened his door and got out. “Peps, I’m much better. You don’t have to treat me like I’m fragile anymore.”

      Threading my fingers through his after shutting my door and joining him on the other side of the car, I planted a kiss on his shoulder. “Okay. Sorry. I worry about you. Seeing you lying there in that hospital bed was…” I shook my head.

      He stopped walking as we approached the entrance to the condos and took both my hands in his. “I can only imagine, because it is my worst fear that anything would happen to you. I’m so sorry.” He pulled my hands up to his mouth and kissed them.

      I couldn’t help but smile. “Look at you being all old school.” I wrapped my arms around his neck, careful not to get close to his injury as I pulled myself closer.

      “It worked for Rochester.” He shrugged, then leaned down to plant a devastating kiss on my lips.

      “Okay,” I said, stepping back, more than a little gloriously light-headed. “Your dad’s waiting for us, plus it’s freezing out here.”

      “Right.” Alex cleared his throat, straightened and held his arm out for me. “Which one is she?” he asked as we approached the list of condo numbers next to individual buzzers.

      “Twelve.” I squinted until I found it, then I pressed the button.

      After a low beep sounded for a second, there was a click and then Fiona’s voice came through the small speaker.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, Fi. It’s Pepper. I tried calling but wasn’t sure if you had your phone on you.”

      There was a second’s pause. “Oh sorry! Yeah, I left it in the other room. Whatcha need?”

      I winked at Alex, showing him I’d called that. “I have a quick favor to ask,” I said into the speaker.

      “Okay, come on up. I’m finishing up dinner.”

      There was a longer buzz followed by a click. We entered the building and made our way up to the second floor. Fiona had cracked her door, and I knocked as I pushed it the rest of the way open.

      “Come in,” she called from somewhere inside. “Sorry, I’ve got stuff on the stove, and I don’t want it to burn.”

      The smell of onions, peppers, and Mexican spices permeated the condo. Alex closed the door behind us, and we went through the small living room into the kitchen.

      “Hey,” I said as we entered.

      Fiona was sautéing fajita makings in a large skillet, and tortillas sat on the counter next to cheese and sour cream.

      “Hi.” She smiled over her shoulder. Her gaze landed on Alex, and her eyes widened. “Hey, I didn’t know you were with Peps.” She quickly turned off the burner and swung to face us. “How are you doing?”

      Alex nodded. “I’m feeling much better. It’s moved into more of a dull ache at this point.”

      “I’m so glad you’re okay. You looked rough at the hospital yesterday.” Fi grabbed a pepper from the skillet and popped it in her mouth. “You guys hungry? This is almost ready.” She stirred the mixture around with a wooden spoon.

      “Thanks, but we’re good,” I said. “Actually, we’re here because we have a favor to ask.”

      She stopped stirring and turned to face me. “What’s that?”

      “It’s about Emerson. They’ve taken him into custody for Cole’s murder.”

      Fiona’s lips parted slightly. “Seriously?” she whispered.

      I nodded. “But he keeps babbling, and they think he might’ve lost it. I don’t know him well enough to tell. You were close with him. Could you come down to the station and tell us if he seems… insane?”

      She laid the wooden spoon across the top of the skillet. “He was always pretty angry, but not crazy. They’re sure it’s Emerson?” She glanced between Alex and me.

      “All the evidence points toward him,” Alex answered. “Ever since we brought him in, though, we can’t seem to get him to say anything coherent. He keeps talking about ghosts.”

      She furrowed her brow. “Ghosts? Huh.” Fiona shook her head then wiped her hands on the towel hanging from her oven handle. “I doubt I’ll be able to tell either, but I’d be happy to help. Should I pack all this away, then?” she asked, glancing at her dinner.

      I cringed. “If you wouldn’t mind. I’m sure we can totally wait if you need to eat first.”

      Fiona waved. “No, that’s fine. I can wait.” She put her hands on her hips and scanned over her countertops before pulling out a container for the food. “Emerson. I guess I can’t say it’s completely out of the blue. He always hated Cole.”

      There was a chord of sadness to her words that made my chest ache. As angry as Emerson had been growing up, I’d never suspected he could’ve been capable of something like this.

      I gave my friend an encouraging smile. “Okay, we’ll see you down at the station. Thanks, Fi.”

      She waved. “I’ll be a few minutes behind you.”

      Alex took my hand in his as we headed back to the truck. The sun had set at that point, and we scurried to the car to avoid the cold. I started up the engine and held my hands in front of the heater to warm them up. Before I turned on the lights, Alex reached out and grabbed my hand.

      He leaned over and pulled me into a kiss that made me want to forget cases and killers and anything but us. His breath was fresh from chewing on too many mints—a nervous habit of his—and he smelled like laundry, both smells I wanted to curl up and breathe in forever.

      After a few minutes, he pulled away. My eyes had acclimated to the darkness, but I could still only sort of see his features.

      He stroked his hand along my jaw. “I love you.”

      I smiled, placing my hands on either side of his face. “I love you too.” I leaned in to kiss him again. “Not that I’m complaining, but I think this head injury has you a little delirious.”

      He chuckled, but took my hands in his, moving them from his face. Squeezing my hands tight, he said, “Pepper, I’m so sorry about how I reacted the other day when you mentioned moving in together. It caught me off guard, but the truth is that I would—” But he cut out, his attention jumping to the front door of the condo.

      Fiona hurried out of the building, carrying a big bag and glancing over her shoulder.

      “What’s she got all that for?” I asked, but it was the most unnecessary question in the history of questions.

      Watching her race over to her blue sedan and start it up, it became increasingly clear that my friend was running, and not toward the police station.

      Alex tensed and reached for the door handle, but before he could open it, I reached for the gearshift and threw the idling truck into reverse. I squealed out of our visitor’s parking spot as Fiona did the same in her car.

      Throwing the truck into drive, I gunned it toward the parking lot exit, eyeing the blue sedan as it sped toward the opening. I still hadn’t turned the headlights on and could barely see as the parked cars flew past us on either side.

      My heart was in my throat as both of us approached the exit. She was going to beat us. Her car was smaller and faster. I slammed my foot down on the accelerator, and the truck’s engine revved, then lurched forward.

      The speedometer needle jumped, and we covered the last hundred feet frighteningly fast. Fiona’s car seemed to pick up speed too. The sidewalk, and a large lighted sign for the condominiums loomed ahead. I inhaled a scream as I slammed on my brakes.

      There was a terrible screeching noise. I closed my eyes as we skidded to a stop. I waited for the sound of metal tearing through metal. My side of the truck would take the brunt, I realized with at least a semblance of relief. Alex would be okay. But the crash never came. My eyes flew open as the truck hit the curb.

      Alex exhaled. I looked right and left. We were blocking the exit. To my left, Fiona’s car had stopped only inches away. Her headlights were on, blinding me.

      Alex threw his door open and raced around the back of the truck. Realizing Fiona’s bumper was too close for me to get out, I scooted across the cab and through Alex’s open door.

      I threw my hand up to shield my eyes from the intensity of the headlights, panicking as I realized I couldn’t see Alex. My breath billowed out into the icy night, creating a maddening fog that made it even harder to see. Running left, I rounded the back of her car and heard a sob so intense it was as if the icy winter wind cut right through my bones.

      “Alex?” I called, frantic, unable to locate his shape in the darkness.

      “I’m here, Pepper,” Alex called out just ahead. Then he said, “Shh…”

      Fiona let out a long wail. “They killed him,” she said between sobs. “They killed my dad. I had to do something.”

      My vision cleared, and I saw Alex pulling Fiona from the car. She crumpled against him.

      “Who killed your dad, Fi?” I asked, tears clouding my vision.

      She turned toward me, shaking her head. “Cole. Cole did, and Emerson helped him cover it up.” Her voice was wobbly, as if it were trying to balance on a raft, afloat on an ocean of her tears.

      But before Alex or I could say anything, three cop cars came screaming around the corner, lights flashing. They skidded to a stop on the other side of the truck.

      “Alex! Pepper!” Mateo’s voice cut through the sound of slamming doors.

      “Over here. We’re okay,” Alex called, sinking to the ground along with Fiona as she seemed to lose all ability to stand.

      Through the mix of darkness and flashing lights, I recognized Detective Valdez as he ran around the car, followed closely by Frank and a few other local officers. He locked eyes with me for a moment, waiting until I nodded before racing past me toward Alex. He leaned over, and I caught the glimmer of handcuffs.

      “Fiona Abrams, you’re under arrest for the murder of Cole Williams. Anything you say can and will be used…” His words faded away as my mind buzzed with questions.

      Frank came up next to me.

      “How’d you guys get here so fast? We saw her leaving.” I hadn’t even seen Alex grab his phone during that whole ordeal.

      “We just got off the phone with the butler. He told us everything.” Frank shook his head as Mateo led Fiona over to one of the cruisers.

      “Everything?” I asked, the word a whisper.

      Alex joined us, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me close as the detective put my high school friend in the back and slammed the door shut.
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      The next day I closed up the store just after lunch. During the winter months, I often closed the store early on Saturdays and Sundays, finding—even with Nate’s promotion—it wasn’t worth staying open my usual hours. It freed me up to spend more time with my family and friends too, as was the case that day.

      Pulling my winter hat down over my ears, Hammy and I rounded the last corner before reaching Noblebranch Manor. Liv was in painting mode today, and I missed my best friend.

      I let myself in and took Hammy off her leash. Like a tiny homing beacon, she trotted up the stairs and hung a left into the master bedroom.

      “Hi, Ham Dog,” Liv said, her voice floating down the stairway. “Up here, Peps.”

      Toeing off my shoes first, I headed upstairs. Liv had music playing. She had covered everything in plastic and had taped all the moldings. Her hair was up in a high ponytail, and she didn’t have a speck of paint on her yet. Technically, that didn’t mean she hadn’t started—she was as meticulous when she painted as she was… well, in every other aspect of her life and could feasibly paint without getting half the bucket on her clothes like me.

      Hammy sniffed around the perimeter of the room and then headed back downstairs, probably to take a nap on Liv’s new couch.

      “Just in time.” She smiled, coming forward to wrap me in a hug. “How are you doing?”

      She’d gotten back from her trip to the city last night, but I’d been stuck at the station giving reports after we caught Fiona.

      I nodded. “Uh, I’m okay. Totally at a loss for words, but okay. Seeing someone I grew up with, was good friends with, snap like that is hard.”

      Liv puffed up her cheeks. “I cannot even imagine. I want to hear all about it."

      “I can’t believe we thought Fiona’s dad ‘left’ all those years ago.” I used air quotes around left.

      “He didn’t actually leave?” Liv asked.

      “No.” I rolled up my sleeves and picked up one of the rollers. “Remember when I told you something weird happened that Thanksgiving break?”

      “Right.”

      “Well, apparently weird isn’t the word. Terrible, horrifying, deadly. Those would be better ways to describe it.”

      Liv’s eyes widened, and she picked up a paintbrush to work on the edging while I rolled.

      “Cole and Emerson went out hunting, as usual, but they were also fighting, as usual. Cole got distracted and shot at something moving in the distance. But it wasn’t an animal. It was Fiona’s dad.” I paused, taking in a deep breath. “He was their gardener and had been out tackling a patch of blackberries along the edge of the property.”

      “That’s awful,” she said.

      “What’s worse is that they got scared and didn’t want to tell anyone, so they rolled his body in a nearby ravine, raided their parents’ safe, and then made it seem like he’d run away with money and jewelry.”

      “Not to mention letting Fiona believe her father abandoned her,” Liv said.

      Pointing my roller at her first, I dipped it into the tray to pick up more paint. “As if it could get any worse, right? Well, the boys didn’t realize this, but the butler actually witnessed it. I guess that carriage house apartment we visited used to be his. Remember how much of their property we could see from there?”

      “Yeah. So this butler witnessed them killing the gardener, but didn’t say anything?” She frowned.

      “I know. I don’t get it either. He talked about how he didn’t want to put the family in jeopardy and gave a bunch of other excuses. By the time he realized he should say something a few years later, he said it was too late. There was no evidence at that point, and it would be his word against the two Williams brothers. He said no one listened to the help.”

      Liv tipped her head to one side as she cut in around the window. “I can’t blame him for feeling like that.”

      “Yeah, well he mostly put it behind him until Cole told him he didn’t need a butler anymore with only him living at Woodcrest. Cole never liked having all the servants.” I worked the roller in V shapes, and the gray color Liv had chosen covered the light blue from the previous owners.

      “So did he confront Cole?” Liv stopped and turned toward me.

      “No.” I frowned. “Cole gave him a big severance, and I guess he didn’t want to risk that. Still, he said it upset him and thought Fiona should at least know that her dad didn’t leave her. He told her what he’d seen.”

      “Why wouldn’t he have gone to the police?”

      I shrugged. “He said he was sure none of it would stand in court. It’s what he told Fiona too, which is one reason she snapped. She felt helpless about getting justice for her dad.”

      Liv snorted. “This butler guy made these bad decisions based on his distrust in the police?”

      “Yeah,” I said, sighing. “Anyway, after he told her, he up and left to Mexico. Oh, but he gave her his extra set of keys to Woodcrest. So Fiona, stuck in her own grief and anger, went snooping around while Cole wasn’t there and found the gun that had killed her dad. She was the one who stole the blood from the hospital in that story you read in The Frond and used it with Emerson’s boot prints to lure Cole toward the gun. When he found it, she came up behind him and stabbed him with one of Emerson’s knives.”

      Liv shivered. “Yikes.”

      “She said she’d always disliked Cole but had expected more from Emerson, so he was the one she wanted to make suffer. That’s why she tried to frame him for Cole’s murder. She knew planting his knife and bloody boots where the cops could find them would be too obvious, so she tried to lead the police to where she’d hidden them. They were taking too long, in her opinion, which is why she jumped Alex with Emerson’s bat.”

      “So it was her?” Liv inhaled.

      I nodded, swallowing the worst of my fury toward her. “She was so messed up, Liv. The anger consumed her, and then she got paranoid. She said she was sorry for hurting Alex.”

      Liv clicked her tongue. “But they had Emerson in custody. Why would she run?”

      “When I mentioned that he was talking about ghosts, she got scared that he would finally admit what they had done to her dad now that Cole was gone.”

      “So that’s what Emerson was mumbling about. He thought her dad’s ghost had come back to get them?”

      “Fiona used the key the butler gave her to mess with Emerson as well as frame him for his brother’s murder. Along with using the rifle that killed her father to lure Cole, she planted a few old belongings of her father’s around Emerson’s apartment. She wanted to scare him, but I’m sure she didn’t consider he’d jump to the conclusion it was the work of her father’s ghost.”

      “She didn’t count on how much it’d been eating away at him all these years. Holding on to guilt for that long makes people do weird things,” Liv said.

      I remembered back to Cole talking about how he wasn’t as nice of a guy as I thought he was. “Cole didn’t start all his charitable work until our senior year. He must've been trying to make up for the terrible thing he did.”

      Liv finished edging around the window and started on the molding. “A little too late, if you ask me.”

      “Right? But he fooled all of us for years. I can’t believe what a good person I thought he was.” I paused my rolling to get more paint. “He still didn’t deserve to die. I wish Ethan Oritz hadn’t put it in Fiona’s head they had no chance with the police. Alex and Mateo could’ve helped her.”

      “Can they charge the butler with something?”

      I shrugged. “When the police contacted him, he swore he didn’t think Fiona would hurt anyone when he told her.”

      “What happened to your classmate? The one who was writing you those threats. That’s gotta be awkward that you still have to go to classes with her.”

      “They let Janet go with a very severe warning. She has absolutely no prior record, but they made it clear to her that threatening a police officer could’ve gotten her up to a year in prison and a hefty fine. As for us…” I shrugged. “I don’t think we’ll ever be quite the same, but she came to the bookstore yesterday and apologized. She was just another lost soul in this whole ordeal and chose the wrong way to handle the situation.” I hoped Janet would find her voice when it came to Andrea. But it wasn’t my place to get involved in that.

      Finished with one wall, I moved on to the next, switching with Liv, who moved to edge the one I’d finished.

      “I feel like this whole case has been a big huge lesson in how little we know the people around us,” she said.

      “It’s sobering.” I nodded, glancing back at Liv.

      She met my gaze and smiled, confirming what I felt: we were safe with each other.

      “How are things going with Carson?” I asked, continuing on the wall I was painting. “Is he here?” I hadn’t heard him down in the garage.

      She shook her head. “At work getting a few things ready for this week. I don’t know. Things are better. He’s settling down some, but he’s thrown all his nerves about the move into work, and now he’s putting in a lot of extra time there.”

      I grimaced. “Sorry.”

      Her expression brightened. “Actually, we’re going out to see a movie tonight at the old theater. It’ll be fun to do something together that doesn’t have to do with moving or home repairs.”

      “Oh good.” I nodded, smiling. They would be fine. All couples went through rough patches here and there. Alex and I seemed to be getting through ours.

      “How’s Alex doing? They letting him back at work yet?” she asked.

      “Nope. The doctor said he should take a couple more weeks to be safe. But he allowed him a few hours a week at the station to help with the paperwork for this case, so at least he’s not going completely crazy.” I chuckled, then checked my watch. “That reminds me. We’re supposed to have dinner in a few hours.”

      With a renewed focus, we finished painting the bedroom, standing back and marveling at the change the new color made. Liv moved to hug me, but stopped when she noticed how covered in paint I was.

      “What do you do to get like this?” She laughed.

      “I don’t know! I just paint. How do you get away with only this?” I pointed to a small drop on her arm.

      “You attract paint. It’s even in your hair, Peps. If you’re going out to dinner, you’d better go home and shower first.”

      Sighing, I clicked my tongue for Hammy. “Yeah. Okay, have fun tonight. Let’s talk tomorrow.”

      Liv waved goodbye and got to work putting the paint away.

      Hammy and I headed back home, but I stopped by Bittersweet on the way to grab a pick-me-up.

      Nate stood behind the counter and waved as we entered. “Good evening, paint-covered Pepper.” He inclined his head toward me and then looked down at my feet. “Juicy little Hamburger.”

      I shivered, hating when he called her that. I normally didn’t bring Hammy inside, but it was too cold to leave her outside, and I was only going to be a second.

      “Hi, Nate. Can I get a turtle mocha. Twenty ounces, please?”

      “Coming right up.”

      As I pulled out some cash to pay, I eyed the large basket of receipts from the promotion. There were a lot in there, even more than the other day when we went through them all. That meant a lot of bakery items Nate had given away.

      He brought me my coffee a few minutes later, and I handed over my money.

      “Nate, I can’t thank you enough for starting that promo. It’s been great for business through these winter months.”

      He bowed slightly. “As I said, it’s my pleasure.”

      “But really…” I added. “What are you getting out of it? I’m worried you’re losing money.” Mostly, I was worried about what he had planned with all those emails and phone numbers.

      Nate’s thin lips curled into a smile. “Pepper, Pepper, Pepper.” He clicked his tongue. “What’s the cheapest thing to buy here in the café?”

      “Um… a cup of tea?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Okay, other than that.”

      I pointed to the bakery case. “I guess the baked goods since the coffees are like three dollars or more.”

      Nate touched a long finger to his nose. “Exactly. And when you’ve been given a free pastry, what’s the harm in splurging on a coffee?”

      I squinted one eye. “None?”

      “Right you are. I’ve counted. Do you know how many of these people took their free bakery item without purchasing anything else?”

      Shaking my head, I waited.

      “Three, Pepper. Three. Out of that huge basket. So you see, by giving away a piddly scone or croissant, I’ve sold twice as many beverages as I normally would this month, half of those being more expensive specialty coffees.”

      I blinked as I took in the reasoning, having expected something much more diabolical. “Oh, wow. Nate, that’s… I guess I’m pleasantly surprised,” I said, instead of, That’s the least creepy thing you’ve ever said.

      He flourished a hand in front of his body and bowed again. “Well, it is one of my missions in life to surprise people. Usually I have to follow people home in the dark and step out of the shadows at the last minute to get this kind of reaction.” He gestured to my expression. “So thank you, Pepper.”

      And there’s the Nate I know. I shivered, but put a smile on my face. “See you around.”

      Hammy and I hurried home. I sent Alex a text that I was hopping in the shower, but he could let himself in if he got here early. Then Hammy and I raced upstairs to get ready.

      When I emerged from the bathroom—painted clothes replaced by a cute sweater and my best jeans, my now paint-free hair plaited into a cute French braid—half an hour later, Hammy was nowhere to be seen. The apartment door was cracked open. I was sure I had closed it.

      She must be downstairs with Alex, I thought with a flush of relief.

      But then I checked my phone and noticed Alex had texted back saying he was running a little late, so I shouldn’t rush because he wouldn’t get here until closer to six.

      “Ham,” I called, a wobble in my voice as I stepped toward the stairway down to the bookstore.

      Nothing.

      I couldn’t help but let a million terrible scenarios race through my brain.

      With shaking fingers, I pulled open the apartment door.
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      A gasp escaped my lips as a flicker of flames caught my eye toward the landing at the end of the stairs. Fire?

      I raced forward, bare feet padding on the cold wooden stairs.

      It took me many more steps than I wanted to admit before I realized they were only candles. I stopped short, letting out a relieved exhale.

      But I didn’t light any candles, I realized with a renewed skip to my pulse.

      Continuing forward, I came to the bottom of the stairs. The bookstore was dark, save for a pathway of tea lights starting right before me. I caught sight of a book at my feet.

      It was a crumpled old copy of Slaughterhouse Five, the book Alex had been reading when we’d first met. Stepping over it, I realized the tea lights were framing a long pathway of books.

      I smiled as I recognized the next one. A Tale of Two Cities, one of my very favorites, and the first book I recommended to Alex. Next was The Merchant of Venice and shortly after As You Like It. I felt like laughing, remembering our first kiss in the library the day he’d been there to check out the book.

      Next along the path was my big, battered copy of Hemingway’s short stories, followed by The Sun Also Rises. I swiped away a tear as the complete angst of that spring hit me all over again.

      Alex had just gotten back from being away at the academy, and I had absolutely no idea where we stood. It had taken Liv and I stepping into the pathway of a crazed serial killer for Alex and I to admit our true feelings for one another.

      Hemingway led me down one of the classics aisles of bookshelves in the store. In the middle lay a copy of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice. I sighed as I thought back to the local Austenfest that summer, and the scares we had.

      Chewing on my bottom lip, I remembered Alex carrying me when I’d broken my ankle running from the killer and later jumping into the glacial lake up in the mountains to save me from drowning.

      He was my own personal Darcy, that man.

      Another few tears fell again as I followed the path to the end of the aisle, toward my dad’s copy of Walden. Just last year we’d found out Dad had been a founding member of a secret fraternity during his college years. The fraternity had become corrupt and dangerous, making me momentarily doubt my late father’s character during the investigation. Alex had been the one to remind me to trust in my dad, and who I knew to be in my heart.

      And then I followed the tea lights around the corner. Finally, there was my copy of Jane Eyre at my feet. I stepped over it and into the poetry corner of the bookstore. Alex was there, surrounded by more candles. He was kneeling. And smiling. Hammy sat next to him, her tail wagging when she noticed me.

      “Hi,” Alex said.

      “Hey.” My reply was barely a whisper. I stepped closer, swiping at my eyes. When I was close enough, I knelt in front of him.

      He wet his lips. “Pepper, I think I knew I was going to love you from the moment I saw you in that library the first time, surrounded by books, toes dancing away as you devoured those pages full of words.”

      I laughed, but it came out more like a happy sob.

      He smiled. “I love how you challenge me, how you don’t listen to me, and how you protect those around you with an unrivaled ferocity. I can’t imagine my life without you.” He held a ring toward me.

      It was a gorgeous emerald, my favorite color. The facets on the gem and the filigree setting sparkled in the candlelight.

      “I ask you to pass through life at my side—to be my second self, and best earthly companion,” he said, taking my hand with his free one. “Pepper Brooks, will you marry me?”

      My body tingled with happiness, surrealness. Breath quickening, I nodded emphatically. And with the happy words crowding together in my brain, all I could croak out was one.

      “Yes.”

      The most important one.

      He pulled me all the way to him, kissing me. Assuming she must be done with her sitting-still duties, Hammy jumped up and ran around us, barking. I’m still not convinced that Alex didn’t practice that part with her.

      We broke apart long enough for him to slip the ring onto my finger, then he stood and pulled me up with him, kissing me again. A few blissful moments, we stayed like that, wrapped in each other’s arms.

      “Okay,” he exhaled. “And we should probably blow out these candles. There are like a hundred of these things and we’re surrounded by paper.”

      He wouldn’t let me help, telling me there were a few people waiting to hear from me and shooing me upstairs to go call my mom and Maggie. They were together, waiting to talk to me on speakerphone when I called with the news. My heart swelled as I hung up the phone and held it tight to my chest. I took a quiet moment to close my eyes and tell my dad the news before I padded back down the stairs.

      The lights were on again in the bookstore, and the candles were all cleared away.

      I scowled at my phone. “Is it terrible that I’m a little scared to call Liv and tell her?” I asked Alex. A tiny tickle of sadness crept into my chest as I met his gaze.

      He frowned. “Why would you be scared to tell Liv anything?”

      “I didn’t want to make a big deal about it with the case and all, but she and Carson have been having a bit of a rough patch with the new house. He’s been distant and… I don’t want to rub our happiness in her face when they’re figuring things out.”

      Alex walked over and kissed me. “You’re a good friend, Peps, but I think you should definitely call her.” He checked his watch. “Now would be a good time since we have to leave for our reservations soon.”

      I chewed on my lip, knowing he was right. And I was about to call her when my phone started to vibrate. Liv’s name flashed across the screen.

      A laugh escaped me. “You might be psychic. I was just about to call you,” I said, answering the call.

      “I’m not psychic, but guess what I am?” she said, her voice bubbly. “Engaged! I’m engaged!” she yelled before I had a chance to say anything.

      A smile peeled across my face, and I looked up to see Alex grinning like a fool.

      “Ahhh!” I squealed. “Guess what? So am I!”

      “What?” Liv’s voice squeaked, “Are you serious? This is the best!”

      Alex went back to stacking books, but he couldn’t hide his smile.

      “I think these guys of ours planned this,” I said, smirking.

      Liv gasped. “Carson Moore, did you and Alex plan this?” she asked, the sound slightly muffled.

      “We saw how hard not living together has been on you two and knew you would have the most fun if you could be engaged together,” Alex explained, walking over to me.

      I shook my head in blissful disbelief, wrapping my free hand around Alex and leaning into his chest.

      “Okay, Liv. She needs to hang up now, or we’re going to be late joining you two for dinner,” Alex said into the phone.

      “Sounds good. See you two in a few,” Liv said before hanging up.

      I tucked my phone in my back pocket, letting out a huge sigh of relief. Alex clicked his tongue to get Hamburger to follow him upstairs. So that’s why Carson had been acting so weird lately.

      “Hey, how come Carson was a hot mess about his proposal, but I had no idea anything was different with you?” I called after him. “You even had a head injury, and you didn’t let anything slip.”

      Alex chuckled as he came back down the stairs. “Carson is a terrible liar.”

      “And you’re a good one?” I cocked an eyebrow.

      He put a hand on his chest. “I’ve had training. Still, I didn’t realize the guy was almost going to blow it so many times. You two almost caught him that day he was meeting with the jeweler to get Liv’s ring.” Alex helped me into my jacket and then held the door open.

      “Ah, so the Bittersweet lady wasn’t actually a potential NWU student,” I said, while he locked the shop behind us. “At least he warned her to lie about who she was before we had Nate question her.”

      Alex tipped his head to one side. “Sure, we can give him that. Plus, I wasn’t as good as you think. Keeping it a secret was killing me. It’s why I freaked out that morning when you mentioned to me about moving in.”

      Closing my eyes for a moment, I nodded. “That makes so much more sense. I thought you didn’t want to be with me anymore.”

      “When, in fact, it was the opposite.” He put a hand on each of my shoulders. “Because of the case and my accident, we had to push the proposals back. I was frustrated and tired, and I didn’t handle any of that very well.”

      “Don’t worry. It’s over now.” I threaded my arm through his and held out my left hand, swooning over my ring all over again.

      Alex reached forward and enveloped my hand in his. “You’re going to get frostbite if you keep doing that in this weather.”

      “It’ll be worth it,” I said with a skip in my step.
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      Pepper and Alex are off to London to visit Fergie during her time as a guest lecturer at Oxford. Between planning a wedding and sightseeing—including a Dickens walking tour—getting involved in a murder investigation abroad is the last thing Pepper expects to do.

      Coming 2020!
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