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Chapter 1
Callie rubbed again at the ropes that held her arms tied firmly behind her back. Her partner Tonya’s enthusiasm for this type of thing was wearing a bit thin.

“Come on, Tonya,” she urged looking over her shoulder. “Haven’t you figured out how you want to tie this thing yet?” Tonya’s only response was an exasperated grunt. “Look, we’ve got a bookstore to run here. Maybe you can do your research another time.”

“Just a second, Callie, I think I’ve got it.” Tonya paused, a frown clouding her pretty face. “Maybe if I tie your feet too it would be more in keeping with the character.”

“All I know is the next time I get to tie you up!” Callie muttered exasperatedly.

Bryan surveyed the scene before him. Two black women of similarly slender size and above-average height seemed to be engaged in some type of bondage game. One of the women had light skin and a heart-shaped face that was accentuated by closely cropped natural hair. As for the other, Bryan did a double-take. She was without a doubt the most incredibly beautiful woman he’d ever seen. She had long, skinny dreadlocks pulled back from her face with a headband and large, chocolate brown eyes with an exotic tilt at the corners. Combined with highly sculptured cheekbones, the eyes gave her a sensual look that belied her professional dress. Even in the conservative oatmeal-colored linen pantsuit she wore with a coordinating mocha-colored shell top, her features were striking. Her companion was dressed more flamboyantly in a bright red blouse with suede appliqué and fringe and a pair of black knit boot-cut trousers. Both women were lovely, but Bryan couldn’t take his eyes off the one with the dreadlocks. God, she needs to come to L.A. She could make a fortune. I wonder if she’d consider being in a music video.

Bryan watched for a few more seconds, then spoke up. “I thought I’d left this sort of thing behind in L.A.”

Callie and Tonya both looked up, surprised to see that anyone had entered the store.

He continued, “Beautiful women into ropes. What a way to start the day. I don’t suppose you do chains and handcuffs, too?” he added hopefully.

Callie blushed furiously. “This is not what it looks like.” She pulled forcefully at Tonya’s hands. “Come on, girl, untie me.” She looked back at the smiling man over the counter. “We don’t open until nine o’clock.”

“It’s just past nine now, and the door was open.”

Her hands finally freed, Callie walked around the counter to greet the customer. She extended one newly liberated hand. “Hi, I’m Callie Lawson, and this is my partner Tonya Stevens.” When the man smiled knowingly, Callie felt the heat intensify in her face. “No, not that kind of partner. She’s my business partner…and a part-time mystery novelist.” He nodded sagely. “Sometimes she has to work out the plots literally.”

Bryan Spencer took the slim, delicate hand into his own, its softness in startling contrast to his own callused fingers. He stared at the beautiful woman before him, an enigmatic smile on his face as she tried to explain that she and her partner were not playing lesbian bondage games behind the counter of the bookstore. Now that they were closer, he could see that her cinnamon-colored skin was virtually flawless and almost velvety smooth. But her eyes captivated him in a way he’d never experienced before. She presented a picture of elegance, or would have, had she not been so flustered.

Callie finally fumbled to a halt in her explanations, but the sudden realization that he was still holding her hand renewed her blushing embarrassment. She pulled it away quickly, holding it behind her back as if afraid that he would take it against her will. She asked again if she could assist him.

Having decided to forego teasing her, Bryan asked for William Gibson’s Mona Lisa Overdrive.

Callie smiled. “Hmmmm, going to read about cyber cowboys, are you?” she asked as she briskly walked past him to the rear of the store.

Bryan followed, enjoying the view of her pert bubble butt. Even encased as it was in crisp linen, it still enticed him to follow anywhere she led. An ass like that, and she knows Gibson too. “Have you read the book?”

Callie arrived at her destination. “Oh yes, I love science fiction, but Octavia Butler is my favorite author.” She scanned the shelves. “Yep, just as I thought, we have several Gibson books. I really loved Neuromancer.” She turned just in time to catch Bryan checking out her backside. “Do you need anything else?” she asked, ice practically dripping off her words.

It was Bryan’s turn to blush now, a reaction he hadn’t experienced in quite a while. He smiled again, “No, I think I’ll just browse for a while.”

Callie returned to the counter, where Tonya was trying to resist a fit of the giggles. “No,” she gasped, mimicking Callie, “Not that kind of a partner.”

Callie nudged her. “Cut it out. Don’t you think we’ve made enough of a spectacle of ourselves for one morning?”

Tonya snorted inelegantly. “What are you talking about? Dude said he’s from L.A., didn’t he? He probably sees this and worse on a daily basis.”

Callie turned her nose up. “L.A.? For all you know he could’ve meant Lower Alabama! Regardless of where he’s from, we don’t behave this way in our store. You know it’s important that we present ourselves as professionals at all times. Anyway, are you going to work this morning or this afternoon?”

Tonya turned away from the counter and started up the stairs to the second floor where they lived. “I think I’ll write this morning and then spell you in the afternoon.” Callie nodded and started going through the cash register procedures for opening the store. Despite her best efforts, though, she couldn’t keep her mind off their early-morning customer. He was tall, at least six-two by her estimate, as he was a head taller than she, and she was five-nine in her stocking feet. His long, whipcord lean body bristled with barely contained energy. His hair was dark brown, almost black, and quite long—the ponytail he queued it into hung a third of the way down his back. But his eyes were his most striking feature. Deep-set into a long, angular face and an eerie, stormy blue, they gave him the look of a tortured poet. She wondered who he was and what he was doing in Maple Fork, Alabama. She was unnerved to have caught him checking out her backside, and hoped he hadn’t noticed her giving him a similar perusal. Still, he looked vaguely familiar. For the life of her, she couldn’t get over the idea that she knew him from somewhere.

“My name is Bryan Spencer, by the way.”

Callie looked up, startled by the man’s quiet approach. How on earth does he move so quietly in those big clunky boots he’s wearing? “What?” She had missed most of what he’d said.

Bryan smiled. “I’m Bryan Spencer. You introduced yourself earlier, and I was too rude to return the favor.”

Damn, that smile again. It really was a nice smile. She’d noticed it earlier even during their embarrassing first encounter. His teeth looked as though they’d been laid out by an obsessive-compulsive brick mason. “Oh, okay. Well, Bryan, welcome to Maple Fork. I see that you picked up two Gibson books. What else did you get?”

Bryan placed the books he held on the counter, “On your glowing recommendation, I got a couple of Octavia Butler books, too.”

Callie studied the covers of the two books he had placed in front of her. “Well, you picked two good ones to start with. Parable of the Sower and Parable of the Talents are my favorites. Did you check out Kindred, too?”

“No, is that a good one?”

“All of her books are good, but that one is unusual in that it’s primarily set in the past. So basically it’s a historical set in the early nineteenth century in the South. It has time-travel in a very different way. Butler is a wonder at character development. Unlike many science fiction writers, the futuristic technology in her novels is merely a backdrop for really phenomenal characters. It’s excellent and really comes to life.”

Bryan turned back to the science fiction section of the store. “Then I’ll get that one, too.”

Callie rang up his purchases, concentrating on the task at hand to prevent her thoughts from wandering again. When she completed the transaction, Bryan smiled again and left the store. It was not until he had left her line of sight outside the store that it dawned on Callie that in recommending Kindred she’d suggested a book that featured an interracial relationship. Surely he wouldn’t think that she was trying to make a suggestion…Golly gee willikers, Callie. What in the world were you thinking? She exclaimed to herself. How big an idiot can you make of yourself in one morning? Of course he wouldn’t read anything into her recommendation. She’d suggested it to white men before, and it had been no big deal. Yeah, she thought with wry insight, but those white men didn’t have beautiful blue eyes and a killer smile.

Chapter 2
It was a busy Saturday morning at Books and So Forth. As usual, back-to-school time meant that Callie and Tonya were besieged by frantic parents trying desperately to complete school reading lists. They were always very careful to order sufficient stock to cover the schools in the area, but at least one school could be counted on to provide an outdated or incomplete list. As the only bookstore in town, they were under tremendous pressure to fulfill the requests. Otherwise the customers would go up the road to Chattanooga or over to Huntsville. Neither city was more than an hour or so away. Tonya was on the telephone now frantically trying to rush order an additional twenty copies of a book that had been inadvertently left off the high school list. Callie was trying to wait on customers and ring up purchases at the same time. They had prudently placed all the school reading list books on a table near the register. Unfortunately, that table had to be straightened up every thirty minutes or so.
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