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Sunlight streamed through the tall windows of the Spellbound Bookshop, shining on the beautiful wood floors. Shelby Price stood on a stepstool, carefully arranging a garland of silk wisteria along the top of the mystery section bookshelf. The purple blooms cascaded down in graceful clusters, their delicate appearance belying the fact that they were artificial and would last well beyond the fleeting beauty of real flowers.

“A little to the left,” Harper suggested from her perch on the counter, her fluffy gray, white, and black tail swishing with interest as she watched Shelby work.

Shelby adjusted the garland and stepped back to admire the effect. “Better?”

“Perfect,” the cat confirmed through their telepathic connection, a secret they’d shared since Shelby’s accident two years ago, when she’d fallen from a ladder and knocked her head on the floor. The injury had opened a door between them that had never closed, allowing them to communicate mind to mind in a way that still amazed Shelby even after all this time.

The Spellbound Bookshop had undergone a complete transformation for the two-week-long Hamlet Spring Festival. Mason jars filled with fresh tulips in shades of pink, yellow, and coral sat on every available surface. Window boxes outside overflowed with pansies and trailing ivy. Paper butterflies in cheerful colors hung from the exposed beams that ran the length of the main room, spinning gently in the breeze from the open door. The scent of lilac drifted in from the blooming bushes that lined Main Street, mingling with the familiar smell of books and the vanilla candles Shelby’s employee, Rachel, had lit that morning.

Late April had arrived in Hamlet, Massachusetts with the kind of weather that made people forget the long, cold winter they’d endured. The seaside town, located on the Atlantic coast about thirty minutes by train from Boston, had burst into life like a garden after rain. Trees wore new leaves of the brightest green. Flower boxes spilled color onto brick sidewalks. The ocean, visible from certain vantage points throughout town, sparkled under clear skies that promised warmth without the oppressive heat of summer.

Today marked the first day of the fourteen-day Hamlet Spring Festival, an annual celebration that drew visitors from all over New England and beyond. The festival had become one of the town’s most popular events, rivaling even the summer arts fair in attendance and enthusiasm.

Shelby climbed down from the stepstool and moved it to the next section, where she planned to hang another garland. Her long brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail that swung as she worked, and she wore comfortable jeans and a light green sweater that brought out the warmth in her brown eyes. The rose quartz pendant her mother and grandmother had given her hung at her throat, catching the light as she moved. She touched it briefly, a habit she’d developed over the years, drawing comfort from its smooth surface.

“The window display looks wonderful,” Rachel called from where she was rearranging a table of spring-themed books near the front of the shop. At twenty-nine, the same age as Shelby, Rachel had worked at the Spellbound Bookshop for three years and had become more friend than employee. Her hair was cut at shoulder-length, and she wore a yellow dress that seemed to capture the spirit of the season.

“Thanks to you,” Shelby replied, admiring Rachel’s handiwork. The display featured mysteries set in gardens, romance novels with spring settings, and several new releases with covers that showcased flowers and sunshine. Small decorative birdhouses nestled among the books, and a vintage watering can held a bouquet of daffodils.

Through the front windows, Shelby could see the transformation that had overtaken the town common just up the street. The large grassy square that formed the heart of Hamlet’s downtown had been converted into a festival marketplace. White tents stood in neat rows, their canvas sides rolled up to reveal vendor booths displaying everything from handmade jewelry to pottery to paintings. Artists were still setting up for the juried art show that would open tomorrow. A small stage had been erected at one end of the common, where musicians would perform throughout the festival. Colorful banners fluttered from lampposts, announcing concerts, the 10K race scheduled for Saturday morning, lighthouse tours, children's activities, and various other events.

People streamed along the brick sidewalks, a mix of locals and visitors enjoying the beautiful spring weather. Some carried shopping bags from the various stores along Main Street. Others stopped to examine the vendor booths or consult the festival maps that had been distributed throughout town. The atmosphere hummed with excitement and the promise of days of celebration.

The door chimed as a customer entered, bringing with them the scent of fresh bread from the Bread and Roses bakery two doors down. Shelby greeted them warmly and answered questions about mysteries set in coastal towns, recommending several titles before ringing up the sale.

Business had been steady all morning, a combination of regular customers and festival visitors browsing the shop. Shelby had prepared for the influx by ordering extra inventory and extending the shop’s hours for the duration of the festival. Books made excellent souvenirs, and the Spellbound Bookshop’s charm attracted tourists who wanted to support local businesses.

Harper jumped down from the counter and padded over to her favorite spot in the front window, where afternoon sun created a warm rectangle perfect for napping. The cat settled herself with her paws tucked beneath her chest, but her eyes remained open and alert, watching the activity outside.

“Something feels off,” Harper communicated to Shelby, her mental voice carrying a note of concern that made Shelby pause in her arrangement of the spring garland.

“Off how?” Shelby asked silently, not wanting Rachel or any customers to overhear what would sound like a one-sided conversation.

Harper’s whiskers twitched. “I don’t know yet. Just a feeling, like the air before a storm, when everything goes still and waits.”

Shelby glanced out the window, seeing only the cheerful bustle of the festival preparations. Nothing appeared wrong or threatening. People laughed and chatted. Children chased each other around the common while their parents watched. Vendors called out greetings to passersby. Everything looked perfectly normal and pleasant.

Still, Harper’s instincts were rarely wrong. The cat possessed her own form of intuition, a psychic sensitivity that complemented Shelby’s developing abilities. If Harper sensed something unsettled in the air, Shelby had learned to pay attention.

“Keep me posted if you figure out what it is,” Shelby told her silently.

The door chimed again, and Shelby’s face lit up as her best friend, Lucy Blake, entered, bringing with her the scent of vanilla and cinnamon. Lucy’s blond hair was pulled back in a neat bun, and she wore her work clothes from the Seaside Inn, where she served as pastry chef. Her blue eyes sparkled with the kind of energy that came from doing work she loved.

“I only have a few minutes,” Lucy announced, crossing to give Shelby a quick hug. “Ross sent me with samples of the new lemon tarts I’m making for the festival guests.” She held up a small white bakery box tied with string.

“You’re a lifesaver,” Rachel said, abandoning her book display to join them. “I’ve been too busy to get lunch.”

The three women gathered at the counter, and Lucy opened the box to reveal six tarts, their glossy lemon curd tops garnished with thin curls of lemon zest. The citrus scent made Shelby’s mouth water.

“These are incredible,” Shelby said after taking a bite. The crust was buttery and flaky, the lemon filling the perfect balance of tart and sweet. “The inn guests are very lucky to have you as the baker.”

Lucy beamed at the compliment. “We’re completely booked for the entire festival. People started making reservations in January.” She took a bite of her own tart, making a small sound of satisfaction. “I’ve been baking since four this morning. Tomorrow, I’m making strawberry cream cakes, and Friday, I’m attempting a chocolate lavender torte.”

“When do you sleep?” Rachel asked, reaching for a second tart.

“Who needs sleep when you have coffee?” Lucy joked, though the slight shadows under her eyes suggested she could use more rest. “Ross has been amazing though. He helps with prep work when he’s not managing the front desk, and his parents hired two extra housekeeping staff for the week.”

The Seaside Inn, a beautiful Victorian property at the edge of downtown, had been in the Billings family for three generations. Ross Billings, who managed the inn for his parents and had been dating Lucy for years, took great pride in the establishment’s reputation for excellent service and exceptional food.

“How are things with you two?” Shelby asked, wiping lemon curd from her fingers with a napkin.

A soft smile crossed Lucy’s face. “Really good. He’s been hinting about taking a trip together this summer, maybe to Maine or Vermont.” She glanced at her watch and made a small sound of dismay. “I need to get back. We have a wine and cheese reception for guests at five.”

After Lucy departed in a whirl of energy and plans, the bookshop settled back into its afternoon rhythm. Rachel helped customers, while Shelby finished hanging the garlands and arranging small potted plants on the windowsills. Harper dozed in her sunny spot, though occasionally her ears would swivel toward the window as if listening to something only she could hear.

Around three o’clock, the door opened and Detective Travis Whitely entered, bringing with him the subtle scent of the ocean. At thirty-one-years old, Travis cut an impressive figure in his usual work attire of dark pants, button-down shirt, and tie. His dark brown eyes found Shelby immediately, and the smile that crossed his face was warm and genuine.

“Hey,” he said, approaching the counter where Shelby was processing an online order. “The festival looks great this year.”

“I’m glad you stopped by,” Shelby replied, returning his smile with one of her own. Her heart did that small skip it always did when Travis appeared, a reaction she’d grown accustomed to over the year or so they’d been dating. “Are you on duty or taking a break?”

“Officially taking a fifteen-minute break, but you know how it is during the festival.” He leaned against the counter, his posture relaxed despite the long day he’d clearly had. “We’ve got extra officers on patrol, and the chief wants everyone visible to deter any potential problems.”

“Have there been any issues so far?”

“Nothing serious. A few parking disputes. One argument between vendors over booth placement that we mediated. The usual festival stuff.” He accepted the coffee Rachel wordlessly handed him with a grateful nod. “Thanks, Rachel.”

“Did you see the lighthouse tour schedule?” Shelby asked, pulling out a festival program from beneath the counter. “They’re offering special sunset tours on Thursday and Friday. I thought we could go to one if you’re free. We’ve been in the lighthouse before, but I thought it would be fun anyway.”

Travis studied the schedule, his brow furrowing slightly as he mentally reviewed his work commitments. “Thursday might work. I’m off at six, if nothing comes up.” He looked up from the program, meeting her eyes. “I’d like that. We haven’t had much time together lately.”

“Between your cases and the festival prep, we’ve both been swamped,” Shelby agreed. The pendant at her throat felt warm against her skin, a subtle reminder of the connection she felt with Travis, even when busy schedules kept them apart.

They chatted for a few more minutes about the various festival events, the predicted good weather, and Travis’s plans to volunteer at the 10K race on Saturday morning. His radio crackled with a routine check-in from another officer, reminding him that his break was ending.

“I should get back out there,” he said, straightening from his relaxed position against the counter, “but I’ll see you tonight? I could pick up dinner from that new Italian place.”

“That sounds great,” Shelby said. “Come by around seven?”

After Travis left, the bookshop grew quieter as the afternoon stretched toward evening. Many festival visitors had returned to their hotels or were grabbing early dinners at the various restaurants in town, but the vendor booths on the common were still busy.

Shelby was helping a customer find books on coastal gardening when Harper suddenly sat bolt upright in the window, her tail puffing up to twice its normal size. The cat’s attention fixed on something outside with an intensity that made Shelby’s pulse quicken.

“What is it?” Shelby asked silently.

Before Harper could respond, the door opened, and Mary Chandler entered the bookshop. The sixty-year-old woman was a familiar figure in Hamlet, known for her volunteer work with the historical society and her beautiful garden that had won awards three years running in the town’s annual garden tour. She usually carried herself with the quiet confidence of someone comfortable in her own skin, but today something was different.

Mary’s silver-gray hair, normally styled in a neat bob, looked disheveled, as if she’d been running her hands through it repeatedly. Her face was pale beneath her light tan, and her hazel eyes held worry that bordered on fear. She wore jeans and a cardigan that hung slightly askew, one button fastened through the wrong buttonhole.

The moment Shelby saw her, a wave of anxiety washed over her like cold water. The sensation was so strong it took her breath away for a moment. Her pendant grew almost hot against her skin, reacting to whatever emotional distress Mary was experiencing.

Harper’s voice whispered urgently in Shelby’s mind, sending a shiver down her spine. “It begins.”

Mary’s eyes scanned the bookshop until they landed on Shelby, and the relief that crossed her face was immediately replaced by fresh worry. She hurried toward the counter, her sensible walking shoes making soft sounds on the hardwood floor.

“Shelby,” Mary said, her voice slightly breathless and trembling at the edges. “I’m so glad you’re here. I need to talk to you. It’s about Lana.”

Shelby came around the counter, her full attention now on Mary. Rachel glanced over from where she was shelving books, picking up on the tension in the air.

“What’s wrong?” Shelby asked gently, guiding Mary toward the comfortable reading nook at the back of the shop where they could talk with some privacy. “Is Lana okay?”

Mary sank into one of the overstuffed chairs, her hands twisting together in her lap. “I don’t know. That’s just it. I don’t know, and I’m worried. Really worried.”

Harper jumped down from the window and padded silently across the shop to join them, settling at Shelby’s feet. The cat’s green eyes watched Mary with an intensity that suggested she was picking up on more than just the woman’s obvious distress.

Outside the windows, the spring festival continued its cheerful bustle, but inside the cozy reading nook of the Spellbound Bookshop, the atmosphere had shifted. Something was wrong; something that made Harper’s whiskers twitch and Shelby’s intuition prickle with warning.

Whatever came next, Shelby had the distinct feeling it was going to be anything but a simple spring celebration.
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Mary Chandler took a shaky breath and accepted the glass of water Rachel had quietly brought over. She sipped it slowly, her hands still trembling slightly as she held the glass.

“I’m sorry to barge in like this,” Mary said, setting the water on the small table beside the chair. “I know you’re busy with the festival and everything, but I didn’t know who else to talk to. The police would think I’m overreacting, and maybe I am, but...”

“It’s okay,” Shelby said gently, settling into the chair across from Mary. “Take your time. Tell me what’s going on with Lana.”

At the mention of the name, Shelby’s mind immediately supplied an image of Professor Lana Mitchell. A regular customer at the bookshop every spring and summer for as long as Shelby could remember, Lana was a professor of art history at a university in Boston. She owned a small cottage on Seaside Lane, one of the quiet residential streets that branched off from downtown Hamlet. Every year, usually in late April or early May, Lana would arrive for what she called her “spring restoration,” spending weekends and sometimes entire weeks at the cottage through the end of summer.

Shelby had always liked Lana. The professor was warm and engaging, with an infectious laugh and a genuine curiosity about everything. She was forty-eight but had the energy of someone much younger, often spotted running along the coastal paths in the early mornings. She loved mystery novels and would spend happy hours browsing the Spellbound Bookshop’s shelves, always leaving with a stack of new books and recommendations.

“We had plans to meet for coffee yesterday afternoon,” Mary explained, her voice steadier now but still carrying an undercurrent of worry. “At the Harborside Cafe at three o’clock. Lana and I have been friends for years. She’s my neighbor on Seaside Lane, and every spring when she arrives, we have our traditional welcome coffee. It’s something we’ve done for the past fifteen years without fail.”

Harper shifted at Shelby’s feet, her tail curling around her paws as she listened with a focus that suggested she was picking up on more than just Mary’s words.

“Lana never showed up,” Mary continued. “I waited for forty-five minutes. I tried calling her cell phone, but it went straight to voicemail. I sent text messages. Nothing. So, I walked over to her cottage.” She paused, her fingers twisting the fabric of her cardigan. “Her car was in the driveway, but she didn’t answer when I knocked. I tried the door, but it was locked.”

“Maybe she had an emergency?” Shelby suggested, though even as she said it, an uneasy feeling settled in her stomach. “A last-minute change of plans?”

Mary shook her head firmly. “That’s not like Lana. Not at all. She’s one of the most reliable people I know. If something had come up, she would have called or texted. And her car was there, Shelby. If she’d had to leave suddenly, how would she have gone?”

“Could she have gotten a ride from someone?”

“I suppose, but why? And why wouldn’t she let me know?” Mary leaned forward in her chair, her hazel eyes pleading for understanding. “I know this might sound like I’m making too much of nothing, but my gut is telling me something is wrong. Lana has been coming to Hamlet for years. She’s always so excited to be here; always so careful about keeping plans. This just doesn’t make sense.”

Shelby felt her pendant pulse warm against her skin, a sensation she’d learned to recognize as her intuition responding to something important. She touched it briefly, thinking.

“When did Lana arrive in Hamlet this year?” she asked.

“About five days ago,” Mary replied. “She stopped by my house the day after she got here and brought me those wonderful pastries from the French bakery in Boston that I love. We sat on my porch for an hour catching up. She seemed... well, maybe a little more tired than usual and a bit distracted, but she said she’d been working hard on grading papers before the semester ended. She was looking forward to relaxing during the festival.”

“Have you seen or heard from her since then?”

“I saw her in the yard three days ago, but that was the last time. I’ve called her phone at least a dozen times. I even tried the landline at her cottage, but there’s no answer there either.” Mary’s voice cracked slightly. “I know the police won’t consider her missing yet, but Lana and I talk almost every day when she’s in town. We go for walks together, have coffee, and work in our gardens. This silence is so unlike her.”

Rachel appeared with a cup of tea for Mary, setting it down gently on the table. “Chamomile,” she said softly. “It might help calm your nerves.”

“Thank you, dear,” Mary said, wrapping her hands around the warm cup.

Shelby considered the situation. Mary was right that the police wouldn’t officially consider Lana missing so soon, especially when there was no clear evidence of anything wrong, but the combination of Mary’s obvious concern and the strange feeling in Shelby’s own gut suggested this was worth investigating.

“Here's what I think we should do,” Shelby said, making a decision. “Let’s give it until tomorrow morning. Maybe Lana will turn up with a perfectly reasonable explanation. But if we still haven’t heard from her by then, you and I will go over to her cottage together and check on her. Does that sound okay?”

Relief flooded Mary’s face. “Yes. Yes, that sounds good. Thank you, Shelby. I know I might be worrying over nothing, but⁠—”

“Your instincts are telling you something’s wrong,” Shelby finished. “I understand. I’d rather check and find out everything’s fine than ignore it and regret it later.”

A few minutes later, Mary finished her tea and stood, looking steadier than when she’d first arrived. “I should let you get back to work. I’m sorry to have taken up your time.”

“Don’t apologize,” Shelby said, walking Mary to the door. “Promise me you’ll call if you hear from Lana before tomorrow?”

“I will. You have my number if anything comes up on your end.”

After Mary left, Shelby returned to the reading nook where Harper still sat, her eyes thoughtful.

“What do you think?” Shelby asked the cat silently.

Harper’s tail twitched. “Something is wrong. I can feel it. The disturbance I sensed earlier... it might be connected to this.”

“You think Lana’s in trouble?”

“I don’t know yet, but that woman’s fear is real, and her instincts are sound. We should trust them.”

Rachel approached, her expression concerned. “Everything okay?”

Shelby filled her in on the conversation, watching Rachel’s face grow more worried as the story unfolded.

“That’s strange,” Rachel agreed. “I’ve seen Professor Mitchell in here lots of times over the years. She does seem like the type who would never just disappear without telling anyone.”

“Let’s hope there’s a simple explanation,” Shelby said, though the uneasy feeling hadn’t subsided.

The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur of customers and festival preparations. Shelby tried to focus on work, but her mind kept drifting back to Lana Mitchell and Mary’s worried face. By the time six o'clock rolled around and Rachel left for the day, Shelby was ready for the distraction of the evening festival activities.

She climbed the stairs to her apartment above the bookshop, with Harper following close behind. The small space had been Shelby’s home for the past five years, and she’d made it cozy and welcoming with comfortable furniture, overflowing bookshelves, and plants that thrived in the sunny windows. The apartment’s best feature was the small terrace that overlooked Main Street, just right for morning coffee or evening meals when the weather was nice.

Shelby changed out of her work clothes into jeans and a light blue sweater, then freshened up and added a touch of lip gloss. Travis was picking her up at seven, and they’d planned to walk through the festival together before heading back here for the Italian takeout he’d promised to bring.

“You’re fussing,” Harper observed from her spot on the bed, where she was grooming her fluffy tail with deliberate strokes of her pink tongue.

“I’m not fussing,” Shelby protested, though she did stop adjusting her hair in the mirror. “I’m just getting ready.”

“You’ve changed your earrings twice.”

“That’s not fussing. That’s deciding.”

Harper made a sound that might have been a cat’s version of a laugh. “Whatever you say.”

At exactly seven o'clock, the doorbell rang. Shelby buzzed Travis up, and moments later he appeared at her apartment door, cleaned up from his day of work and carrying a large bag from Antonio’s, the new Italian restaurant that had opened in February.

“Perfect timing,” Shelby said, accepting his quick kiss on the cheek. “Let me just grab a sweater for later. The evenings are still cool.”

Travis put the bag of food in the fridge, and then they left Harper curled up on the couch with instructions to not knock over any plants. They descended the stairs and emerged onto Main Street. The transformation that had begun earlier was now complete. The Hamlet Spring Festival had officially come to life.

Banners in shades of yellow, green, and lavender hung from every lamppost, fluttering gently in the evening breeze. White fairy lights had been strung across the common, creating a canopy of stars above the vendor booths and art displays. More lights wrapped around tree trunks and outlined the stage, where a folk band was setting up their equipment. The effect was magical, turning the town common into something from a storybook.

People strolled along the brick sidewalks and through the rows of vendor booths, their faces lit by the warm glow of the lights. The scent of kettle corn drifted from a booth near the stage, mingling with the smell of grilled food from the various food vendors. Children ran between the booths, their laughter bright and clear in the spring air. A group of teenagers sat on the edge of the fountain at the center of the common, sharing pizza and talking animatedly.

“This is really something,” Travis said, his hand finding Shelby’s as they walked. “The festival still amazes me every year.”

“It’s the lights,” Shelby said, admiring the way they sparkled overhead. “They make everything look enchanted.”

They wandered through the festival at an easy pace, stopping to examine pottery at one booth and handmade jewelry at another. Travis bought them both lemonade from a vendor, and they sipped the tart, sweet drink while watching a juggler perform for a crowd of delighted children.

The art show had opened that evening, and they spent time walking through the display of paintings, photographs, and sculptures. Local artists mingled with visitors from other parts of New England, their work ranging from traditional landscapes to abstract pieces that challenged the viewer’s perception. Shelby paused in front of a watercolor painting of the Hamlet lighthouse at sunset, the sky behind it streaked with pink and orange.

“That’s beautiful,” she murmured.

“Not as beautiful as the real thing,” Travis said, “but close.”

They continued their circuit of the festival, Travis pointing out which officers were on patrol and sharing amusing stories from earlier in the day. They ran into Lucy and Ross near the stage, where the folk band had started their first set. Lucy looked tired but happy, and Ross’s arm was draped casually around her shoulders as they swayed to the music.

“Shelby! Travis!” Lucy called out, waving them over. “Isn’t this amazing? Ross’s parents are loving all the business at the inn.”

They chatted for a few minutes about the festival, Lucy’s baking schedule, and plans to all get together later in the week. Then the band launched into a livelier tune, and Lucy pulled Ross toward the impromptu dance area that had formed in front of the stage.

“Should we?” Travis asked, nodding toward the dancers.

“Maybe after dinner,” Shelby said with a laugh. “I’m starving, and that Italian food is calling my name.”

They were making their way back toward the bookshop when Shelby noticed him. A man, perhaps in his early forties, stood near one of the vendor booths selling handmade candles. He wore jeans and a dark jacket, unremarkable except for the way his eyes seemed to follow their progress through the crowd. When Shelby’s gaze met his, he immediately looked away, turning his attention to the candles as if he’d been examining them all along.

“Did you see that?” Shelby asked Travis quietly, her grip on his hand tightening slightly.

“See what?”

“That man by the candle booth. He gave us a weird look.”

Travis casually glanced in that direction, his detective’s eyes quickly assessing the situation. The man was now engaged in conversation with the vendor, holding up a pillar candle and nodding at something the vendor was saying.

“He just looks like a regular festival tourist to me,” Travis said, though his tone was careful, not dismissive. “I’ll keep an eye out. Did he do something that concerned you?”

Shelby considered. The man had simply been looking in their direction, which could mean nothing at all in a crowded festival where people were constantly watching the flow of the crowd. Maybe she was being paranoid, made jumpy by Mary’s earlier visit and the worry about Lana.

“No, probably not,” she admitted. “Just my imagination, I guess.”

As they walked away, Shelby couldn’t resist glancing back over her shoulder. The man had disappeared into the crowd, blending seamlessly with the other festival visitors. She told herself she was being silly; that the stress of the day was making her see things that weren’t there.

Still, the uneasy feeling persisted.

They climbed the stairs to Shelby’s apartment, where Harper greeted them with dignified interest in the bag of Italian food they removed from the fridge. The terrace beckoned, and Shelby quickly set the small outdoor table while Travis unpacked containers of pasta, garlic bread, and salad.

The view from the terrace was even more beautiful than from street level. Main Street stretched out below them, lined with shops, whose windows glowed warmly. The town common was a jewel box of lights, the white fairy lights creating a constellation against the darkening sky. The sound of the folk band drifted up to them, along with the happy murmur of the festival crowd.

“This is so nice,” Shelby said, settling into her chair and accepting the plate Travis handed her. The pasta had been warmed, and the scent of garlic and basil made her mouth water.

“Much better than eating in my apartment and looking at the parking lot,” Travis agreed, twirling spaghetti onto his fork.

They ate in silence for a while, enjoying the food and the view. The temperature had dropped as the sun set, but it was pleasant rather than cold, requiring only the light sweater Shelby had grabbed earlier.

“So,” Travis said, reaching for a piece of garlic bread, “tell me about your visitor this afternoon. Rachel mentioned someone came in pretty upset.”

Shelby filled him in on Mary’s concerns about Lana Mitchell, watching his expression shift from casual interest to professional attention as she described the missed coffee date and the unanswered calls.

“Mary Chandler is one of the most level-headed people I know,” Travis said when Shelby finished. “If she’s worried, that means something.”

“That’s what I thought. We’re going to check on Professor Mitchell tomorrow morning if Mary still hasn’t heard from her.”

“Want me to come with you?”

Shelby considered, then shook her head. “I think it might be better if it’s just Mary and me for now. Less official and intimidating. If we find anything concerning, I’ll call you immediately.”

“Fair enough.” Travis set down his fork and reached across the table to take her hand. “Be careful. Your instincts are good, Shelby. If something feels off, it probably is.”

“I will.”

Below them, the festival continued its cheerful celebration. The fairy lights twinkled like earthbound stars, music floated up on the spring breeze, and people laughed and talked while enjoying the evening. Everything looked peaceful, festive, and safe.

Despite the beauty of the evening, Travis’s warm hand holding hers, the delicious food, and the magical atmosphere, Shelby couldn’t quite shake the sense that something was very wrong.

Harper appeared at the terrace door, her eyes reflecting the lights from the common. Through their connection, Shelby felt the cat’s unease, a mirror of her own concerns.

“Tomorrow,” Harper’s voice whispered in her mind. “Tomorrow morning we’ll find out what’s happened to the professor.”

Shelby squeezed Travis’s hand and tried to focus on the present moment, the man she had fallen for, and the beautiful festival night, but in the back of her mind, worry lingered like a shadow at the edge of the light.

Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough.
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Morning arrived with the kind of brightness that made the previous night’s worries seem almost foolish. What could be wrong on such a beautiful day?

Sunlight poured through Shelby’s bedroom window, and the sounds of the festival setting up for day two drifted up from the street below. Through the open window, the scent of fresh coffee from Bread and Roses Bakery mingled with the salt air from the ocean, and birds sang in the trees that lined Main Street.

Harper stretched on the pillow beside Shelby’s head, extending each paw with deliberate care before shaking herself and standing. “I’m still worried about the professor,” the cat said.

“Me too,” Shelby admitted, sitting up and reaching for her phone on the nightstand. No messages from Mary. No missed calls. She checked the time: 7 a.m. Early, but not too early to text.

She typed a text message to Mary:

Any word from Lana?




The response came within seconds:

Nothing. Still no answer at her cottage. I’m very worried.




Shelby climbed out of bed and moved to her closet, pulling on jeans and a comfortable green henley shirt. She twisted her hair into a quick braid.

“I can’t wait any longer. I’m going to the cottage,” she told Harper, who had relocated to the windowsill to watch the activity on the common.

“I’m coming with you.”

“I hoped you would.”

Downstairs in the bookshop, Shelby left a note for her employee Patrice explaining she’d be out for an hour or so and asking her to open at 9 if she wasn’t back yet. Then she texted Travis:

Mary and I are heading to Lana’s cottage, just to check. Will call you if we find anything concerning.




His response came quickly:

I’m actually heading there for a wellness check. Meet you there in 15?




Shelby felt a mixture of relief and increased concern. If Travis was doing an official wellness check, that meant Mary must have called the police station this morning. The situation had escalated from worried neighbor to potential police matter.

She grabbed her canvas tote bag, and Harper jumped inside, settling into the bottom with ease.

The walk to Seaside Lane took ten minutes at a brisk pace. The street lived up to its name, running parallel to the coast with ocean views visible between the houses. It was one of Hamlet’s quieter residential areas, populated mostly by year-round residents and a few seasonal visitors like Lana, who owned property there.

Mary waited on the sidewalk in front of a charming cottage painted pale yellow with white trim. Window boxes that should have been filled with spring flowers sat empty, and the small front garden showed signs of neglect that seemed at odds with what Shelby knew of Lana’s usually meticulous care.

“Thank you for coming,” Mary said, wringing her hands. She wore jeans and a fleece jacket, and her silver-gray hair was pulled back with a clip. The worry lines around her eyes had deepened overnight. “I called the police this morning. I hope that wasn’t overstepping, but I couldn’t sleep last night thinking about Lana.”

“You did the right thing,” Shelby assured her. “Travis is on his way.”

They stood on the sidewalk, neither wanting to approach the cottage without him. Shelby studied the property, noting details. Lana’s car, a silver Honda Civic that had seen better days, sat in the driveway. A couple of morning newspapers lay on the front walk, still wrapped in their plastic sleeve. The curtains were drawn in all the windows, giving the cottage a closed-up, abandoned appearance.

An unmarked car pulled up to the curb, and Travis emerged, his expression professional but warm when his eyes met Shelby’s. He wore his detective’s uniform of dark pants and a button-down shirt with his badge clipped to his belt, and he carried a small notebook.

“Mrs. Chandler,” he greeted Mary with a respectful nod. “We received your call. Let’s see what we can find out.”

They approached the cottage together, Travis in the lead. He tried the doorbell first, waiting for a response that didn’t come. Then he knocked firmly on the door, calling out, “Professor Mitchell? This is Detective Whitely from the Hamlet Police Department. We’re here to check on your welfare.”

When only silence answered him, it was as if an icy cold finger ran down Shelby’s back.

Travis tried the doorknob, and Shelby saw his eyebrows rise slightly when it turned easily in his hand. The door swung open, revealing a dim interior that smelled faintly of lavender and something else—something that made Shelby’s stomach tighten with unease.

“The door is unlocked,” Travis said, his voice taking on the careful tone he used when he was mentally noting details for a report. He stepped inside, one hand resting near his weapon out of habit. “Professor Mitchell? It’s Detective Whitely. We’re coming in to check on you.”

No answer.

Shelby and Mary followed him into the cottage, and what they found made Mary gasp and Shelby’s heart sink.

The living room looked like wind had passed through it. An armchair’s cushions were askew. A small side table had been knocked over, and the ceramic lamp that had sat on it lay in pieces on the hardwood floor, its shade crushed and its base shattered. Books from a nearby shelf were scattered across the floor as if they’d been swept off in a hurry. A throw rug was bunched up against the wall.

But most disturbing of all was the phone—a smartphone with a cracked screen that lay face-down on a side table, its case broken and hanging loose.

“Oh no,” Mary breathed, one hand flying to her mouth. “Oh, Lana.”

Travis moved through the room with careful steps, avoiding disturbing anything while taking in every detail. “Stay by the door, please,” he told them, his voice firm but not unkind. “Don’t touch anything. This is now a potential crime scene.”

He disappeared down the hallway, presumably checking the rest of the cottage. Shelby heard doors opening, the sound of his footsteps moving from room to room. Harper stirred in the tote bag, and Shelby felt the cat’s heightened awareness, her psychic senses picking up on the residual energy in the space.

“Someone was in here, but not when Lana was here,” Harper communicated. “I sense fear but not death.”

That was something, at least.

Travis returned to the living room, his expression grim. “The rest of the cottage appears undisturbed. No signs of forced entry at the back door or windows. Bedroom is neat, bed made. Kitchen is clean.” He pulled out his phone and took several photographs of the scene. “But someone was definitely in here.”

Shelby’s fingers itched to touch things to see if her psychic abilities could pick up any impressions from the objects in the room, but she knew better than to contaminate a potential crime scene. She waited, watching Travis work, until he looked up and met her eyes.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he said when Mary stepped out for a moment to collect herself. “I’m going to allow it, but only with gloves on. Only touch items I’ve already photographed. If your abilities can give us any insight into what happened here, we need it.”

Travis pulled latex gloves from his pocket and handed them to Shelby, and she snapped them on before approaching the chair with messed cushions. She crouched down, her hands hovering over the fabric for a moment before making contact. The instant her fingers touched the chair, images flooded her mind—scattered, fragmented, and filled with emotion rather than clear detail.

Fear. Overwhelming fear that made her heart race and her breath short. A woman standing at the window and then moving quickly through the rooms. Urgency. Such terrible urgency. The need to get away, to hide, to survive. The phone smashed.

The sound of footsteps, heavy and threatening. The crash of the lamp hitting the floor. And then... nothing. The impressions cut off abruptly, as if whoever had been here had suddenly vanished.

Shelby pulled her hands back, breathing hard. The visions had been intense but frustratingly unclear. She couldn’t see faces; couldn’t identify who had been here or what had ultimately happened to Lana.

“What did you see?” Travis asked, his notebook ready.

“Someone came here. Someone who scared Lana badly.” Shelby stood, stripping off the gloves. “She wanted to call the police, but she was in too much of rush. Someone else was in here too. I don’t think Lana was here when he or she came into the house. I don’t sense a struggle. Then the impressions just stop.”

“Could she have escaped?” Travis asked.

“I think so,” Shelby said, not wanting to give false hope but also not wanting to assume the worst. “I don’t sense... I don’t sense death. Whatever happened here, Lana left this cottage alive.”

Travis photographed the phone and then carefully bagged it as evidence. “I'm calling this in as a missing person case with suspicious circumstances. We’ll need to process this scene properly; get forensics in here to dust for prints and collect evidence.”

He pulled out his phone and made the call, his voice professional as he reported the situation to dispatch. While he talked, Shelby moved to the window, looking out at the quiet street. Everything appeared peaceful and normal. Neighbors’ houses sat quietly in the morning sun. A jogger passed by on the sidewalk. Two houses down, an older man worked in his garden, carefully tending early spring flowers.

The contrast between what went on in this room and the tranquil neighborhood outside was jarring.

Harper shifted in the tote bag, and Shelby felt her tension. “The bad energy isn’t fresh,” the cat communicated. “Two or three days ago.”

That matched the timeline. Mary had said Lana missed their coffee date, and then she hadn’t seen her for a couple of days.

Travis finished his call as Mary came back inside. “Officers are on their way, along with our forensics tech. Mrs. Chandler, I’m going to need a full statement from you—when you last saw Professor Mitchell, any conversations you had with her, and anything unusual you might have noticed.”

“Of course,” Mary said. “Whatever I can do to help.”

“Shelby, same goes for you. When was the last time you saw her?”

Shelby thought back. “Several days ago, maybe? Shortly after she arrived back in Hamlet. She came into the bookshop, looking for mysteries set in Italy. She was planning a trip there this summer and wanted to read books that would get her excited about it.” The memory made her throat tight. Would Lana ever take that trip?

Travis made notes, then looked around the room again. “Let’s check a few more things before the other officers arrive. Mrs. Chandler, you know Professor Mitchell well. Can you tell if anything appears to be missing? Valuables? Personal items?”

Mary moved carefully through the room, her eyes scanning. “Her purse usually sits on that table by the door—I don’t see it. Her laptop might be in her bedroom.” At Travis’s nod, she continued down the hall, with him following.

Shelby remained in the living room, studying the scene. Before she could pursue that thought further, Mary and Travis returned.

“Her laptop is gone,” Travis reported. “Also, her tablet and what appears to have been a camera based on the empty case we found. Mrs. Chandler says Professor Mitchell’s running gear is missing too—expensive shoes and a fitness watch.

“She went running almost every morning,” Mary added, “rain or shine. Her gear hung on hooks in her bedroom closet, but those hooks are empty now.”

Travis made more notes. “Her car is still here, which suggests she either left on foot or someone picked her up. Or...” He didn’t finish the sentence, but they all knew what he wasn’t saying. Or someone took her against her will.

The sound of another vehicle pulling up outside drew their attention. Two patrol officers arrived, followed shortly by a woman carrying a forensics kit. Travis went to brief them, leaving Shelby and Mary standing in the living room of the cottage that suddenly felt more like a crime scene than a home.

“What do you really think happened?” Mary asked quietly, her voice barely above a whisper.

Shelby touched her pendant, seeking its calming energy. “I think Lana was scared of something or someone. Maybe she left on her own. Beyond that, I honestly don’t know. The good news is I don’t see anything that suggests she was seriously hurt.”

“But where is she? Why hasn’t she called anyone?”

Those were the questions that worried Shelby too. If Lana had simply fled from danger, why not contact the police or friends? Why not reach out for help?

Travis approached them again. “I’m going to need you both to step outside while we process the scene. Mrs. Chandler, one of the officers will take your statement. Shelby, can you stick around for a few minutes?”

Outside, the morning had grown warmer. The sun was bright, and the sound of the festival setting up on the common drifted down the quiet residential street. Mary gave her statement to a young officer who wrote everything down carefully, while Shelby waited with Harper on the sidewalk.

A woman emerged from the house next door, drawn by the unusual activity of police cars on the normally peaceful street. She was perhaps seventy, with short white hair and a gardening apron covered in dirt.

“Is everything alright?” she asked, approaching Mary. “Is this about Lana? I’ve been worried since I saw that argument.”

Travis’s head snapped up. “What argument?”

The neighbor introduced herself as Helen Porter and explained that on the night before the festival began, she’d been putting out her trash for collection when she heard raised voices coming from Lana’s cottage.

“It was around nine o'clock,” Helen said, her hands twisting the fabric of her apron. “I heard a man’s voice, quite loud, and Lana saying something back. I couldn’t make out the words, but it sounded heated. I almost went over to check, but then it got quiet, so I thought maybe I’d misheard or they’d worked it out.”

“Can you describe the man?” Travis asked, his pen poised over his notebook.

Helen’s face scrunched up in concentration. “Not really. It was dark, and I only saw a figure walking away from her cottage a few minutes after I heard the argument. Tall, maybe? Or average height? I’m sorry I can’t be more specific. He wore dark clothes, I think. Or maybe it was just the shadows.”

“Did you see his face at all?”

“No, I’m sorry. He was walking away from me, toward the street. I saw him get into a car—a dark sedan, I think—and drive off.”

“What about the license plate?”

Helen shook her head apologetically. “My eyes aren’t what they used to be, especially at night.”

Travis thanked her for the information and took down her contact details. After Helen returned to her gardening, he turned to Shelby and Mary with a grim expression.

“So, we have confirmation that someone was here, arguing with Professor Mitchell. The timing suggests whatever happened in that cottage occurred not long after this argument.”

“Who would Lana argue with?” Mary wondered aloud. “She’s one of the most even-tempered people I know. She gets along with everyone.”

“Does she have any family? A boyfriend? Ex-husband?”

“She’s divorced, has been for about ten years or more,” Mary said. “Her ex lives in California, I think. They have twin children—grown now, in their twenties. Sofia and Marco. They’re both wonderful kids. I’ve met them several times over the years when they’ve stayed with their mother here.”

Travis made notes. “We’ll need to contact them. They should know their mother is missing.”

When an officer came over to ask Mary something, Travis whispered to Shelby, “Any other impressions from the scene? Anything your abilities picked up?”

Shelby closed her eyes, trying to recall the fragments of vision she’d received. “Fear was the dominant emotion…and urgency. A desperate need to get away from whoever was there. But...” She paused, trying to articulate what had been bothering her. “There was something else. A sense of... purpose, maybe? Like Lana wasn’t just running blindly. She had a destination in mind.”

“You think she left of her own will? That she wasn’t taken?”

“I think she fled,” Shelby said carefully. “Whether that means she’s safe now or in more danger, I can’t tell.”

Travis’s radio crackled with a call about an incident at the festival—a dispute between vendors that required his attention. He looked torn between his duty to respond and his desire to continue investigating Lana’s disappearance.

“Go,” Shelby told him. “I’ll head back to the bookshop. Call me if you find out anything?”

“I will.” He touched her arm briefly, a gesture of connection and concern. “Be careful, okay? We don’t know what we’re dealing with here yet.”

As Shelby and Mary walked away from Lana’s house, Harper’s voice echoed in Shelby’s mind. “I think the professor is hiding. She ran from danger and went to ground like a hunted animal, but she’s still alive. I can feel it.”

Shelby desperately hoped the cat was right. Lana Mitchell was missing, possibly in danger, and quite possibly in hiding from someone who meant her harm. The questions were: who was after her, why, and where had she gone?

The spring festival continued its cheerful celebration, unaware that one of its regular visitors had vanished into the morning like morning fog off the ocean. As Shelby walked past the bright banners and twinkling lights, she had a feeling this mystery was going to be convoluted and complex.
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It was perfect running weather—cool enough to be comfortable, but warm enough that runners wouldn’t need heavy layers. The sky stretched overhead in a brilliant blue unmarred by clouds, and a gentle breeze carried the scents of the ocean mixed with fresh coffee and baked goods from the vendors who’d opened early to serve the race participants and spectators.

Shelby stood on the sidewalk outside the Spellbound Bookshop with Harper by her side, watching the organized chaos of race preparation unfold on Main Street. Hundreds of runners milled about, some stretching against lampposts or doing lunges on the brick sidewalks, and others checking their watches and race bibs nervously. The energy was electric—that particular combination of excitement and anxiety that came before any competitive event.

“I don’t understand why humans choose to run when they’re not being chased,” Harper observed, her eyes tracking the movements of a woman doing high knees in place.

“It’s for fun and fitness,” Shelby explained silently.

“Still doesn’t make sense.”

Lucy appeared at Shelby’s side, slightly breathless and carrying a cardboard tray of coffee cups. Her blond hair was pulled back in a high ponytail, and she wore running clothes with a race bib pinned to her tank top that read “217.”

“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” Lucy said, though her eyes sparkled with excitement. “The last time I ran a 10K was in college, and I’m pretty sure I’ve forgotten how to pace myself.”

“You’ll be fine,” Shelby assured her, accepting one of the coffee cups gratefully. “Just remember to hydrate, and don’t start too fast.”

“Easy for you to say. You’re not the one about to run six miles.” Lucy took a sip of her coffee, savoring it. “Ross wanted to run too, but his parents needed him at the inn. We had three couples check out this morning, and there’s a tour group arriving at noon.”

The race course wound through Hamlet’s downtown, out along the coastal road with its spectacular ocean views, and back through residential neighborhoods before finishing on the town common. Volunteers in bright yellow shirts stood at intervals, marking the route with signs and cones. Water stations had been set up at miles two and four, staffed by members of the high school cross-country team.

Travis appeared through the crowd, wearing his detective’s badge and a serious expression. Lana Mitchell’s cottage and the evidence of a struggle had cast a shadow over what should have been a purely festive day.

“Morning,” he said, accepting the coffee Lucy offered him. “Thanks.”

“Any news?” Shelby asked quietly, aware that runners were pressed close on all sides and gossip traveled fast in Hamlet.

“Not yet. We’ve got officers checking with hospitals and running her information through the system. Her ex-husband has been notified—he’s trying to reach the kids but hasn’t been able to get through yet. The son is traveling somewhere with limited cell service.” Travis’s jaw tightened. “The forensics team finished processing the cottage this morning. They found several sets of fingerprints, but it’ll take time to run them through the database.”

Before Shelby could respond, the race announcer’s voice boomed through speakers mounted on lampposts. “Runners, please make your way to the starting line! We’ll begin in five minutes!”

Lucy handed her coffee cup to Shelby and started bouncing on her toes, shaking out her arms. “Wish me luck. If I don’t survive this, tell Ross I died doing something I immediately regretted.”

“You’re going to be great,” Shelby said, giving her friend a quick hug.

The runners surged toward the starting line that had been painted across Main Street in bright orange. Shelby recognized several familiar faces from town—James Peacock looking surprisingly athletic in running gear, some shop owners who’d mentioned they were running, and the mayor, Judy Richards, who ran marathons and made the 10K look easy.

The countdown began, and then the starting horn blared. Hundreds of runners streamed forward, their feet pounding the pavement in a rhythm that sounded like distant thunder. Spectators cheered from the sidewalks, calling out encouragement and ringing cowbells. The race had officially begun.

Travis’s radio crackled to life. “All units, the race is underway. Maintain positions along the route and report any issues.”

“I need to coordinate with the other officers,” he told Shelby. “We’ve got people stationed at key points along the course, plus we have people actively searching for Professor Mitchell. Can I catch up with you later?”

“Of course. Be careful.”

He squeezed her hand briefly before disappearing into the crowd, speaking into his radio as he walked.

Shelby headed into the bookshop, where a handful of non-running festival visitors were already browsing the shelves. The race would take most runners between forty-five minutes to a couple of hours to complete, which meant the serious shopping and festival activities wouldn’t pick up until mid-morning.

Harper jumped up to her favorite spot in the front window, but instead of settling down for a nap as she usually did, the cat remained alert and tense. Her tail twitched continuously, and her ears swiveled as if tracking sounds only she could hear.

“What is it?” Shelby asked.

Harper’s response was unusually agitated. “Something bad is coming. I can feel it in the air, like electricity before lightning strikes. What happened in yesterday’s cottage hasn’t finished yet. There’s more to come.”

A chill ran down Shelby’s spine despite the warm morning. “Violence? Here? Today?”

“I don’t know when or where exactly; just that the danger isn’t over. Whatever frightened the professor away, it’s still here in Hamlet.”

Shelby touched her pendant, seeking its calming energy, but it felt unusually warm against her skin—almost hot. Her own intuition was singing a warning song that harmonized with Harper’s psychic senses.

She went through the motions of helping customers, but her attention kept drifting to the window and the festival outside. Everything looked normal. People strolled through the vendor booths, children played on the common, and the musicians on stage were doing a sound check for their afternoon performance. Nothing appeared amiss.

But Harper’s warning echoed in her mind, impossible to ignore.

It wasn’t long before the first runners began appearing at the finish line on the common. James Peacock crossed first in his age group, looking surprisingly fresh for having just run six miles. More runners streamed in; their faces flushed with exertion but glowing with accomplishment. Volunteers handed out water bottles and medals, and the announcer called out names as finishers crossed the line.

Shelby stepped outside to watch for Lucy, wanting to congratulate her friend. She spotted Rachel finishing with a respectable time and waved as the younger woman collected her medal.

“That was brutal,” Rachel panted, accepting a water bottle from a volunteer, “but I beat my personal record by two minutes!”

“That’s wonderful!” Shelby said. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I might die, but in a good way.” Rachel laughed and downed half the water bottle. “I’m going to grab a shower at home and then come in to help this afternoon if that’s okay.”

“Take your time. Rest. You earned it.”

More runners crossed the finish line. Lucy appeared, her face red but triumphant, and Shelby cheered loudly. Ross materialized from somewhere to wrap his girlfriend in a hug despite her sweaty state, and Lucy laughed breathlessly as she accepted her medal.

The festive atmosphere was infectious. People celebrated personal achievements, friends congratulated friends, and the sense of community that Hamlet was known for filled the spring air.

And then the screaming started.

It came from behind the stage at the far end of the common—high-pitched, terrified screaming that cut through the happy chatter like a knife. The sound was so visceral, so raw with horror, that everyone within earshot froze.

Shelby’s blood turned to ice. Harper’s warning flashed through her mind: Something bad is coming.

Travis’s voice crackled over the police radios carried by the officers stationed around the common. “All units respond to the stage area. Now.”

Shelby ran.

She knew she shouldn’t; knew she should stay back and let the police handle whatever had happened, but her feet carried her forward before her brain could engage. Harper sprinted across the common, weaving between confused festival-goers who were turning toward the commotion.

Behind the stage, a crowd had gathered. A teenager in a volunteer shirt stood with both hands pressed to her mouth, tears streaming down her face. A middle-aged woman sat on the ground, hyperventilating, while another volunteer tried to calm her. Travis stood in front of what appeared to be a tangle of equipment and cables, his face pale and set in grim lines.

“Everyone back!” he commanded, his voice carrying the authority of someone used to being obeyed. “This is a crime scene. Officers, establish a perimeter. Nobody leaves the area without giving a statement.”

Shelby pushed through the crowd until she could see what had caused the screaming and immediately wished she hadn’t.

A woman lay partially hidden behind amplifiers and coiled cables, her body positioned at an awkward angle that immediately told Shelby she was looking at the dead, not the unconscious. The woman wore black leggings and a blue short-sleeved shirt. Blood stained the fabric of her shirt, dark and terrible, spreading from what appeared to be a wound in her chest or abdomen.

But it was her face that Shelby would remember—frozen in an expression of surprise and fear, her eyes open and staring at nothing and her mouth slightly parted as if she’d been trying to speak when death found her.

“Shelby, get back,” Travis said sharply, noticing her in the crowd. “You shouldn’t be seeing this.”

Shelby couldn’t move. Something about the woman’s face tugged at her memory, though she was certain they’d never met. The woman was in her late thirties, with dark hair and delicate features that suggested she might have been pretty when her face wasn’t frozen in death.

More police officers arrived, along with an ambulance, even though it was clearly too late for medical intervention. Travis organized the scene with professionalism, his training taking over despite the horror of what lay before them. A section of the common was quickly cordoned off with yellow crime scene tape, and the festival-goers who’d been close to the stage were separated and told they’d need to give statements before leaving.

Shelby felt a hand on her arm and turned to find Lucy standing beside her, no longer flushed from her run but pale as snow.

“Is that—is she—” Lucy couldn’t finish the question.

“Yes,” Shelby said quietly. “She’s dead.”

The festive atmosphere of moments before had evaporated like morning mist. People clustered in groups, speaking in hushed voices. Parents pulled children close, shielding them from the sight of the crime scene tape and police presence. Vendors stood uncertain in their booths, not sure whether to continue working or pack up and leave.

The woman who’d been hyperventilating had recovered enough to speak to an officer. Shelby was close enough to hear fragments of her statement.

“I was looking for my phone. I dropped it somewhere near the stage... went around back to check... and I saw her... so much blood... I screamed and ran...”

Travis finished speaking with one of the other officers and approached Shelby and Lucy, his expression grim.

“I need you both to step away from here,” he said quietly. “This is a homicide investigation now. Shelby, I know you want to help, but I can’t have civilians near the body.”

“Who is she?” Shelby asked, unable to tear her gaze from the still figure behind the equipment.

Travis hesitated, then must have decided that the information would be public soon enough. “According to the ID we found in her pocket, her name is Joanna Benson. She was staying at the Seaside Inn; arrived two days ago.”

The name meant nothing to Shelby, but Lucy’s sharp intake of breath suggested recognition.

“She was at the inn,” Lucy said. “I remember her from breakfast yesterday morning. She kept to herself, seemed nervous. Ross mentioned she’d asked several people at the front desk if they knew someone named...” Lucy’s face went white. “Oh my gosh. She asked if anyone knew Professor Lana Mitchell.”

The words hung in the air between them like a physical presence. Shelby felt her pendant pulse hot against her skin, and Harper’s agitated voice filled her mind: “The two are connected. The missing professor and the dead woman. Two threads of the same dark tapestry.”

Travis’s jaw tightened. “She asked about Professor Mitchell specifically?”

“That’s what Ross told me. He thought it was odd because the woman was so insistent, asking multiple staff members and describing Professor Mitchell in detail. She seemed anxious to find her.”

“When was this?”

“Yesterday morning...” Lucy trailed off, the implications sinking in. “You don’t think⁠—”

Travis said firmly, “This changes things. A woman connected to a missing person turns up murdered less than twenty-four hours later? That’s not coincidence.”

The medical examiner’s van arrived, and Travis excused himself to coordinate with the team. Shelby and Lucy moved away from the crime scene, finding a quiet spot near a vendor booth that had closed its sides in respect for what had happened.

Harper’s eyes were dark with concern. “Death leaves a stain on places,” she communicated to Shelby. “This woman died in terror and pain, and she knew her killer was coming. I can feel it—she saw death approaching and had no time to escape.”

“She was stabbed?” Shelby asked silently.

“Yes. Quick and efficient. Whoever did this knew what they were doing. This wasn’t a crime of passion or accident. This was murder with purpose.”

Lucy pulled out her phone with shaking hands. “I need to call Ross. He should know what’s happened.”

As Lucy stepped away to make her call, Shelby stood watching the organized chaos of a crime scene being processed. Photographers documented everything. Officers searched the area for evidence. The medical examiner knelt beside the body, making preliminary observations that would later become an official report.

And Professor Lana Mitchell remained missing. Now a woman who’d been searching for her was dead, murdered behind a festival stage while hundreds of people ran, cheered, and celebrated just yards away.

Harper’s earlier warning echoed in Shelby’s mind: The danger isn’t over.

Looking at the yellow crime scene tape fluttering in the spring breeze, at Travis’s grim face as he coordinated the investigation, and at the covered body being carefully examined by the medical team, Shelby realized the danger had perhaps only just begun.

The Hamlet Spring Festival had turned into something dark and terrible. Whatever had driven Lana Mitchell into hiding had now claimed a life. The only questions were: why, who was responsible, and who might be next?

Shelby sent out a silent prayer for protection—for Lana, wherever she was, for the festival-goers who’d come seeking joy and found horror, and for Travis and the other officers who would now have to hunt for a killer in their peaceful seaside town.

Spring had come to Hamlet, but it had brought death with it.
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The Spellbound Bookshop had become an unofficial gathering place for shocked festival-goers seeking refuge from the chaos on the common. People clustered in small groups, speaking in hushed voices about the murder and speculating wildly about who could have done such a thing in this peaceful town. Shelby served coffee and tried to maintain some semblance of normalcy, but her mind kept drifting back to Joanna Benson’s lifeless eyes and the terrible question that wouldn’t leave her alone. What connected a murdered visitor to a missing professor?

Harper had abandoned her window perch and now sat on the counter near the register, her tail wrapped tightly around her body and her ears swiveling toward every sound. The cat’s agitation had only increased since they’d left the crime scene.

“The darkness is spreading,” Harper communicated to Shelby. “Whatever evil brought death to that woman, it’s still here. Still hunting.”

“Hunting for what?” Shelby asked silently as she rang up a customer’s purchase.

“Or hunting for whom,” Harper corrected.

Rachel had returned from her post-race shower looking refreshed but somber, and now worked alongside Shelby and Patrice to handle the influx of customers. Many weren’t buying anything—they simply needed somewhere to go; somewhere that felt safe and normal after witnessing police tape and covered bodies.

Through the front windows, Shelby could see Travis moving from vendor booth to vendor booth on the common, his notebook out as he questioned everyone who might have seen or heard something. Other officers were doing the same, creating a grid pattern of investigation that would hopefully yield some useful information. The festival had officially been suspended for the rest of the day, though many vendors chose to remain open, perhaps needing the distraction of work as much as their customers needed the comfort of normalcy.

Lucy pushed through the door, her face drawn and tired. She’d changed out of her running clothes into jeans and a sweater, but exhaustion radiated from her in waves.

“Ross is dealing with a nightmare at the inn,” she said, accepting the cup of tea Shelby handed her automatically. “The police need to interview all the staff and guests. People are demanding refunds and wanting to check out early. He and his parents are trying to handle it, but it’s chaos.”

“Did Ross tell the police what he told you about Joanna asking for Lana?” Shelby asked.

“First thing. Travis came to the inn about an hour ago and talked to him for twenty minutes.” Lucy wrapped her hands around the warm mug. “Apparently, Joanna arrived on Thursday afternoon—the day before the festival officially started. She seemed normal at check-in, filled out all the paperwork and paid with a credit card, but on Friday morning at breakfast, she started asking everyone if they knew Lana Mitchell. Not just asking casually, but really pressing people for information. Where did Lana live? Had anyone seen her? Did they know how to contact her?”

“That’s strange,” Rachel said, joining them at the counter. “Why not just look her up online?”

“That’s what I wondered,” Lucy replied. “Ross said Joanna seemed anxious, like she needed to find Lana urgently but didn’t want to explain why. When Ross asked if she wanted him to call the cottage for her, Joanna said no and that she needed to speak with Lana in person.”

Shelby’s pendant grew warm against her skin. “Joanna was desperate to find Lana, Lana went missing after what appears to be a violent confrontation at her cottage, and now Joanna’s dead. They have to be connected.”

“Travis thinks so too,” Lucy said. “He told Ross that they’re treating Professor Mitchell’s disappearance as a potential abduction case now, especially since there’s a confirmed homicide that might be related.”

The door chimed, and a young woman entered the shop, bringing with her an air of barely controlled panic. She was in her early twenties, with olive skin and long, dark, and curly hair. She wore travel-rumpled clothes—jeans and an oversized sweatshirt—and carried a large purse that appeared to have been hastily packed. Her brown eyes, red-rimmed from crying, swept the shop with desperate urgency.

“Excuse me,” she said, her voice shaking. “I’m looking for Detective Whitely? Someone at the police station said he might be here?”

Shelby came around the counter immediately, recognizing the edge of hysteria in the young woman’s voice. “He’s investigating at the festival right now. Can I help you with something? My name is Shelby Price. I own this bookshop.”

The young woman’s face crumpled slightly. “I’m Sofia Mitchell. I’m looking for my mother, Professor Lana Mitchell. She lives here part-time, and I can’t reach her. The police told me on the phone that her cottage showed signs of—” Her voice broke. “They said there had been a break in.”

Shelby’s heart clenched. This was one of Lana’s twins, the daughter Mary had mentioned. “Sofia, why don’t you come and sit down? Let me get you some water, and then we can call Detective Whitely.”

Lucy guided Sofia to the reading nook, while Shelby grabbed a bottle of water from the small refrigerator in her office. Harper jumped down from the counter and padded over to the reading nook, studying Sofia.

“She carries her mother’s energy,” Harper communicated to Shelby, “the same pattern and the same resonance. They’re very close, these two.”

Sofia sank into one of the comfortable chairs, her hands trembling as she accepted the water bottle. “I’m sorry to fall apart like this. My dad called me to let me know what was going on. I drove up from Boston—left at six this morning. I’ve been trying to reach my mom for two days, and she’s not answering her phone. That’s not like her. We talk every single day. Every. Single. Day.”

“When was the last time you spoke with her?” Shelby asked gently, settling into the chair across from Sofia.

“Three or four days ago. She called me from the cottage and said she’d just arrived and was going to unpack before taking a walk into town. She sounded...” Sofia paused, her brow furrowing. “Actually, she sounded a little off. Distracted, maybe? Or worried about something? But when I asked if everything was okay, she said she was just tired from the drive.”

“And you haven’t heard from her since?”

Sofia shook her head, tears spilling down her cheeks. “I texted her the next morning, and she didn’t respond. That was weird, but I figured maybe she was busy. Later, I called her cell phone, and it went straight to voicemail. I called the cottage landline—no answer. I even tried calling her neighbor, Mrs. Chandler, but she wasn’t home.”

“I thought maybe she’d lost her phone or something,” Sofia continued, her words tumbling out in a rush. “Mom’s always misplacing things, but then Dad called, and he told me...” She pressed a hand to her mouth, fighting for composure. “He told me her cottage was damaged, there were signs of a break in, and she’s officially missing.”

Shelby reached out and squeezed Sofia’s hand. “I’m going to call Detective Whitely right now. He’ll want to talk to you. I promise you, everyone in Hamlet is working to find your mother.”

She pulled out her phone and texted Travis:

Lana’s daughter Sofia is at the bookshop. She needs to talk to you.




The response came almost immediately:

On my way.




While they waited, Lucy brought Sofia a cup of chamomile tea and a blueberry muffin from the pastry display. “You probably haven’t eaten,” she said kindly. “The sugar might help with the shock.”

Sofia accepted both gratefully. “Thank you. I’m sorry. I don’t even know you, and you’re being so kind.”

“That’s what we do in Hamlet,” Lucy said simply. “We take care of each other, and that includes people connected to our community. Your mother has been coming here for years. We consider her one of us.”

Harper approached Sofia cautiously, then did something unusual—she jumped onto Sofia’s lap without invitation and settled there, purring loudly. Sofia’s hand automatically went to the cat’s fur, stroking gently, and some of the terrible tension in her shoulders seemed to ease slightly.

“This is Harper,” Shelby explained. “She’s usually more standoffish with strangers.”

“She’s beautiful,” Sofia murmured, continuing to pet the cat. “Mom would love her. She always wanted a cat, but my dad was allergic, and after the divorce, she traveled too much to feel good about leaving a pet in a kennel.”

“Tell me about your mother,” Shelby said, partly to keep Sofia talking and distracted, and partly because she hoped the young woman might provide some clue to what had happened. “Mary Chandler said you have a twin brother?”

A small smile crossed Sofia’s tear-stained face. “Marco. He’s on his way back from Peru right now. He was on a hiking trip with friends. I’ve been trying to reach him all morning. He’s not going to believe this mess when I finally get through to him.”

“What does Marco do?”

“He studies finance in Boston. Total opposite of me—I’m all creative chaos, and he’s spreadsheets and logic.” The smile faded. “He and Mom are really close. This is going to destroy him.”

“And you said you talked to your father.”

“Yes. The police contacted him. He’s in California with his new family. He said he’d make some calls, try to help, but...” Sofia’s jaw tightened. “He and Mom have been divorced for over ten years. They’re civil, but not close. I don’t think he can tell them anything useful.”

Travis appeared in the doorway, bringing with him the focused energy of someone in the middle of an active investigation. His tie was loosened, and his dark hair looked like he’d been running his hands through it repeatedly. When he saw Sofia, his expression softened with compassion.

“Ms. Mitchell? I’m Detective Travis Whitely. I’m leading the investigation into your mother’s disappearance.”

Sofia stood, dislodging Harper, who jumped down with an indignant flick of her tail. “Please, call me Sofia. And please, please tell me you know where my mom is.”

“I wish I could,” Travis said honestly. “I’m going to do everything in my power to find her. Can we talk? I need to ask you some questions about your mother, her life, her work, and anything else that might help us understand what’s happened.”

“Of course. Anything.”

Travis glanced at Shelby. “Would you mind if we used your office? I’d like somewhere quiet for this conversation.”

“Absolutely. Use it as long as you need.”

Shelby showed them to her small office at the back of the shop, then returned to the main room where Lucy and Rachel were managing customers. Harper jumped back onto the counter, staring at the closed office door.

“The daughter’s fear is justified,” Harper communicated. “The professor is in danger. I can feel it like frost on my whiskers.”

Forty-five minutes later, Travis and Sofia emerged from the office. Sofia’s eyes were red from fresh tears, but she seemed steadier, as if sharing information and being taken seriously had helped ground her.

“Thank you for your patience,” Travis said. “Sofia’s going to stay at the Seaside Inn for now. I’ve asked her to remain available for questions as the investigation continues.”

“Actually,” Sofia said, her voice small, “would it be possible to see my mother’s cottage? I know it’s a crime scene, but I just... I need to see it to try to understand what happened there.”

Travis hesitated, clearly weighing his professional obligations against his compassion for a frightened daughter. “The forensics team has finished processing the scene. I can take you there, but I need to warn you—there are signs of a break in.”

“I need to see it anyway.”

As they were preparing to leave, Ross hurried into the bookshop, slightly out of breath. “Travis, sorry to interrupt, but I think I found something. One of our vendors—the woman who sells handmade jewelry—came to the inn looking for you. She says she saw the victim last night talking to someone near the stage.”

Travis’s attention sharpened immediately. “Talking to whom?”

“A man. She couldn’t describe him well—it was dark, and she wasn’t paying close attention—but she said the conversation looked animated. Maybe an argument? She thought they might have been a couple having a disagreement, so she didn’t think much of it at the time.”

“Where is this vendor now?”

“Still at the inn. She’s willing to give a statement.”

Travis turned to Sofia. “I need to follow up on this lead. Can we postpone the visit to your mother’s cottage for a couple of hours?”

“If it helps find my mom, yes.” Sofia’s hands twisted together. “Do you think—was my mother the one arguing with that man? Could she have seen something that made her a target?”

“I don’t know yet,” Travis admitted, “but I promise you, we’re going to find out.”

After Travis left with Ross, Sofia remained in the bookshop, seeming reluctant to go to the inn and face an empty room. Shelby made her more tea, and Lucy brought over a selection of comfort food from the café next door. They sat in the reading nook, Sofia alternating between crying and apologizing for crying.

“Mom seemed anxious before she left for Hamlet,” Sofia said, staring into her tea. “She kept checking her phone and looking over her shoulder. I asked if something was wrong, and she said she was just stressed about finishing the semester, but now I wonder...”

“Wonder what?” Shelby prompted gently.

“If she was scared of something. Or someone.” Sofia looked up, her brown eyes desperate. “What if she came to Hamlet to hide? What if whomever she was running from found her?”

Harper’s voice echoed in Shelby’s mind: “The daughter speaks truth without knowing it. The professor was running. The question is from what?”

Through the window, Shelby could see the festival struggling to find its footing again. Some vendors had reopened their booths, determined to salvage something from the weekend. A few brave musicians set up near the fountain, playing soft, gentle music that felt more like a memorial than entertainment. The stage where Joanna’s body had been found remained cordoned off with police tape, a stark reminder that violence had shattered Hamlet’s peaceful spring celebration.

Two mysteries now intertwined like threads in a dark tapestry—a missing professor and a murdered visitor. Lana Mitchell was either hiding or being held, and somewhere, a killer walked free and their motives unknown, their next move impossible to predict.

Shelby touched her pendant and felt its warmth pulse against her skin, a reminder that her intuition—her gift—was trying to tell her something important. But what? The impressions from Lana’s cottage had been so fragmented, so filled with fear and urgency but lacking in concrete detail.

“We’ll find her,” Shelby told Sofia, making a promise she desperately hoped she could keep. “Everyone in Hamlet is looking for your mother, and she has people who love her and won’t stop until she’s found.”

Sofia nodded, wiping her eyes. “She always said Hamlet was her safe place, the one spot where she could escape the stress of teaching and city life and just breathe. If something happened to her here, in the place she loved most...” She couldn’t finish the sentence.

But Shelby understood. Safe places weren’t supposed to become crime scenes, sanctuaries weren’t supposed to shatter, and mothers who talked to their daughters every day weren’t supposed to vanish without a trace, leaving behind a broken phone and unanswered questions.

Spring had come to Hamlet, but instead of bringing renewal and hope, it had brought fear and death. In the lengthening shadows of the April afternoon, answers waited to be found—if only they knew where to look.
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Travis appeared at the Spellbound Bookshop just after five o’clock, his expression weary but focused. The afternoon had clearly been long and difficult, spent chasing leads and interviewing witnesses. He carried a folder thick with papers—witness statements, background checks, and the growing pile of information that came with any investigation.

“Do you have a few minutes?” he asked Shelby, who was restocking the mystery section while Sofia sat in the reading nook, her phone clutched in her hand as she waited for her brother to arrive.

They moved to Shelby’s office, where Travis closed the door and sank into the chair across from her desk with a heavy sigh.

“Tell me you found something,” Shelby said.

“We found background information on Joanna Benson, but whether it helps us find the professor is another question.” Travis opened the folder and pulled out several printed pages. “Joanna was thirty-eight, worked as a physical therapist at a clinic in Boston near the university where Professor Mitchell teaches. Never married, no children, and lived alone in an apartment in Cambridge.”

“Did she have siblings? Are her parents still alive?”

“Parents are in Connecticut—we’ve notified them. They’re devastated, as you’d expect. They said Joanna was a quiet person, dedicated to her work, and had a small circle of close friends.” Travis ran a hand through his hair. “Here’s where it gets interesting. According to her patient records—which we obtained through a warrant—Joanna treated Professor Mitchell about five years ago after a running injury. Specifically, a torn meniscus that required surgery and rehabilitation.”

Shelby leaned forward. “They knew each other professionally.”

“More than that. According to the clinic director we spoke with, Joanna and Professor Mitchell became friendly during the months of treatment. They were two women around the same age who connected and occasionally met for coffee after the sessions ended. The clinic director said they stayed in touch casually, maybe lunch once or twice a year.”

“That explains why Joanna would seek out Lana if she needed help with something,” Shelby said, “but what would make her come all the way to Hamlet looking for her?”

“That’s the question we’re trying to answer.” Travis pulled out another sheet. “We checked Joanna’s phone records—she made three calls to Professor Mitchell’s cell phone in the week before she came to Hamlet. Two went unanswered; one lasted fourteen minutes.”

“So, they did speak at least once.”

“Four days before Joanna arrived here. We don’t know what they discussed, but it must have been significant enough to make Joanna drive to Hamlet to find Professor Mitchell in person.”

The office door opened, and Rachel poked her head in. “Sorry to interrupt, but there’s a young man here, looking for Sofia. He says he’s her brother.”

“That’s Marco,” Travis said, standing. “Good, I need to interview him anyway.”

They returned to the main shop, where a young man stood near the reading nook, pulling Sofia into a fierce hug. Marco Mitchell was clearly Sofia’s twin—they shared the same olive skin, the same dark curly hair, and the same brown eyes, though Marco’s were behind wire-rimmed glasses. He was slightly taller than his sister, lean and athletic, and wore jeans and a button-down shirt that had seen better days, wrinkled from what must have been frantic travel.

“How did you get here so fast?” Sofia asked, her voice muffled against her brother's shoulder. “I thought you were in the middle of nowhere in Peru.”

“I was. Our guide happened to have a satellite phone for emergencies. I got your message, told the group I had to leave, and basically threw money at every transportation option until I got to Lima, then caught the first flight to Boston.” Marco pulled back, his hands on Sofia’s shoulders and his eyes scanning her face. “Are you okay? Have they found Mom?”

Sofia shook her head, fresh tears spilling down her cheeks.

Travis approached, his detective’s badge visible on his belt. “Mr. Mitchell? I’m Detective Travis Whitely. I’m sorry we’re meeting under these circumstances. When you’re ready, I need to ask you some questions about your mother.”

Marco’s jaw tightened, but he nodded. “Anything that helps find her.”

The four of them—Travis, Marco, Sofia, and Shelby—gathered in the reading nook. Harper had claimed her spot on the back of one of the chairs and was watching the twins with attentiveness. Lucy appeared with fresh coffee and some pastries from the inn, setting them on the table before quietly retreating to give them privacy.

“When was the last time you spoke with your mother?” Travis asked, his notebook open.

“About a week and a half ago,” Marco said. “I called her before I left for Peru. She knew I’d be out of touch for the trip.” His hands clenched into fists on his knees. “If I’d known something was wrong, I never would have gone.”

“Did she mention being worried about anything? Any problems at work? Any personal issues?”

Marco and Sofia exchanged glances, some wordless twin communication passing between them.

“She seemed stressed,” Sofia said carefully. “More than usual for the end of semester. She kept saying she was looking forward to getting away to Hamlet, to having some peace and quiet.”

“But there was something else,” Marco added. “I couldn’t put my finger on it, but she seemed... distracted? Like her mind was somewhere else. I asked if she was okay, and she said she was just tired.”

Travis made notes. “What about her work? Did she mention any problems with colleagues, students, or anything unusual happening at the university?”

“Nothing specific,” Sofia said. “She loves teaching. Her students adore her. She’s been at that university for fifteen years—she’s comfortable there.”

“What about her research? I understand she specializes in art history, specifically authentication and forgery detection.”

Marco nodded. “She’s one of the foremost experts in her field. Museums and auction houses consult her regularly. She’s testified in court cases about art fraud.” His voice cracked slightly. “She’s brilliant. People come to her from all over the world for her opinion on whether paintings are genuine or fake.”

“That kind of expertise could make someone valuable to the wrong people,” Travis observed. “Has she ever mentioned being threatened? Anyone pressuring her about a particular authentication?”

Both twins shook their heads, but Shelby noticed Sofia’s hesitation.

“What is it?” Shelby asked gently.

Sofia twisted her hands together. “It’s probably nothing, but about a month ago, Mom mentioned that she’d authenticated some paintings for an estate sale—said they were forgeries when the family had believed they were genuine Renaissance pieces. She felt bad about disappointing them and said the adult children had been counting on the sale to settle some debts.”

“Do you remember which family or which auction house?” Travis asked.

“No, she didn’t give details. She never does when it’s professional work—confidentiality and all that.”

Travis made more notes. “I’ll contact her university and see if they have records of recent authentication work.” He paused, his expression softening. “I know this is difficult, but I need to ask—is there any possibility your mother might have left voluntarily? Any reason she might have wanted to disappear for a while?”

“No,” both twins said in unison, their voices sharp with certainty.

“Mom’s the most responsible person we know,” Marco said firmly. “She would never just disappear without telling anyone, especially not Sofia and me. We talk to her constantly. She texts us ‘Good morning’ every single day without fail. The fact that she’s been silent for days is proof something’s terribly wrong.”

Sofia pulled out her phone and scrolled through her messages. “Look, here’s her last text to me.”

Made it to the cottage safely. Going to have tea and go to bed early. Love you to the moon, sweetheart.




That’s Mom. She always tells us she loves us. Always says goodnight. She would never just stop communicating unless something prevented her.”

Travis studied the message, and Shelby saw something flicker across his face—conviction that these young people were telling the truth, and their mother was indeed in danger.

“We’re going to find her,” Travis said, his voice carrying a promise. “Every officer in Hamlet is working this case. We’ve issued a BOLO—be on the lookout—for Professor Mitchell throughout Massachusetts. We’re checking hospitals, hotels, and anywhere she might have gone.”

“What about her car?” Marco asked. “Sofia said it was still at the cottage.”

“We processed it for evidence this morning. No signs of struggle inside the vehicle and nothing obviously missing. Her registration and insurance card were still in the glove box. If she left the cottage, she left on foot or with someone else.”

After Travis finished his interview and excused himself to follow up on other leads, the twins sat in the reading nook looking lost and frightened. Shelby felt her heart ache for them—they were young, far from home, and facing the nightmare of a missing parent.

“Are you hungry?” Shelby asked.

Sofia shook her head. “I couldn’t. My stomach is in knots.”

“You need to eat,” Lucy said, materializing with her usual impeccable timing and a large bag from the Italian restaurant down the street. “I took the liberty of ordering dinner for all of us. You’re not facing this alone.”

Shelby smiled at her friend gratefully. “Lucy’s right. Come upstairs to my apartment. We’ll eat, and you can ask me anything you want about your mother’s time in Hamlet. I’ve known her for years through the bookshop.”

The twins followed Shelby up the narrow stairs to her apartment above the shop, with Lucy bringing up the rear with the food. Harper trotted ahead, leading the way as if this were all her idea.

The apartment was cozy and welcoming, filled with books and plants and comfortable furniture that invited people to relax. Shelby set the small dining table while Lucy unpacked containers of pasta, salad, and garlic bread. The twins sat on the couch, Marco’s arm around his sister’s shoulders in a protective gesture that reminded Shelby of how close they were.

Over dinner, Shelby shared stories about Lana—how she always bought mystery novels in sets of three, claiming she needed one for the cottage, one for the beach, and one for nighttime reading; how she’d once spent two hours in the shop discussing the art heist sub-genre with James Peacock; and how she volunteered to lead book discussions at the library every summer, drawing crowds with her engaging presentation style.

“She’s happy here,” Sofia said softly. “She always told us Hamlet was her sanctuary.”

“It is—or was,” Marco said, his voice bitter, “until someone destroyed that for her.”

“Don’t give up hope,” Shelby said firmly. “Your mother is resourceful and intelligent. Whatever happened, I believe she’s still out there, and we will find her.”

Harper jumped onto the couch between the twins, doing her unusual thing of offering comfort to people in distress. Both Sofia and Marco stroked her fur absently, drawing visible solace from the cat’s purring presence.

“You really think she’s alive?” Sofia asked, her voice small and frightened.

Shelby touched her pendant. “I do. I can’t explain exactly why, but my instincts tell me your mother is out there somewhere, alive. We just need to find her—” She stopped herself.

“Before whoever’s after her finds her first,” Marco finished grimly. “That’s what you were going to say, isn’t it?”

There was no point in lying to them. They were adults, and they deserved honesty. “Yes, but we have resources, we have people looking, and we won’t stop until we find her.”

After dinner, Sofia and Marco prepared to leave for the small rental house they’d found outside of town. They didn’t want to stay at the inn with so many people around, and they couldn’t stay at their mother’s cottage, since it was still closed off by police.

“Call me if you need anything,” Shelby said, hugging them both at the door. “Day or night. You’re not alone in this.”

After they left, Lucy helped Shelby clean up the dinner dishes.

“Those poor people,” Lucy said finally, wiping down the table. “They’re terrified.”

“I would be too,” Shelby admitted. “If my mother disappeared like that, leaving behind a crime scene...” She couldn’t finish the thought.

“Do you really think Lana is still alive?”

Shelby paused, seeking the intuitive knowledge that sometimes came to her through her psychic connection with objects and places. “I think she ran. I think something scared her so badly that she fled. I don’t know where she went or why she hasn’t contacted her children.”

Harper, who had been grooming herself on the couch, suddenly sat upright, her ears swiveling toward the door. “Someone’s coming up the stairs. It’s Travis.”

A moment later, a knock sounded on the door. Shelby opened it to find Travis standing on the porch, his jacket slung over one shoulder and exhaustion evident in every line of his body.

“Sorry to bother you so late,” he said, “but I thought you might want to come with me to Lana’s cottage. You, and Lucy, if she’s willing. Your abilities might pick up on something we missed during the official investigation.”
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The drive to the cottage took only a few minutes, but in the gathering dusk, the familiar streets of Hamlet took on an eerie quality. Streetlamps created pools of yellow light along the sidewalks, and most houses glowed warmly from within as families settled in for the evening. But Lana’s cottage stood dark and silent, a “POLICE—DO NOT CROSS” notice taped to the front door.

Travis parked in the driveway behind Lana’s silver Honda Civic and turned off the engine. For a moment, they all sat, staring at the cottage that had been the scene of a crime.

“The forensics team finished up recently,” Travis said. “They collected fingerprints, took samples of everything that might be relevant, and photographed every inch of the place. I’ve been authorized to let you in to look around, but please don’t touch anything unnecessarily. If you see something that might be evidence, tell me and I’ll collect it properly.”

They climbed out of the car. Lucy carried a flashlight from Travis’s trunk, and Shelby held Harper in her arms—the tote bag felt too constraining for what they were about to do. The cat needed to move freely to explore, sense, and communicate what her psychic abilities picked up.

Travis unlocked the front door, and they entered the cottage. The overhead lights seemed harsh and clinical, illuminating a space that should have been warm and welcoming but instead felt violated and sad. The overturned side table remained where it had fallen, left in place after being photographed and processed. The broken lamp had been collected as evidence, but a few scattered books and a bunched-up rug remained.

Harper immediately jumped from Shelby’s arms and began a careful circuit of the room, her whiskers twitching and her tail low. Shelby could feel the cat’s concentration through their mental bond, the way Harper was opening herself up to the residual energy that clung to the space.

“What do you sense?” Shelby asked silently.

“Fear, definitely. Panic. But also...” Harper paused near the overturned chair, sniffing carefully. “Determination. The professor was frightened, yes, but she was also acting with purpose.”

“You mean she staged it?”

“No, she didn’t stage it. I can feel the adrenaline and terror. Someone broke in. Someone was looking for Lana. She ran moments before he entered the house. I think she was ready to flee. I bet she prepared a getaway bag she could grab as she ran away.”

Lucy stood near the window with her arms wrapped around herself. “This place gives me the creeps. I can’t imagine how scared Lana must have been.”

Shelby moved slowly through the room, her hands hovering over objects without quite touching them, responding to the emotional residue that saturated the cottage. Fear had soaked into the walls, into the furniture, and into the very air they breathed.

“Travis, this is where her phone was, right?” Shelby asked.

He pointed to the side table. “Yes. Right there.”

Shelby crouched down, her fingers just inches from the table where the phone had lain. Even without touching anything, she could feel the echo of terror, the desperate need to call for help that had been cut short.

“She wanted to reach someone,” Shelby murmured. “911, maybe. But she didn’t get the chance.”

Travis made a note. “The phone’s last app open was her contacts list, but she never made a call.”

They moved into the kitchen, which remained undisturbed and tidy. Dishes sat in the drainer by the sink. A mug with cold tea sat on the counter, a teabag still floating in the dark liquid. A bowl of fruit—apples, oranges, and bananas—sat on the small kitchen table, some pieces beginning to show signs of age.

“She made tea,” Lucy observed. “That seems so normal, like she was settling in for a quiet evening at home.”

“And then something—or someone—interrupted that,” Travis said.

Harper jumped onto the kitchen counter, ignoring Travis’s slight frown at the breach of hygiene protocol. The cat sniffed along the counter, pausing at the mug of cold tea.

“The professor drank from this mug earlier in the evening,” Harper communicated to Shelby, “before the break in. She was relaxed then, peaceful even. Whatever triggered her escape came later.”

Shelby picked up the mug carefully, cradling it in her hands. The ceramic was cool and slightly rough against her palms. For a moment, nothing happened. Then⁠—

A vision struck like lightning.

A dark street in Boston, not Hamlet. Night time. The glow of streetlamps creating pools of light against the darkness. Two women walking on opposite sides of the street, neither aware of the other initially.

Shelby was seeing through Lana’s eyes. She was walking home from her office. Late night, after hours of grading papers and preparing lectures. Tired, looking forward to home and bed.

The sound of raised voices. Angry, threatening. Coming from an alley.

Curiosity, or perhaps concern—what if someone needed help? Lana slowed her pace, trying to see into the alley without being obvious.

Two men. One on his knees, pleading. “Please, I can get you the money. Just give me more time.”

The other man standing over him, cold and implacable. “You had time. You made promises. Now there are consequences.”

The flash of a knife. A terrible, wet sound. The kneeling man collapsing.

Shock. Horror. Lana stumbling backward, her heel catching on uneven pavement. The sound drawing the killer’s attention.

His face turning toward her. Hard eyes. A face she would never forget. “Hey! Stop right there!”

Running. Terror lending speed to her tired legs. The sound of footsteps behind her—the killer giving chase.

A scream—not Lana’s. Another woman on the opposite side of the street, also witnessing. The killer hesitating, looking between the two witnesses, calculating.

Lana reaching a busier street…people, safety. Looking back to see the killer had abandoned his pursuit, disappearing back into the shadows.

But that face. Those cold eyes. She would never forget.

Days later, talking to the police. Giving a statement. Learning the other witness—a physical therapist named Joanna Benson—had also come forward.

Lana knew her.

The police saying, “We’ll investigate. Be careful. The people involved in this are dangerous.”

Fear that had been building since that terrible night in the alley, growing into panic as the weeks passed and no arrest was made.

The decision to escape to Hamlet, to her sanctuary, where she could think and breathe and figure out what to do.

The phone call to Joanna, comparing notes, both women terrified.

And then⁠—

The vision cut off abruptly. Shelby gasped, nearly dropping the mug. Lucy caught her arm, steadying her, while Travis moved quickly to take the mug and set it safely on the counter.

“What did you sense?” he demanded. “Shelby, what was it?” At that moment, Travis got a call. “I have to take it. I’ll go outside.”

“What did you see?” Lucy asked her friend.

Shelby’s hands trembled. Her heart pounded hard, echoing the terror she’d felt through Lana’s memory. “Lana witnessed a murder in Boston. About three weeks ago, maybe a month. She and Joanna Benson both saw it—they were on opposite sides of the street when it happened. A man was killed in an alley, stabbed to death. The killer saw them both.”

Lucy’s face went white. “Oh no.”

Shelby recounted the vision as completely as she could, describing the dark street, the alley, the victim on his knees begging for more time, the cold-eyed killer, and the terrible moment when both women were spotted as witnesses.

“Lana saw his face,” Shelby emphasized. “She can identify him. That’s why she ran. That’s why she’s hiding. The killer knows there are witnesses, and now Joanna is dead.” Her voice shook. “He’s hunting them. He’s systematically eliminating anyone who can identify him.”

Travis came back into the room. “It was the Boston Police Department, Homicide Division. They told me about an unsolved murder from approximately three to four weeks ago. It was a stabbing in an alley in Boston, possibly gang or organized crime related. A man named Vincent Moretti was found dead, with multiple stab wounds. They had two witness statements on file—Professor Lana Mitchell and Joanna Benson. Both women gave detailed descriptions of the killer, but no arrest was ever made. The case is still open.”

Lucy wrapped her arms around Shelby, who was still trembling from the intensity of the vision.

“What are we facing?” Shelby asked silently.

“A killer who’s already claimed two victims, probably more. Someone organized and professional enough to track witnesses across cities. Someone who won’t stop until all loose ends are eliminated.”

“Is Vincent Moretti connected to organized crime?” Shelby asked.

“He was an accountant, suspected of cooking the books for a money-laundering operation run through high-end art galleries. Boston PD thinks he was skimming from his employers—very dangerous people—and they decided to make an example of him.”

Lucy sank into one of the kitchen chairs. “Lana witnessed a mob hit and now they’re coming after her because she can identify the killer?”

“It looks that way. They’ve already succeeded in killing Joanna Benson.” Travis’s jaw tightened. “Which means Lana is in extreme danger. Wherever she’s hiding, we need to find her before they do.”

Shelby looked around the cottage—at the signs of panic and flight. “She must have realized they were coming for her. Maybe she saw the killer here in Hamlet, or maybe someone warned her. Either way, she knew she was in danger and she ran.”

“The question is where did she go,” Travis said. “A woman on foot, without her car, frightened and alone. Where would she run?”

Harper sat in the middle of the kitchen floor, with her tail wrapped neatly around her paws. “The professor is clever,” she communicated to Shelby. “She wouldn’t go somewhere obvious. She’d go somewhere she felt safe, somewhere connected to happier memories. Somewhere the killers wouldn’t think to look.”

But where? Hamlet was Lana’s sanctuary, her safe place. If she’d fled from here, where else would she go?

“Sorry I had to take that call.” Travis took Shelby’s hand. “What did you sense about Lana? Were you able to pick up on anything?”

Shelby sighed. Travis didn’t know the extent of her powers – he didn’t really know how detailed her visions could be. “I saw things that confirmed what the Boston PD just told you.”

“That must have been really scary,” Lucy said softly.

“It was terrifying. Lana was so scared. She watched a man die, and then the killer saw her. She’s been living with that fear for weeks.”

Travis squeezed her hand.

Harper jumped down from the counter and wound herself around Shelby’s legs, offering feline comfort. “You did well,” the cat communicated. “The professor’s memory was strong in that mug. You saw what she saw. Now we know what we’re facing.”

Outside the cottage windows, night had fully fallen. In the darkness, a killer was stalking his prey, and Lana Mitchell was hiding, terrified and alone, knowing that the man who’d murdered Vincent Moretti in that Boston alley was now hunting her.

The clock was ticking. Every hour that passed was an hour the killers could use to find her. Every day she remained missing was another day closer to tragedy.

They had to find her first. But how?
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The train to Boston departed from Hamlet station at 7:30 a.m. Monday morning, carrying Shelby and Travis through the coastal landscape as dawn painted the sky in shades of pink and gold. Harper remained at home with strict instructions to behave herself, while Patrice promised to check on the cat and manage the bookshop with Rachel.

Shelby watched the scenery pass by the window—small towns giving way to suburbs and the ocean disappearing behind buildings and development. Her pendant rested warm against her skin, a constant reminder of the vision she’d experienced at Lana’s cottage. The terror in those memories, the cold eyes of the killer, and the sound of Vincent Moretti begging for his life—all of it haunted her.

Travis sat across from her in the train’s quiet car, reviewing notes on his laptop. He’d been up half the night coordinating with Boston PD, compiling information, and building a timeline of events that stretched from that terrible night in the alley to Joanna Benson’s murder behind the festival stage.

“Boston Homicide is expecting us at nine,” Travis said, glancing up from his screen. “Detective Sarah Bolton is the lead investigator on the Moretti case. She’s pulled all the files and has the witness statements ready for us to review.”

“Do they have any leads on the killer’s identity?”

“Not yet. The description both witnesses provided matched, but it didn’t correspond to anyone in their database. They suspect the killer was brought in from out of state specifically for the hit—a professional cleaner.” Travis’s expression was grim. “That’s what makes this so dangerous. We’re not dealing with local criminals. This is organized crime with resources and reach.”

Shelby took a sip from her travel mug of coffee. “Lana must have been terrified these past weeks, knowing the killer saw her face and wondering if he was coming after her.”

“According to Boston PD, both witnesses were advised to be vigilant but were told there was no immediate threat. The theory was that the killer had likely left the state and that the witnesses were relatively safe as long as they stayed aware of their surroundings.” Travis closed his laptop with a frustrated snap. “Clearly, that assessment was wrong.”

The train pulled into Boston’s South Station, depositing them into the controlled chaos of morning rush hour. They navigated through crowds of commuters, up escalators and across platforms, until they emerged onto the street where Travis had arranged for a ride to police headquarters.

Boston Police Department’s District 4 station was a modern building of glass and concrete that spoke of efficiency and professionalism. Detective Sarah Bolton met them in the lobby—a woman in her early forties with sharp eyes and a no-nonsense demeanor that suggested she’d seen too much in her years on the force.

“Detective Whitely,” she said, shaking Travis’s hand firmly. “And this must be Ms. Price?”

“Thank you for meeting with us on such short notice,” Travis said.

“When one of our witnesses turns up dead in another jurisdiction, we take notice.” Bolton gestured toward the elevators. “Let’s go up to my office where we can talk privately.”

The homicide division occupied the third floor, a warren of desks, filing cabinets, and bulletin boards covered with photographs and case notes. Bolton’s office was a small corner space with windows overlooking the street and walls covered with commendations and case files.

“Coffee?” Bolton offered, gesturing to a pot that looked like it had been brewing since dawn.

Both Shelby and Travis accepted, and they settled into chairs across from Bolton’s desk. The detective pulled out a thick folder and opened it, revealing crime scene photographs that made Shelby’s stomach turn.

“Vincent Moretti, age forty-two,” Bolton began, laying out the photos with the practiced detachment of someone who’d seen countless crime scenes. “Found dead in an alley off Massachusetts Avenue at approximately 11 p.m. Multiple stab wounds, including one that severed his femoral artery. He bled out in minutes.”

The photographs showed a man slumped against a brick wall, his expensive suit soaked with blood and his face frozen in an expression of pain and shock. The alley was narrow and dark, lit only by the flash of the crime scene photographer’s camera.

“What was Moretti’s connection to organized crime?” Travis asked, pulling out his own notebook.

“He was an accountant for several businesses we believe are fronts for money laundering,” Bolton explained. “Specifically, high-end art galleries that deal in expensive paintings and sculptures. The operation works like this: criminals buy valuable artworks with dirty money, hold them for a period, then resell them through legitimate channels. The money coming out is clean, having passed through the art market.”

“And Moretti was helping facilitate this?” Shelby asked.

“More than that—he was keeping two sets of books. One showed the legitimate gallery transactions. The other tracked the actual illegal money flows. According to our sources, Moretti had gotten greedy. He was skimming from the operation, thinking he was clever enough to hide it.” Bolton’s expression was flat. “He wasn’t.”

Travis leaned forward, studying the crime scene photos. “Tell us about the witnesses.”

Bolton pulled out two more folders, laying them side by side on her desk. “Professor Lana Mitchell and Joanna Benson. Both happened to be walking in the area that night. Professor Mitchell was leaving her office at the university—she’d been working late. Joanna Benson was walking home from her physical therapy clinic, which is about three blocks from where Moretti was killed.”

“They knew each other before this?” Travis asked.

“They did. Professor Mitchell had been treated by Benson a few years ago for a knee injury, and they’d stayed in touch casually. They weren’t close friends, and it was pure coincidence that they both witnessed the murder.”

Bolton opened Lana’s witness statement and turned it so Travis and Shelby could read it. The report was detailed and precise, describing the events exactly as Shelby had seen them in her vision—the sound of arguing, Lana turning to the sounds, and the terrible moment when the knife flashed and Vincent Moretti fell.

“Professor Mitchell provided an excellent description of the killer,” Bolton said, pointing to a section of the report. “Male, approximately six feet tall, athletic build, dark hair, clean-shaven. Sharp features, particularly the nose and jawline. Cold eyes—she emphasized that several times in her statement. She said his eyes were the coldest she’d ever seen, completely devoid of emotion.”

“Did she work with a sketch artist?” Travis asked.

“Yes.” Bolton pulled out a composite sketch, and Shelby felt her breath catch. The face staring back at her was exactly as she’d seen in her vision—sharp angles, hard eyes, the face of someone capable of killing without hesitation.

“This sketch was circulated through our network and to FBI,” Bolton continued. “No hits in any database. Either he’s never been caught before, or he’s working under an assumed identity with no paper trail.”

“What about Joanna Benson’s statement?” Shelby asked.

Bolton opened the second folder. “Very similar to Professor Mitchell’s. She was on the opposite side of the street, slightly farther away, but she also got a clear look at the killer when he turned toward her. Her description matched Professor Mitchell’s almost exactly.”

“Did you warn them they might be in danger?” Travis’s voice carried an edge of accusation.

“We advised both witnesses to be vigilant,” Bolton said, her tone defensive, “but we had no specific threat intelligence. The working theory was that the killer had been brought in for this one job and would leave the area immediately after. That’s standard procedure for professional hits—get in, complete the job, get out. We never expected—” She stopped, her professional mask slipping slightly to show genuine regret. “We never expected he’d come after the witnesses.”

“But he did,” Travis said flatly, “and now Joanna Benson is dead, and Professor Mitchell is missing.”

Bolton nodded grimly. “When I heard about Benson’s murder in Hamlet, I immediately pulled the Moretti file and started reviewing everything. This isn’t a professional hit anymore—this is a cleanup operation. Someone wants all witnesses eliminated.”

“Why?” Shelby asked. “Vincent Moretti is dead. The immediate job is done. Why risk exposure by going after the witnesses?”

“Because Professor Mitchell isn’t just any witness,” Bolton explained. “She’s an art history professor who specializes in authentication and forgery detection. She’s one of the foremost experts in her field.”

Travis’s eyes sharpened with understanding. “She can identify the artworks being used in the money-laundering scheme.”

“Exactly. When Professor Mitchell gave her statement, she mentioned that during the argument before the killing, she heard Moretti say something about ‘the Vermeer and the two Rembrandts.’ Those aren’t just random paintings—they’re specific high-value works that are almost certainly part of the laundering operation.”

Bolton pulled out another document, this one showing a list of stolen and missing artworks flagged by Interpol and the FBI's Art Crime Team.

“Look at this,” she said, pointing to entries on the list. “A Vermeer painting—Woman Writing a Letter—was stolen from a private collection in Amsterdam two years ago. Two paintings attributed to Rembrandt went missing from a Madrid museum eighteen months ago. All three works are worth millions.”

“And Lana would be able to authenticate them,” Shelby said, understanding dawning. “If law enforcement recovered those paintings, they’d need an expert to confirm they were the real stolen works and not forgeries.”

“Which makes Professor Mitchell extremely valuable—and extremely dangerous—to the people running this operation,” Bolton finished. “She’s not just a witness to murder. She’s a witness who could unravel their entire scheme.”

The information settled over the office like a heavy blanket. Shelby thought about Lana, hiding somewhere, not fully understanding perhaps that she wasn’t just running from a killer but from an entire criminal organization.

“What about the organization itself?” Travis asked. “Do you know who’s running it?”

“We have suspicions but no proof,” Bolton admitted. “The operation appears to be run by a group with connections to both European and American organized crime. They’ve been moving stolen art through various galleries in Boston, New York, and Miami for at least five years. Every time we get close to making arrests, evidence disappears or witnesses recant. These people have resources and connections, and they’re extremely careful.”

“Until Vincent Moretti got greedy,” Shelby observed.

“Until Vincent Moretti got greedy,” Bolton agreed. “They made an example of him in a way that was supposed to send a message to anyone else thinking about betraying them. What they didn’t count on was two intelligent women being in the wrong place at the wrong time and getting clear looks at their killer.”

Travis stood and walked to the window, his shoulders tense. “We have a missing witness who’s being hunted by professional criminals, one witness already dead, and no leads on the killer’s location or identity.”

“We’re working every angle we can,” Bolton said. “FBI is now involved because of the interstate nature of the crimes and the art trafficking element. We’ve got surveillance on the known gallery locations, and we’re monitoring communications, but these people are sophisticated. They’re not going to make obvious mistakes.”

“Joanna Benson came to Hamlet looking for Professor Mitchell,” Shelby said, the pieces falling into place in her mind. “She must have been scared, wanting to compare notes with the only other person who understood what they’d seen. But she led the killers right to Lana.”

“That’s our theory,” Bolton confirmed. “We believe Joanna was followed from Boston to Hamlet. The killer waited for an opportunity, then eliminated her and started searching for Professor Mitchell.”

“But Lana figured it out somehow,” Travis said, turning from the window. “She realized the danger was coming for her, and she ran before they could find her.”

“Where did she run to?” Bolton tapped her fingers on her desk. “And more importantly, how long can she stay hidden?”

They spent another hour reviewing the files, going over every detail of the investigation. Bolton provided copies of everything—witness statements, crime scene photos, the list of suspected artworks, and the organizational chart of the suspected criminal network. By the time they finished, it was nearly noon, and Shelby’s head ached from all of the information.

“If you find Professor Mitchell,” Bolton said as they prepared to leave, “get her to a safe location immediately and call me. We can put her in protective custody until we can dismantle this operation, but Ms. Price—” She looked directly at Shelby. “Make sure she understands how serious this is. These people have killed before and won’t hesitate to kill again. Her expertise in art authentication makes her a threat they can’t afford to leave alive.”

The train ride back to Hamlet was quiet. Travis worked on his laptop, synthesizing information and sending updates to the FBI agent who’d been assigned to coordinate the multi-jurisdictional investigation. Shelby stared out the window, her mind spinning with everything they’d learned.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Lucy:

How did it go? Any news?




Shelby typed back:

Lots to tell you. We’ll be back around 3. Is everything okay there?




All good. Harper is being a princess as usual. A few customers asking about Professor Mitchell. Word is spreading about the investigation.




That was inevitable in a small town like Hamlet. Secrets didn’t stay secret for long when everyone knew everyone else’s business.

Another text came through, this one from Sofia:

Marco and I would like to talk to you and Detective Whitely when you get back. We’ve been going through Mom’s emails and found something strange.




Shelby showed the message to Travis, who immediately called Sofia.

“What did you find?” he asked without preamble, putting the phone close to Shelby so she could hear too.

Sofia’s voice came through, tense with controlled emotion. “We got access to Mom’s email account through her cloud backup. In the week before she left for Hamlet, she exchanged several emails with Joanna Benson. They were talking about the murder they witnessed, comparing details of what they saw.”

“That’s not unusual,” Travis said. “Witnesses often want to confirm their observations with each other.”

“I know, but here’s the thing—in the last email, three days before Mom left for Hamlet, Joanna wrote something that scared us. She said: ‘I think someone’s been watching my apartment. A man in a dark car has been parked on my street for the past two nights. Should I call the police?' And Mom responded: ‘Yes, call them immediately, and be careful. Maybe we should meet somewhere to talk about this.’”

Travis and Shelby exchanged alarmed looks.

“Did Joanna call the police?” Travis asked.

“We don’t know,” Marco’s voice joined the conversation, “but here’s what really worried us—in Mom’s sent folder, there’s a draft email to Joanna dated the day Mom left for Hamlet. It was never sent, but the email said: ‘I saw him. He was outside my condo in Boston this morning. The same man from the alley. I’m certain it was him. I need to disappear for a while until the police can catch him. Don’t try to contact me. I’ll reach out when it’s safe.’”

“She saw the killer in Boston,” Shelby breathed, “before she came to Hamlet. That’s why she ran to her cottage—she thought she’d be safe here.”

“But Joanna didn’t get that email,” Travis said grimly. “She didn’t know to stay away. She came looking for Lana, and she brought the killer with her.”
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Shelby and Travis arrived back in Hamlet by mid-afternoon to find the festival had resumed operations with subdued energy. Vendors staffed their booths, but the cheerful atmosphere of opening day had been replaced by wariness and tension. People spoke in quiet voices and cast nervous glances at the spot where Joanna Benson’s body had been discovered, even though the crime scene tape had been removed and the area cleaned.

Travis dropped Shelby at the bookshop before heading to the station to file reports and coordinate with the FBI. Shelby found Rachel and Patrice managing a steady stream of customers while Lucy sat in the reading nook with Harper, both of them waiting for news.

“Tell me everything,” Lucy demanded the moment Shelby walked through the door.

Shelby gave them a condensed version of what they’d learned in Boston—the money-laundering scheme, the stolen artworks, and the professional killer hunting witnesses. By the time she finished, Lucy looked pale and frightened.

“Lana is running from organized criminals?” Lucy asked. “Not just one person, but a whole operation?”

“It looks that way,” Shelby confirmed. “They’ve already proven they’re willing to kill to protect their scheme.”

Harper jumped onto the counter. “The danger is closer than you think,” the cat communicated to Shelby. “While you were gone, I sensed someone watching the shop; someone with bad intentions.”

“What do you mean?” Shelby asked silently.

“A man. He stood across the street for twenty minutes this morning, pretending to look at the festival booths but was actually watching our windows. I felt darkness around him—the same kind of darkness that clung to the cottage after the professor fled.”

Shelby’s blood ran cold. “He’s still here? In Hamlet?”

“I believe so. We need to be careful, Shelby. The hunt isn’t over.”

As if to punctuate Harper’s warning, a man entered the bookshop—tourist casual in khaki pants and a polo shirt, carrying a festival map and wearing sunglasses despite being indoors. He appeared to be in his early forties, fit and nondescript, the kind of person who would blend into any crowd.

“Afternoon,” he said. “Beautiful shop you have here.”

“Thank you,” Shelby replied. “Can I help you find something?”

“Just browsing, thanks.” He wandered toward the mystery section, his fingers trailing along book spines but his attention seeming to focus more on the view out the window—a view that included a direct line of sight to Seaside Lane and the street where Lana’s cottage sat.

Lucy caught Shelby’s eye and made a subtle gesture toward the man.

The man browsed for another ten minutes, occasionally pulling out a book and pretending to read the back cover, but never seeming genuinely interested in the merchandise. Finally, he approached the counter with a paperback thriller.

“I’ll take this one,” he said, handing it to Rachel, who was manning the register.

As Rachel rang up the purchase, the man turned to Shelby with that same false smile. “I heard there was some excitement here recently. A woman who went missing?”

Every alarm bell in Shelby’s head started ringing. “What do you mean?” she said carefully.

“Oh, just something I overheard at one of the vendor booths. A professor from Boston, I think? Someone said she disappeared from her cottage.” He leaned against the counter, too casual, too interested. “Seemed strange. You don’t hear about that kind of thing in a small town like this.”

“Hamlet is very safe,” Shelby said, her voice firm. “I’m sure if someone were missing, the police would be handling it.”

“Of course, of course.” He accepted his purchase from Rachel and tucked it under his arm. “Well, thanks for the book. I’m staying through the end of the festival, so I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

After he left, the three women and one cat stood in silence for a moment.

“Was that weird?” Lucy finally said.

Rachel asked, “Should we call Detective Whitely?”

“I’ll call him, but let’s try to gather a description first while it’s fresh in our minds. It was probably just a nosey tourist.”

They compiled details—height, build, hair color, the way he moved, and the specific questions he’d asked about Lana. Rachel had the presence of mind to note the credit card name he’d used: Robert Davidson. It was probably fake, but it was something.

Travis arrived within fifteen minutes of Shelby’s call, his expression tight with concern. “Tell me exactly what happened.”

After hearing their account, he immediately radioed to officers on patrol. “I want eyes on any male matching this description at the festival. Don’t approach; just observe and report.”

“You think he’s one of them?” Lucy asked. “One of the killers?”

“I think he’s probably a tourist who overheard people talking,” Travis said, “but we’ll keep an eye on him for the moment.”

“Harper says someone was watching the shop this morning,” Shelby whispered.

The door chimed again, and they all tensed—but it was only James Peacock, carrying a leather satchel and looking scholarly in his usual tweed jacket despite the warm weather.

“Shelby, I’m glad I caught you,” he said, apparently oblivious to the tension in the shop. “I wanted to mention something that might be relevant to the investigation into Professor Mitchell’s disappearance.”

“What is it?”

“About a month ago—an art dealer came through Hamlet, asking questions about local art collections. He was particularly interested in whether any residents owned valuable paintings or had inherited old family pieces.”

Travis’s attention sharpened. “Did he give a name?”

“Claimed to be Thomas Brennan, representing a gallery in New York. He left business cards with several people, including myself. He said he was always interested in discovering ‘hidden treasures’ in small towns.” James pulled out a business card from his wallet and handed it to Travis. “I thought it was odd at the time—Hamlet isn’t exactly known for its fine art collections. We’re more of a books and crafts community.”

Travis photographed the business card with his phone. “Did this man ask about Professor Mitchell specifically?”

“Not by name, but he did ask several times whether any professors or academics owned property in town. He said they were often the most likely to have valuable inherited art.” James’s expression grew troubled. “You don’t think this is related, do you? To Lana Mitchell going missing?”

“It might be,” Travis said. “Did anyone else interact with this dealer?”

“He spoke with several historical society members. Fiona at her boutique mentioned he came in asking about estate sales and antiques. George Bisby at the hardware store said the man seemed very interested in the residential areas of town.”

After James left, Travis immediately got on the phone with the FBI, relaying this new information. The art dealer asking questions a month before everything went wrong—it could be reconnaissance or it could be pure coincidence. But in an investigation where organized criminals were hunting witnesses who could identify stolen artwork, coincidences were suspect.

Too many threads were converging on Hamlet—the man asking questions in the bookshop, the art dealer from a month ago, and Joanna Benson tracking Lana to her cottage. In the middle of it all, Lana Mitchell was hiding, while professional killers closed in around her.

“We need to find her,” Shelby said to no one in particular, “before they do.”

Travis looked at her, and she saw the same fear in his eyes that she felt in her heart. They were in a race against time, and the criminals had resources and experience on their side. All they had was determination and hope—and the fading possibility that Lana was still alive and could be found before her luck ran out.

Outside the bookshop window, the spring festival continued its celebration and somewhere in that crowd of tourists, vendors, and locals, a killer walked free, searching for his next victim.
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The evening had settled over Hamlet with the kind of soft twilight that usually brought peace and comfort, but inside the Spellbound Bookshop, tension hung thick in the air as Sofia and Marco Mitchell sat at the table in the reading nook, with his laptop open between them and their faces illuminated by the blue glow of the screen.

Shelby had locked the front door and flipped the sign to “CLOSED” early, giving them privacy for what promised to be a difficult and potentially revelatory session. Lucy had brought sandwiches and coffee from the café next door, though most of the food sat untouched on plates. Travis stood near the window, his phone in hand, ready to follow up on any leads that might emerge.

Harper had claimed an unusual position—sitting directly between Sofia and Marco on the cushioned bench, her body touching both of them as if offering physical protection. The cat had been attentive to the twins since their arrival, rarely leaving their side when they were in the bookshop.

“Something about them calls to your protective instincts,” Shelby said, watching Harper’s vigilant posture.

“They’re orphaned cubs,” Harper communicated back. “Not literally, but they might as well be. Their mother is missing, and they’re away from home. Of course I’m protective.”

Sofia’s fingers trembled slightly as she tapped on the keys. “I feel weird doing this,” she admitted, her voice thick with emotion. “It’s like I’m invading Mom’s privacy. She shared her email login name and password with me, but still…”

“Mom would want us to do whatever it takes to find her,” Marco said firmly, though his own hands were clenched tight on his knees. “Privacy doesn’t matter when someone’s life is at stake.”

“He’s right,” Travis said gently. “Anything you find in those emails could help us locate your mother and understand what she was running from.”

Sofia took a deep breath and opened the email folder. “Okay. I’ve sorted these by date, starting from a month ago. There aren’t any new emails in her inbox since she disappeared, except for spam.”

“Let’s look again at the emails between your mother and Joanna,” Travis suggested. “Sometimes, going over them more than once can show us something we missed the first time.”

Sofia tapped on the keyboard and an email dated April 1st from Joanna Benson appeared.

Subject: That night

Lana,

I can’t stop thinking about what we saw. I keep seeing that man’s face—the one who did it. Those cold eyes. Every time I close my eyes, I see him looking at us.

Have the police contacted you again? They called me yesterday, asking me to come in and look at some photos, but none of them matched. I’m starting to worry they’re not going to catch him.

Maybe we should meet for coffee and talk about this? I think it would help to compare notes with the only other person who understands.

J

“April first,” Marco said quietly. “Three days after the murder in Boston.”

Sofia scrolled to the next email, which was Lana’s response.

Joanna,

I know exactly what you mean. I’m having nightmares too. That man’s face is burned into my memory.

The police assured me they’re pursuing all leads, but I share your concern. A professional killer like that—he knows how to disappear.

Coffee sounds good. How about next Tuesday at the café near the university? 2pm?

Stay safe,

Lana

“They met,” Shelby said, “at least once to discuss what they’d witnessed.”

Travis made notes on his phone. “I’ll check with Boston PD to see if they knew the witnesses were meeting. It’s not unusual, but it’s good to document the timeline.”

Sofia continued scrolling. More emails between Lana and Joanna over the following week—sometimes brief check-ins, and sometimes longer messages detailing their ongoing anxiety and frustration with the pace of the police investigation. The correspondence painted a picture of two frightened women trying to support each other while living under the shadow of what they'd witnessed.

Then, an email from Joanna that made everyone in the room sit up straighter.

Subject: I think I’m being followed

Lana,

I don’t want to sound paranoid, but something strange has been happening. For the past three nights, there’s been a dark sedan parked on my street. Different spots each night, but always with a view of my apartment building entrance.

Tonight, I saw a man sitting in the driver’s seat. I couldn’t see his face clearly, but something about the way he was just sitting there, watching, made my skin crawl.

Should I call the police? Or am I being crazy?

I’m scared, Lana. What if they’re coming for us? What if that killer is trying to find the witnesses?

J

The room fell silent except for the quiet hum of the laptop’s fan. Sofia’s hand covered her mouth, tears glistening in her eyes.

“Mom must have been terrified reading this,” she whispered.

Marco reached for his sister’s hand, squeezing it tightly. “Keep going. We need to see all of it.”

Lana’s response, sent the same day:

Joanna,

CALL THE POLICE IMMEDIATELY. Don’t wait. File a report about the suspicious vehicle and the man watching your apartment.

You’re not being paranoid. We witnessed a murder committed by what the police believe is a professional killer working for organized crime. Of course they might try to eliminate witnesses. The police should have warned us about this possibility.

Please, please be careful. Don’t go anywhere alone if you can help it. Vary your routine. And definitely contact the detective handling the case.

I’m going to call the detective myself and ask about protective measures.

This is serious, Joanna. Trust your instincts.

-Lana

“Did Joanna call the police?” Lucy asked from where she stood near the counter.

Travis was already texting Detective Bolton in Boston. “I’m finding out now.”

Sofia scrolled to the next email, and her face went pale. “Oh no. Look at this.”

The email was dated the day before Lana left for Hamlet. It sat in the “Drafts” folder, never sent.

Subject: I saw him

Joanna,

I’m writing this quickly before I leave. I saw him this morning—the killer from the alley. I’m certain it was him.

I was leaving my apartment building to go to the university when I noticed a man across the street, pretending to look at his phone, but he was watching me. When I got a clear look at his face, my blood went cold. It was him. The same sharp features, the same cold eyes.

The moment he realized I’d recognized him, he turned and walked away quickly, but he knows where I live now. He’s found me.

I’m going to Hamlet today, to my cottage. I need to disappear for a while until the police can find and arrest him. I can’t stay in Boston knowing he’s out there looking for me.

Don’t try to contact me at my Boston apartment or my office. I’ll reach out when it's safe.

Please, please be careful. If he found me, he might be able to find you too.

Stay safe,

Lana

“She never sent it,” Marco said, his voice hollow. “Joanna never knew to stay away.”

Shelby’s heart ached for all of them—for Lana, who’d fled in terror without sending a warning to her friend; for Joanna, who’d come to Hamlet seeking comfort and safety, unknowingly leading the killer to Lana’s sanctuary; for Sofia and Marco, who were learning piece by piece how their mother’s world had shattered.

Travis’s phone buzzed with a response from Detective Bolton. He read it quickly, his jaw tightening. “Bolton says Joanna did file a police report about the suspicious vehicle. Officers drove by her apartment that night and the following two nights but didn’t see the sedan. They advised her to stay vigilant and call 911 if she felt immediately threatened.”

“They didn’t take it seriously enough,” Sofia said bitterly. “They didn’t protect her.”

“They can’t have officers stationed outside every witness’s home indefinitely,” Travis said, though his tone suggested he shared Sofia’s frustration, “but Bolton says they should have considered moving both witnesses to safe locations once there were signs of active surveillance.”

Marco turned back to the laptop. “There’s more. Mom was researching something in the week before she left.”

He pulled up the browser history, revealing a series of searches that painted a disturbing picture: “witness protection program,” “how to disappear,” “off-grid living,” “how to change identity,” “untraceable phone.”

“She was preparing to run,” Shelby said quietly. “Not just for a few days—she was researching how to disappear completely.”

Sofia scrolled through more searches: “art money laundering,” “organized crime art theft,” “how do criminals track witnesses,” “surveillance detection.”

“Mom was trying to understand what she was up against,” Sofia said. “She’s an academic—when she’s scared or confused about something, she researches it. She was trying to learn everything she could about the people hunting her.”

Lucy had been quiet throughout the email review, but now she spoke up. “Wait—if Lana saw the killer outside her apartment in Boston, and she left for Hamlet that same day, that means she’s been hiding for...” She counted on her fingers. “…several days now.”

“Several days without contacting her children,” Marco said, his voice cracking. “Without accessing her bank accounts—we checked, and there’s been no activity. Without using her credit cards. She’s completely off the grid.”

Harper shifted position, pressing more firmly against both twins. Shelby felt the cat’s fierce protectiveness and her deep worry about the missing professor.

“These two need watching,” Harper communicated. “They’re vulnerable, scared, and they might do something reckless if they think it will help find their mother.”

Shelby moved to sit across from Sofia and Marco. “I know this is incredibly difficult, but the information you’re finding is crucial. It helps us understand your mother’s mindset and why she ran. She’s smart, and she had time to plan. That’s good news.”

“How is any of this good news?” Sofia demanded, tears streaming down her face. “Our mother witnessed a murder, was stalked by a killer, had to flee her home, and now she’s been missing for days. One of the other witnesses is dead. How is there anything good about this situation?”

“Because your mother is clever enough and resourceful enough to stay hidden,” Shelby said firmly. “She researched how to disappear, which means she has a plan. She’s not wandering around lost and confused—she’s deliberately staying off the grid to protect herself and to protect you two as well.”

Marco looked up sharply. “Protect us?”

“Think about it,” Travis said. “If your mother contacts you, and the people hunting her are monitoring your communications, they could trace the contact and find her location. By staying completely silent, she’s making sure they can’t use you to get to her.”

“But we wouldn’t—” Sofia began.

“You wouldn’t intentionally lead them to her,” Travis interrupted gently, “but modern surveillance is sophisticated. Phone taps, email monitoring, GPS tracking—if these people are as organized and well-resourced as we believe, they could intercept any communication between you and your mother.”

The twins sat in silence, absorbing this. Harper purred loudly, the rumbling sound offering what comfort a cat could provide.

“There’s something else,” Marco said, pulling up another folder on the laptop. “Mom’s calendar. Look at this.”

He opened Lana’s digital calendar, which showed her schedule for the past month. Up until recently, it was filled with the normal appointments of an academic—classes to teach, office hours, faculty meetings, and dinner with colleagues.

But the day after she’d seen the killer outside her condo—there was a single entry: “Emergency backup plan. Location C.”

“Location C?” Lucy echoed. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know,” Marco admitted. “But look—she deleted all her appointments after this date. Everything from that day onward is blank, like she was planning to completely disappear.”

Travis photographed the calendar entry. “Did your mother ever mention having backup plans or safe locations?”

Both twins shook their heads.

“We need to think about this logically,” Shelby said. “Your mother is an organized person, right? Methodical?”

“Extremely,” Sofia confirmed. “She plans everything. She has backup plans for her backup plans.”

“If she wrote ‘Location C,’ that suggests there are also Locations A and B,” Shelby reasoned. “Places she’d identified as safe havens if she ever needed to hide.”

“But where?” Marco spread his hands in frustration. “Location C could be anywhere. Another state, another country even. How are we supposed to find her if we don’t know where she went?”

“We know she came to Hamlet first,” Travis said. “Her cottage was probably her Location B—the first place she ran to when she felt threatened, but something happened here that made her flee again. Location A was probably her condo in Boston.”

“The killer found her,” Lucy said quietly, “or she realized he was close to finding her, so she moved to Location B? Or straight to Location C?”

Shelby reached for her pendant and touched it absently, thinking through the logic. “If Location B was Hamlet—her known safe place—then Location C might be somewhere else she’s familiar with. Somewhere she has a connection to?”

“Mom’s been coming to Hamlet every spring for years,” Sofia said. “I don’t know of anywhere else she visits regularly. She’s always working or with family.”

“What about before the divorce?” Marco suggested. “Places she went with Dad? Vacation spots?”

“They went to Maine a few times, and once to Vermont,” Sofia said slowly, “but that was years ago. I don’t think Mom’s been back to any of those places since the split.”

Travis’s phone rang, and he stepped away to answer it, his expression growing more serious as he listened. When he ended the call, he turned to the group with grim news.

“That was Detective Bolton. They’ve confirmed that the art money-laundering operation we suspected is real and extensive. The FBI’s Art Crime Team has been investigating a network of galleries in Boston, New York, and Miami that they believe are moving stolen artwork worth hundreds of millions of dollars.”

“Mom can probably identify some of the pieces,” Marco said, understanding. “That’s why they want her dead. She’s not just a murder witness—she’s a threat to their operation.”

“Exactly. Bolton said the FBI wants to bring both of you into protective custody,” Travis said, looking at the twins. “You might be targets too, either as leverage to draw your mother out or as threats to eliminate.”

Sofia’s face went white. “They’d come after us?”

“It’s a possibility we need to take seriously,” Travis said. “These are people who’ve already killed at least twice that we know of. They’re not going to let witnesses or potential threats stand in their way.”

Harper stood up on the bench, arching her back and hissing—not at anyone in the room, but at some invisible threat only she could sense. Through their connection, Shelby felt the cat’s alarm.

“Danger,” Harper communicated urgently. “Close by. The darkness I sensed this morning—it’s back. Stronger now.”

Shelby stood abruptly. “We need to get away from the windows. Now.”

Everyone looked at her in confusion, but Travis, trusting her instincts, immediately moved to close the blinds. “What is it?”

“I think someone is watching.”

As if to confirm her words, a shadow passed by the front window—just a silhouette backlit by the streetlamps, but enough to make everyone freeze.

Travis moved quickly to the door, unlocking it and stepping outside before Shelby could stop him. She heard his voice, firm and authoritative: “Can I help you with something?”

A man’s voice responded, the words indistinct but the tone casual and unconcerned.

Travis returned a moment later, his hand resting on his service weapon. “He says he was just walking by and noticed the lights still on; wondered if the shop was open. I told him we were closed and asked him to move along.”

“Did he leave?” Lucy asked.

“He walked away, but I don’t like it. That’s the second time today a man has shown interest in this shop.” Travis pulled out his phone. “I’m calling for a patrol car to keep an eye on the area. I think we should move this meeting somewhere less exposed.”

“My apartment,” Shelby offered, “upstairs. It will be easier to keep away from the windows.”

They gathered the laptop and papers and moved quickly up the narrow stairs to Shelby’s apartment above the shop. It felt safer here, more protected, though Shelby knew that was probably an illusion. If someone really wanted to hurt them, a locked door wouldn’t stop them.

Sofia and Marco sank onto the couch, exhaustion and fear evident in every line of their bodies. Harper immediately jumped up and positioned herself between them again, resuming her protective vigil.

“I want to help find Mom,” Sofia said, her voice determined despite her obvious terror. “We can’t just sit here waiting for news. Tell us what to do.”

“The best thing you can do is stay safe,” Travis said. “If something happens to you, and your mother finds out, it would destroy her. She’s staying hidden partly to protect you. Don’t make that sacrifice meaningless by putting yourselves in danger.”

“But—” Marco began.

“He’s right,” Shelby interrupted gently. “Your mother needs you alive and safe. That’s not nothing—that’s everything. We need you to keep going through her files, her communications, and anything that might give us a clue to where she went.”

Marco pulled the laptop back onto his knees. “There are more emails. I’ll keep looking.”

As he scrolled through messages, Sofia turned to Shelby with desperate eyes. “You really think Mom’s alive? You’re not just saying that to make us feel better?”

Shelby met her gaze steadily. “I believe she’s alive. My intuition tells me she’s out there, hiding, but alive. The question isn’t whether she’s alive. It’s where she is and how we find her before the people hunting her do.”

“Then we keep looking,” Sofia said, wiping tears from her cheeks. “We don’t give up. That’s what Mom would do—she never gives up on anything.”

Outside the apartment windows, night had fully fallen over Hamlet. The spring festival had closed for the evening, with vendors packing up their wares and tourists returning to hotels and rental homes. Someone was out there who’d killed twice and would kill again. Someone was hunting for a brilliant professor who’d seen too much and knew too much to be allowed to live.

In a hidden location—Location C, wherever that might be—Lana Mitchell was running out of time, running out of options, and running out of hope that anyone would find her before her hunters did.

The race was on, and the clock was ticking.
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Morning arrived with gray skies that threatened rain, a fitting backdrop for another visit to Lana’s cottage. Shelby stood on the brick sidewalk outside the Spellbound Bookshop, waiting for Sofia and Marco to arrive. Harper sat at Shelby’s feet, her eyes watchful as festival vendors began setting up for another day.

The atmosphere had shifted noticeably. Where opening day had been filled with excitement and celebration, now wariness hung over the common like fog. Vendors spoke in quieter voices. Tourists seemed less excited, and were quicker to move away from isolated areas. The murder of Joanna Benson had cast a shadow that no amount of spring sunshine could dispel.

Travis pulled up to the curb in his unmarked police car, with Sofia and Marco in the back seat. Both twins looked like they’d barely slept. Dark circles under their eyes and rumpled clothes suggested they’d grabbed whatever was closest that morning.

“Thanks for doing this,” Sofia said as she climbed out, pulling her jacket tighter against the cool morning air. “I know the cottage is still technically a crime scene.”

“The forensics team has finished their work,” Travis said. “I think having you look through your mother’s belongings might reveal something we missed. You know her habits and patterns better than anyone.”

The quick drive to Seaside Lane was quiet. Shelby watched the neighborhood passing by, noting details she’d seen a hundred times before but now viewed through the lens of an investigation—which houses had clear sight lines to Lana’s cottage, which yards offered hiding places, and which streets provided quick escape routes.

Lana’s cottage looked even more forlorn in the gray morning light. The yellow paint seemed dull rather than cheerful, and the empty window boxes gave the place an abandoned air. Yellow police tape had been removed, but a notice still clung to the front door warning that this was an active crime scene.

Travis unlocked the door, and they entered the space that Shelby had first seen several days ago. The room felt different now—less immediately shocking and more sadly familiar. The scent of lavender that had permeated the cottage was fading, replaced by the musty smell of a closed-up space.

Sofia stood in the doorway of the living room, her hand over her mouth. “I’ve been here so many times. This was always such a happy place for our family, and now...”

“It will be again,” Marco said firmly, putting his arm around his sister’s shoulders. “When we find Mom and bring her home, we’ll make it right again.”

Harper immediately began her circuit of the room, her nose twitching as she investigated corners and furniture. Shelby knew Harper was searching for something specific, though she couldn’t quite articulate what.

“Take your time,” Travis told the twins. “Look for anything that seems out of place or unusual. Your mother lived here every spring and summer for years. You’d know better than anyone what belongs and what doesn’t.”

Sofia moved slowly through the living room, her eyes scanning every surface. She paused at the bookshelf where volumes lay scattered on the floor. Kneeling, she began picking up books, examining their titles and covers.

“This is weird,” she said after a few minutes. “Most of these are Mom’s regular reading—mysteries, historical fiction, the kind of stuff she always keeps here for vacation reading. But these...” She held up three hardcover books. “These are from her professional collection, art history texts that she usually keeps at her Boston condo or in her university office.”

Marco joined his sister, examining the books. “You’re right. I recognize these—she referenced them when she was working on her authentication projects. What would they be doing here?”

Travis moved closer. “Which books specifically?”

Sofia showed him the titles: Dutch Masters: Authentication and Analysis, The Art of Forgery: A History of Deception, and Vermeer: Complete Works and Attribution.

“Vermeer,” Shelby said, her pulse quickening. “Detective Bolton mentioned that during the argument before Vincent Moretti was killed, he said something about ‘the Vermeer and the two Rembrandts.’”

Travis pulled out his phone and took photos of the books’ covers and title pages.

“Mom doesn’t keep professional reference books at the cottage,” Marco said definitively. “This place was her escape from work. She always said she left the professor behind when she came to Hamlet.”

Sofia stood, her eyes moving around the room with new focus. “What else is different?” She walked to the wall where several framed prints hung—reproductions of famous paintings, the kind of art one might find in a cozy vacation home. “That one’s crooked.”

She pointed to a print of Monet’s Water Lilies, which hung at an obvious angle, one corner several inches lower than the other.

“Could it have been knocked askew during the break in?” Lucy suggested. She’d insisted on coming along, saying someone needed to watch Shelby’s back, and now stood near the doorway keeping a cautious eye on the windows.

“Maybe.” Sofia moved closer to the painting, and then carefully lifted it from the wall. Behind it, the wallpaper was undisturbed—no hidden safe or secret compartment, just a normal wall.

When Sofia turned the frame over, something fell out—a photograph, which fluttered to the floor face-down.

Marco picked it up and turned it over, his breath catching. “It’s from our family trip the summer before Mom and Dad divorced.”

Shelby moved to look at the photograph. It showed a younger Lana with her arms around two teenagers—Sofia and Marco, perhaps eleven years old, all three of them smiling on a beach with a charming coastal town visible in the background.

“Sweet Cove,” Shelby murmured. The neighboring town was only about twenty minutes from Hamlet, a community known for its artisan shops and quiet beaches.

“We rented a cottage there for two weeks that summer,” Sofia said, her voice thick with memory. “It was one of the last really happy times we had as a family. Mom always said it was her favorite vacation.”

Harper’s ears perked up, and she trotted over to sniff the photograph. “This is important,” the cat communicated to Shelby. “This image carries strong emotional resonance. Happy memories, safety, and peace.”

“Did your mother ever go back to Sweet Cove?” Travis asked, photographing the picture before carefully bagging it as potential evidence.

“Not that I know of,” Marco said. “After the divorce, family vacations kind of ended. Mom came to Hamlet, and Sofia and I would visit her here sometimes, but we never went back to Sweet Cove.”

Shelby’s rose quartz pendant pulsed. The photograph hidden behind the crooked painting and the art history books—pieces were coming together, but the picture remained frustratingly incomplete.

“What else seems wrong?” Travis prompted. “Keep looking.”

Sofia moved to the bedroom, while Marco examined the kitchen. Shelby remained in the living room, her fingers hovering over objects without quite touching them, seeking the psychic impressions that might reveal what had happened here.

“Shelby,” Sofia called from the bedroom. “Can you come here?”

The bedroom was small but cheerful, decorated in shades of blue and white that evoked the ocean. A double bed sat against one wall, neatly made with a blue quilt. A dresser held framed photographs—Sofia and Marco at various ages, Lana’s parents who had passed away several years ago, and a picture of Lana herself accepting some academic award.

Sofia stood at the closet, which hung open to reveal a sparse collection of clothes. “Mom’s favorite scarf is missing,” she said. “She has this beautiful silk scarf—pale blue with watercolor flowers—that she wears a lot of the time when she’s here. It’s not in the closet, not on any of the hooks, and not in her drawers.”

“Could she have been wearing it when she left?” Travis asked.

“Maybe, but that’s the thing—look at what else is missing.” Sofia gestured to the closet. “Her running shoes are gone. Her good running jacket. Her small crossbody purse that she uses when she goes for walks, and her travel toiletry bag isn’t in the bathroom.”

Marco appeared in the doorway. “Her phone charger isn’t plugged in by the bed where she always keeps it.”

The twins looked at each other, and Shelby saw understanding dawn on both their faces simultaneously.

“She packed,” Sofia breathed. “Before whatever happened here, she packed essentials. Running gear, toiletries, her favorite mug, her phone charger. This wasn’t a random attack where she fled with nothing. She took time to gather specific items.”

“Which supports the theory that she was preparing to go into hiding,” Travis said, making notes. “She was preparing to disappear.”

Shelby moved to the nightstand where a water glass and a book face-down beside it, marking Lana’s place, sat. She picked up the glass carefully, cradling it in both hands, and closed her eyes.

The vision came more easily this time, perhaps because she was getting better at accessing these impressions, or perhaps because Lana’s emotional state had been so intense that it had saturated everything she touched.

Late evening. Darkness outside the cottage windows. Lana moving through the bedroom with quick, efficient movements. Not panicked, but purposeful. Determined.

A small duffel bag open on the bed. Clothes being folded and packed—practical things, layers, items that could be mixed and matched.

Running gear carefully selected. The blue scarf wrapped around the handles of the bag.

Hands trembling slightly as they worked, but the movements remained methodical. This was a plan being executed.

Pausing at the dresser, picking up the photograph of Sofia and Marco. Looking at their young faces for a long moment, tears streaming down her cheeks.

A whispered voice—Lana’s voice: “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry, babies. I have to keep you safe. This is the only way.”

Touching the photograph to her lips, then carefully tucking it into the bag.

Moving to the closet, pulling out the art history books and carrying them to the living room. Placing them carefully on the shelf, positioning them where they’d be found.

Standing in the middle of the living room, looking around with eyes red from crying.

Taking her phone from her pocket. Throwing it hard at the floor, watching the screen shatter.

One last look around the cottage—her sanctuary, her safe place—knowing she might never see it again.

She went to the window and looked out. Her heart almost stopped. A shadow by the trees. He’s here. He found me.

Rushing away from the window. Grabbing the duffel bag. Slipping out the side door into the night.

The vision released Shelby so abruptly she stumbled, and Travis caught her arm to steady her.

“What is it?”

“I’m feeling light-headed.” Shelby touched her forehead.

“Come into the kitchen and sit down.” Travis took her hand. “I’ll get you a glass of water.”

In the kitchen away from the others, Shelby’s voice shook slightly from the intensity of Lana’s emotions that had flowed through the vision. “Lana was preparing to hide out somewhere else. She saw someone heading to her cottage. She grabbed her things and slipped away.”

“To buy time,” Travis said slowly, his analytical mind working through the logic. “To keep from being found.”

Harper jumped onto the table, her tail swishing thoughtfully. “The professor is smarter than her hunter realizes,” she communicated to Shelby. “She used their expectations against them. They thought she’d be easy prey. Instead, she became a ghost.”

Shelby agreed. “The art history books and the family photograph, she left a trail for allies while creating false evidence for enemies.”

Travis nodded. “Lana’s been planning this. She knew she’d have to run, and she prepared. That means she’s been terrified for weeks, knowing this was coming. She was also protecting her kids,” he said gently. “If they didn’t know, they couldn’t accidentally reveal anything. They couldn’t be used as leverage against her.”
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They returned to the bookshop an hour later. Rachel was managing a small crowd of customers when they arrived, and she looked relieved to see Shelby. “Thank goodness. Mary Chandler has been here twice looking for you, wanting to know how the investigation is going, and there’s a man who says he needs to speak with Detective Whitely urgently.”

Travis’s attention sharpened. “What man? Where is he?”

“He’s waiting in the reading nook. He said it’s about the cottage on Seaside Lane.”

They found David Brennan sitting in one of the comfortable chairs, his leg bouncing nervously and his hands twisting a baseball cap. He was perhaps fifty, with thinning brown hair and the weathered skin of someone who spent a lot of time outdoors. He wore jeans and a polo shirt with a real estate company logo.

“Mr. Brennan,” Travis said, his detective’s voice polite but carrying authority. “I’m Detective Travis Whitely. You wanted to speak with me?”

Brennan stood quickly, nearly knocking over his chair. “Yes, thank you for seeing me. I heard you were investigating what happened at Professor Mitchell’s cottage, and I think I might be in trouble.”

“Why would you be in trouble?”

“Because I was the one arguing with someone there. A neighbor saw me and reported it to the police. I heard about the professor going missing.” The words tumbled out in a rush. “I swear, I had nothing to do with her disappearance. I was arguing with someone, yes, but it wasn’t her.”

Travis guided Brennan to sit back down and took out his notebook. “Tell me exactly what happened. Don’t leave anything out.”

Brennan took a deep breath. “I’m a real estate agent here in Hamlet. I’ve been handling a property dispute between two neighbors on Seaside Lane—not Professor Mitchell, but the house two doors down from hers. The owner, Mr. Phillips, believes his neighbor has been encroaching on his property line with a new fence.”

“And you were there on a night before the festival started?” Travis prompted.

“Yes, on that Wednesday evening around nine PM. I’d arranged to meet Mr. Phillips and his neighbor to discuss the survey results and try to mediate a solution. But the neighbor got aggressive, started yelling about how the survey was wrong and the fence was on his own property. Mr. Phillips yelled back. It got pretty heated.”

“Where exactly did this argument take place?”

“In the street in front of Mr. Phillips’s house, which is two houses down from Professor Mitchell’s cottage. We were quite loud—I’m not proud of how I handled it. I should have insisted we go inside to talk, but we just stood there in the street, having this shouting match.”

Travis made notes. “Can Mr. Phillips and his neighbor verify this?”

“Absolutely. You can call them right now if you want. Mr. Phillips is Gerald Phillips, and the neighbor is Tom Reese. They’ll both tell you the same thing—we were arguing about property lines and a fence, nothing to do with Professor Mitchell.”

“Did you see Professor Mitchell that evening? Or notice anything unusual at her cottage?”

Brennan shook his head vigorously. “No, I didn’t see her at all. Her cottage looked quiet—lights on inside, but I wasn’t paying attention. I was too focused on trying to keep two angry men from coming to blows over a fence.”

After taking Brennan’s full statement and contact information, Travis sent him on his way with instructions to remain available for follow-up questions. Once the real estate agent had left, Travis called both Mr. Phillips and Tom Reese, who confirmed Brennan’s story in detail—including the embarrassing specifics of their property dispute.

“Red herring,” Travis said, closing his notebook with a frustrated snap. “Helen Porter saw Brennan arguing in the street and assumed it was connected to Lana, but it was just a coincidence—wrong place, wrong time, wrong assumption.”

“At least we can cross him off the suspect list,” Lucy offered.

“We don’t have a suspect list,” Travis corrected. “We have a missing professor who disappeared to escape a professional killer, and we have no concrete leads on where she went.”

Travis’s phone rang, and he stepped away to answer it. When he returned a few minutes later, his expression was grim.

“That was one of the officers who’s been interviewing festival attendees and reviewing security footage. They found something concerning.”

“What?” Shelby asked.

“A man who matched the general description of the person we’re interested in—the one calling himself Robert Davidson—was caught on security camera footage from the Seaside Inn. He was in the lobby on Friday afternoon, the day after Joanna Benson checked in.”

“Was he talking to Joanna?” Lucy asked.

“No, but he was watching her. She came down from her room and went to the front desk to ask Ross about Lana Mitchell. The camera shows this man, sitting in a chair in a corner of the lobby, pretending to read a newspaper but actually watching Joanna the entire time.”

Sofia’s face went pale. “He followed her from Boston?”

“It looks that way. And there’s more—we found footage from a traffic camera near the town common showing the same man on Friday night, approximately three hours before Joanna’s estimated time of death. He was walking in the direction of the stage area.”

“He killed her,” Marco said flatly. “This Robert Davidson, or whoever he really is, he followed Joanna from Boston, watched her asking questions about Mom, and then killed her.”

“We can’t prove he killed her,” Travis said carefully, “but yes, he’s now our primary person of interest in Joanna Benson’s homicide, and he’s definitely connected to the organization hunting your mother.”

Harper, who had been grooming herself on the counter, suddenly stopped and sat upright, her ears swiveling toward the front windows. Shelby felt the cat’s alarm.

“He’s out there,” Harper communicated urgently, “right now. The man with darkness around him. He’s watching the shop again.”

Shelby moved carefully to the window, staying back from the glass, and peered out through a gap in the display. There, standing near a vendor booth selling handmade jewelry, was the man from yesterday—Robert Davidson or whatever his real name was. He appeared to be examining a bracelet by holding it up to the light, the picture of a casual festival tourist.

But his eyes kept flicking toward the bookshop.

“Travis,” Shelby said quietly. “He’s here. Outside.”

Travis was at the window in an instant, his hand moving to his weapon. He radioed for backup, his voice low and controlled. “Suspect in the Benson homicide investigation spotted outside the Spellbound Bookshop on Main Street. White male, approximately forty years old, dark jacket, khaki pants. Approach with caution. I’m moving to intercept.”

“Don’t go out there alone,” Shelby protested.

“I won’t. Backup is ninety seconds away.” Travis looked at Sofia and Marco. “You two get into Shelby’s office. Lock the door. Don’t come out until I tell you it’s safe.”

The twins moved quickly, Harper following them like a furry guardian. Lucy grabbed Shelby’s hand, squeezing it tight.

Outside, the man suddenly looked up, directly at the bookshop window. For a moment, his gaze seemed to meet Shelby’s through the glass, and she felt a chill run down her spine. Those eyes were cold, calculating, and devoid of warmth or mercy.

The same eyes Lana had described in her witness statement. The same eyes that had watched Vincent Moretti beg for his life before killing him in that Boston alley.

Then the man smiled—a terrible, knowing smile—set down the bracelet he’d been examining, and walked away with unhurried steps, disappearing into the festival crowd.

By the time Travis made it outside and by the time backup arrived and officers flooded the common searching for a man in a dark jacket and khaki pants, he was gone. Vanished like smoke into the spring morning, leaving behind only questions and the certain knowledge that the hunter was here, in Hamlet, watching and waiting for his prey to make a mistake.
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The Price family farmhouse sat on acres of rolling land about fifteen minutes outside Hamlet’s town center, connected to the main road by a long gravel driveway lined with ancient oak trees. Shelby’s parents had bought the property thirty years ago, drawn by its peaceful location, the old barn that her father had converted into a workshop, and the sprawling farmhouse with its wraparound porch and views of the woods and lake beyond.

Today, the farmhouse was alive with celebration.

String lights had been hung across the porch and between trees in the yard, creating a canopy of twinkling illumination as the spring afternoon shifted toward evening. Tables were laden with food—her mother’s famous potato salad, her father’s grilled chicken and ribs, fresh bread from Bread and Roses bakery, Lucy’s assortment of desserts, and a dozen other dishes brought by guests.

Music drifted from speakers positioned on the porch, a mix of folk and classic rock that had people tapping their feet and occasionally breaking into impromptu dancing on the lawn. Children—Patrice’s two young granddaughters and Rachel’s boyfriend’s niece and nephew—ran through the grass playing tag, while the adults gathered in clusters, talking and laughing.

Shelby stood near the dessert table with Travis, watching the scene with deep contentment. Her mother, Ginny, and grandmother, Mary, were showing Fiona Medley the herb garden, the three women bonding over their shared love of plants and natural remedies. Her father, John, and grandfather, Tom, were engaged in animated conversation with James Peacock and James’s friend, Julie, about the history of farming in the region.

“Your family throws a good party,” Travis observed, reaching for one of Lucy’s lemon tarts.

“Mom and Dad love any excuse to gather people together,” Shelby said, “and after the intensity of the past days, everyone needed time to relax and enjoy each other’s company without any talk of missing professors, murders, or danger.”

They’d established the rule at the beginning of the party: no discussion of the case. Tonight was about celebration, friends and family, and the simple pleasure of being together on a beautiful spring evening.

Lucy and Ross were near the grill, where Ross was helping Shelby’s brother, Adam, tend the meat and vegetables, while Lucy chatted with Rachel and her boyfriend, who seemed utterly charmed by Rachel’s energy and enthusiasm.

Patrice sat at one of the picnic tables with her husband, watching their granddaughters play. She caught Shelby’s eye and waved, mouthing “thank you” for the invitation.

Harper was in her element, prowling the property with feline authority, occasionally accepting pats from guests. Shelby could feel the cat’s contentment with the gathering and her approval of the protective, positive energy flowing through the farmhouse and grounds.

“No Sofia and Marco?” Travis asked, noticing their absence.

“I invited them, but they decided to stay at the rental house and have a quiet evening together,” Shelby explained. “I think they just wanted some downtime without having to be social or explain their situation to new people.”

“That makes sense,” Travis agreed. “Though I hope they know they’re welcome anytime.”

“I think they know that.”

When Travis moved away to get more food, Fiona Medley approached, her hair flowing loose and her colorful scarves billowing in the gentle breeze. Beside her walked her brother, Elias, who shared Fiona’s intense and ethereal quality, though his energy was different; more grounded, earthier.

“Hello, my friend,” Fiona said warmly as she gave Shelby a hug.

Elias extended his hand, his grip firm and warm. “It’s nice to see you again, Shelby.” He wore simple clothes—jeans, a woven shirt in shades of brown and turquoise, and multiple beaded necklaces.

“It’s nice to see you too,” Shelby said, immediately feeling at ease in his presence. There was something calming about Elias, a centered quality that suggested deep spiritual practice and wisdom.

Fiona said, “When I told Elias about the recent case and the danger you all faced, he offered to help with something I’ve been planning.”

“Oh?” Shelby asked, intrigued.

Fiona glanced around to make sure no one was within earshot, then lowered her voice. “A protection circle. Elias and I would like to create a protective barrier around you and Lucy—and by extension, around Sofia, Marco, and Lana as well. The energy from the spell will transmit to them, offering spiritual protection and shielding from negative forces.”

“The physical danger is still present,” Elias told her, “but even after it has passed, spiritual and energetic dangers can linger. The trauma from what they are experiencing, the negative energy left by the killer’s presence in Hamlet, and the psychic residue from violence and fear—these things can affect people long after the visible threat is gone.”

“A protection circle would help keep you safe, clear the negative energy, and create a shield against harm,” Fiona added. “It’s preventative and healing at the same time.”

Shelby’s pendant grew warm against her skin, as if responding to the mention of protective magic. Through her connection with Harper, she felt the cat’s approval of the idea.

“I’d be honored to participate,” Shelby said. “When were you thinking of doing this?”

“Now, actually,” Fiona said, glancing at the sky, where the sun was beginning to set in shades of orange and pink. “The transition between day and night is a powerful time for protective work. There’s the clearing by the lake behind the farmhouse that would be perfect—it has ancient energy, good feng shui.”

Lucy had noticed them talking and drifted over. “What’s going on?” she asked.

Shelby quickly explained Fiona’s proposal. Lucy’s eyes widened with interest and a touch of nervousness.

“I don’t have any psychic abilities,” Lucy said uncertainly. “Would the protection circle work for me?”

“Protection circles work for anyone with an open heart and good intentions,” Elias assured her. “Your lack of paranormal abilities doesn’t make you any less worthy of protection. In fact, knowing your quick thinking and bravery from past cases, I’d say you’ve earned every bit of spiritual shielding we can offer.”

“Ready?” Fiona asked.

Shelby and Lucy nodded and then followed Fiona, Elias, and Harper across the lawn toward the woods.

The path through the woods was familiar to Shelby from childhood—she’d played in these trees, explored the lake shore, built forts, and had adventures. Now, walking this path as an adult with people preparing to perform protective magic on her behalf felt both nostalgic and surreal.

The clearing by the lake was beautiful and calming—a roughly circular space where the trees opened up to reveal a view of the water. The setting sun painted the lake in shades of gold and rose, and the air was filled with the sounds of evening birds settling in for the night.

“This is wonderful,” Elias said, setting down the bag he’d carried from the farmhouse. “The energy here is ancient and benevolent. Trees this old have seen generations of life and growth. Water is naturally cleansing and protective. This is a sacred space.”

Fiona began unpacking items from her own bag—white candles in glass holders, small bowls of salt and water, bundles of dried sage and sweetgrass, and crystals in various colors and sizes. Elias contributed his own materials—a beautifully beaded medicine bag, a small drum, feathers, and stones carved with symbols Shelby didn’t recognize.

“We’ll create the circle using the four cardinal directions,” Fiona explained as they worked, “east for new beginnings and air, south for transformation and fire, west for emotions and water, and north for grounding and earth. Shelby and Lucy will stand in the center while Elias, Harper, and I call in protective energies from each direction.”

They arranged the candles at four points around the clearing, creating a circle large enough for several people to stand comfortably inside. Fiona placed crystals between the candles—clear quartz for amplification, black tourmaline for protection, rose quartz for healing, and amethyst for spiritual connection.

Harper sat next to them, watching everything with keen interest. Shelby felt the cat adding her own energy to the preparation, calling on feline magic that was older than human ceremony.

“Shelby, Lucy, please come stand in the center of the circle,” Elias instructed.

They moved into position, and Shelby reached for Lucy’s hand, squeezing it reassuringly when she felt her friend’s nervousness through their joined fingers.

Fiona lit the sage bundle, letting smoke curl up into the evening air. She walked the perimeter of the circle three times, wafting the smoke and speaking in a low, melodic voice.

“We cleanse this space of all negative energy. We invite only that which serves the highest good. We call upon the spirits of protection to join us in this sacred work.”

Elias began a slow, steady beat on his drum—a heartbeat rhythm that seemed to sync with Shelby’s own pulse. He chanted in a language she didn’t understand but that resonated in her chest and vibrated through her bones.

The temperature in the clearing shifted, becoming warmer despite the setting sun. The air took on a quality of heightened presence, as if invisible witnesses had gathered to observe the ceremony.

Fiona moved to the eastern candle and lit it, speaking clearly, “From the East, we call upon the element of Air. Bring clarity of thought, new perspectives, and the winds of change that clear away what no longer serves. Protect these women from confusion and deception. Let truth guide their paths.”

She moved to the southern candle, lighting it and continuing. “From the South, we call upon the element of Fire. Bring transformation, courage, and the strength to face challenges. Protect these women from harm and violence. Let passion and purpose light their way.”

The western candle came next. “From the West, we call upon the element of Water. Bring emotional healing, intuition, and the flow of love. Protect these women from drowning in fear or sorrow. Let compassion and connection sustain them.”

Finally, the northern candle. “From the North, we call upon the element of Earth. Bring grounding, stability, and the wisdom of ancestors. Protect these women from losing their foundation. Let roots deep and strong keep them anchored in truth and community.”

All four candles now burned steadily, their flames unwavering despite the evening breeze. The circle of light they created seemed to intensify, growing brighter than the individual candles should have produced.

Elias set down his drum and picked up a large crystal—clear quartz shot through with rainbow inclusions. He held it high, speaking in English now. “Great Spirit, Source of All, we stand in this sacred space, asking for your protection over these women. Shelby Price and Lucy Blake have used their gifts and courage to protect the innocent and bring justice to the wronged. They have faced danger with bravery and maintained their integrity in the face of darkness. We ask that you wrap them in a shield of white light, impenetrable to harm, lasting and strong.”

Fiona added her own invocation. “We extend this protection to Sofia and Marco Mitchell, and to their mother Lana. Though they are not physically present, they are connected to Shelby and Lucy through bonds of friendship and shared experience. Let the protection we create here reach across distance and enfold them as well. Keep them safe from those who would do them harm.”

Harper stood and walked into the circle, positioning herself between Shelby and Lucy. The cat’s presence added weight to the ceremony, her innate magic strengthening the working.

Harper’s voice came strong and clear. “I call upon the ancient guardians of the feline kind, protectors and companions since time before memory. Add your strength to this circle. Shield these humans who have proven worthy of protection. Let no harm befall them while they walk in service of light and justice.”

Shelby felt energy begin to build in the clearing—a tingling sensation that started at her feet and rose through her body. Her pendant grew warm, then hot, pulsing in rhythm with Elias’s earlier drumbeat. Beside her, Lucy gasped softly, clearly feeling something similar.

The air inside the circle began to shimmer, similar to how Emily’s ghost appeared but more intense and all-encompassing. Colors swirled—white for purity, gold for divine protection, blue for healing, green for growth, and violet for spiritual connection.

Fiona and Elias joined hands and began to walk slowly around the outside of the circle, their voices rising in harmonic chanting. The words were in multiple languages—some Shelby recognized as Latin, others she couldn’t identify but that resonated with ancient power.

The energy intensified until Shelby felt like she was standing in the center of a tornado of light and protection. It didn’t feel threatening or overwhelming—instead, it felt like being wrapped in the warmest, most loving embrace imaginable. Every cell in her body hummed with it, accepting and integrating the protective energy.

Through her connection with Harper, Shelby could sense the protection extending outward like ripples in a pond. It flowed through the woods, across the fields and into Hamlet, reaching the rental house where Sofia and Marco were spending their quiet evening. It stretched further, searching for Lana. The three of them would feel it as a sudden warmth, a sense of safety and peace, without necessarily understanding its source.

The chanting reached a crescendo, then stopped abruptly. Fiona and Elias raised their joined hands high, and Elias spoke the final words. “By the power of Earth, Air, Fire, and Water, by the ancient magic of protection and the love of those gathered here, we seal this circle. The protection is cast, the shield is strong, the work is complete. As above, so below. As within, so without. So let it be.”

“So let it be,” Fiona echoed.

“So let it be,” Shelby and Lucy whispered together, instinctively knowing the response.

The shimmering energy slowly settled, not disappearing but sinking into Shelby and Lucy’s bodies, becoming part of them. The candles continued to burn, but the supernatural intensity had faded to a gentle glow.

Fiona and Elias released their joined hands and smiled at each other with obvious satisfaction.

“It’s done,” Fiona said. “The protection is in place. It is not foolproof, but it will help you. You both carry a shield of spiritual protection that will deflect negative energy and help keep you safe from harm.”

Lucy’s eyes were wide with wonder. “I felt it. I actually felt the energy. It was like... like being hugged by the universe.”

“That’s a beautiful way to describe it,” Elias said warmly, “and yes, even those without paranormal abilities can feel protective magic when it’s this strong and this lovingly created.”

Shelby touched her necklace, which had cooled to its normal temperature. She could still feel the echo of the circle’s power, a gentle hum in her bones that spoke of safety and divine protection. “Thank you,” she said to Fiona and Elias. “This is an incredible gift. I don’t know how to repay you.”

“Continue doing what you’re doing,” Elias said simply. “Use your gifts to help others, stand up for justice, and protect the innocent. That’s payment enough.”

They spent a few more minutes in the clearing as Fiona and Elias carefully extinguished the candles and gathered their materials. The crystals they left in place, buried at the four cardinal points.

“Let them remain here,” Fiona explained. “They’ll continue to anchor protective energy in this space, making it a sanctuary if you ever need one.”

As they walked back through the woods toward the farmhouse, Harper trotting ahead and Shelby and Lucy following behind Fiona and Elias, Shelby felt profoundly changed; not in her abilities or her essential self, but in her sense of security and support.

She had a shield of light and love that would help keep her safe as she continued her work.

The farmhouse came into view through the trees, lights twinkling and music still playing. The party was in full swing, with laughter floating across the lawn. Her parents would be wondering where they’d disappeared to, but Shelby knew they’d understand when they were told about the protection circle.

Her mother, after all, had her own quiet gifts—the ability to grow anything, to sense when people needed comfort, and to create safe spaces where others could heal and flourish. Ginny Price might not call herself psychic, but she understood that some people carried abilities that couldn’t be easily explained.

As they rejoined the party, Shelby caught her mother’s eye across the lawn. Ginny smiled and nodded, as if she knew exactly what had transpired in the clearing by the lake and approved completely.

The evening continued with food, music, and easy conversation. The protection circle was not discussed—its power was private and sacred, and not for casual party talk. Shelby noticed that both she and Lucy seemed more relaxed, lighter somehow, as if a weight they hadn’t known they were carrying had been lifted.

When it came time for guests to leave, there were warm hugs and promises to get together again soon. Fiona and Elias departed with Shelby’s heartfelt thanks, and James and Julie headed back to town discussing the historical significance of protection rituals through the ages.

Patrice and her husband loaded their sleepy grandchildren into their car, and Rachel left with Chad, both of them glowing with new relationship energy that reminded Shelby of her own early days with Travis.

Finally, it was just Shelby and Travis, Lucy and Ross, Adam and his girlfriend, Lauren, and Shelby’s parents and grandparents sitting on the farmhouse porch, watching fireflies begin their nightly dance across the lawn.

“This was a great evening,” Ginny said, holding John’s hand.

“Thank you for hosting,” Lucy said warmly, “and for making everyone feel so welcome.”

“Our home is always open,” John replied with a smile.

Harper appeared from the darkness and jumped into Shelby’s lap, purring loudly. “The protection holds strong,” the cat communicated. “I can sense it around you and Lucy, and I can feel its echo reaching Sofia, Marco, and Lana. Fiona and her brother did excellent work. We are all safer now.”

“Good,” Shelby replied silently, “because I have a feeling we’re going to need it.”

As the stars emerged overhead and the last light faded from the western sky, Shelby sat, surrounded by the people she loved most, wrapped in both their physical presence and the spiritual protection that had been gifted to her that evening.
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The next morning dawned with the kind of crystalline clarity that made the ocean sparkle like scattered diamonds. The Hamlet Spring Festival opened with renewed energy, as if the community had collectively decided that normalcy, fun, and joy were the best defense against the darkness that had invaded their peaceful town.

Shelby opened the Spellbound Bookshop at nine, Harper trotting beside her as they descended the stairs from her apartment. The cat had been restless all night, pacing the bedroom and staring at shadows, her psychic senses on high alert.

“Did you sleep at all?” Shelby asked.

“Sleep is for those who don’t sense danger in every corner,” Harper replied, her tail twitching. “The darkness hasn’t left Hamlet. It’s growing stronger and more focused. The hunters are closing in.”

Rachel arrived fifteen minutes later, carrying coffee from Bread and Roses. “Any news about Professor Mitchell?” she asked, handing Shelby a large cup.

“Nothing yet. Travis has officers checking every hotel, motel, and rental property within ten miles, but so far there’s no trace of her.” Shelby took a grateful sip of coffee, savoring the warmth and caffeine. “It’s like she vanished into thin air.”

“Maybe that’s good,” Rachel suggested, straightening a display of spring-themed books. “If the police can’t find her, maybe the bad guys can’t either.”

“Let’s hope so.”

The morning passed in a blur of customers and festival activity. Outside, the common bustled with visitors who seemed determined to enjoy the celebrations despite the murder that had cast a pall over the previous days. Vendors had decorated their booths with extra flowers and cheerful banners, as if brightness could ward off the memory of violence.

Lucy appeared around eleven, slightly breathless and clearly agitated. She’d been at the Seaside Inn since dawn, baking and helping Ross manage the continuing chaos of guests checking out early, reporters asking questions, and the general disruption that came with being connected to a murder investigation.

“We need to talk,” she said quietly, glancing around to make sure no customers were within earshot. “Privately.”

Shelby led her to the office at the back of the shop, closing the door behind them. Harper jumped onto the desk, with her attention fixed on Lucy.

“What’s wrong?” Shelby asked.

“Two men checked into the inn yesterday evening,” Lucy said, keeping her voice low. “They’re staying in separate rooms. They act like they don’t know each other, but Ross saw them talking together in the parking lot this morning. They thought no one was watching, but Ross was taking out the recycling and spotted them.”

“That’s not necessarily suspicious. Guests talk to each other all the time.”

“Wait, there’s more. These two men—one is maybe late thirties, the other is around fifty—they’ve been asking the staff questions. Subtle questions, the kind that seem casual but aren’t, about other guests, about people in town, and about whether anyone knows a professor from Boston who owns property here.”

Shelby’s blood ran cold. “They asked about Lana specifically?”

“Not by name at first. The younger one asked the housekeeping staff if they knew any academics who vacationed in Hamlet. He said he was a professor himself and was curious about the summer rental market.” Lucy’s hands twisted together. “Then this morning, the older one asked the front desk clerk—Jenny, the college student who works mornings—whether she knew Lana Mitchell, claiming he was an old colleague trying to reconnect.”

“What did Jenny tell him?”

“She’s smart—said she’d never heard the name, which is technically true since she only started working there in March. But Ross overheard the conversation, and it made him uncomfortable so he’s been watching these guys, and their behavior is off.”

“Off how?”

“They’re pretending to be festival tourists, but they’re not acting like tourists. They don’t buy anything from vendors, and they don’t attend the concerts or events. They just... watch. They sit in the lobby for hours, monitoring who comes and goes. They walk around town, taking note of buildings and streets. Ross said it feels like they’re casing the place.”

Shelby immediately pulled out her phone and called Travis, relaying everything Lucy had told her. She could hear the tension in his voice when he responded.

“Tell Lucy to text me descriptions of both men—height, build, hair color, any distinguishing features—and tell Ross not to do anything that might alert them that we’re watching them back.”

After ending the call, Shelby looked at Lucy seriously. “Travis says you both need to be careful. Don’t engage with these men and don’t let them know you're suspicious.”

“Do you think they’re with the cartel or the mob? The people hunting Lana?”

“I think the timing is too coincidental to be anything else,” Shelby said grimly. “They show up right after Joanna’s murder, asking about Lana? That’s not a coincidence.”

They returned to the main shop, where business had picked up with the lunch crowd. Shelby went through the motions of helping customers, but her mind was elsewhere, replaying Lucy’s information and worrying about what it meant.

Around one o'clock, the door opened and Fiona Medley entered, bringing with her the scent of sage and lavender and the unmistakable aura of someone deeply connected to the paranormal world. The older woman wore a flowing purple dress and multiple crystal necklaces that caught the light as she moved. Her silver-gray hair hung in curls around her face, and her bright eyes held a wisdom that came from decades of working with psychic energy.

“Shelby,” Fiona said, her voice carrying an urgency that made Shelby’s pulse quicken. “I need to speak with you. Now, if possible.”

Rachel looked up from the register. “I can handle things here if you need to talk.”

Shelby led Fiona to the reading nook, where they could have relative privacy while still keeping an eye on the shop. Harper immediately jumped onto the arm of Fiona’s chair, and the older woman stroked the cat’s fur.

“You sense it too, don't you?” Fiona asked Harper, who purred in response.

“Sense what?” Shelby asked, though she had a feeling she knew.

Fiona’s expression grew grave. “I’ve been having visions for the past three days. Strong, disturbing visions about the missing professor and her children. The danger surrounding them is immense, Shelby, like a dark cloud pressing in from all sides.”

“I know Lana’s in danger. We’ve been investigating⁠—”

“It’s more than you realize,” Fiona interrupted, her hands gripping the arms of her chair. “Last night, I had a vision so powerful it woke me from sleep. I saw the professor hiding in darkness, terrified and alone. But the darkness wasn’t just around her—it was actively hunting her. Multiple sources of darkness, closing in like a net.”

Shelby’s eyes widened. “Multiple sources. You mean multiple people hunting her?”

“At least three, possibly more. They’re coordinated, working together. And Shelby—” Fiona leaned forward, her bright eyes intense. “In my vision, I saw them turning their attention to the children, Sofia and Marco. They’re planning to use the twins to draw their mother out of hiding.”

Fear shot through Shelby like ice water. “Are Sofia and Marco in immediate danger?”

“Soon. Not today, perhaps, but soon. The hunters are patient, methodical. They’re watching, learning patterns, and waiting for the right moment.” Fiona’s hand found Shelby’s, squeezing it with surprising strength. “You must protect those children. They’re innocents caught in something that has nothing to do with them.”

“Travis has offered them protective custody, but they refused. They want to stay and help find their mother.”

“Then they must be watched constantly. Never alone, never without protection.” Fiona released Shelby’s hand and sat back, her energy seeming to drain. “There’s something else. In my vision, I saw a place connected to water. A safe place that holds happy memories. The professor is drawn to safety, to peace, and to places where she once knew joy.”

“We’re trying to figure out where she might have gone,” Shelby said, “but she’s been so careful to cover her tracks.”

“The answer is closer than you think,” Fiona said cryptically. “Sometimes we look too far afield when what we seek is hiding in plain sight. Places that bring comfort aren’t always distant—sometimes they’re just around the corner, waiting to be remembered.”

Before Shelby could ask what that meant, the temperature in the bookshop suddenly dropped several degrees. Her breath fogged in front of her face, and the scent of lavender grew overpoweringly strong—not the subtle background scent of Lana’s cottage, but the sweet, old-fashioned perfume of another era.

Harper’s fur stood on end, every hair separating until the cat looked twice her normal size. Her eyes fixed on a point near the history section, watching something invisible to human eyes.

“Emily,” Harper communicated to Shelby, her mental voice tinged with respect and slight wariness. “The ghost is here. She has something important to say.”

Shelby had encountered Emily Harris’s presence before—the spirit of the young woman who had owned the building over a century ago and been murdered here. Emily rarely made herself known, preferring to observe quietly from whatever plane she inhabited. When she did communicate, it was always through Harper, and it was always significant.

Fiona’s eyes widened. “There’s a spirit here. Very old, very determined.”

“Emily Harris,” Shelby confirmed quietly, “one of the building’s original owners. She died here in 1916.”

The temperature dropped another few degrees. Books on the history shelf began to shift, sliding slowly to the left as if moved by invisible hands. Harper’s whiskers twitched as she focused her attention on the empty air.

“Emily says she’s been trying to get your attention for days,” Harper translated, her mental voice carrying the formal cadence of the ghost’s early twentieth-century speech patterns. “She knows about the missing professor. She’s been watching and listening. Emily wants to help.”

“What does she want to tell us?” Shelby asked softly.

Harper’s eyes remained fixed on the unseen presence. The cat’s tail twitched once, twice, as she listened to something only she could hear.

“Emily says ‘the answer is hidden in plain sight, where she finds comfort. Not in distance, but in nearness. Not in strangeness, but in familiarity. Look to the places that feed the soul, where sweetness lives and art speaks. The professor runs to joy, not to darkness. She seeks the light even in her fear.’”

The cryptic message hung in the air like the lingering scent of lavender. Shelby tried to parse the meaning—places that feed the soul, where sweetness lives and art speaks. What did that mean?

“Can Emily be more specific?” Shelby asked. “Where exactly should we look?”

More books shifted on the shelf. A volume about New England coastal towns fell open to a page featuring photographs of small seaside communities. The pages fluttered as if touched by a breeze, though the air in the shop remained perfectly still.

“She’s trying,” Harper communicated, “but Emily says the living must find their own answers. The dead can only point the way, not walk the path for you. She’s given what help she can.”

The temperature began to rise again, slowly returning to normal. The overpowering scent of lavender faded to a subtle background note. The books on the history shelf stopped moving, settling into their new positions.

Emily’s presence retreated like morning mist burned away by sunshine, leaving behind only the faint sense that someone had been there and might return.

Fiona let out a long breath. “That was extraordinary. I’ve encountered spirits before, but rarely one so clear in her communication.”

“Emily has been helpful in past investigations,” Shelby said, her mind still turning over the ghost’s cryptic message. “She seems to have a vested interest in justice, probably because her own murder went unsolved for so long.”

Harper shook herself, her fur slowly returning to its normal state. “Emily is gone for now, but she’s still watching. She’ll help again if she can.”

Rachel appeared, looking concerned. “Everything okay back here? The temperature dropped like twenty degrees all of a sudden, and customers started complaining about the cold.”

“Just a draft from the old building,” Shelby said smoothly, though Rachel’s knowing look suggested she wasn’t entirely fooled. “It’s warming up now.”

After Fiona departed with instructions to call her immediately if Shelby needed help—“Any hour, day or night”—Shelby stood at the front window, watching the festival activities and thinking about the ghost’s message.

Places that feed the soul, where sweetness lives and art speaks. The professor runs to joy, not to darkness.

What brought Lana joy? What fed her soul? Books, certainly—she loved mystery novels and spent hours browsing the Spellbound Bookshop. Art, obviously—it was her profession and passion. Running along the coast, breathing the ocean air. Teaching students who shared her enthusiasm for art history. Spending time with Sofia and Marco.

But those things were all abstract. Emily had suggested a specific place, somewhere that combined sweetness and art, somewhere close by rather than distant.

Her musings were interrupted by Travis’s arrival. He looked exhausted, his tie askew and his jaw shadowed with stubble that suggested he’d been up most of the night.

“We’ve identified our suspects,” he said, pulling out his phone to show Shelby several surveillance photographs. “The two men at the inn that Lucy reported, plus Robert Davidson—we’ve confirmed all three are connected to the organization we’ve been investigating.”

The photos showed three men in various locations around Hamlet—one near the common, one outside the inn, and one walking past Lana’s cottage. They looked ordinary and unremarkable; the kind of people who could blend into any crowd.

“The younger one at the inn is using the name Jason Bell,” Travis continued. “The older one is calling himself Thomas Wright. Both names are fake—we ran them through multiple databases and found nothing, but their descriptions match known associates of the art trafficking network that Boston PD and the FBI have been investigating.”

“And Robert Davidson?” Shelby asked.

“Still can’t confirm his real identity, but we found security footage from a gallery in New York that’s suspected of being part of the money-laundering operation. He appears in several frames, always in the background, always watching. The FBI thinks he’s a professional cleaner—someone brought in to handle problems that need to disappear.”

“Like witnesses to murder,” Shelby said quietly.

“Exactly. Now we have three confirmed operatives in Hamlet, all asking questions about Professor Mitchell, all watching and waiting.” Travis ran a hand through his hair in frustration. “We’ve got officers conducting surveillance on all of them. Jason Bell is staying at the Seaside Inn, Thomas Wright has moved to a small bed and breakfast on the edge of town, and Robert Davidson is at a motel in Forestdale.”

“Can’t you arrest them, for questioning at least?”

“On what charges? Being suspicious? Asking questions? We don't have evidence connecting any of them to Joanna’s murder yet, and they haven’t done anything overtly illegal that we can prove.” Travis’s jaw tightened. “Trust me, if I could lock them up, I would, but we need evidence, and right now all we have is circumstantial connections.”

Harper jumped onto the counter and focused her attention on something outside the window. Shelby felt the cat’s alarm spike.

“The one called Jason Bell,” Harper communicated urgently. “He’s walking past right now and he’s looking at the shop.”

Shelby moved carefully to the window, staying back from the glass. Sure enough, a man in his late thirties with dark hair and a leather jacket was strolling past, his eyes scanning the bookshop’s exterior with calculated interest. He crossed the street to the common and paused at a vendor booth, pretending to examine handmade soaps, but his attention kept drifting back to Shelby’s shop.

“That’s him,” Travis confirmed, his hand moving instinctively toward his weapon. “Jason Bell.”

They watched as Bell finished his fake perusal of the soap booth and continued down the sidewalk, disappearing into the festival crowd, but the message was clear that they were being watched, monitored, and assessed.

“Sofia and Marco need to know about this,” Shelby said. “Fiona warned me that the operatives might target the twins to draw Lana out.”

“I’ve already assigned an officer to shadow them,” Travis said. “Plain clothes, keeping his distance, but he’s there, and I’m meeting with Sofia and Marco this afternoon to update them on the investigation and strongly recommend they accept protective custody.”

“They won’t,” Shelby predicted. “They’re too stubborn, and they feel like they need to be here in case their mother tries to contact them.”

“I know, but I have to try.” Travis looked at her seriously. “You need to be careful too, Shelby. These people know you’re helping with the investigation. They see you talking to me and see the twins coming to the bookshop. You could be a target too.”

“Harper won’t let anything happen to me,” Shelby said, reaching down to stroke the cat’s fur, “will you, girl?”

“I’d like to see them try,” Harper communicated fiercely. “They’d find out that cats have claws, and I know how to use mine.”

After Travis left to continue his surveillance coordination, Shelby found herself returning to Emily’s message. Hidden in plain sight. Places that feed the soul. Sweetness and art.

She pulled out her phone and called Lucy. “Quick question—are there any art galleries in the area? Within, say, a ten-minute drive?”

Lucy thought for a moment. “There’s the Arts Collective in Forestdale, but that’s mostly local artists selling paintings and pottery. Why?”

“Just thinking about something Emily said. Never mind, I’ll give it some more thought.”

The afternoon wore on, bringing a steady stream of customers and the constant undercurrent of tension that had become normal since Joanna’s murder. Shelby helped people find books, rang up sales, and answered questions about the festival schedule, all while her mind churned through possibilities.

Places that feed the soul. Where sweetness lives and art speaks.

The answer was there, hovering just out of reach like a word on the tip of her tongue. Something Emily had seen, something the ghost knew but could only hint at because the dead could only point the way, not walk the path.

Shelby rubbed her pendant between her thumb and forefinger, seeking its calming energy, and sent out a silent plea to the universe. Help us find Lana before the hunters do. Help us understand Emily’s message before it’s too late.

Outside her window, the spring festival continued its celebration, unaware that three professional killers walked among the crowds, patient and focused, waiting for their moment to strike.
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Thursday afternoon brought the kind of lovely spring weather that made people forget winter had ever existed. The sky stretched overhead in unblemished blue, and a gentle breeze carried the mingled scents of the ocean, fresh flowers, and—most prominently at the moment—Lucy’s spectacular baked goods.

Shelby stood behind a white-draped table on the town common, arranging lemon tarts on a tiered display, while Lucy fussed with the handwritten menu board propped on an easel beside their booth. The pastry chef had decided to take advantage of the festival by setting up her own vendor space, showcasing the catering business she’d been building alongside her work at the Seaside Inn.

“Does this look professional enough?” Lucy asked, stepping back to examine the menu board with a critical eye. “I keep thinking I should have had it printed instead of hand-lettering it.”

“It looks perfect,” Shelby assured her, “personal and charming. People at a spring festival don’t want corporate polish—they want homemade and authentic, which is exactly what you’re offering.”

The booth was indeed charming. Lucy had draped the table in crisp white linen and added small vases of fresh tulips. Her pastries were displayed on vintage cake stands that caught the light—lemon tarts with glossy golden curd, strawberry cream cakes topped with fresh berries, chocolate lavender cookies dusted with purple sugar crystals, miniature apple galettes with latticed crusts, and cream puffs filled with vanilla bean custard.

A hand-painted sign declared: “Lucy’s Catering - Sweet Creations for Every Occasion” with contact information and a promise of “Custom orders welcome!”

Harper had insisted on coming along and now sat regally beside the display, as if she were the official quality control inspector. Her fluffy tail wrapped neatly around her paws, and she tracked every passerby with the intensity of a predator evaluating potential prey.

“At least Harper’s keeping the pigeons away,” Lucy said with a laugh, noticing a group of birds eyeing the pastries from a safe distance but unwilling to approach with a cat on guard.

“She takes her responsibilities seriously,” Shelby replied, knowing that Harper’s presence had less to do with pigeons and more to do with keeping watch over Shelby and Lucy in a public space where three professional killers were known to be operating.

Their first customer appeared almost immediately—a middle-aged woman with kind eyes who purchased three lemon tarts and enthusiastically praised the glossy appearance of the curd.

“These are exactly like the ones my grandmother used to make,” she said, carefully accepting the white bakery box Lucy had packed them in. “Are you available for catering? My daughter’s graduation party is in three weeks.”

Lucy’s face lit up. “Absolutely! Here’s my card. Just call or email with the date, number of guests, and what kind of desserts you’re interested in, and I’ll put together a proposal for you.”

After the woman left, clutching her tarts and Lucy’s business card, Shelby grinned at her friend. “See? I told you this was a good idea.”

“I’m terrified and excited in equal measure,” Lucy admitted, adjusting the position of a cream puff that had shifted slightly. “What if I get so many orders I can’t keep up? What if nobody orders anything? What if my baking isn’t as good as I think it is?”

“Your baking is exceptional, and you know it,” Shelby said firmly. “Ross’s parents wouldn’t keep you as the inn’s pastry chef if you weren’t talented. You won’t get overwhelmed because you’re smart enough to know your limits and not take on more than you can handle.”

A steady stream of customers kept them busy for the next hour. Lucy’s pastries sold briskly, with the lemon tarts proving particularly popular. A young couple purchased an entire dozen cream puffs for a picnic. A father bought chocolate lavender cookies for his daughter who was “obsessed with all things purple and fancy.”

During a brief lull, Shelby noticed Sofia and Marco walking past the booth, with a plainclothes officer trailing them at a discreet distance. The twins waved but didn’t stop, clearly trying to maintain some semblance of normalcy by exploring the festival.

Harper’s ears swiveled to track their progress across the common, her protective instincts extending to Lana’s children.

“Those poor kids,” Lucy murmured, watching them go. “Can you imagine how scared they must be?”

“They’re holding up remarkably well, all things considered,” Shelby said, “but yes, this has to be a nightmare for them.”

Another customer approached—an elegant woman in her sixties wearing a silk scarf and carrying an expensive handbag. She examined Lucy’s display with the careful attention of someone who took desserts seriously.

“These are beautiful,” she said, her cultured voice carrying a note of genuine appreciation. “Do you do wedding cakes?”

Lucy’s eyes widened. “Yes, I do. Do you have a wedding coming up?”

“My son’s, in September. We’re looking for a local baker who can create something special but not ostentatious. The wedding will be small—about seventy-five guests—at the lighthouse venue.”

“I’d love to discuss it with you,” Lucy said, pulling out another business card. “I can set up a tasting appointment where you, your son, and future daughter-in-law can sample different cake flavors and fillings.”

The woman, who introduced herself as Catherine Moorehead, took the card and promised to call the following week. After she left, Lucy grabbed Shelby’s arm, her face flushed with excitement.

“A wedding cake! That’s a huge deal, Shelby. Wedding cakes can lead to more wedding work, and then before you know it, you have a reputation as a wedding vendor.”

“You’re building something real here,” Shelby said, genuinely happy for her friend’s success. “I’m so proud of you.”

They sold another dozen pastries over the next half hour—strawberry cream cakes seemed to be the afternoon favorite—and then a young woman with a baby carrier strapped to her chest approached the booth.

“Lucy Blake?” she asked tentatively. “I’m Jennifer Ross—we went to high school together? I was two years behind you.”

Lucy’s face brightened with recognition. “Jenny! Of course I remember you. And who’s this little one?” She gestured to the sleeping baby nestled in the carrier.

“This is Emma. She’s four months old.” Jenny shifted the baby carrier slightly. “I heard through the grapevine that you’re doing catering now, and I wanted to ask if you’d be interested in providing desserts for Emma’s baptism party. It’ll be in late May, probably about forty people.”

“I’d be honored,” Lucy said warmly. “What kind of desserts were you thinking about?”

As Lucy discussed options with Jenny—mini fruit tarts, perhaps, and those delicate lemon squares, and maybe some chocolate-dipped strawberries—Shelby found herself smiling. This was the Hamlet she loved: community connections, people supporting local businesses, and the web of relationships that made small-town life special.

After Jenny left with a box of assorted pastries and a promise to email Lucy with party details, Shelby counted on her fingers. “That’s three catering jobs in one afternoon. Your business is doing well.”

“Three potential jobs,” Lucy corrected, but her eyes sparkled with happiness. “They still have to actually hire me and pay deposits, but yes, it’s exciting. And terrifying. Did I mention terrifying?”

“About six times,” Shelby said with a laugh. “But you’ve got this, Luce. You’re talented, organized, and people love your work. This catering business is going super well.”

Harper meowed loudly, as if adding her own endorsement, then proceeded to groom her paws with great attention to detail.

A teenage volunteer from the festival committee stopped by to buy cookies, mentioning that the evening concert would start in about an hour and asking if Lucy planned to stay open through it.

“We’ll sell until we run out,” Lucy decided, surveying her remaining inventory, “which at this rate might be within the next hour anyway.”

As the volunteer walked away, munching on a chocolate chip cookie, Lucy turned to Shelby with an expression that suggested she had something important to say but wasn’t quite sure how to start.

“What is it?” Shelby prompted. “You have that look.”

“What look?”

“The ‘I have news, but I’m nervous to share it’ look. I’ve known you long enough to recognize it.”

Lucy laughed, a bit nervously, and adjusted the position of a strawberry cream cake that didn’t need adjusting. “Okay, you’re right. I do have news. Big news. Ross and I have been talking, and we’ve made a decision.”

Shelby waited, giving her friend space to share at her own pace.

“I’m moving in with him,” Lucy said in a rush, the words tumbling out quickly as if saying them fast made them less scary. “Not into the main inn building—that would be weird with his parents there—but into the cottage behind the property. You know the one, the little blue cottage with the garden?”

“The one Ross’s parents own?” Shelby asked, though she already knew the answer. The cottage was charming, a small house with a working fireplace and windows that overlooked the inn’s gardens.

“Yes. They’ve been using it as an occasional guest house, but Ross asked if we could fix it up and move in there. His parents said yes—they were actually really supportive and sweet about it. They said they’re happy Ross found someone who makes him happy.” Lucy smiled. “We’ve started cleaning it out, and we want to paint some rooms. The moving truck is coming a week from Saturday to get my stuff from my apartment.”

“Lucy, that’s wonderful!” Shelby pulled her friend into a hug, genuinely thrilled. “How are you feeling about it?”

“Excited. Nervous. Terrified. Did I mention terrified?” Lucy pulled back, her blue eyes bright with emotion. “It’s a big step, you know? What if we move in together and realize we drive each other crazy? What if I’m a terrible person to live with? What if⁠—”

“What if it’s amazing and perfect and exactly right?” Shelby interrupted gently. “Lucy, you and Ross are great together. You’ve been together for years. You already spend half your time at the inn anyway. This is just making official what’s already happening.”

“I know, I know. You’re right. It’s just...” Lucy trailed off, then smiled. “It’s scary when something you really want is actually happening. What if I mess it up?”

“You won’t mess it up. You’re going to be happy.” Shelby squeezed her friend’s hand. “I’ll help you move, obviously. When did you say the truck was coming? A week from Saturday?”

“That’s right. Ross’s dad is borrowing his friend’s pickup truck too, for the smaller stuff. Ross is going to ask Travis if he’d help with the heavy lifting—apparently guys like to feel useful by carrying furniture.”

Shelby laughed. “Travis will be happy to help. He’s been complaining that he doesn’t get enough exercise sitting at a desk doing paperwork.”

“The cottage has two bedrooms,” Lucy continued, her enthusiasm building now that she’d shared the news. “One will be my office slash baking workspace. I’m thinking of setting up a proper area for recipe development and small batch testing. Ross’s parents said I can use the inn’s kitchen for the big catering jobs, but it would be nice to have my own space for experimenting.”

“That sounds wonderful. You’re basically getting your dream setup—living with the man you love, building your catering business, and having your own space to create.”

“When you put it like that, it does sound pretty great.” Lucy’s smile softened. “I’m really lucky, aren’t I?”

“You’re deserving,” Shelby corrected. “There’s a difference. You’ve worked hard, you’re talented, and you’ve found someone who loves and supports you. That’s not luck—that’s you making good choices and building a good life.”

Harper chose that moment to stand up and stretch luxuriously, her fluffy tail waving like a flag. Shelby sensed the cat’s approval of Lucy’s news and her general contentment with the fun afternoon.

“Even Harper approves,” Shelby said, “and you know she’s a tough critic.”

A customer approached—an older gentleman who purchased four lemon tarts and complimented Lucy on her “exquisite craftsmanship with pastry dough.” After he left, Lucy pulled out her phone to check the time.

“We’ve been out here for four hours and I’m almost sold out,” she said, looking pleased and a bit amazed. “The catering business might actually work.”

“It’s going to work because you’re good at what you do and people can see that,” Shelby said. “Plus, word of mouth in Hamlet travels fast. By next week, everyone in the state will know about Lucy’s amazing pastries.”

Lucy laughed.

They sold the last of the strawberry cream cakes to a family with three children who were very excited about the fresh berries on top. A couple bought the remaining chocolate lavender cookies. Within another twenty minutes, Lucy’s inventory was depleted to just three lemon tarts and two apple galettes.

“Should we pack up?” Lucy asked, surveying the nearly empty display stands.

“Let’s give it another fifteen minutes. You never know.”

As if summoned by Shelby’s words, a figure approached the booth—and Shelby’s good mood evaporated instantly. It was Thomas Wright, the older man staying at the bed and breakfast, one of the three suspected cartel operatives Travis had identified.

He wore khaki pants and a polo shirt, the picture of a harmless festival tourist, but Harper’s fur immediately bristled and her ears flattened against her head. Shelby felt the cat’s warning: Danger. Darkness. Predator.

“Afternoon, ladies,” Wright said, his voice pleasant but his eyes cold and assessing as they scanned the booth, the surrounding area, and particularly Shelby’s face. “These pastries look delicious. Are those lemon tarts?”

“Yes,” Lucy said, her voice admirably steady though Shelby could see her friend’s hand trembling slightly as she reached for the tongs. “Three dollars each.”

“I’ll take all three.” He pulled out his wallet, extracting exact change. “My wife loves lemon desserts. These will make her very happy.”

The mention of a wife was almost certainly a lie—the police surveillance hadn’t indicated Wright was traveling with anyone, but Lucy packed the tarts carefully into a white box and accepted his money with professional courtesy.

Wright lingered after the transaction was complete, his gaze moving from Lucy to Shelby with interest. “You own the bookshop on Main Street, don’t you?” he asked Shelby. “I walked past it yesterday. Looks like a nice place.”

“Thank you,” Shelby said, keeping her voice neutral and offering nothing more.

“Must be interesting, running a business in a small town like this. I imagine you get to know all the regular customers pretty well.” His smile didn’t reach his eyes. “See the same faces year after year.”

The implication was clear—he was fishing for information about Lana, trying to determine if Shelby knew her or had seen her recently.

“We get a mix of locals and tourists,” Shelby said carefully. “The festival brings in a lot of new faces.”

“I’m sure it does.” Wright accepted the box of tarts from Lucy. “Well, thank you for these. I’m sure they'll be delicious.”

He walked away, unhurried and casual, disappearing into the festival crowd, but the encounter had left a bad taste in Shelby’s mouth, souring the pleasant afternoon like a drop of poison in clean water.

“That was one of them, wasn’t it?” Lucy asked quietly, her face pale. “One of the men hunting Lana.”

“Travis thinks so.” Shelby touched her pendant, seeking its calming energy. “He was trying to get information.”

Harper’s mental voice was fierce. “He wanted to see if we’d react to gauge what we know. He’s testing boundaries, looking for weaknesses.”

“We should tell Travis,” Lucy said.

“Definitely. But let’s pack up first and get back to the bookshop.” Shelby began carefully placing the remaining apple galettes into a box. “I don’t like being out in the open like this, not with these people watching.”

They worked quickly and efficiently, packing up the displays, collapsing the table, and loading everything into Lucy’s car. The pleasant afternoon had been tainted by the man’s appearance, a reminder that danger lurked beneath the festival’s cheerful surface.

As they drove up Main Street, Harper sitting in Shelby’s lap and watching the streets with vigilant eyes, Lucy spoke quietly. “Do you think Lana is still alive? Really, honestly?”

Shelby considered the question carefully. “Yes. I do. My intuition tells me she’s out there somewhere, hiding, but alive. We just need to find her before they do.”

“I hope you’re right,” Lucy said. “Those poor kids—if they lose their mother...” She didn’t finish the sentence.

They unloaded Lucy’s supplies at the inn, where they could be stored until Lucy’s next catering event. As they worked, Shelby’s mind kept returning to Wright’s cold eyes and calculated questions, and to the larger truth that had been hovering in the background of this entire investigation.

Professional killers were in Hamlet, hunting for a woman whose only crime was witnessing a murder. They were patient, methodical, and completely without mercy. Every day that Lana remained missing was another day closer to tragedy.

The afternoon had also reminded Shelby of something important: life continued even in the shadow of danger. Lucy was building a business and moving in with Ross. People were celebrating graduations, baptisms, and weddings. The community was supporting each other, buying pastries, offering kind words, and making plans for the future.

Hamlet would endure. The festival would end. Spring would give way to summer. And somehow, some way, they would find Lana Mitchell and bring her home safely.

They had to. The alternative was unthinkable.
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The late afternoon sun slanted through the windows of the Spellbound Bookshop, creating patterns of light and shadow across the hardwood floors. Shelby was restocking the romance section when her phone buzzed with a text from Lucy:

Ross gave me the cottage keys! Want to come see it? We can have dinner there - picnic style since there’s no furniture yet.




Shelby smiled and typed back:

Absolutely! What time?




6pm? Bring Harper if she wants to inspect her future visiting spot.




Harper, who had been napping in a patch of sunlight on the counter, opened one eye.

“Lucy got the keys to the cottage behind the inn,” Shelby explained silently. “Want to come check it out?”

“A new territory to explore? Obviously, I’m coming,” Harper responded, stretching luxuriously. “I need to ensure it meets my standards for future visits.”

Rachel agreed to close up the shop, shooing Shelby out the door with instructions to have fun and not think about murders or missing professors for at least a few hours. “You need a break,” Rachel said firmly. “You’ve been running on stress and coffee for days.”

The walk to the Seaside Inn took five minutes, carrying Shelby past familiar streets and shops now decorated for the spring festival. Vendors were beginning to pack up their booths—the festival would officially end in just a few more days. The cheerful atmosphere felt fragile, as if everyone was trying to recapture the joy that Joanna Benson’s murder had stolen.

Harper trotted beside Shelby rather than riding in the tote bag, her fluffy tail held high and her whiskers twitching as she investigated interesting scents along the way. The cat paused occasionally to examine a particularly fascinating bush or watch a bird with predatory interest, but always stayed close to Shelby’s side.

The Seaside Inn sat on a gentle rise at the edge of downtown, a beautiful Victorian building painted in shades of cream and sage green with burgundy trim. Ross’s family had owned it for three generations, and it showed in the meticulous care evident in every detail—perfectly maintained gardens, gleaming windows, and a welcoming front porch with comfortable rocking chairs.

Lucy waited on the front steps, practically bouncing with excitement. Her blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she wore jeans and a soft pink sweater that made her look younger than her late twenties.

“You’re here! I’ve been dying to show you.” Lucy grabbed Shelby’s hand and pulled her around the side of the main building, following a brick path that wound through gardens just beginning to bloom with spring flowers.

The cottage sat nestled behind the inn, partially hidden by flowering dogwood trees and surrounded by its own small garden. Although it was small, it was a charming blue clapboard house with white trim, a peaked roof, and a brick chimney. A small front porch held just enough space for four chairs and a tiny table. Window boxes waited to be filled with flowers, and an old-fashioned lamppost stood beside the flagstone walkway leading to the front door.

“Oh, Lucy,” Shelby breathed. “This is beautiful.”

“Wait until you see inside.” Lucy fumbled with the keys, her hands shaking slightly with excitement. “Ross’s parents have been so sweet about this. His mom told me to decorate however I want—she said it needs someone to bring it back to life.”

The door swung open to reveal a small entryway with hardwood floors that gleamed from recent cleaning. To the left was a living room with a brick fireplace and built-in bookshelves flanking the hearth. Large windows overlooked the back garden, and French doors led to what appeared to be a small porch or patio.

“The floors are original,” Lucy said, running her hand along the smooth wood of the doorframe. “Ross and his dad refinished them last week. They were covered with old carpet that was absolutely disgusting, but look how beautiful the wood is underneath.”

Harper immediately began a thorough inspection, sniffing corners and testing the sunbeam quality streaming through the windows. Shelby felt the cat’s approval—the cottage had good energy and was warm and welcoming.

“The kitchen's through here,” Lucy said, leading Shelby through an arched doorway.

The kitchen was small but charming, with white cabinets, butcher block countertops, and a farmhouse sink beneath a window that overlooked a small herb garden. The appliances were older but clean and functional.

“Ross’s parents are buying me a new stove as a housewarming gift,” Lucy said, opening cabinet doors to reveal freshly painted interiors. “His mom said no self-respecting pastry chef should have to work with a temperamental oven. The new one’s being delivered next week.”

“That’s incredibly generous,” Shelby said, imagining Lucy in this kitchen, creating her beautiful pastries and building her catering business.

“I know. I keep pinching myself.” Lucy opened the window above the sink, letting in the scent of earth and growing things. “I want to plant herbs—basil, rosemary, thyme, and mint. Fresh herbs make such a difference in cooking.”

They moved upstairs, where two bedrooms shared a small bathroom with vintage black and white tile that someone had painstakingly restored. The larger bedroom had windows on two walls, flooding the space with light.

“This will be our room,” Lucy said, standing in the center of the empty room and turning in a slow circle. “Ross wants to paint it a soft gray-blue—he says it’s calming. I was thinking we could get a brass bed frame from that antique shop in Forestdale.”

The smaller bedroom was big enough for a desk, some shelving, and a work table.

“My office and recipe testing space,” Lucy explained, her voice full of dreams. “I’m going to set up my laptop here, organize my recipe binders, maybe get a small mixer for experimental batches. This will be perfect for small-scale testing and development.”

Harper jumped onto the windowsill of the small bedroom, settling into the patch of afternoon sun and purring loudly. “Excellent sunbeam,” she communicated to Shelby. “I approve of this room for napping purposes.”

They explored the bathroom—Lucy excitedly pointing out the claw-foot tub and original pedestal sink—and then headed back downstairs. The French doors in the living room opened onto a small covered porch overlooking the back garden. Shelby could imagine sitting here on summer evenings, reading books while Lucy tested new recipes in the kitchen.

“What do you think?” Lucy asked, her blue eyes bright with anticipation and anxiety. “Is it too small? Too old? Should I be worried that the whole thing might fall apart?”

“It’s absolutely perfect,” Shelby said firmly. “It’s cozy and charming, and it’s going to be a wonderful home for you and Ross.”

Lucy’s face relaxed into a genuine smile. “I think so too. I just keep second-guessing myself. What if I’m making a mistake? What if living together ruins what we have?”

“What if it makes what you have even better?” Shelby countered. “Lucy, you and Ross are solid. You’re best friends who happen to be in love. This cottage is just giving you a space to build your life together.”

A knock at the front door interrupted them, and Ross appeared, carrying two large paper bags and a blanket tucked under his arm.

“Dinner delivery,” he announced, his dark brown hair slightly disheveled and his blue eyes warm as they landed on Lucy. “I brought Chinese takeout and a blanket for our indoor picnic.”

Ross Billings had grown up in Hamlet, running around the inn as a child and gradually taking on more responsibility as he got older. Now, at twenty-nine, he managed the day-to-day operations while his parents handled the business side. He was steady and kind, with an easygoing nature that perfectly complemented Lucy’s more anxious energy.

They spread the blanket on the living room floor, and Ross unpacked containers of lo mein, General Tso’s chicken, vegetable fried rice, and spring rolls. The scent of ginger and soy sauce filled the cottage, and Harper abandoned her sunbeam to investigate the possibility of handouts.

“No spicy chicken for you,” Shelby told the cat firmly. “You know it upsets your stomach.”

Harper sat down and wrapped her tail around her paws with great dignity. “I was merely investigating. Quality control is important.”

They ate picnic-style on the blanket, with Ross sharing stories about the cottage’s history—how his grandmother had lived here briefly when she first married into the family and how it had housed various inn employees over the years before being converted to an occasional long-term rental.

“Gran would love that you’re bringing it back to life,” Ross said to Lucy, stealing a spring roll from her plate. “She always said this cottage had good bones and deserved to be someone’s home, not just a glorified closet.”

“Tell Shelby about the garden,” Lucy prompted, gesturing toward the French doors.

“Oh, right.” Ross’s face lit up. “There’s a rose garden out back that my grandfather planted for my grandmother. It got completely overgrown, but we’ve been cutting it back. There must be fifteen different varieties—some of them are probably seventy years old. Once they bloom, it’s going to be spectacular.”

“Lucy will have fresh flowers for the cottage all summer,” Shelby said.

“And rose petals for fancy desserts,” Lucy added, her mind already working on possibilities. “Rose water shortbread, maybe? Or rose petal jam?”

They finished dinner as the sun began to set, painting the cottage’s interior in shades of gold and amber. Ross collected the empty containers while Lucy showed Shelby her plans for furniture placement—the couch would go here, the bookshelf there, and two reading chairs by the fireplace.

“Is the moving truck still coming next Saturday?” Shelby asked.

“A week from Saturday,” Lucy said. “My apartment lease ends at the end of the month, so I have a little over a week to get everything packed and transferred.”

“Travis and I will help,” Shelby promised. “Just tell us when and where you need us.”

Ross returned from the kitchen and put his arm around Lucy’s shoulders, pulling her close. “I keep thinking about waking up here every morning. Making coffee in that kitchen. Reading a book on the back porch. Building a life in this space with you.”

Lucy leaned into him, her earlier anxiety seeming to melt away in the warmth of his certainty. “It’s going to be good, isn’t it?”

“It’s going to be great,” Ross said with such conviction that even Shelby felt reassured.

They sat on the back porch as twilight deepened into evening. Harper curled contentedly in Shelby’s lap, while Ross and Lucy sat close together on the porch steps, his arm around her waist and her head resting on his shoulder. The garden was peaceful, the air sweet with the scent of earth and the first roses beginning to bloom on the rescued bushes.

“This has been such a nice evening,” Shelby admitted quietly. “The past few days have been so intense with the investigation and the worry about Lana Mitchell. It’s nice to focus on something happy and hopeful.”

“Any news about her?” Ross asked carefully.

Shelby shook her head. “Not yet, but Travis is getting close. I can feel it.”

Lucy shifted position to look at Shelby. “Are you being careful? With those dangerous men in town asking questions?”

“I have Travis on speed dial, and Harper keeps watch,” Shelby said, stroking the cat's soft fur. “I’m not taking unnecessary risks.”

“Good. Because I need you around to help me decorate this cottage and to be my maid of honor someday,” Lucy said, then immediately blushed. “I mean—not that Ross has proposed or anything. I’m just saying hypothetically⁠—”

“Hypothetically,” Ross said with a smile that suggested the hypothetical might become reality sooner than Lucy thought.

They stayed at the cottage until the stars emerged, talking about plans, dreams, and the future. Ross told them about improvements he wanted to make to the inn’s breakfast service. Lucy shared her vision for the catering business—she wanted to specialize in elegant, artistic desserts that felt like edible art. Shelby talked about possibly expanding the bookshop’s hours during the summer tourist season.

It was normal, mundane, and exactly what Shelby needed—a reminder that life continued even when darkness threatened. People still fell in love, made plans, built homes, and dreamed about the days ahead.

As Shelby and Harper walked back to the bookshop under the stars, the cat communicated contentedly. “That cottage has good energy. Lucy will be happy there.”

“I think so too,” Shelby agreed.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Travis:

Need to talk. Can I come by tomorrow?




The brief respite from worry evaporated. Shelby typed back:

Yes. I’ll see you then.




Whatever news Travis had, it was probably about the investigation; the operatives, the search for Lana, and the danger that continued to lurk in Hamlet’s shadows. But for a few hours, Shelby had been able to focus on joy, hope, and new beginnings.

She touched her necklace as she climbed the stairs to her apartment, with Harper at her heels. Whatever came next, she would face it, but she would also hold onto the warmth of this evening—the cottage filled with dreams, Lucy’s happiness, Ross’s quiet devotion, and the promise that good things still happened even in difficult times.

The lighthouse beam swept across the horizon, guiding ships safely home. Tomorrow they would continue the search. Tomorrow they would face whatever new challenges arose, but tonight, Shelby had been reminded that hope existed, that love endured, and that sometimes the best thing you could do was celebrate the small, precious moments of ordinary happiness.

Harper settled onto the couch as they waited for Travis to arrive, her eyes wise and knowing. “You needed that reminder,” the cat said, “that there’s more to life than solving mysteries and chasing shadows.”

“I know,” Shelby replied. “Thank you for coming with me.”

“Where you go, I go,” Harper said simply. “That’s what family does.”

In the quiet of her apartment, with her familiar beside her and her best friend settling into a new chapter of her life, Shelby felt grateful.

The mystery would be solved, and the danger would pass, but the connections forged in kindness and maintained through care—those would endure long after the spring festival ended and summer arrived in Hamlet.
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The next morning arrived with clouds threatening rain, the gray sky reflecting the tension that had settled over the town. Shelby opened the bookshop at nine, her mind still occupied with thoughts of Lucy’s cottage and the brief respite from worry it had provided. But reality reasserted itself quickly when her phone buzzed with a text from Travis:

Situation on Main Street. Not dangerous. Can you come? Near the coffee shop.




Shelby’s heart jumped. She told Rachel she’d be back in a few minutes, and hurried outside with Harper trotting at her heels.

She found Travis standing between Sofia and Marco Mitchell and a man in his thirties holding a professional camera and a small recording device. The twins looked cornered and frightened, their backs literally against the brick wall of Bread and Roses bakery.

“I told you, they have nothing to say,” Travis was saying, his detective’s voice carrying clear authority. “You’re harassing potential witnesses in an active investigation.”

“I’m just doing my job,” the man protested, though he’d lowered his camera. “The public has a right to know about the murder and the missing professor. These are her children—people want to hear from them.”

“People can wait until the investigation is concluded,” Travis said firmly. “Now I’m going to ask you one more time to step away and delete any photos you’ve taken of these young people without their consent.”

The man—a reporter from a Boston newspaper based on the press credentials hanging around his neck—looked like he wanted to argue but thought better of it when he saw the expression on Travis’s face. He made a show of deleting photos from his camera, muttered something about freedom of the press, and stalked away down Main Street.

Sofia sagged against the wall, her face pale. “Thank you. He just appeared out of nowhere, asking if we had any comment about our missing mother and whether we thought she was still alive.”

“What a jerk,” Marco added, his hands clenched into fists. “We were just getting coffee and he ambushed us.”

“I’m sorry,” Travis said. “I should have warned you that reporters might show up. The story’s been picked up by several news outlets—missing professor, murder at spring festival, organized crime connections. It’s exactly the kind of thing that attracts media attention.”

Shelby joined them, and Sofia immediately moved to her side as if seeking comfort from a familiar presence. “Are you okay?” Shelby asked.

“Just shaken. I hate that people are treating Mom’s disappearance like it’s entertainment.” Sofia’s voice trembled. “She’s our mother, not a news story.”

“I know,” Shelby said gently, “but the good news is that Travis is scary enough to make reporters back down.”

That got a small smile from Sofia.

Travis walked the twins back to the bookshop, where Rachel immediately made them hot chocolate and settled them in the reading nook with Harper, who understood they needed feline comfort. The cat positioned herself between them on the cushioned bench, purring loudly and accepting gentle pets from both.

“I need to get back to the station,” Travis said to Shelby, stepping away from the twins to speak privately. “I wanted to update you—Thomas Wright and Jason Bell both left Hamlet yesterday afternoon, heading north. That leaves only Robert Davidson in the area.”

“That’s good news, right?” Shelby asked. “Fewer people hunting for Lana?”

“Yes and no. It means less coverage searching for her, but Davidson is the most dangerous of the three. The FBI believes he’s the actual killer—the one who murdered Vincent Moretti in that alley and likely killed Joanna Benson. Wright and Bell are more like support staff. Davidson is the professional.”

A chill ran down Shelby’s spine. “And he’s still here in Hamlet?”

“Still checked into that motel in Forestdale. We have surveillance on him, but he’s been quiet the last twenty-four hours. Almost too quiet.” Travis’s jaw tightened. “My gut says he’s planning something.”

Before Shelby could respond, the shop door opened, and James Peacock entered, carrying his leather satchel and looking energized. His silver hair was neatly combed, and he wore one of his signature tweed jackets despite the warm spring weather.

“Shelby, Detective Whitely, excellent—I was hoping to catch you both.” James approached with the purposeful stride of someone who had important information to share. “I’ve been doing research at the historical society and the library, and I’ve uncovered something disturbing.”

“What did you find?” Travis asked, pulling out his notebook.

James set his satchel on the counter and extracted a manila folder thick with papers. “I’ve been tracking art-related crimes in Massachusetts and the surrounding states over the past two years. The pattern is remarkable—and deeply troubling.”

He spread several printed articles across the counter, each one marked with highlighter and sticky notes in James’s meticulous handwriting. Shelby scanned the headlines: “Stolen Vermeer Recovered in Providence Gallery,” “New York Auction House Under Investigation for Fraud,” “Missing Rembrandt Surfaces in Connecticut Estate Sale.”

“These all occurred within a two-hundred-mile radius of Boston,” James explained, his finger tracing an invisible map on the counter. “They all share certain characteristics—high-value artworks, questions about authentication, and galleries or auction houses with suspected organized crime connections.”

Travis leaned over the articles, his expression growing more serious. “How many incidents are we talking about?”

“At least fifteen confirmed cases over the past two years, possibly more that haven’t been made public.” James pulled out a hand-drawn chart showing connections between various galleries, auction houses, and art dealers. “The sophistication of the operation is remarkable. They’re not just stealing art—they’re creating an entire ecosystem of forgeries, stolen pieces being sold as legitimate works, and money being laundered through what appear to be legal transactions.”

“Lana’s expertise in authentication makes her a threat to all of it,” Shelby said, understanding dawning. “She doesn’t just know about one stolen piece—she could potentially identify dozens of forgeries and stolen works in their network.”

“Precisely,” James confirmed. “I spoke with a colleague who works at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. She said Professor Mitchell is considered one of the foremost experts in Dutch and Flemish art authentication. Her testimony wouldn’t just help solve one murder—it could unravel an entire criminal enterprise worth hundreds of millions of dollars.”

Travis was already on his phone, texting the information to the FBI agents coordinating the investigation. “James, I need copies of all of this. Can you email it to me?”

“Already done. I sent it to your department email address this morning.”

The door opened again, and George Chandler entered, looking uncomfortable and slightly guilty. Mary’s husband was a sturdy man in his early sixties with thinning gray hair and the weathered hands of someone who worked with tools for a living. He owned a hardware store on Main Street and was generally quiet and unassuming.

“Detective Whitely,” George said, nodding to Travis. “I heard you were looking into Lana Mitchell’s disappearance, and I think I might have some information. Though I’m not sure if it’s helpful or just confusing.”

“Any information is welcome,” Travis said, gesturing for George to join them at the counter.

George twisted his baseball cap in his hands, a nervous habit. “This was the day before the festival started. I was at the gas station on Route 1, filling up my truck, when I saw a woman who looked a lot like Lana.”

Shelby’s pulse quickened. “You saw Lana?”

“Well, that’s the thing—I’m not certain it was her. The woman had on a winter hat pulled low and she was wearing an oversized sweatshirt, but something about the way she moved reminded me of Lana. She was getting into a car with someone else. It looked like they were heading toward the highway.”

Travis made rapid notes. “What time was this?”

“Around eleven in the morning, I think? I didn’t think much of it at the time, but Mary mentioned that Lana had gone missing, and I got to wondering if maybe it was her that I saw.”

“Can you describe the other person?” Travis asked.

George shook his head apologetically. “Not really. I was on the other side of the pumps, and I wasn’t paying close attention. Just got a general impression of someone in dark clothes. Could have been a man or a woman—I honestly couldn’t say.”

“What about the car?”

“Dark sedan. Maybe a Honda or Toyota? I’m sorry I can’t be more specific. I didn’t know it was important at the time.”

Travis thanked George for the information and took down his contact details in case he needed to follow up. After George left, Travis turned to Shelby and James with a frustrated expression.

“It isn’t much to go on,” he said, “and we think Lana was still in Hamlet on that day.”

“So, it wasn’t her,” Shelby concluded. “It was someone who looked similar but wasn’t Lana.”

“Or George is misremembering the date,” James suggested. “Memory can be unreliable, especially when you’re trying to recall something that didn’t seem significant at the time.”

Travis tapped his pen against his notebook, thinking. “Here’s what’s bothering me—Lana’s car is still at her cottage. If she fled Hamlet, how did she leave? There’s no record of her taking a taxi or ride-share service. The train station didn’t have any passengers matching her description on the days in question. The bus station says the same thing.”

“She could have worn a hat and sunglasses to make it hard to identify her,” Shelby said, “or maybe she got a ride from someone.”

“Who, though? She’s been coming to Hamlet for years, but she kept to herself mostly. She read, ran, and visited local shops but didn’t form that many close friendships. Who would she trust enough to ask for a ride when she was fleeing for her life?”

James stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Public transportation, perhaps? Not the train or bus station, but something less obvious. There are several shuttle services that run between the coastal towns—tourists use them to visit different areas without driving.”

“That’s a good point,” Travis said, making a note. “I’ll have someone check with the shuttle companies.”

Sofia appeared from the reading nook, with Marco close behind her. “We’ve been thinking about Mom’s habits,” Sofia said. “When she’s scared or stressed, she seeks out familiar comforts, places or things that make her feel safe.”

“What kind of places?” Shelby asked.

“Bookstores, obviously,” Sofia said with a small smile in Shelby’s direction. “Coffee shops with good pastries. Art galleries where she can look at beautiful things. Gardens—she loves gardens. Anywhere quiet where she can think and breathe.”

“She also likes to be near water,” Marco added. “Not the ocean necessarily, but ponds, lakes, harbors. She finds it soothing.”

Travis wrote all of this down. “That’s helpful. It gives us a profile of what kind of place she might have chosen to hide.”

After the twins returned to the reading nook, Shelby, Travis, and James continued their discussion in hushed voices.

“The pieces are there,” James said, gesturing to his research spread across the counter. “A massive criminal operation, a witness who can destroy it, professional killers hunting her, and a woman smart enough to disappear completely. The question is where.”

“Location C,” Shelby murmured, remembering the cryptic calendar entry Marco had found, “whatever that means.”

“A place that feels safe, familiar, and comforting,” Travis said, reviewing his notes. “A place near water, with bookstores or galleries, and quiet enough to think. That could describe a hundred different locations in New England.”

Harper jumped onto the counter, looking at the research James had compiled. Shelby felt the cat’s intense focus—Harper was picking up on something, some detail that mattered.

“What is it?” Shelby asked silently.

“The patterns,” Harper communicated. “Look at the patterns. Art, comfort, safety, and sweetness. Emily tried to tell us. The answer is hidden in plain sight.”

But before Shelby could pursue that thought, customers entered the shop, and the moment was lost in the necessities of business.
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The next day dawned bright and clear, the threatened rain having passed Hamlet by entirely. It was the last days of the spring festival, and the town common buzzed with energy as vendors made their last push to sell inventory and musicians performed on the stage near where Joanna Benson’s body had been discovered just days ago.

Shelby helped Lucy set up her pastry booth in the morning, carrying display stands and boxes of fresh-baked goods from the inn’s kitchen. Lucy had outdone herself for the festival—lemon lavender cupcakes, strawberry rhubarb tarts, chocolate espresso brownies, and her now-famous lemon tarts that had sold out every previous day.

“I think I’m getting the hang of this vendor thing,” Lucy said, arranging cupcakes on a tiered stand. “Though I’ll be glad when it’s over. My feet are killing me from just standing all day.”

“Just a few more days after this,” Shelby reminded her. “You’ve booked what, four catering jobs from the festival exposure?”

“Five, as of this morning. A woman hired me to do desserts for her anniversary party in June.” Lucy beamed. “The catering business is actually picking up, Shelby. It’s really happening.”

They were discussing Lucy’s plans for expanding her menu when Shelby heard a familiar voice calling her name. She turned to see Courtney Roseland from the nearby town of Sweet Cove weaving through the festival crowd, with a huge smile on her face.

“Shelby! I thought that was you!”

Courtney’s honey blond hair fell in loose waves past her shoulders. She wore a flowing green dress and multiple bracelets that jingled as she moved, and her energy was as bright and welcoming as always.

The two young women had met during their college years, when they’d ended up in the same art history elective and bonded over their shared love of mystery novels and the best coffee shops in town. After graduation, they’d stayed in touch despite living in different towns, meeting up now and then for coffee or lunch.

“Courtney!” Shelby pulled her friend into a hug. “What are you doing in Hamlet? I thought you were busy with your two stores.”

“I am, but my sisters wanted to come see the famous spring festival, so we made it a sister outing.” Courtney gestured to a group standing near the fountain—three women ranging in age from late twenties to early thirties, and two little girls with long curls, who were shrieking with delight as they chased pigeons.

“There’s Angie, Jenna, and Ellie,” Courtney said, pointing to each sister in turn, “and the terror sisters are Gigi and Libby. Five years old and completely fearless.”

Lucy waved at the Roseland sisters, who waved back cheerfully. “I need to mind the booth, but you two should catch up. I’ll be fine here.”

Shelby and Courtney walked toward the fountain, where Courtney’s sisters were keeping a watchful eye on the little girls.

“Hey, everyone,” Shelby greeted them.

Angie and Jenna were fraternal twins. Angie had honey blond hair like Courtney, and Jenna had long brown hair. Ellie, the middle sister, was tall and had long, straight blond hair. They all shared the same blues eyes. After some pleasant conversation, Shelby and Courtney headed off to get some coffee and catch up with each other.

“I was going to surprise you later by stopping into the bookshop,” Courtney explained.

In a few minutes, they were settled on an outdoor patio with steaming cups of coffee between them and the festival activity providing background noise. The café was crowded, but they’d snagged a table in the corner that offered some privacy.

Courtney said, “I was actually planning to call you this week. We’ve been following the news about the murder here and the missing professor. It sounds terrifying.”

“It’s been... intense,” Shelby admitted. “The whole town is on edge.” She went on to share some of the details of what happened.

“That’s so awful. Joanna and Lana were in the wrong place at the wrong time, and now, one woman is dead and the other woman’s life is completely upended.” Courtney shook her head. “Things can change in an instant.”

After twenty minutes had passed, Shelby needed to get back to helping Lucy and Courtney had to rejoin her sisters. They made plans to get together in a couple of days and agreed that Shelby would come to Sweet Cove for dinner.

As Shelby walked back to the common, she felt happy to see her college friend again and couldn’t wait to visit her in Sweet Cove.
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FBI Special Agent Rebecca Landers arrived early in the morning in an unmarked sedan, carrying a leather briefcase and an air of no-nonsense professionalism that immediately commanded respect. She was in her early forties, with dark hair and sharp brown eyes that missed nothing. She wore a charcoal gray suit and low heels, practical but polished.

Travis met her at the police station, where Chief Morrison had cleared his office for their use. The chief, a graying man in his late fifties who'd been running Hamlet’s police department for twenty years, looked relieved to have federal assistance with a case that had grown far beyond his department’s usual scope.

“Detective Whitely,” Landers said, shaking Travis’s hand with a firm grip. “Thank you for your cooperation on this case. I understand you’ve been working closely with Boston PD and keeping us informed of developments.”

“We’re grateful for the FBI’s involvement,” Travis replied. “This is bigger than anything Hamlet PD has resources to handle.”

Landers opened her briefcase and pulled out a thick file, spreading documents across the chief’s desk. “Before we discuss strategy for locating Professor Mitchell, I want to make sure you understand exactly what we’re dealing with. This isn’t just about a witness to a murder. This is about dismantling a criminal enterprise that’s been operating for at least five years and has connections across multiple states.”

She pulled out a chart showing a complex web of businesses, individuals, and financial transactions. Gallery names appeared in boxes connected by lines to other boxes containing what Travis assumed were names of suspected criminals or front companies.

“This organization moves stolen artwork through a network of galleries in Boston, New York, Miami, and Chicago,” Landers explained, her finger tracing connections on the chart. “They acquire pieces through theft, sometimes through coercion of private collectors, and occasionally through art dealers who don’t ask questions about provenance. Once they have a piece, they create elaborate documentation making it appear legitimate—fake bills of sale, forged authentication certificates, manufactured exhibition histories.”

“Then they sell these stolen pieces to legitimate buyers?” Travis asked.

“Exactly. The buyers think they’re purchasing legal artwork with proper documentation. The money from these sales gets laundered through various businesses and accounts, coming out clean on the other side.” Landers pulled out another document showing financial transactions. “We estimate this operation has moved over $300,000,000 in the past five years.”

Travis whistled low. “Three hundred million?”

“High-end art is one of the most effective money-laundering vehicles because the art market is largely unregulated. Prices are subjective, transactions are often private, and buyers value discretion. It’s perfect for criminal enterprises.” Landers’s expression was serious. “But here’s where it gets darker. This isn’t just financial crime—it’s connected to several murders over the past two years.”

She laid out a series of photographs and reports. “Vincent Moretti, the accountant Professor Mitchell and Joanna Benson witnessed being killed, was the first confirmed murder we can directly tie to this organization, but we suspect at least four others.”

The photos showed different victims—an art dealer in New York, a gallery owner in Miami, a private collector in Connecticut, and a shipping company employee in Boston.

“What connected them?” Travis asked, studying the faces.

“They either discovered the fraud and threatened to expose it, or they were part of the organization and became liabilities. The art dealer authenticated a stolen Rembrandt and then later had doubts about the paperwork—he started asking questions. Dead within a week. The gallery owner was helping move pieces but got nervous about FBI attention to his business—he talked to a reporter. Found dead in his apartment, staged to look like suicide.” Landers’s voice remained professionally neutral, but Travis could hear the anger beneath. “The shipping employee saw something he shouldn’t have in a crate being prepared for international transport. The private collector figured out a painting in his collection was stolen and contacted authorities. All dead within days of becoming threats.”

“They eliminate problems efficiently,” Travis observed.

“Very efficiently. Which brings us to Lana Mitchell and why her testimony is so crucial.” Landers pulled out a file with Lana’s name on it. “She’s not just a witness to Vincent Moretti’s murder, though that alone would make her testimony valuable. Professor Mitchell is one of the foremost experts in Dutch and Flemish art authentication in the United States. She’s published extensively on forgery detection, served as an expert witness in multiple art fraud trials, and has authenticated pieces for museums and private collections worldwide.”

“She could identify which pieces in their network are stolen or forged,” Travis said, understanding dawning.

“Not just could—she’s probably already seen some of them. Professor Mitchell lectures regularly on art fraud and uses case studies of famous stolen works in her teaching. She’s intimately familiar with the pieces on Interpol’s stolen art database.” Landers opened another file showing photographs of paintings. “Look at these—all pieces we believe are currently in this organization’s possession. A Vermeer stolen from Amsterdam, two Rembrandts missing from Madrid, a Van Gogh that disappeared from a private collection in Paris, and several Dutch Golden Age works that have been missing for years.”

Travis studied the photographs. The paintings were beautiful—rich colors, masterful brushwork; the kind of art that would hang in major museums if their provenance wasn’t compromised.

“Professor Mitchell would recognize these,” Landers continued. “Not just from photographs but from her academic study. She’s written papers analyzing some of these exact works. When she overheard Vincent Moretti mention ‘the Vermeer and the two Rembrandts’ right before he was killed, she probably immediately knew he was referring to specific stolen pieces. That makes her testimony devastating to this organization on multiple levels.”

“She witnessed a murder, she can identify the killer, and she can authenticate the stolen artwork being used for money laundering,” Travis summarized. “That’s a triple threat to their operation.”

“Exactly. Which is why they’ve committed significant resources to finding and eliminating her. Robert Davidson, Thomas Wright, and Jason Bell aren’t the only operatives searching for her. We have intelligence suggesting at least two other associates are involved in the hunt.” Landers pulled out surveillance photos showing additional suspects. “This organization has deep pockets and extensive connections. They’ve killed before, and they won’t hesitate to kill again.”

Travis felt the responsibility settling on his shoulders. Finding Lana wasn’t just about solving a missing person case or preventing another murder—it was about taking down a massive criminal enterprise and stopping killers who’d already claimed multiple victims.

“What about protection for Professor Mitchell once we find her?” he asked.

“We have a safe house prepared. The moment we locate her, we’ll extract her to federal custody and move her to a secure location until the trial. Her testimony will be crucial, not just for the Moretti murder but for building cases against the entire network.” Landers’s expression softened slightly. “I know she has children who’ve been frantic with worry. Once she’s secure, we’ll arrange supervised contact, but her safety has to be the priority.”

“What about Sofia and Marco? Are they in danger?”

“Potentially, yes. The organization knows that Professor Mitchell is close to her children. They might try to use the twins as leverage to draw her out.” Landers pulled out two more files with the twins’ information. “We’re prepared to offer them protective custody as well, though I understand they’ve been reluctant to accept.”

“They want to help find their mother. They feel useless just waiting.”

“Their cooperation has actually been valuable—the emails and files they provided gave us insight into Professor Mitchell’s state of mind and confirmed timeline details. But if things escalate, we may need to insist on protection whether they want it or not.”

They spent another hour reviewing the full scope of the investigation—the galleries under surveillance, the financial transactions being traced, and the international cooperation with Interpol and European law enforcement agencies. By the time Landers closed her briefcase, Travis’s head was spinning with information.
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Travis arrived at the Spellbound Bookshop just after noon, finding Shelby behind the counter, helping a customer, while Sofia and Marco sat in the reading nook with Lucy, who’d brought lunch from a nearby deli. Harper was curled in Sofia’s lap, offering feline comfort with her steady purring.

He waited until the customer left before approaching Shelby. His expression was serious as he stepped forward. “We need to talk,” Travis said. “It’s important.”

Shelby asked Patrice to handle the customers, and then they joined the others in the reading nook. Travis pulled over a chair and sat facing the group, his hands clasped between his knees.

“FBI Special Agent Rebecca Landers briefed me this morning on the full scope of what we’re dealing with,” he began. “I want to share that information with you because you deserve to know the truth, and because it might help us find your mother.” He looked directly at Sofia and Marco. “But I’m warning you now—some of this is going to be frightening.”

“We can handle it,” Marco said, his jaw set with determination. “We need to know what Mom’s up against.”

Travis pulled out his phone and showed them photos Landers had shared—the organizational chart, the stolen artwork, and the timeline of connected murders.

“Your mother witnessed a murder connected to an art money-laundering operation that’s been moving hundreds of millions of dollars through stolen and forged artwork for at least five years. The organization has killed multiple people who threatened to expose them—not just Vincent Moretti, but several others.” Travis’s voice was steady but compassionate. “Your mother isn’t just a witness to one crime. Her expertise in art authentication makes her a threat to their entire operation.”

Sofia’s hands trembled as she stroked Harper’s fur. “How many people have they killed?”

“At least five that we can confirm, possibly more.” Travis showed them the photos of the victims—faces of people who’d made the mistake of crossing paths with a ruthless criminal enterprise. “I’m not showing you this to scare you, though I know it’s frightening. I’m showing you so you understand why your mother ran and why she’s been hiding instead of contacting you.”

“She’s trying to protect us,” Sofia whispered as a tear trickled down her cheek. “If she contacted us, they might be able to trace the call and find her. Or use us to get to her.”

“Exactly,” Travis confirmed. “Your mother is brilliant, and she understood immediately how dangerous these people are. What she’s done—going completely off the grid—has been calculated to protect herself and to protect you.”

Marco stood abruptly, his fists clenched at his sides. “This is insane. Our mother is one of the kindest, gentlest people I know. She dedicates her life to teaching students about art history. She volunteers at museums. She rescues injured birds, for heaven’s sake. Now she’s being hunted by killers because she happened to be walking home from her office at the wrong time?”

“I know it’s not fair,” Shelby said gently, “but your mother is strong and smart, and she’s been surviving because she’s good at adapting and planning.”

“But for how long?” Marco demanded, his voice rising with emotion. “How long can she keep hiding? How long before these demons find her? How long before—” His voice cracked, and he pressed his palms against his eyes.

Sofia stood and wrapped her arms around her brother, both twins clinging to each other as the reality of their situation crashed over them. Harper jumped down from the bench and wound herself around their legs, offering what comfort a cat could provide.

Lucy grabbed tissues from the box on the table and handed them to Sofia, then moved to stand beside Shelby, both women watching the twins with aching hearts.

“I want to do something,” Marco said fiercely, pulling away from his sister and wiping his eyes roughly. “I can’t just sit here, waiting and hoping. These men are in Hamlet right now, walking around and asking questions about Mom. Why can’t we confront them? Why can’t we⁠—”

“Because that would get you killed,” Travis interrupted, his voice sharp. “It would accomplish nothing except giving these people leverage over your mother. Marco, I understand you want to act. I understand feeling helpless is unbearable, but the best thing you can do for your mother right now is stay safe and let us do our jobs.”

“Your job? Well, the police haven’t found her yet, have they?” Marco shot back.

“Marco!” Sofia grabbed her brother’s arm. “Detective Whitely, Shelby, and everyone else have been working constantly to find Mom. Don’t take your fear out on them.”

Marco’s shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry. I just—I can’t stand this, not knowing where she is, if she’s okay, if she’s safe. Every day that passes is another day something terrible could happen.”

“The police are getting close,” Shelby said, thinking of Emily’s increasingly urgent messages. “I promise you; we’re getting close.”

Travis showed them more information from the FBI briefing—the safe house prepared for Lana, the protection that would be offered to the twins, and the comprehensive plan to dismantle the criminal network once they had Lana’s testimony.

“Your mother’s testimony will help put these people away for life,” Travis explained, “not just for the murders, but for the art fraud, the money laundering, all of it. Her expertise is crucial to authenticating the stolen pieces and proving the organization’s guilt.”

“She’s not just a witness—she’s the key to the whole case,” Sofia said quietly.

“Exactly. Which is why the FBI has committed so many resources to finding and protecting her. This isn’t just about one missing professor anymore. It’s about justice for multiple victims and stopping a criminal enterprise before it can hurt anyone else.”

They talked for another half-hour, with Travis answering questions and providing what reassurance he could. By the time he left to continue coordinating with Agent Landers, the twins were calmer but still clearly struggling with the magnitude of what their mother was facing.

Lucy made tea, the ritual of preparing and serving it providing a small anchor of normalcy. Shelby sat with Sofia and Marco, and Harper divided her time between the three of them, sensing their need for comfort.

“My mom always said I worry too much,” Sofia said, wrapping her hands around her tea mug. “She’d tell me to focus on what I could control and let go of what I couldn’t. But how am I supposed to let go of worrying about whether she’s alive or dead?”

“You’re not,” Shelby said simply. “You worry because you love her. That’s normal and healthy, but you also have to trust that she’s doing everything she can to stay safe and that we’re doing everything we can to find her.”

Marco had been quiet since his outburst, staring into his tea as if it might hold answers. Finally, he looked up at Shelby with red-rimmed eyes.

“Do you really think we’re close to finding her, or were you just saying that to make us feel better?”

Shelby met his gaze steadily. “I really think we’re close. I can’t explain all of it because some of it involves...well, it’s an ongoing investigation and some details have to be explored, but yes, I believe we’re close to finding your mother.”

Marco studied her for a long moment, then nodded slowly. “Okay.”

As the afternoon wore on, Sofia and Marco eventually left to return to their rental house, exhausted from the emotional toll of the day. Lucy helped Shelby clean up the tea things and straighten the reading nook.

“They’re barely holding it together,” Lucy observed quietly. “Much more of this and they’re going to break.”

“I know,” Shelby said, watching through the window as the twins walked down Main Street, shoulders slumped with worry. “We need to find Lana soon for their sake, and for hers.”

Harper jumped onto the counter. “Danger is close and time is running out. We need to act before it’s too late.”

The spring afternoon sun streamed through the bookshop windows, beautiful and bright, giving no indication of the darkness that lurked just beneath the surface of Hamlet’s peaceful façade; a professional killer searching for a woman whose only crime was being in the wrong place at the wrong time; a massive criminal enterprise willing to kill to protect its secrets; and a professor hiding somewhere, running out of options and running out of time.

The endgame was approaching. The only question was whether they’d find Lana Mitchell before Robert Davidson did—and who would survive what came next.
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The call came at two-thirty in the morning, jarring Shelby from sleep with its insistent buzzing. She fumbled for her phone on the nightstand, and Harper stirred beside her on the pillow with an annoyed meow at the disturbance.

“Travis?” Shelby’s voice was thick with sleep.

“It’s me. There’s been a break-in at Lana Mitchell’s cottage. I’m heading there now, but I wanted to let you know in case you see the police activity.”

Shelby sat up, suddenly wide awake. “A break-in? When?”

“Neighbors called it in about twenty minutes ago. They heard crashing sounds and breaking glass, and saw someone fleeing through the backyard. By the time officers arrived, the suspect was gone.”

“I’m coming.”

“Shelby—”

“I’ll stay out of the way, but if someone touched Lana’s things, I might be able to pick up impressions that could help.” She was already climbing out of bed, reaching for clothes draped over the chair. “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

Travis sighed, the sound of someone who knew arguing would be futile. “Fine, but stay outside the cottage until I clear you to enter.”

Harper stretched and yawned, showing all her teeth. “Middle of the night adventures,” she communicated with resigned acceptance. “Why do humans always schedule their crimes during sleeping hours?”

“Criminals don’t consult with anyone about their timing,” Shelby replied, pulling on jeans and a sweater.

Seaside Lane was ablaze with flashing blue and red lights when Shelby arrived, with Harper secure in her tote bag. Three police cruisers lined the street, and neighbors stood in their doorways or on their front lawns, wrapped in robes and looking worried. The peaceful residential street had been transformed into a crime scene for the second time in less than two weeks.

Travis met her on the sidewalk, his hair disheveled. He wore jeans and a button-down shirt thrown on hastily, and his eyes carried the redness of interrupted sleep.

“How bad is it?” Shelby asked.

“Bad. Whoever did this wasn’t subtle.” Travis gestured toward the cottage, where officers moved in and out. “They tore the place apart. Every drawer emptied, every cushion slashed, floorboards pried up in places. They were looking for something specific.”

“Did they find it?”

“No way to know, but the level of destruction suggests desperation.”

Helen Porter, the neighbor who’d originally reported seeing someone arguing at the cottage, approached them, clutching her bathrobe tightly around her despite the mild night air.

“Detective, I’m so sorry I didn’t get a better look at whoever it was. They were fast—just a dark figure running through Lana’s backyard and jumping the fence.” Her voice trembled. “I called 911 immediately, but by the time the officers arrived...”

“You were exactly right, Mrs. Porter,” Travis assured her. “Can you describe anything about the person? Height, build, clothing?”

“Tall, I think. Wore dark clothes—maybe all black. They moved like someone young and fit, not an older person. That’s really all I can say.” Helen’s hands clenched. “This neighborhood has always been so safe. I’ve lived here forty years and never seen anything like this.”

After taking her full statement, Travis walked Shelby to the cottage’s front door, which hung open crookedly—the lock had been forced and the frame splintered.

“I need to process the scene first,” Travis said, “but once forensics is done photographing, I want you to see if you can pick up any impressions. These people are getting more aggressive, more desperate. That worries me.”

“Because desperate people make mistakes?”

“Because desperate people stop being careful about witnesses. If they’re willing to break into a house in a residential neighborhood in the middle of the night, they’re willing to take bigger risks.” His expression was grave. “Which means everyone connected to this case is in more danger.”

Inside the cottage, the destruction was systematic and thorough. Each drawer in the living room had been pulled out and dumped, their contents scattered across the floor. The couch cushions had been slashed open, with stuffing pulled out in handfuls. Pictures had been ripped from walls, their backs torn away. Books had been swept from shelves, their spines bent back and pages ruffled as if someone had checked for hidden documents.

The bedroom was worse. The mattress had been flipped and cut open, and the closet completely emptied, with clothes trampled on the floor. Even the heating vents had been removed and the ductwork exposed.

“They were looking for documents,” Travis said, surveying the damage. “Papers, files, maybe photographs. Maybe something Lana might have hidden that could identify the stolen artworks or the people in the organization. Or maybe some clue to where she had run.”

Harper jumped from the tote bag and began her careful investigation, sniffing corners and studying the destruction with her green eyes sharp and focused. Shelby felt the cat’s concentration and the dark energy she was detecting.

“Violence and desperation,” Harper communicated. “Whoever did this was frantic, running out of time and options. They didn’t care about being quiet or careful—they just wanted to find what they were looking for before someone stopped them.”

A forensics technician finished photographing the bedroom and nodded to Travis, who gestured for Shelby to approach.

“Go ahead. See what you can pick up.”

Shelby moved carefully through the debris-strewn bedroom, her hands hovering over objects that had been touched and moved by the intruder. She chose a drawer that had been yanked completely out of the dresser and now lay upside down on the floor, its contents—socks, running gear, miscellaneous items—scattered around it.

She crouched down and placed both hands on the wooden drawer, closing her eyes and opening herself to whatever impressions might come.

The vision hit immediately, sharp and clear.

Gloved hands moving frantically. Pulling open drawers, dumping contents, searching, searching. A man’s harsh breathing, rapid and urgent.

“Where is it? Where the heck is it?”

Moving to the closet. Ripping clothes from hangers. Checking pockets, checking boxes on the high shelf. Nothing.

Frustration building into rage. Slashing cushions not just to search but to punish, to vent anger at coming up empty.

“Where did she go?”

Tearing pictures from walls. Checking behind them, checking inside the frames. Nothing.

Time running short. Awareness that neighbors might have heard, might be calling police. Need to finish and get out.

One last desperate search. Heating vents removed. Mattress ruined.

And then—sirens in the distance. Growing closer.

Cursing. A final, violent kick at the wreck of the mattress. Running.

The back door slamming open. Feet pounding across the yard. Over the fence and gone.

Shelby gasped and pulled her hands back, the intensity of the intruder’s desperation and fury leaving her shaken. Travis was beside her immediately, steadying her with a hand on her arm.

“What did you see?”

“A man. He wore gloves—I couldn’t see his face clearly in the vision, but I felt his emotions. He was looking for evidence that Lana might have hidden or for clues to where she had gone.” Shelby pressed her hand to her rose quartz pendant. “Lana didn’t have any information about the art theft ring. She was a witness to a killing. The man was furious when he didn’t find anything. The destruction toward the end wasn’t just searching—it was rage.”

Travis’s phone buzzed with a text. He read it quickly, his expression darkening. “That was FBI Agent Landers. She’s coordinating with Boston PD, and they’ve confirmed that all three known operatives—Robert Davidson, Thomas Wright, and Jason Bell—were supposedly in their respective locations when this break-in occurred. Davidson’s car was at his motel in Forestdale, Wright and Bell are confirmed to be in Vermont based on surveillance.”

Shelby said, “Is there a fourth person we don’t know about?”

“The FBI is reviewing all surveillance footage now, but this confirms what we suspected—there are more people involved, and they’re coordinating their search for Professor Mitchell.”

Harper appeared from the kitchen, her fur slightly ruffled and her tail held low. “The bad man touched many things,” she communicated to Shelby. “His energy is everywhere. But there’s something else—something Emily wants you to know.”

“Emily? The ghost was here?”

“Not here at the cottage. She has something to communicate to you, but she faded away.”

Officer Melanie Santos emerged from the kitchen, her young face troubled. “Detective, you should see this.”

They followed her to the kitchen, where the refrigerator had been pulled away from the wall and the contents of cabinets dumped on the floor. But what Santos pointed to was a message scratched into the wall beside the back door—crude letters carved with something sharp, perhaps a knife or the tip of the crowbar used to pry up floorboards.

“WATCHING YOU”

The message was clear and chilling. Whoever had broken in wanted them to know they were being monitored, that every move was being tracked.

“Photograph it,” Travis instructed Santos. “I want additional patrols on this street for the rest of the night. If they’re bold enough to break in once, they might try again.”

By the time forensics finished processing the scene and Travis’s team had documented everything, dawn was breaking over Hamlet. Shelby sat on the front steps of the cottage, Harper in her lap, watching the sky lighten from black to gray to pale pink.

Travis joined her, with two paper cups of coffee some officers brought from the convenience store down the street. “Thought you could use this.”

“Thank you.” Shelby accepted the cup gratefully, wrapping her cold hands around its warmth. “What happens now?”

“We increase security everywhere—the bookshop, Sofia and Marco’s rental, and my own apartment since I’m visibly involved in the investigation. The FBI is bringing in additional agents to help with surveillance.” Travis sipped his coffee, staring at the cottage’s damaged front door. “And we find Lana before they do. Because whoever did this tonight? They’re running out of patience, and that makes them infinitely more dangerous.”
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Shelby opened the Spellbound Bookshop at eleven that morning, having caught a few hours of sleep in her apartment after returning from the crime scene. Harper had insisted on patrolling the bookshop before allowing Shelby to rest, checking every corner and window with feline thoroughness.

Rachel arrived with coffee and bagels. “You look terrible,” she said bluntly but kindly. “Go take a nap in your office. I can help Patrice for a while.”

“I’m fine,” Shelby protested, though she knew she looked anything but fine. Dark circles shadowed her eyes, and her hands trembled slightly from too much coffee and too little sleep.

“You’re not fine, but you are stubborn, so I know you won’t rest.” Rachel handed her a coffee. “At least drink this and try to stay upright.”

The morning passed in a blur of customers and routine tasks, but Shelby found it hard to concentrate. Her mind kept drifting back to the destroyed cottage, the desperate energy of the intruder, and the scratched message on the wall. WATCHING YOU.

She also wondered when Emily would try to contact them.

Harper had been unusually restless all morning, pacing from window to window and occasionally stopping to stare at seemingly empty air. Around one o’clock, the temperature in the bookshop suddenly dropped.

Shelby was helping a customer find a book when her breath nearly fogged in front of her face. The customer noticed too, pulling her cardigan tighter.

“Did someone leave a door open?” the woman asked, looking around for the source of the cold.

“The heating system is old,” Shelby said apologetically, though she knew this wasn’t a heating problem. “Let me check on it.”

She headed toward the thermostat, but before she could reach it, books on the history shelf began to move, not falling, but sliding deliberately to the left, creating a gap in the middle of the shelf.

The customer, oblivious to the strangeness, paid for her book and left. The moment the door closed behind her, the temperature dropped another ten degrees. The scent of lavender filled the air—the sweet, old-fashioned perfume that always accompanied Emily Harris’s presence.

Harper stared fixedly at the history section, and through their connection, Shelby felt her intense focus.

“Emily is here,” Harper communicated urgently, “and she’s very agitated. She’s trying to tell us something important.”

More books moved on the history shelf, this time falling to the floor with soft thuds. A vintage globe on a nearby table began to spin slowly, as if touched by invisible fingers. The overhead lights flickered.

“Okay, Emily,” Shelby said softly, moving toward the history section. “We’re listening. What can you tell us?”

The books that had fallen to the floor arranged themselves in a pattern—three books lined up precisely, their spines facing up. Shelby knelt to read the titles:

The Art of Deception, Hidden in Plain Sight, Safe Harbor: New England Coastal Towns.

Harper jumped down and sat beside the books, with her tail wrapped around her paws. “Emily is showing you the answer,” the cat communicated. “She’s been trying to tell you for days. The professor is hiding somewhere connected to these themes—art, hidden things, and safe harbors.”

The lights flickered again, more insistently. A framed print on the wall—a reproduction of a lighthouse scene—swung on its hook, the glass catching the light.

Emily was trying to communicate something specific, but the message remained frustratingly unclear. Shelby tried to understand the message, but Emily could communicate nothing more. The ghost faded away.
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The evening arrived with the kind of soft warmth that made people linger outside, reluctant to retreat indoors even as the sun began its descent toward the horizon. Shelby stood at the window of her apartment above the bookshop, watching the spring festival wind down for another day. Vendors closed their booths, musicians packed up instruments, and families strolled toward restaurants or cars, tired and happy from a day of celebration.

The festival would officially end in two nights with a closing concert and fireworks over the harbor on the final evening. Then Hamlet would return to its normal rhythm—quieter, less crowded, and with the town breathing a collective sigh of relief that they’d managed to complete the event despite the murder that had cast such a long shadow.

A knock at her apartment door pulled Shelby from her thoughts. Harper, who’d been napping on the couch, opened one eye but didn’t bother getting up to investigate.

“It’s Travis,” the cat communicated lazily. “I can smell the garlic bread he’s carrying.”

Shelby opened the door to find Travis standing on the porch, still in his work clothes but with his tie loosened and his sleeves rolled up. He carried two grocery bags and wore an expression that suggested he desperately needed a break from the investigation.

“I brought ingredients to make a pasta dinner,” he said. “I got that garlic bread you like from Antonio’s. Thought maybe we could cook together and pretend to be normal people for a couple of hours.”

“That sounds great,” Shelby said, stepping aside to let him in. “Rachel’s closing the shop, and I was just thinking about how nice it would be to not think about murders and missing professors for an evening.”

“Probably impossible, but we can try.” Travis set the bags on the small kitchen counter and began unpacking them—fresh pasta, cherry tomatoes, basil, mozzarella, olive oil, and balsamic vinegar. “I was thinking we could make a caprese pasta. Simple, fresh, and not too heavy.”

“When did you become a cook?” Shelby asked, pulling out a cutting board and knife.

“My sister taught me a few basics when I complained that I was living on takeout and frozen dinners. She said if I wanted to impress a woman someday, I should at least know how to make three decent meals.” He smiled, a genuine expression that softened the worry lines around his eyes. “This is one of them.”

They fell into a comfortable rhythm, working side by side in Shelby’s kitchen. Travis boiled water for the pasta while Shelby chopped tomatoes and tore basil leaves. The scent of garlic bread warming in the oven mingled with the fresh herbs, and for a moment, Shelby could almost pretend they were just a normal couple making dinner together, not two people caught up in a dangerous investigation.

Harper abandoned her nap spot and jumped onto the counter, watching the food preparation with keen interest.

“No people food for you,” Shelby told the cat firmly. “You know it makes you feel ill.”

“I was merely observing the cooking process,” Harper replied with feline dignity. “Quality control is important.”

Travis stirred the boiling pasta. “How are you holding up? Really?”

Shelby considered the question while drizzling olive oil over the tomatoes. “Tired. Worried. Frustrated that we keep getting close but not finding Lana. Every day that passes feels like the window of safety is closing a little more.”

“I know what you mean.” Travis drained the pasta, steam rising and fogging his glasses briefly. “Agent Landers keeps reminding me that even with all our resources, sometimes these cases take time, but time is exactly what Lana doesn’t have.”

“Sofia and Marco are barely holding together,” Shelby said quietly. “Marco’s anger is getting harder for him to control, and Sofia told me she cries herself to sleep every night. They’re trying to be strong, but the strain is showing.”

“I offered them protective custody again today. They still refuse.” Travis tossed the hot pasta with olive oil to prevent sticking. “Marco said he’d rather be in danger and useful than safe and useless. His words, not mine.”

“That sounds like him.” Shelby combined the tomatoes, basil, and mozzarella in a bowl, adding salt and fresh cracked pepper. “He’s his mother’s son—stubborn and principled, even when it puts him at risk.”

They assembled the dish together, Travis plating the pasta while Shelby spooned the tomato mixture over the top. The colors were vibrant—red tomatoes, white mozzarella, green basil, and a drizzle of dark balsamic reduction. Simple but beautiful.

“Let’s eat outside,” Shelby suggested. “The weather’s perfect, and the view is nice.”

Her small balcony overlooked Main Street and the common beyond. The railing held window boxes waiting to be filled with summer flowers. Shelby set the table with mismatched plates and cloth napkins while Travis brought out the food and a bottle of wine he’d included in his grocery bags.

They sat as the sun painted the sky in shades of pink and gold, the spring festival below them settling into its evening rhythm. The stage was being set up for a concert, and strings of lights twinkled across the common, creating a magical atmosphere that felt at odds with the danger lurking just beneath the surface.

“This is really good,” Shelby said after her first bite. The pasta was perfectly al dente, the tomatoes sweet and acidic, and the basil provided an aromatic freshness that made the simple dish feel special.

“My sister would be proud.” Travis poured wine into their glasses, a crisp white that complemented the meal. “She’s convinced that cooking is therapeutic. Something about the process of creating something nurturing from raw ingredients.”

“She might be right.” Shelby twirled pasta on her fork, savoring the flavors. “There’s something meditative about chopping vegetables and timing everything to come together at the right moment. It forces you to focus on the present instead of worrying about things you can’t control.”

They ate in silence for a few minutes, watching the activity below. Families walked past, with children tired and sticky from cotton candy. Couples held hands as they strolled.

Normal life, continuing despite the abnormal situation they were navigating.

“I keep thinking about that message scratched into the wall,” Travis said finally, setting down his fork. “WATCHING YOU. It wasn’t just meant to intimidate Professor Mitchell—it was meant for us. For me, for the investigation. They want us to know they’re monitoring every move we make.”

“Which means we have to be careful about how we proceed,” Shelby said. “Any obvious police activity could tip them off if we get close to finding Lana.”

“Agent Landers is coordinating surveillance on all known associates, but she’s being subtle about it. Unmarked cars, plainclothes officers, and no visible federal presence. But Shelby...” Travis leaned forward, his dark brown eyes intense with concern. “I’m worried about you specifically.”

“Why me specifically?”

“Because you’re visibly involved in the investigation. You’ve been seen talking to me, Sofia and Marco come to the bookshop regularly, and you were at the cottage when we processed the crime scene. These people aren’t stupid—they know you’re helping, and that makes you a potential target.”

Shelby put down her fork. “Harper won’t let anything happen to me.”

“Harper is a very talented cat, but she can’t stop a bullet or a knife.” Travis’s voice was tight with barely controlled worry. “I need you to be careful. Vary your routine, don’t go anywhere alone, and keep your phone charged and with you at all times. If you see anything suspicious—any of the known operatives, anyone watching the bookshop, anything that feels off—you call me immediately.”

“I will,” Shelby promised, “but Travis, the same applies to you. You’re the lead detective on this case. You’re more visible than I am.”

“I’m trained for this. I carry a weapon, I know defensive tactics, and I have the entire police department backing me up.” He reached across the table and took her hand. “You’re a bookshop owner with psychic abilities and a cat. Those are amazing assets, but they don’t protect you from someone determined to hurt you.”

His thumb traced circles on the back of her hand, a gesture of affection and anxiety combined. Shelby felt the warmth of his touch and the genuine fear beneath his calm exterior.

“I’ll be careful,” she said quietly, “but I can’t just hide in my apartment while Lana is still missing. I have abilities that might help find her, and I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t use them and something terrible happened.”

“I know. That’s one of the things I—” Travis stopped abruptly, seeming to rethink whatever he’d been about to say. “That’s one of the things that makes you who you are. Your determination to help people, even when it puts you at risk.”

They finished their meal as twilight deepened into evening, the conversation drifting to lighter topics—Lucy’s upcoming move, the bookshop’s summer reading program, and Travis’s sister's new puppy, who was apparently destroying everything in her house.

Beneath the casual talk, worry hummed like a live wire. At least three professional killers in their peaceful town. A brilliant woman hiding somewhere, running out of time and options. Two young people barely holding themselves together while their mother faced mortal danger.

As they cleared the dishes and brought them back inside, Travis pulled Shelby into an embrace in the small kitchen. She felt his heart beating against her cheek, steady and strong.

“I couldn’t stand it if something happened to you,” he said quietly into her hair. “This case has made me realize how much you mean to me; how much I look forward to seeing you, talking to you, and just being near you. The thought of these dangerous people even knowing your name makes my blood run cold.”

Shelby pulled back enough to look up at his face. “Nothing’s going to happen to me. Most detectives aren’t dating someone with my particular talents.”

He laughed, the sound warm and genuine, cutting through some of the tension that had been building all evening. “Fair point.”

Shelby said, “When this is over and Lana is safe and the bad guys are in custody, let’s do something really fun. Let’s go somewhere nice, where we talk about books and movies and completely normal things.”

“It’s a deal.”

They washed dishes together, another domestic ritual that felt both comfortable and significant. Harper supervised from the counter, occasionally offering commentary on their technique.

“You’re leaving water spots on that plate,” the cat observed. “Really, the standards in this kitchen are declining.”

“Harper thinks we’re doing a terrible job,” Shelby translated with a laugh.

“Tell Harper that critical cats don’t get treats,” Travis replied, drying the last plate and putting it away.

As Travis prepared to leave—early morning briefings with Agent Landers meant he needed actual sleep—he paused at the door, his expression serious again.

“Tomorrow we’re implementing new security protocols. Increased patrols around the bookshop, plain clothes officers positioned strategically throughout downtown, and enhanced surveillance on all known operatives. Agent Landers wants to tighten the net around Davidson and his associates.”

“Do you think something’s going to happen soon?”

“I think we’re reaching a critical point. The festival ends in two nights, which means most of the tourists leave and Hamlet returns to normal. That gives us fewer crowds to blend into, but it also gives the operatives fewer crowds to hide in. Things are going to come to a head one way or another.”

After Travis left, Shelby stood on her balcony again, this time alone except for Harper. A band played on the common under the lights.

“We’re close,” Harper communicated, her eyes reflecting the streetlights below. “I can feel it. Whatever happens next, it’s going to happen soon.”

“Emily’s been quiet today,” Shelby observed. “No temperature drops, no moving books, no cryptic messages.”

“She’s watching and waiting, just like we are. The spirits know when to intervene and when to let the living handle things.” Harper’s tail swished thoughtfully. “She’ll be there when we need her. Count on it.”

Shelby nodded and reached for her phone to text Lucy to confirm their outing for the next day. They had planned a day away tomorrow, heading to Sweet Cove to browse the shops and have dinner with Courtney and her sisters.

Lucy texted back:

Can’t wait to have a day to relax. See you in the morning.




Allowing herself a moment of peace on her balcony, Shelby remembered Travis’s embrace and his fear for her safety, Harper’s steady presence beside her, and the simple pleasure of a home-cooked meal shared with someone who cared.

The darkness was coming. She could feel it approaching like a storm on the horizon, but she also felt the light of friendship, love, community, and the determination to protect the innocent and bring justice to those who’d been wronged.

Somehow, some way, they would bring Lana Mitchell home safely to her children.

They had to. The alternative was unthinkable.
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The morning arrived with clouds gathering on the horizon, the first hint of weather changes after days of spring sunshine. Shelby stood in her apartment, staring at the clothes laid out on her bed and trying to decide which one to wear.

Harper sat on the windowsill, watching birds, but her tail twitched back and forth—a sign the cat was more alert and anxious than her relaxed posture suggested.

“Lucy will be here in twenty minutes,” Shelby said, pulling on jeans and a comfortable sweater in a soft blue that matched her eyes. “We’re just going to Sweet Cove to visit Courtney, have coffee, look around the town, and meet the sisters for dinner.”

“You’re trying to convince yourself more than me,” Harper observed, her mental voice carrying amusement mixed with concern.

“I’ve been thinking. I think Courtney lives in a town that matches every clue Emily’s given us. I think if Lana needed to hide somewhere close to Hamlet but not in Hamlet, Sweet Cove would make perfect sense—it’s quiet, it has art galleries and cafes, and it’s got that calm harbor Sofia mentioned their mother loved.” Shelby pulled her hair back in a ponytail. “Maybe I’m grasping at straws, but staying in Hamlet and waiting for something to happen feels wrong.”

She was reaching for her jacket when the temperature in the apartment plummeted.

One moment the room was comfortably warm, the next, Shelby’s breath fogged in front of her face and her skin prickled with goosebumps. The familiar scent of lavender flooded the space—overwhelming, urgent, and almost desperate.

Harper’s fur stood on end instantly, transforming the cat into a bristling puff of gray, white, and black. She stared at a bookshelf and felt the cat’s alarm spike sharply.

“Emily,” Harper communicated urgently. “She’s here, and she’s more desperate than I’ve ever felt her.”

The overhead lights flickered. Books on the shelf began to slide and shift. A framed photograph of Shelby with her family tipped over onto its face. The windows began to frost over despite the mild spring morning outside.

Shelby’s heart hammered. Emily was clearly even more agitated than before.

“Emily, what is it?” Shelby asked the empty air, her voice steady despite the fear crawling up her spine. “What’s wrong?”

Harper’s body tensed as she concentrated on the presence only she could clearly perceive. The cat’s whiskers twitched, her ears swiveled, and her tail lashed back and forth with agitation.

“Emily says the professor needs you now,” Harper translated, her mental voice strained with the effort of channeling the ghost’s urgent message. “The danger is very close—closer than it’s been. She can sense the darkness gathering and feel the hunters closing in on their prey. Tomorrow will be too late. If the professor isn’t found and protected today, she will be discovered by those who mean to kill her.”

A cold wave of anxiety washed over Shelby so intensely that she had to grip the edge of her dresser for support. Her heart skipped a beat, then raced to compensate, pounding so hard she could feel it in her throat. The pendant grew hot, almost burning, as if responding to the supernatural energy flooding the room.

Frost formed on the windows, and Shelby could see letters forming in the crystalline patterns: “TODAY” and “NOW” and “HURRY.”

More books moved on the shelf, rearranging themselves into a pattern—all the books with blue covers pulled together, then green, then a gap, then books about coastal towns, then another gap, then books about art and candy-making that Shelby had collected over the years.

Blue, green, coastal, art, candy.

“I think she’s pointing us toward Sweet Cove,” Shelby whispered, understanding the pattern. “Emily is practically screaming at us to go there, to go now, and that time has completely run out.”

The temperature dropped even further, and now Shelby could see her breath in thick clouds. A glass of water on her nightstand began to vibrate, ripples spreading across its surface. The lights flickered more dramatically, plunging the room into darkness for several seconds before struggling back to dim illumination.

Harper’s voice came again, weaker now from the effort of maintaining the connection: “Emily says the hunters have figured out where the professor is hiding. They’re planning to move on her location very soon—possibly today, definitely by tomorrow at the latest. You must reach her first. You must protect her. There is no more time for caution or planning. Action must be taken now.”

And then, as abruptly as it had come, the supernatural presence retreated. The temperature began to rise, the scent of lavender faded, and the lights steadied and brightened. But the frost on the windows remained—those urgent words spelled out in crystalline warning: “TODAY” and “NOW” and “HURRY.”

Harper sagged slightly on the windowsill, her fur slowly settling back to normal, though she still looked shaken by the intensity of the channeling.

Shelby moved immediately to the cat, scooping her up and holding her close. “Are you okay?”

“Tired. That took more energy than usual.” Harper’s mental voice was fainter than normal. “Emily pushed through with everything she had. She’s terrified, Shelby; absolutely terrified that the professor will be found and killed before we can reach her.”

Shelby carried Harper to the bed and sat down, her own legs feeling unsteady. The cold wave of anxiety still rolled through her body, making her hands tremble and her breath come short. She looked at the frost patterns on the windows, at the rearranged books pointing to Sweet Cove, and at all the evidence of Emily’s desperate intervention.

“We know Lana isn’t here in Hamlet,” Shelby said aloud, as much to herself as to Harper. “The operatives have searched here thoroughly, broken into her cottage, and watched everyone connected to the case. There’s no reason to stay here waiting and hoping. I want to talk to Courtney. I have a feeling—no, more than a feeling, a certainty—that she might provide us with a clue to this whole mess.”

Harper raised her head. “You think Courtney has seen the professor without realizing who she was?”

“I think Sweet Cove is exactly the kind of place Lana would choose to hide. It’s close enough to Hamlet that she could have walked there if necessary, or caught a shuttle bus without anyone noticing. It’s a place that feeds the soul. Courtney runs an art gallery and a candy shop there—sweetness, just like in the clues.”

“Then we should go,” Harper said, her energy already returning. “Emily wouldn’t have pushed through with such force if the situation wasn’t critical. Today, she said. We have to act today.”

A knock at the apartment door made them both jump. Lucy’s voice came through: “Shelby? Are you ready? Sorry I’m a little early.”

Shelby took a deep breath, steadying herself, and opened the door. Lucy stood on the porch wearing jeans, a light jacket, and a cheerful yellow shirt that seemed to bring sunshine with her, but her smile faltered when she saw Shelby’s face.

“What’s wrong?” Lucy paused, then laughed nervously. “Wait, did you see a ghost? Emily?”

“Come in for a second.” Shelby pulled Lucy inside and closed the door. “Emily just appeared. She’s warning us that we’re running out of time, that Lana is in immediate danger, and that the hunters are about to find her. She basically ordered us to get to Sweet Cove right away, not tomorrow, not next week—today.”

Lucy’s face paled. “Do you think Lana is actually there? In Sweet Cove?”

“I think it’s a likely place based on every clue we’ve gotten. Emily has never been wrong before. If she’s this desperate to get us there, I believe her.” Shelby grabbed her bag and checked that she had her phone, wallet, and keys. “Are you still okay with going? This might be more serious than just a casual visit to see Courtney and her sisters.”

“Of course I’m still going,” Lucy said immediately. “If there’s even a chance we can help find Lana, I want to be there. Plus, you shouldn’t go alone—what if something happens?”

“Travis knows we’re going,” Shelby said, though she made a mental note to text him about Emily’s latest warning once they were on the road, “and Harper’s coming too.”

The cat had already positioned herself by the door, tail held high and her expression determined. “I’m not letting you go into potential danger without me,” Harper communicated. “Emily’s warning was clear—today is critical. We need to be there.”

They made their way downstairs and out to Lucy’s car, Harper settling into her carrier in the back seat with resigned acceptance. The morning was overcast but not raining. The clouds created a pewter sky that felt ominous despite the relatively mild temperature.

As Lucy pulled out of the parking space and headed toward the coast road that would take them to Sweet Cove, Shelby pulled out her phone and texted Travis:

We’re heading to Sweet Cove now. Will check in when we get there. I have a feeling things are about to come to a head.




His response came quickly:

Be careful. I’m coordinating with Agent Landers. Keep your phone on and call me immediately if you see anything suspicious or find any trace of Lana. Do NOT approach any of the known operatives if you spot them. Call me first.




“Travis is worried,” Shelby told Lucy, tucking her phone back in her pocket, “but he agrees we should go.”

The drive to Sweet Cove took them along the coastal road, a winding route that hugged the shoreline and offered spectacular views of the Atlantic Ocean. On a normal day, it would have been a pleasant, scenic drive. Today, with Emily’s warnings echoing in her mind and the weight of urgency pressing down on her shoulders, Shelby barely noticed the beauty.

But Lucy, bless her, was trying to stay positive despite her obvious nervousness.

“Look at those sailboats,” Lucy said, pointing to several vessels dotting the water in the distance. “Remember when we tried to learn sailing in college and capsized within ten minutes?”

“I remember you screaming that we were going to die while I tried to figure out which rope controlled which sail,” Shelby replied, grateful for the distraction. “The instructor was not impressed.”

“We were terrible at it. Absolutely terrible.” Lucy navigated a curve in the road. “But it’s a good memory. One of those things that’s funnier looking back than it was at the time.”

The road rose and fell with the landscape, occasionally passing through small towns or past isolated houses perched on cliffs overlooking the water. The ocean was gray-blue today, matching the overcast sky, and white-capped waves crashed against rocky outcroppings with a hypnotic rhythm.

Harper stirred in her carrier, and Shelby felt the cat’s heightened alertness through their connection.

“What is it?” Shelby asked silently.

“We’re getting close to something,” Harper replied, her mental voice carrying certainty. “The energy is changing. There’s an answer waiting for us ahead—I can sense it.”

Lucy glanced over at Shelby. “You just got that look you get when Harper’s talking to you. What’s she saying?”

“That we’re getting close to answers. That there’s something important waiting for us in Sweet Cove.”

“That’s both exciting and terrifying,” Lucy admitted, her hands tightening slightly on the steering wheel. “What if we actually find Lana? What do we do? What if those dangerous men are there too?”

“We call Travis immediately and let the professionals handle it,” Shelby said firmly. “We’re just there to confirm if Lana is in Sweet Cove. If she is, the FBI can coordinate her protection and extraction. We’re not heroes—we’re just people with some useful abilities trying to help.”

“Useful abilities,” Lucy repeated with a nervous laugh. “Is that what we’re calling your psychic visions and conversations with a ghost now?”

Despite the tension, Shelby smiled. “Would you prefer ‘supernatural detective skills?’”

“I prefer ‘let's find this woman and get her safely back to her kids before anyone gets hurt.’” Lucy’s voice softened. “Those poor twins. Can you imagine being in their position? Your mother missing, knowing she’s being hunted by killers, and feeling helpless to do anything?”

“Which is exactly why we’re doing this,” Shelby said, “because Sofia and Marco deserve to have their mother back, because Lana deserves to be safe, and because the people who killed Vincent Moretti and Joanna Benson shouldn’t get away with it.”

The road sign ahead announced: “Sweet Cove - 2 miles.”

Shelby’s intuition sang with the certainty that they were on the right track. Emily’s desperate warnings, the clues pointing to this exact location, and Harper’s sense that answers awaited them—it all coalesced into a conviction that Sweet Cove held the key to finding Lana Mitchell.

“Almost there,” Lucy said unnecessarily, her voice tight with nervous anticipation.

Harper meowed from her carrier—a sound of agreement and readiness.

As they crested a hill, Sweet Cove came into view below them. It was a charming coastal town, about the size of Hamlet, with a protected harbor dotted with fishing boats and pleasure craft. Buildings in shades of white, cream, and pale blue clustered around the harbor, and Shelby could see the main street lined with shops and cafes. Further up from the waterfront, houses perched on the hillside.

It was peaceful, picturesque, and exactly the kind of place where someone seeking safety and calm might hide.

Lucy drove down the hill toward the town center to Courtney’s candy shop. They passed art galleries with paintings displayed in windows, cafes with outdoor seating overlooking the water, and small boutiques selling handmade crafts. A few people walked along the sidewalks, but the town was quiet—the spring festival crowds that had packed Hamlet were absent here.

“There it is,” Lucy said, pointing to a shop with a cheerful pink and white striped awning.

They parked on the street nearby, and Shelby took a moment to collect herself before getting out of the car. Her heart was racing, and her palms were slightly sweaty despite the cool morning air. This was it—the moment when they’d find out if all the clues, all the visions, and all of Emily’s desperate warnings had been leading them to the right place.

Harper meowed insistently from her carrier, and Shelby released her, allowing the cat to jump to the sidewalk and stretch thoroughly after the car ride.

“Ready?” Lucy asked, her blue eyes wide with a mixture of excitement and fear.

“Ready,” Shelby confirmed, though her voice shook slightly.

Together, they walked toward Courtney’s sweet shop, with Harper trotting beside them with her tail held high. The shop’s windows displayed gorgeous arrangements of handmade chocolates—truffles, caramels, bonbons—all artfully arranged on vintage cake stands and in decorative boxes.

As they reached for the door handle, Harper suddenly stopped and sat down, her attention fixed on something down the street.

“What is it?” Shelby asked.

Harper communicated, her mental voice sharp with warning. “I feel dark energy. We need to be careful. We’re not the only ones interested in Sweet Cove today.”

Shelby’s blood ran cold, but she forced herself to appear calm as she opened the door to the candy shop, the bell above jingling cheerfully to announce their arrival.

Whatever came next, they were committed now. One way or another, they were about to discover if their desperate search for Lana Mitchell was finally at an end—or if the danger the ghost had warned about was about to become terrifyingly real.
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The interior of the sweet shop was like stepping into a confectioner’s dream. Glass cases were lined with handmade chocolates in rows, vintage jars were filled with colorful hard candies, and shelves displayed beautifully packaged gift boxes tied with satin ribbons. The scent of chocolate and sugar hung sweet in the air, and soft jazz played from hidden speakers. Everything about the space was warm, welcoming, and meticulously chosen.

Courtney stood behind the counter, helping a customer select a box of assorted truffles, but her face lit up when she spotted Shelby and Lucy entering.

“Just a moment,” she told her customer with a warm smile, then called out, “Shelby! Lucy! You’re here!”

The customer completed her purchase and left with a beautifully wrapped pink box, and Courtney came around the counter to greet them with hugs.

“I’m so glad to see you,” Courtney said, her honey-blond hair catching the light from the shop’s chandelier. She wore a cream-colored apron over a flowing green dress, and her bracelets jingled as she gestured.

Harper had slipped inside with them and now sat primly near the door, her eyes scanning the shop with interest while her nose twitched at all the intriguing scents.

“Harper’s here, too!” Courtney said, moving closer to the cat. “She’s beautiful. Part Maine Coon just like our cat Euclid.”

“I can sense she’s special,” Courtney said quietly, her voice pitched low enough that only Shelby and Lucy could hear. “There’s an energy around her that tells me she’s more than a pet.”

“She’s my familiar,” Shelby admitted, knowing Courtney would understand. “We communicate telepathically.”

“Wonderful,” Courtney said with genuine delight. “Euclid, our massive orange Maine Coon and little Circe, our black cat with a white patch are both quite intuitive.” She glanced at the clock on the wall. “Would you like some coffee? I just made a fresh pot in the back.”

“That would be great,” Shelby said, her stomach tight with nervous anticipation.

Courtney led them through a door behind the counter into a small but charming workroom where she and her friend and business partner, Mr. Finch, created their confections. Copper pots hung from hooks, marble slabs waited for candy-making, and molds of various shapes lined the shelves. A small table by the window overlooked the main street, and Courtney gestured for them to sit while she poured coffee from a French press.

“So,” Courtney said, settling into her own chair with her mug cupped in both hands. “I’m picking up on feelings that say this isn’t just a social visit. What’s going on?”

Lucy glanced at Shelby, giving her friend the floor.

Shelby took a deep breath. “You mentioned at the festival that you’d been following the news about the murder in Hamlet and the missing professor. I need to tell you more about that case, and I need to ask for your help.”

Courtney’s expression shifted to serious attention. “Of course. Tell me everything.”

Shelby carefully explained the situation—Professor Lana Mitchell’s disappearance after witnessing a murder in Boston, the death of the other witness Joanna Benson, the professional killers hunting for Lana, and her desperate children searching for her. She described the clues they’d been following, the psychic impressions, and the messages from Emily the ghost, all pointing toward someone hiding in a place connected to art, sweetness, calm water, and safety.

“Sweet Cove fits every single clue we’ve received,” Shelby said, “and I started wondering if there might be a connection.”

Courtney set down her coffee mug slowly, her expression thoughtful. “You think Professor Mitchell might be here? In Sweet Cove?”

“I think it’s possible,” Shelby said. “It’s close enough to Hamlet that she could have reached it without a car. It’s quiet and peaceful. She might have thought of it as a safe place to hide.”

“Show her the photo,” Lucy prompted gently.

Shelby pulled out her phone and opened the picture of Lana that Sofia had provided—a professional headshot from the university website showing a smiling woman with long blonde hair and warm brown eyes.

“Have you seen anyone who looks like this?” Shelby asked, turning the phone so Courtney could see. “She’d probably seem nervous or anxious, like she was hiding from something.”

Courtney studied the photo carefully, her brow furrowing with concentration. Then her expression changed—a subtle shift from uncertainty to recognition that made Shelby’s heart start to race.

“Oh my gosh,” Courtney breathed. “I think I have seen her.”

“Where?” Shelby asked, leaning forward so quickly she nearly knocked over her coffee mug. “When?”

“At Ellie’s bed and breakfast in the Victorian mansion where she, Angie, and I—About ten days ago, a woman checked in who...” Courtney paused, pulling out her own phone. “Let me show you something.”

She scrolled through her photos, explaining as she searched: “Ellie likes to take photos of our guests at breakfast—candid shots of people enjoying the food, the dining room, and the atmosphere. She uses them on her website and social media to show potential guests what staying with us is like. Most people love it and happily sign releases for her to use their photos, but this one woman...”

Courtney found what she was looking for and turned her phone toward Shelby and Lucy. The photo showed a charming dining room with morning sunlight streaming through tall windows and a table set with beautiful china and fresh flowers. Several people sat at the table—an older couple, a young family with two children, and at the far end, partially turned away from the camera as if trying to avoid being photographed, a woman with short brown hair and glasses.

Shelby’s breath caught. Even though the woman in the photo looked different from Lana’s professional headshot—the hair shorter and darker, and the glasses adding an unfamiliar element—there was something about the shape of her face, the set of her shoulders, and the way she held her coffee cup.

“Can you zoom in?” Shelby asked, her voice shaking slightly.

Courtney enlarged the photo, focusing on the woman’s face. Despite the disguise and despite the obvious attempt to look different, Shelby recognized her. The delicate bone structure, the elegant fingers wrapped around the mug, and the way she sat with perfect posture despite clearly trying to make herself invisible.

It was Lana Mitchell.

“That’s her,” Shelby whispered, tears pricking her eyes. “That’s Lana. I’m sure of it.”

Lucy leaned over to look at the photo, her hand flying to her mouth. “Oh! We found her. We actually found her.”

Courtney was already scrolling through more information on her phone. “She checked in ten days ago—that would be right around when Professor Mitchell disappeared from Hamlet. She paid cash for a week in advance, then extended her stay and paid cash again. She registered under the name Emma Wilson.”

“Emma Wilson,” Shelby repeated. “Not even a particularly creative alias—just common first and last names that wouldn’t stand out.”

“Ellie mentioned that this guest was unusual,” Courtney continued, her voice gaining urgency as the pieces fell into place. “She keeps to herself, barely comes down for breakfast, and jumps at every sound. She watches the street from her window like she’s expecting someone to find her. When Ellie showed her this photo and asked if she minded being included in our website gallery, she actually became quite distressed. She asked Ellie to please not use any photos that showed her face. She said she was going through a difficult personal situation and valued her privacy.”

“She’s been hiding here,” Lucy said, “right under everyone’s noses, less than twenty minutes from Hamlet, and no one knew.”

Harper jumped onto the table—a breach of normal etiquette that Courtney seemed too surprised to protest—and studied the photo with intense focus. Shelby could sense the cat’s certainty.

“That’s the professor,” Harper confirmed. “I can sense her energy in the image, even secondhand. She’s frightened but alive. She’s still at the bed and breakfast—I can feel her presence nearby, like an echo calling out.”

“Is she still there?” Shelby asked Courtney urgently. “At the bed and breakfast right now?”

“As far as I know, yes. I saw her briefly this morning when I stopped by the house to grab something I’d forgotten. She was in the upstairs hallway, and she practically ran back to her room when she saw me.” Courtney’s eyes widened as the full implications hit her. “Oh no. Those men hunting her. Is my family in danger by having her there?”

“We need to call Travis immediately,” Shelby said, already pulling out her phone. “And yes, the people hunting Lana are extremely dangerous. They’re professional killers who’ve already murdered at least two people that we know of.”

“Should we evacuate the bed and breakfast?” Courtney’s face had gone pale. “Get the other guests out? Get my sisters somewhere safe?”

“Don’t do anything yet,” Lucy said, putting a calming hand on Courtney’s arm. “Let’s call the detective and the FBI. They’ll know the best way to handle this without alerting the wrong people or putting anyone in danger.”

Shelby was already calling Travis, her hands trembling with a mixture of excitement and fear. They’d found Lana. After all the searching, worry, dead ends, they’d actually found her. But Emily’s warnings echoed in her mind—the danger was close, time was running out, and tomorrow would be too late.

Travis answered on the first ring. “Shelby? Did you find something?”

“We found her,” Shelby said, her voice shaking. “We found Lana Mitchell. She’s at a bed and breakfast in Sweet Cove, registered under the name Emma Wilson. Courtney’s sister, Ellie, runs the place, and they have photos of her. Travis, it’s definitely her.”

There was a moment of stunned silence, then Travis’s voice came back sharp and focused. “Don’t approach her yet. Don’t do anything to spook her. I’m calling Agent Landers right now, and we’ll be heading to Sweet Cove immediately. Where are you exactly?”

“At Courtney’s candy shop. The bed and breakfast is a Victorian mansion on Beach Street. You can’t miss it. What if the killers are already here? What if they’ve figured out where she is too?”

“All the more reason to move carefully. Stay where you are. I’ll be there in thirty minutes with backup.” Travis’s voice softened slightly. “Good work, Shelby. You found her. Now let’s make sure we can bring her home safely.”

After ending the call, Shelby looked at Courtney and Lucy, seeing her own mixture of relief and fear reflected in their faces.

“The police and FBI are on their way,” Shelby said. “Travis said to stay here and not approach Lana yet.”

“What if she tries to leave?” Courtney asked. “What if she checks out while we’re waiting?”

“Can you call Ellie?” Shelby suggested. “Without being specific about why, can you ask her to make sure Emma Wilson doesn’t leave? Maybe say there’s a problem with her credit card processing or something that needs to be cleared up? Oh, wait. You said she paid with cash.”

Courtney thought for a moment. “I could ask Ellie to invite Emma to afternoon tea. Ellie does that sometimes with guests who seem lonely or troubled. It would give us a reason to keep her there without raising suspicions.”

While Courtney made the call, Shelby sat back in her chair, her heart still racing. Harper pressed against her side, offering comfort and support.

“We did it,” Lucy whispered, reaching over to squeeze Shelby’s hand. “We actually did it.”

“We found her,” Shelby agreed. “Now we just need to make sure we can get her somewhere safe before the people hunting her realize where she is.”

Courtney ended her call. “Ellie’s going to extend the tea invitation. Emma usually declines, but Ellie’s going to be more insistent this time. She’ll keep her occupied in the dining room for at least thirty minutes, which should give the police time to arrive.”

They sat in tense silence, drinking coffee that had gone lukewarm, watching the clock tick slowly toward whatever came next. Through the window, Shelby could see the peaceful harbor, boats bobbing gently on the water, and people walking along the waterfront, enjoying the spring day.

Everything looked so normal, so calm. No one out there knew that in a Victorian mansion, a terrified professor was hiding from killers. No one knew that the endgame of a weeks-long search was about to play out in their quiet coastal town.

The race was on. They’d found Lana Mitchell just in time—or possibly, terrifyingly, just too late.
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Suddenly, Harper’s fur bristled, and she stood as still as a statue. “We have to go to the bed and breakfast. Now. Or it will be too late.”

Anxiety rushed over Shelby’s skin. “But Travis said to wait,” she said mentally to the cat.

“If we wait, it will be too late. We have to go now.”

“We need to go,” Shelby said to Courtney and Lucy, her heart racing. “Harper tells me we have to go the B & B now.”

“Let me text my sisters to let them know we're coming,” Courtney said, already pulling out her phone. “I don’t want to spook Emma—Professor Mitchell—by just showing up unexpectedly.”

Within minutes, they were walking toward the Victorian mansion, with Harper trotting alongside them rather than riding in her carrier. The cat’s tail was held high, but her ears swiveled constantly, alert to every sound and movement.

“You can feel it, can’t you?” Shelby asked Harper silently. “Danger.”

“Very close,” Harper confirmed. “The energy is building. Something important is about to happen.”

The Victorian mansion came into full view as they crested the hill—three stories of ornate architecture painted in shades of lavender and cream with white gingerbread trim. A wraparound porch held comfortable wicker furniture with cheerful cushions, and the gardens burst with spring flowers in every color imaginable.

“This house is so beautiful,” Lucy breathed. “like something from a storybook.”

Courtney said, “Ellie has impeccable taste in antiques and decoration.”

As they climbed the porch steps, the front door opened and two women appeared. Both were clearly Courtney’s sisters, sharing similar features and that same warm, welcoming energy. From Courtney’s call, the sisters knew that Emma was Lana Mitchell and were trying to act normal.

Ellie wore slacks and a flour-dusted apron, and her blue eyes sparkled with intelligence and curiosity.

Angie was slightly older, with shoulder-length honey-blond hair. She wore a flowing dress in shades of blue, multiple silver rings on her fingers, and her eyes held a depth that suggested she saw more than most people.

“Shelby, Lucy, it’s so good to see you,” Ellie said, greeting them with warm hugs.

“It’s been too long since your last visit,” Angie added, her voice soft but carrying a note of urgency.

Shelby had met the Roseland sisters several times over the years through Courtney—at college gatherings, occasional meetups, and a memorable weekend retreat where they’d all shared stories about their various paranormal abilities. The sisters knew about Shelby’s psychic gifts, and Shelby knew about theirs. It was one of the things that made their friendship special—the ability to be completely honest about who they were.

Shelby confirmed quietly, glancing around to make sure no other guests were within earshot. “Is everything okay here?”

“Yes, come inside,” Ellie said, ushering them through the door. “Most of the guests are out for the afternoon, so we can talk freely.”

The interior of the bed and breakfast was even more charming than the exterior. Hardwood floors gleamed beneath vintage rugs in jewel tones. Antique furniture mixed with comfortable seating created spaces that felt both elegant and welcoming. Fresh flowers in crystal vases adorned every surface, and the scent of lemon cake drifted from somewhere deeper in the house.

Two cats appeared as if materializing from thin air—a massive orange male Maine Coon with green eyes and a regal bearing, and a small black female cat with a distinctive white patch on her chest. They moved to greet Harper.

“Euclid and Circe,” Angie said, gesturing to the cats. “They’ve been restless all morning. I think they sense something important is happening.”

The three felines touched noses in greeting. Harper told Shelby, “These are aware cats. Strong and intuitive. They’ll help if needed.”

Once they were settled in a cozy sitting room away from the main guest areas, Courtney quickly explained the situation to her sisters—the murder Professor Mitchell had witnessed, her disappearance from Hamlet, the desperate search by her children, and the photo that showed she was staying at the bed and breakfast under an assumed name.

“Emma Wilson,” Ellie said immediately, her eyes widening, “the guest in the blue room on the third floor. She checked in about ten days ago, paid cash, and has been acting extremely nervous the entire time. She jumps at every sound, watches the street from her window, and barely comes down for meals.”

“That matches the timeline,” Shelby said. “She disappeared from Hamlet about ten days ago.”

Angie closed her eyes, her face taking on the distant, focused expression that meant she was accessing her psychic abilities. When she opened them again, her gaze was troubled.

“I’ve been sensing fear and desperation from the third floor for days,” Angie said. “Waves of anxiety so strong they disturb my sleep. I thought it was just a guest going through a difficult breakup or dealing with a personal crisis, but this makes more sense—she’s hiding from people who want to kill her.”

“The police told us to wait until they arrive, but we feel that danger is closing in on us. Can we see her?” Shelby asked. “I think if she sees a familiar face from Hamlet, someone she knows from a safe, normal context, she might be willing to trust us.”

“I’ll take you up,” Ellie offered.

They followed Ellie up the grand staircase to the second floor, then up a narrower set of stairs to the third floor. The hallway was quiet and peaceful, decorated with vintage photographs and fresh flowers in small vases. Afternoon sunlight streamed through a window at the end of the hall, creating pools of golden light on the hardwood floor.

Ellie stopped at a door painted pale blue and knocked gently. “Emma? It’s Ellie. There are two people here. you know from Hamlet…Shelby from the bookstore and Lucy, the baker from the inn.”

There was a long pause, then the sound of footsteps approaching the door with obvious reluctance. A lock clicked, and the door opened just a crack, revealing a slice of a woman’s face—one eye behind wire-rimmed glasses and short brown hair.

The door opened a bit wider, and Shelby got her first clear look at Lana Mitchell.

The transformation was remarkable. The long blond hair from the university photos was gone, cut into a short brown bob that completely changed the shape of her face. Wire-rimmed glasses—likely plain glass, just part of the disguise—perched on her nose. She wore jeans and an oversized gray sweater that seemed designed to make her look smaller and less noticeable.

But nothing could disguise the intelligence in her eyes, the elegant bone structure of her face, or the bone-deep exhaustion that lined her features.

Her eyes widened in recognition when they landed on Shelby. “Shelby.”

“Yes, we’re here,” Shelby said softly.

For a moment, Lana looked like she might slam the door and flee. Her hand gripped the doorframe, her body tensed for flight, and her breathing quickened with obvious panic.

But Shelby spoke quickly, her voice gentle and urgent. “Lana—please don’t run. We’re here because your children are desperately worried about you.”

At the mention of her children, all the tension drained from Lana’s body in a rush. Her hand flew to her mouth, and tears immediately filled her eyes, spilling over onto her cheeks.

“Sofia and Marco,” she whispered, her voice breaking on their names. “Are they safe? Please, please tell me they’re safe.”

“They’re safe,” Shelby assured her. “They’re in Hamlet, staying at a rental house, and they’ve been searching for you every single day since you disappeared. They’re terrified for you, but they’re safe and being looked after.”

Lana’s legs seemed to give out. She stumbled backward, one hand reaching for the doorframe to steady herself, the other still pressed to her mouth as sobs shook her shoulders.

“I couldn’t contact them,” she managed between sobs. “I wanted to so badly, but I knew it would put them in danger. I knew the people hunting me would trace any communication; would use my children to find me or hurt them to draw me out. Staying silent was the only way to protect them.”

“I know,” Shelby said, “and you did exactly the right thing. You’ve been protecting yourself and protecting them. Lana, you don’t have to do this alone anymore. May we come in? We need to talk, and I think you’ll want to sit down for this conversation.”

Lana hesitated for one more moment, her eyes searching Shelby’s face as if trying to determine whether this was real or some kind of trap. Then she stepped back and opened the door fully, gesturing them inside with a trembling hand.

The blue room was beautiful—pale blue walls, white furniture, and windows that overlooked the peaceful harbor. A four-poster bed was neatly made with a blue and white quilt, and personal items on the dresser suggested Lana had been living here for days—a few books, a hairbrush, and a small zippered bag.

What caught Shelby’s attention immediately was the duffel bag sitting on the chair by the window, partially packed with clothes and toiletries.

“You were getting ready to leave,” Shelby observed.

Lana nodded miserably, sinking onto the edge of the bed. “I’ve felt it building all morning. That sense I’ve learned to trust—that feeling that danger is getting closer and that I need to move before I’m found. I’ve been here too long. I was planning to check out tonight and take a bus somewhere else. I just hadn’t decided where to go yet.” She looked up at Shelby with haunted eyes. “If you found me, they can find me too. I can’t stay here.”

“You’re right that you can’t stay here,” Shelby said gently, moving to sit beside Lana on the bed. Lucy, Courtney, and the other sisters gathered around, creating a circle of supportive feminine energy. “But not because you need to keep running alone; because there are people who want to help you—who need to help you.”

Harper jumped onto the bed and settled beside Lana. Shelby felt the cat’s compassion and her assessment: “She’s at the absolute end of her strength. She can’t run much longer. She needs to know she’s not alone.”

“How did you find me?” Lana asked, wiping tears from her face with shaking hands. “I was so careful. I changed my appearance, used a fake name, paid cash, and stayed away from cameras. I did everything right.”

“You did do everything right,” Shelby confirmed, “but your children love you, and people who care about you have been working tirelessly to find you. We followed clues and intuition and...” She paused, glancing at the Roseland sisters. “And some help from unconventional sources.”

“Unconventional sources?” Lana repeated, her academic mind clearly catching on that phrase.

Through their connection, Harper communicated to Shelby. “The fear is still there, but talking about this is distracting her from panic. Keep her calm and engaged.”

Shelby didn’t address Lana’s question, but said, “There’s more you need to know, and I’m sorry because some of it is going to be difficult to hear. But you deserve the truth.”

Lana’s hand stilled on Harper’s fur, and she looked at Shelby with dread in her eyes. “What happened? Is it my children? You said they were safe⁠—”

“Your children are safe,” Shelby quickly reassured her. “But the other witness from that night in Boston—Joanna Benson—she came to Hamlet, looking for you. She wanted to find you so you could figure out together what to do about what you'd witnessed.”

Lana’s face went pale. “Joanna came to Hamlet? When?”

“During the spring festival, about a week ago.” Shelby took a deep breath. “I’m so sorry, Lana. The people hunting you found her. She was killed.”

The news hit Lana like a physical blow. She made a small, wounded sound and doubled over, her hands pressed to her face as sobs tore from her chest. Lucy immediately moved to sit on her other side, one arm around Lana’s shaking shoulders, offering comfort from one person to another bound by compassion.

“It’s my fault,” Lana gasped between sobs. “If Joanna hadn’t been looking for me, if she’d just stayed away from Hamlet⁠—”

“No,” Shelby said firmly. “This is not your fault. This is the fault of the people who killed Vincent Moretti in that alley and are trying to eliminate anyone who witnessed it. You did nothing wrong. You and Joanna were both just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

They sat together on the blue bed as Lana cried—for Joanna, for herself, and for the nightmare her life had become. The Roseland sisters maintained their supportive presence, and Harper pressed close against Lana’s side, offering the particular comfort that only animals can provide.

Eventually, the sobs subsided into quiet tears, and Lana raised her head, accepting the tissues that Courtney offered.

“I can’t keep running,” Lana whispered. “I thought I could. I thought I was strong enough to stay ahead of them forever, but I’m so tired. So scared. And now Joanna is dead, and my children think I might be dead, and I just... I can’t do this anymore.”

“You don’t have to,” Shelby said. “That’s why we’re here to tell you that help is available. The police and FBI want to protect you and want your testimony to help take down the people responsible. And your children desperately need their mother back.”

“The FBI?” Lana looked up, hope and fear warring in her expression. “They’re involved?”

“The art money-laundering operation you stumbled into is massive,” Shelby explained. “Multiple states, organized crime connections, and hundreds of millions of dollars. Your expertise as an art historian makes you crucial to the case—you can authenticate the stolen pieces, identify forgeries, and provide testimony that will help put these people away for life.”

Lana was quiet for a long moment, her hand absently stroking Harper’s fur while she processed everything. Finally, she looked at Shelby with exhausted resignation and desperate hope.

“If I agree to cooperate, to give my testimony—can I see Sofia and Marco? Can I hold my children and tell them I’m alive and that I love them?”

“Yes,” Shelby promised. “That’s exactly what will happen. First, we need to get you somewhere safe and contact the authorities. Will you trust us to help you do that?”

Lana looked around the circle of women surrounding her—Shelby with her gentle psychic gifts, Lucy with her warm compassion, Courtney and her sisters with their paranormal abilities and unwavering support. After nearly two weeks of being completely alone, terrified and desperate, she was being offered help and hope.

“Yes,” Lana whispered. “Yes, I’ll trust you. Please help me. I want to go home to my children.”

Outside the window, the peaceful harbor sparkled in the afternoon sun. Boats bobbed gently on calm water. Everything looked safe and serene.

And for the first time since that terrible night in Boston when she’d witnessed a murder, Lana Mitchell wasn’t alone anymore.
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They were still comforting Lana in the blue room, with Shelby explaining how the FBI would protect her and arrange for her to see Sofia and Marco, when rapid footsteps sounded in the hallway. The door burst open and another woman entered—Jenna, Angie’s twin.

“Jenna,” Angie said immediately, standing. “What's wrong?”

Jenna’s face was flushed and her breathing rapid as if she’d sprinted up the stairs. Her expression was deeply troubled.

“There’s a man outside,” Jenna said urgently. “He’s hiding in the bushes near the property line, watching the house. I was walking back from my place and saw him—he didn’t know I’d spotted him because I was partially behind a tree. He’s just standing there, watching the Victorian like he’s waiting for something.”

Shelby’s blood ran cold. “What does he look like?”

“Tall, maybe six feet. Dark jacket and jeans. Average build. He’s being very still and very patient, like someone who’s done surveillance many times before.”

They quickly explained the situation to Jenna—who Lana really was, the killers hunting her, and the desperate search that had led them to Sweet Cove. Jenna’s eyes widened with each revelation, and she looked at Lana with new understanding and compassion.

Jenna pulled out her phone. “I’m calling Chief Martin. He needs to know there’s someone suspicious on the property. I’ll tell him to bring backup.”

Chief Martin was Sweet Cove’s police chief, and he knew about the sisters’ skills and often used their help on difficult cases.

Jenna stopped mid-sentence, her phone halfway to her ear, as the atmosphere in the Victorian suddenly shifted.

The temperature dropped sharply, making everyone’s breath fog in the air. The afternoon sunlight streaming through the windows seemed to dim, as if clouds had suddenly obscured the sun, though the sky outside remained clear.

Harper’s fur stood completely on end, transforming her into a bristling puff. Her ears flattened against her head, and a low growl rumbled from her chest—a sound Shelby had rarely heard from her familiar.

Downstairs, the sounds of animal distress erupted. Euclid’s deep yowl echoed through the Victorian, followed by Circe’s high-pitched hiss. The sound of cats running, claws scrambling on hardwood floors, made it clear something had terrified them.

Angie gasped, her face going suddenly pale. Her eyes took on that distant, unfocused look that meant she was having a vision, and her hand shot out to grip Courtney’s arm with desperate strength.

“Someone dangerous is here,” Angie whispered, her voice tight with fear. “Not just watching—he’s inside the house. I see violence. A man with a weapon. He’s moving through the first floor right now, heading for the stairs. He’s cold, professional, and completely focused on his target.”

Harper’s voice came urgent and sharp: “The danger Emily warned us about is here. The hunter has found his prey. We need to act now.”

“How did he get in?” Ellie demanded, already moving toward the door. “All the entrances are locked during the day when we don’t have scheduled check-ins⁠—”

A sound from downstairs answered her question—the distinctive creak of the side door near the kitchen, the one that led to the garden. Someone had forced the lock.

Footsteps on the stairs; heavy, measured, and unhurried. The sound of someone who knew exactly where he was going and what he intended to do when he got there.

Lana stood frozen by the window, her face drained of all color. “They found me,” she whispered. “After all this time, all this running—they found me.”

“Get in the closet and don’t come out until we give the all clear,” Shelby said urgently, positioning herself between Lana and the door. “All of you, we need to work together.”

The Roseland sisters moved instinctively, forming a protective semicircle in front of the closet. Lucy grabbed the closest thing that could serve as a weapon—a heavy crystal vase from the dresser—and positioned herself beside Shelby. Harper crouched low, her body tensed for attack, while from downstairs came the sounds of Euclid and Circe racing up the stairs, their cats’ instinct driving them to protect their home and humans.

The footsteps reached the third-floor landing. Slow, deliberate steps in the hallway, moving closer to the blue room.

Then the door swung open.

The man who entered was exactly as Jenna had described—tall, average build, dark jacket and jeans. But his face was what stopped Shelby’s breath. Cold eyes that held no emotion, a mouth set in a hard line, and the complete stillness of someone utterly comfortable with violence.

In his right hand, he held a gun.

“Where’s Lana Mitchell?” he asked, his voice flat and professional. “I know she’s in here. She’s been very difficult to find, but the game is over now. She’s coming with me.”

“No,” Jenna whispered, pressing herself against the wall near the closet.

The man’s eyes scanned the room, taking in the women and the three cats now gathered and hissing furiously, in their defensive postures. A slight smile crossed his face—not warm, but amused.

“I don’t want to hurt anyone who isn’t my target,” he said. “Here’s what’s going to happen. Professor Mitchell walks out of this room with me, quietly and calmly. The rest of you stay here and keep quiet for thirty minutes. No phone calls, no alerts, and no heroics. Follow these simple instructions and you will live.”

“And if we don’t agree to your terms?” Shelby asked, her voice steadier than she felt. Her pendant was almost burning her skin.

“Then people die,” the man said simply. “Starting with whoever tries to stop me.”

He took a step further into the room, the gun steady in his hand, his attention fixed on the women with predatory focus.

And that’s when everything happened at once.

The Roseland sisters instinctively joined hands—Courtney, Jenna, Angie, and Ellie—forming a chain of combined power. The air around them seemed to shimmer and pulse with energy as their individual abilities began to amplify and strengthen each other.

Courtney’s eyes closed as she focused on the operative’s intentions, reading his emotional signature and his immediate plans. “He's going to grab Lana,” she said urgently. “If anyone interferes, he’ll shoot. He’s done this before—he’s killed before and won’t hesitate to do it again.”

Angie’s vision continued to flash rapid images, her voice coming in breathless bursts. “We’ll work together.”

Jenna, still holding her phone, sent a pulse of her own paranormal energy toward Shelby—a warm, strengthening flow that made Shelby’s intuition spike sharply. Suddenly she could sense the operative’s next move with crystal clarity, as if time had slowed and she could see half a second into the future.

The operative’s hand lifted and pointed toward the closet.

Shelby’s intuition screamed. “Now!”

Lucy, operating purely on instinct and trust in her friends, hurled the heavy crystal vase with all her strength. It flew across the room and struck the operative’s shoulder that threw off his aim and his balance.

The gun wavered. The operative stumbled.

And the cats attacked.

Harper launched herself at his face with a furious yowl, claws extended and teeth bared. Euclid hit the operative’s legs like a furry battering ram, his substantial weight and sharp claws slashing at him. Circe, small but fierce, went for his weapon hand, her claws raking across his wrist with surgical precision.

The operative cursed, stumbling backward as three cats became a whirlwind of fur, claws, and primal feline fury. His gun hand wavered, lowered, and the weapon fell to the floor with a heavy thud.

“Now, Ellie!” Courtney shouted.

Ellie’s face contorted with effort as she channeled telekinetic energy through the combined power of all the sisters holding hands. The air in the room seemed to ripple and compress.

The operative was suddenly lifted off his feet and slammed against the wall beside the door with tremendous force. He hit hard enough to crack the plaster, the impact knocking the air from his lungs in a whoosh of expelled breath.

Objects throughout the room began to shake and rattle—the vases on the dresser, the mirror on the wall, and the lamp on the bedside table. The very foundations of the Victorian seemed to tremble with the force of Ellie’s amplified telekinetic power.

The operative struggled, but an invisible force held him pinned against the wall, his feet dangling several inches off the floor and his arms spread wide and immobilized.

“Lucy!” Shelby shouted. “Find something to restrain him!”

Lucy fumbled with her belt, pulling it free and rushing forward. With shaking hands but determined movements, she wrapped the leather belt around the man’s wrists, cinching it tight and buckling it securely. It wouldn’t hold him forever, but it was better than nothing.

The Roseland sisters maintained their joined hands, their faces strained with the effort of channeling so much power. Sweat beaded on Ellie’s forehead, and her entire body trembled.

Shelby grabbed her phone with shaking hands and called Travis. He answered on the first ring.

“Shelby, where are you? We’re in Sweet Cove.”

“Victorian mansion on Beach Street,” Shelby interrupted urgently. “Third floor, blue room. One operative here, armed, restrained but dangerous. We need help now!”

“Two minutes,” Travis said. “FBI is with me. Hold tight.”

Those two minutes felt like hours. The Roseland sisters maintained their telekinetic hold on the operative, though their strength was clearly waning. The cats had retreated slightly but remained in defensive positions, ready to attack again if needed. Lana had collapsed in the closet, shaking uncontrollably. Lucy stood guard over the fallen weapon, her face pale but determined.

Then—blessed, beautiful sounds—sirens approaching. Car doors slamming. Heavy footsteps pounding up the stairs.

“FBI! Drop your weapons!”

The door burst open and federal agents flooded into the room, weapons drawn and trained on the operative still pinned against the wall. Agent Rebecca Landers led the team, her eyes widening slightly at the scene before her—a man against the wall, women standing ready to fight, and three triumphant cats.

FBI agents swarmed the operative, forcing him to the ground and securing his wrists with proper handcuffs. They removed Lucy’s makeshift belt restraint and hauled him to his feet.

Travis burst through the door, his eyes immediately finding Shelby. Relief and fury warred on his face as he crossed the room to her.

“Are you hurt?” he demanded, his hands on her shoulders, checking her for injuries.

“I’m fine. We’re all fine. Lana is in the closet.”

“You went after a professional killer without backup,” Travis interrupted, his voice tight with barely controlled emotion. “You put yourself in incredible danger. What were you thinking?”

“I was thinking we needed to find Lana before the operative did,” Shelby said, meeting his eyes, “and we did. She’s safe, Travis. That’s what matters.”

His expression softened, though worry still creased his forehead. “You’re going to be the death of me, you know that?”

“But not today,” Shelby said with a shaky smile.

The Roseland sisters had collapsed into chairs, utterly exhausted from channeling so much psychic energy.

“That was incredible,” Agent Landers said, approaching the sisters, Shelby, and Lucy with genuine respect. “I’ve never seen anything like it. The way you worked together, the coordination⁠—”

“We’re sisters and friends,” Angie said simply, her voice weak but steady. “We work best when we work together.”

Lana was led from the closet to the bed. Tears streamed down her face as she watched the operative being led away in handcuffs. “It’s really over? I’m really safe?”

“You’re safe,” Travis confirmed, moving to sit beside her. “This man is in custody, and the FBI has been tracking the others. You’re going to be protected, Professor Mitchell, and very soon, you’re going to see your children.”

At the mention of Sofia and Marco, Lana broke down completely, sobs of relief and exhaustion shaking her entire body.

Harper jumped onto Shelby’s lap, and the cat’s voice sounded tired but satisfied. “We did well. The hunter is caught, the prey is safe, and Emily’s warnings were heeded. I need a very long nap now.”

Euclid and Circe were already grooming themselves with great satisfaction, their tails held high in feline triumph. They had defended their home and their humans, and they clearly felt very pleased with themselves.

As FBI agents processed the scene and Sweet Cove’s Police Chief Martin arrived with backup, Shelby looked around the blue room at the aftermath of their confrontation. The cracked plaster where the operative had hit the wall, the scattered objects that had rattled with telekinetic force, the dropped weapon now secured in an evidence bag, and the exhausted but triumphant women who had stood together against violence.

They had done it. Against all odds, using gifts that most people didn’t believe existed, they had protected an innocent woman and captured a dangerous killer.

The spring afternoon sunlight streamed through the windows, beautiful and bright. The harbor sparkled peacefully below, and Lana Mitchell, after nearly two weeks of running and hiding in terror, was finally, truly safe.

At last, the nightmare was over.
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Two weeks later, late spring had fully claimed Hamlet. The festival booths and stages had been dismantled and stored away for next year, tourists had returned to their regular lives, and the town had settled back into its comfortable rhythm. But the afternoon sunshine that bathed Main Street in golden light seemed brighter somehow, as if even the weather was celebrating the resolution of the case that had cast such a shadow over the spring festival.

Shelby stood in the Spellbound Bookshop, surveying the transformation Rachel and Lucy had accomplished while she’d been running last-minute errands. The reading nook had been expanded with additional chairs borrowed from the café next door, and every available surface bloomed with spring flowers—tulips, daffodils, hyacinths, and fragrant lilacs in vintage vases.

“It looks really beautiful,” Shelby said, admiring the garlands of ivy and white lights that Rachel had strung along the shelves.

“Lucy did most of it,” Rachel demurred, adjusting a vase of pink peonies on the counter. “I just followed her vision. That woman has an eye for making spaces beautiful.”

Lucy emerged from the back room carrying a platter of her famous lemon tarts, Ross following close behind with a tray of glasses and bottles of sparkling cider. Her catering business had exploded in the two weeks since the case ended—word of mouth combined with her natural talent meant she was now booked solid through the summer.

“These are the last of the desserts,” Lucy announced, setting the platter on the table they’d designated for food. “We have the lemon tarts, strawberry cream cakes, chocolate truffles that Courtney made specially, and Ross’s famous tiramisu.”

“It’s not famous,” Ross protested, though he was smiling. “It’s just a recipe my grandmother taught me.”

“It's famous to me,” Lucy said, stretching up to kiss his cheek. The comfortable affection between them had deepened over the past two weeks as Lucy had fully settled into the cottage behind the inn. The move had gone smoothly, and she’d already turned the small second bedroom into a beautiful workspace for recipe development.

Harper sat on the counter, watching the preparations. Shelby felt the cat’s contentment and anticipation. Harper had been unusually social since the confrontation in Sweet Cove, as if the successful resolution of such a dangerous case had energized her.

“They’re here,” Harper communicated, her ears swiveling toward the front window.

A moment later, the bookshop door opened and Lana Mitchell entered, flanked by Sofia and Marco. The change in all three of them was remarkable.

Lana’s short brown bob was growing out, the blonde roots now visible and giving her hair an interesting two-toned appearance that she’d decided to embrace rather than dye. The wire-rimmed glasses were gone, revealing her intelligent eyes free of disguise. She wore a simple blue dress and a genuine smile—the haunted, hunted look completely erased by two weeks of safety, therapy, and reunion with her children.

Sofia and Marco looked like different people too. The fear and exhaustion that had lined their young faces had been replaced with the normal concerns of college students—Sofia was already talking about doing her summer internship, and Marco had mentioned possibly transferring to a university closer to Hamlet so he could visit his mother more often.

“Shelby!” Lana crossed the bookshop and pulled her into a warm hug. “Thank you for having us. This is so wonderful.”

“I’m so glad you could come,” Shelby said, returning the embrace. “How are you doing? Really?”

“Better every day,” Lana said honestly. “The nightmares are less frequent, and Dr. Patterson—my therapist—says I’m processing the trauma in healthy ways. And being able to see my children every day, to hug them and talk to them and just be their mother again...” Her voice caught with emotion. “That’s the greatest gift.”

Sofia wrapped her arms around both Shelby and her mother. “You saved her life. You and Lucy and the Roseland sisters and everyone who helped. We’ll never be able to thank you enough.”

“You don’t need to thank us,” Shelby said gently. “We’re just grateful you’re all together and safe.”

More guests arrived in quick succession. Travis appeared in a casual button-down shirt and jeans, immediately moving to Shelby’s side and pressing a quick kiss to her temple. They had more time together since the case ended for actual dates at restaurants, walks along the beach, and conversations about the future. Shelby had never been happier.

The Roseland sisters arrived together, piling out of Ellie’s van with their characteristic energy and warmth. Courtney carried a beautifully wrapped box of handmade chocolates, Ellie brought fresh flowers from her garden, Angie had a bottle of wine, and Jenna carried a cat carrier containing both Euclid and Circe.

“We couldn’t leave them home,” Jenna explained, releasing the two cats who immediately went to greet Harper with friendly nose touches. “They were so instrumental in the rescue that we thought they deserved to attend the celebration.”

The three cats—Harper, Euclid, and Circe—formed a small feline delegation near the window, grooming each other and radiating satisfaction with how events had turned out.

Lana greeted each Roseland sister with genuine warmth and gratitude, her eyes filling with tears when she tried to thank them for their help.

“You helped save my life,” Lana said, holding Ellie’s hands.

“We just did what needed to be done,” Ellie said modestly. “It was a team effort.”

Mary Chandler arrived next, her face beaming when she spotted Lana. The two neighbors embraced like the old friends they were, and Mary presented a homemade apple pie that she insisted was Lana’s favorite.

“I’m so glad you’re home,” Mary said, wiping happy tears from her eyes. “The cottage has been too quiet without you. I have so many things to tell you about what’s been happening in the neighborhood—the Hendersons got a puppy, the Martins are finally fixing their roof, and oh, you must hear about the drama at the garden club meeting...”

James Peacock made his entrance carrying his ever-present leather satchel, this time bulging with books and papers. He approached Lana with scholarly enthusiasm.

“Professor Mitchell, I’ve been researching the history of art theft and forgery for you,” James said, pulling out a folder thick with materials. “I have documentation of similar cases going back to the Renaissance, fascinating parallels to your experience, and several academic journals that might be useful for your book. I’ve organized everything chronologically and by type of crime.”

“A book?” Shelby asked, intrigued.

Lana’s face lit up. “Yes! I’ve decided to take a sabbatical from teaching and write a comprehensive book about art crime—combining my academic expertise with my personal experience. It will cover the history of art theft, the psychology of forgers and thieves, the methods used to authenticate stolen works, and the human cost of these crimes.”

“That’s wonderful,” Travis said, “and your testimony has already made a real difference. Agent Landers told me yesterday that your authentication of the stolen pieces was crucial to securing convictions. The entire network has been dismantled—all operatives are in custody, plus seventeen additional arrests have been made in Boston, New York, and Miami.”

“Hundreds of millions of dollars in stolen and forged artwork recovered,” Lana added, “and several families who had pieces stolen from them decades ago are finally getting their property back. That feels good—like something positive came from this nightmare.”

“Where will you write the book?” Lucy asked.

“Here in Hamlet,” Lana said, smiling. “I’m going to spend extended time at my cottage. Being here, in this town that protected me even when I was hiding somewhere else, feels right. Plus, Sofia and Marco have fallen in love with Hamlet during all this. They want to come visit on weekends and holidays.”

“We love it here,” Sofia confirmed. “Everyone has been so kind and welcoming, and honestly, after everything we went through, Hamlet feels like a second home now.”

Fiona Medley swept into the bookshop in a swirl of colorful scarves and jingling bracelets, her white hair flowing loose and her almost-violet eyes bright with joy. She carried a small velvet pouch which she presented to Lana with ceremony.

“A protective crystal,” Fiona explained as Lana pulled out a beautiful clear quartz point wrapped in silver wire. “Cleansed under the full moon and charged with intentions of safety and healing. Wear it or keep it close, and it will help shield you from negative energy as you process your trauma and move forward.”

“It’s beautiful,” Lana said, genuinely touched. “Thank you, Fiona.”

“The universe protected you, dear,” Fiona said, taking Lana’s hands. “You were meant to survive, meant to tell your story, and meant to help others through your experience. Blessings on your recovery and your new beginnings.”

As the celebration got underway—people filling plates with Lucy’s delicious food, conversations flowing easily, and laughter replacing the tension that had defined the past few weeks—Shelby noticed the temperature in the bookshop drop slightly.

The familiar scent of lavender drifted through the air, subtle but unmistakable. Near the history shelves, the air seemed to shimmer, and several books shifted slightly on their own, arranging themselves into a neater order.

Harper’s ears swiveled toward the disturbance, and her voice was warm with affection. “Emily is here. She’s pleased—I can sense her satisfaction. Another mystery solved, another innocent person saved, and another wrong set right. She approves of this celebration.”

“Tell her thank you,” Shelby communicated back. “Without her warnings and guidance, we might not have found Lana in time.”

Harper was quiet for a moment, then said, “Emily says you have a good heart and strong gifts. She’s honored to help protect Hamlet and the people in it. And she says...” The cat paused. “She says love is blossoming in this room tonight, and we should all pay attention.”

Before Shelby could ask what that cryptic message meant, Ross clinked a knife against his glass, calling for everyone’s attention.

“If I could have everyone’s focus for just a moment,” Ross said, his voice slightly nervous but his eyes warm as they found Lucy across the room.

Lucy looked puzzled, setting down the platter of desserts she’d been arranging. “Ross?”

Ross crossed the bookshop to stand in front of Lucy, and Shelby’s heart began to race as she realized what might be about to happen. Around the room, similar recognition dawned on faces—knowing smiles and anticipatory glances.

“Lucy Blake,” Ross began, taking her hands in his. “We’ve known each other since we were kids, running around Hamlet and getting into trouble. We became friends as teenagers, and I’ve been in love with you for as long as I can remember, but it took me years to work up the courage to tell you how I felt.”

Lucy’s eyes were already filling with tears, her hands trembling in his.

“These past few weeks, watching you handle everything with such grace and strength—helping search for Lana, supporting Shelby through the investigation, expanding your catering business, and moving into the cottage with me—I’ve fallen even more in love with you,” Ross continued. “You make me want to be better. You make every day brighter just by being in it. I don’t want to spend another day of my life without you officially being my partner in everything.”

Ross released one of Lucy’s hands to reach into his pocket, pulling out a small velvet box. He dropped to one knee, and Lucy let out a small, joyful sob.

“Lucy, will you marry me?”

He opened the box to reveal a beautiful ring—a sapphire surrounded by small diamonds, the blue stone catching the light and sparkling like captured ocean water.

“Yes!” Lucy said immediately, tears streaming down her face. “Yes, yes, a thousand times yes!”

Ross stood and slipped the ring onto her finger, then pulled her into his arms and kissed her to enthusiastic applause and cheers from everyone gathered in the bookshop.

Shelby found herself crying happy tears, with Travis’s arm around her shoulders, watching her best friend experience one of the happiest moments of her life. Around the room, similar emotion showed on every face—even James Peacock was dabbing at his eyes with a handkerchief.

“Champagne!” Ellie announced, pulling a bottle from the bag she’d brought. “We need champagne for a proper celebration!”

Ross had apparently planned ahead—he produced more bottles from behind the counter where he’d hidden them earlier, and soon everyone had glasses filled with bubbling golden liquid.

“To Lucy and Ross,” Travis proposed, raising his glass. “May your future be filled with as much love and joy as you’ve brought everyone in this room.”

“To Lucy and Ross!” everyone echoed, glasses clinking in a toast.

Lucy admired her ring with wonder, turning her hand to watch the sapphire catch the light. “I can’t believe this is happening. This whole night—the celebration for Lana, everyone we love in one room, and now this...” She looked at Ross with such adoration that Shelby had to look away, the intimacy of it feeling almost too private to witness.

As the party continued, now with the additional joy of celebrating an engagement, Shelby found a quiet moment to stand near the window with Travis, watching the scene before them.

Lana stood with Sofia and Marco, the three of them talking and laughing, a family reunited and healing together. The Roseland sisters chatted with Rachel about psychic phenomena, their easy acceptance of the paranormal creating a safe space for Rachel to ask questions she’d been harboring for a long time. Mary and James were deep in conversation about historical art scandals, while Fiona read Lucy’s palm and predicted a long and happy marriage.

Ross and Lucy moved through the room together, her hand never leaving his, showing off her ring and accepting congratulations with glowing happiness.

The three cats—Harper, Euclid, and Circe—had claimed the reading nook and were curled together in a contented pile of fur, emanating satisfaction with how the evening was progressing.

“This is what it’s all about,” Travis said quietly, his arm around Shelby’s waist. “Not the chases or the investigations or the danger. This—people safe, families whole, love celebrated, and community coming together. This is why we do what we do.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Shelby replied, leaning into his warmth.

Through the window, the spring evening was descending into twilight, the sky painted in shades of pink and gold. The lighthouse beam had begun its nightly sweep across the darkening horizon, that familiar rhythm that had guided ships and people home for over a century.

Hamlet was safe. The art theft network was dismantled. Lana was alive and healing. Sofia and Marco had their mother back. Lucy was engaged to the love of her life. And Shelby stood in her beloved bookshop surrounded by friends, family, and the quiet satisfaction of knowing her gifts had made a real difference.

The scent of lavender drifted past one more time, and Shelby silently thanked Emily for her guidance. The ghost had been right about so much—the danger, the urgency, the location of Lana’s hiding place, and now, her prediction that love was blossoming.

As if responding to Shelby’s gratitude, a single book on the history shelf slid forward—a vintage volume titled The Art of Living Well. It was Emily’s final message of the evening, subtle but clear.

After solving a mystery about art crime, the ghost was reminding them that the greatest art was in loving deeply, supporting community, using gifts wisely, and celebrating the precious moments of joy that made life worth living.

“What are you thinking about?” Travis asked, noticing Shelby’s small smile.

“That I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be,” Shelby said, “with exactly the people I’m supposed to be with.”

Travis kissed the top of her head. “I love the way your mind works.”

The celebration continued late into the evening—more food, more champagne, and more stories shared and laughter enjoyed. By the time guests began to leave, the bookshop was filled with the warm glow of happiness and the solid foundation of friendship.

Lana was the last to go, stopping to hug Shelby one final time.

“I’ll see you tomorrow?” Lana asked. “I want to start researching for my book, and I suspect the Spellbound Bookshop has exactly the kind of mysterious and inspiring atmosphere I need for writing.”

“Tomorrow, and every day you want,” Shelby confirmed. “You’re always welcome here.”

After everyone had gone and the bookshop was quiet again, Shelby and Travis worked together to clean up—putting away chairs, washing glasses, and collecting stray napkins and plates. Harper supervised from her favorite windowsill, occasionally offering commentary on their technique.

“This was a lovely night,” Shelby said, placing the last clean glass in the cupboard.

“It was,” Travis agreed. “Though I have to say, I’m still processing the fact that you helped defeat a professional killer with friends, three attack cats, and a decorative vase.”

Shelby laughed. “When you put it that way, it does sound fairly ridiculous.”

“Ridiculously amazing,” Travis corrected, pulling her close. “You’re ridiculously amazing, Shelby Price, and I’m ridiculously lucky to know you.”

He kissed her then; soft, sweet, and full of promise for the future. Shelby kissed him back, grateful for this man who accepted her gifts, supported her calling, and loved her exactly as she was.
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The evening air was soft and warm as Shelby and Travis left the bookshop and walked toward the coastal path that wound along the cliffs near the lighthouse. Spring had reached its fullest expression—wildflowers in purple, yellow, and white dotted the cliffsides, swaying gently in the ocean breeze. The scent of salt mixed with the sweet fragrance of blooming things, and the sky showed the last shades of violet, pink, and gold that seemed almost too beautiful to be real.

Harper trotted ahead of them on the path, her tail held high and her step confident. Shelby could feel the cat’s deep satisfaction with how everything had turned out. Harper had been instrumental in solving the case, and she knew it.

“She’s practically strutting,” Travis observed with amusement, watching the cat pause to sniff an interesting patch of wildflowers before continuing her patrol of the path ahead.

“She has every right to be proud,” Shelby said. “She attacked a killer without hesitation. She’s earned her swagger.”

Travis reached for Shelby’s hand, lacing his fingers through hers. His touch was warm and reassuring, grounding her in the present moment after weeks of tension and fear.

They walked for a while, with the ocean stretching endlessly to their right, waves rolling in with rhythmic persistence. The path rose and fell with the natural contours of the cliffs, occasionally offering glimpses of tide pools below, where seabirds hunted for their evening meals.

“I was terrified,” Travis said suddenly, breaking the silence. “When you texted me you were at the bed and breakfast and that an operative had broken in...” His hand tightened on hers. “I’ve investigated dangerous situations before, dealt with armed suspects, and been in life-threatening scenarios, but knowing you were in that Victorian mansion with a professional killer—that was different. That was personal fear in a way I’d never experienced.”

“I was scared too,” Shelby admitted, “when he walked into that room with the gun and I saw the absolute coldness in his eyes. For a moment, I thought we’d made a terrible mistake and that we were all going to die because I’d insisted on approaching Lana without waiting for backup.”

“But you didn’t die. None of you did. Because you and the Roseland sisters fought back.” Travis stopped walking and turned to face her, his dark brown eyes serious in the fading light. “Shelby, I’ve always accepted that you have psychic abilities. I've seen your visions work and trusted your intuition, but what you told me what happened in that room—Courtney reading his intentions, Angie seeing the future moments before it happened, and Ellie literally holding a man against a wall with telekinetic force—that’s beyond anything I’d ever imagined possible.”

“It scared you,” Shelby said quietly, reading the truth in his expression.

“It awed me,” Travis corrected. “These gifts that you and the Roselands have—they’re not just parlor tricks or interesting abilities. They’re powerful tools that can genuinely save lives. I watched the aftermath of what you all did together, and I realized that the paranormal community isn’t something separate from law enforcement or outside the realm of justice. It’s complementary. Your gifts filled gaps that traditional investigation couldn’t reach. You found Lana when we were still searching blind. You protected her when the operative got past our surveillance. You did what needed to be done.”

“We got lucky,” Shelby said. “If Lucy hadn’t thrown that vase at exactly the right moment, if the cats hadn’t attacked when they did, if Ellie’s telekinesis hadn’t been strong enough⁠—”

“But all of those things did happen,” Travis interrupted, “because you trusted your intuition, because the Roseland sisters combined their powers, and because Lucy trusted you enough to act on instinct even though she doesn’t have paranormal abilities herself. That’s not luck, Shelby. That’s people with different gifts working together toward a common goal.”

They resumed walking, with Harper now visible ahead of them where she’d stopped to watch a rabbit hopping through the coastal grass. The cat’s predatory instincts were clearly engaged, but she made no move to chase—just observed with intense focus.

“Sofia and Marco are remarkable,” Shelby said, shifting the conversation to safer ground. “The resilience they showed throughout this whole ordeal—staying strong even when they didn’t know if their mother was alive, helping with the investigation instead of falling apart, and supporting each other through the fear and uncertainty.”

“Family bonds,” Travis said. “They had each other, which made all the difference. And they had people like you and Lucy, who stepped in to provide support and hope when they needed it most.”

“Lana did an incredible job raising them,” Shelby said. “Even in the midst of her own terror, she was protecting them by staying silent. She knew contacting them would put them in danger, so she endured the isolation and fear alone rather than risk their safety. That takes tremendous strength and love.”

“It does,” Travis agreed. “Though I hope she understands now that she doesn’t have to face things alone anymore. She has her children, her neighbors like Mary, and the broader community here in Hamlet. And you’ve become more than just the bookshop owner who recommended mysteries. You’re her friend now.”

Shelby smiled at that truth.

The lighthouse came into full view ahead of them, its white tower stark against the deepening colors of the evening sky. As they watched, the beam began its nightly rotation—that familiar, comforting sweep across the horizon that had guided ships safely home for over a century.

“I love that lighthouse,” Shelby said softly. “It’s been doing the same job for so long, never wavering, always reliable, and just providing light in the darkness so people can find their way home.”

“Is that how you see your gifts?” Travis asked. “As a lighthouse?”

Shelby considered the question as they walked closer to the tower, the beam sweeping overhead now in its steady rhythm. “I think so. My abilities aren’t just about solving mysteries or finding lost things—though those are important. They’re about bringing people safely home and about providing light when everything seems dark and hopeless. My visions from touching objects helped us understand what had happened, Harper’s ability to sense danger kept us safe, and the Roseland sisters’ combined gifts literally saved Lana’s life.”

Travis said, “Different gifts, different strengths, all focused on the same goal—protecting an innocent person and stopping dangerous criminals.”

“That’s what it all means,” Shelby said. “Not everyone has paranormal abilities, but everyone has gifts to offer. Lucy’s quick thinking with that vase. Ross’s steady support that let Lucy focus on helping me. Rachel and Patrice keeping the bookshop running while I was distracted by the investigation. Mary providing comfort to Lana when she returned. James offering his historical research. Fiona giving her blessings and protective crystals. Even the tourists at the spring festival who provided cover and crowds that made it harder for the operatives to move freely.”

They reached the base of the lighthouse, where a bench sat positioned to take advantage of the view. Travis guided Shelby to sit beside him, his arm coming around her shoulders as they looked out over the Atlantic.

The sky was deepening now, blue giving way to indigo. The first stars were beginning to emerge, pinpoints of light against the darkening canvas. The lighthouse beam swept steadily, its rhythm as constant as a heartbeat.

“I’m grateful,” Shelby said quietly, “for my friends and family, and for my abilities even when they’re overwhelming or frightening. For Harper’s constant companionship and her wisdom. For this town that accepts me completely, psychic gifts and all. For you, Travis—for the way you’ve embraced all of this instead of running in the other direction.”

Travis pulled her closer, pressing a kiss to her temple. “Why would I run from someone who uses her extraordinary gifts to help people? Who risks her own safety to protect strangers? Who brings light to dark situations and never gives up on finding the truth?”

“Some people find it unsettling,” Shelby said. “It’s not exactly normal.”

“Normal is overrated,” Travis said firmly. “And besides, after watching what happened in Sweet Cove, I’d take a team of psychically gifted individuals over traditional backup any day. You often know what’s going to happen before it does. The Roselands can sense intentions, see the future, and move objects with their minds. That’s not unsettling—that’s amazing.”

They sat side by side as the evening continued its transformation into night. The ocean below them caught the last rays of sunlight, turning gold and orange before settling into deeper blues and blacks. The sound of waves against rocks provided a soothing constant rhythm, and the salt-scented breeze wrapped around them like a gentle embrace.

Harper appeared from wherever she’d been exploring and jumped onto the bench beside Shelby, settling into her lap with a contented purr. The cat’s voice came warm with satisfaction. “This is good. The danger has passed, the wrong has been righted, and everyone we care about is safe. Spring has brought renewal—to the land, to the people, to us. I am pleased with how things have unfolded.”

“I’m pleased too,” Shelby communicated back, stroking Harper’s soft fur.

“The human male beside you—he understands now,” Harper continued. “He sees your gifts as strengths rather than oddities. This is important for your future together.”

Shelby felt warmth bloom in her chest at Harper’s words and at the truth they contained. Travis did understand now, in a way he perhaps hadn’t fully grasped before. He’d witnessed the power of paranormal abilities used for protection and justice, and it had shifted something fundamental in how he viewed her gifts.

The lighthouse beam swept across them again, bathing them momentarily in light before continuing its rotation. Stars multiplied overhead as darkness settled fully, creating a canopy of silver light against the black sky.

“Spring has brought so much,” Shelby mused. “New life to the gardens and the fields. The festival that celebrates renewal and growth. Lucy and Ross’s engagement. Lana reunited with her children. New understanding between you and me. Deeper connections with the Roseland sisters and the wider paranormal community. And the knowledge that when darkness threatens, there are people willing to stand together and bring light.”

“That’s beautiful,” Travis said softly, “and true. This case showed the best of what people can be when they work together—law enforcement and psychics, locals and visitors, people with different abilities all contributing what they can.”

“Justice was served too,” Shelby added. “The operative who broke into the Victorian is facing multiple charges, as are his associates. The art theft network is dismantled. Families are getting stolen artwork returned. Lana’s testimony is helping build cases that will put dangerous criminals away for decades. Something good came from the terrible things that happened.”

“And love continues to grow,” Travis said, his arm tightening around her shoulders. “Love between friends like you and Lucy. Love between family like Lana and her children. Love between the Roseland sisters who are bound by blood and gifts. And love between us, Shelby, because I do love you.”

Shelby turned to look at him, her heart swelling with emotion. His face was partially shadowed in the darkness, but his eyes were visible in the starlight, warm, sincere, and full of affection.

“I love you too,” she said, the words coming easily and truthfully. “You make me feel seen and accepted in ways I never have before. You don’t just tolerate my abilities—you celebrate them. You trust my intuition. You’ve welcomed the strange and wonderful aspects of my life as if they’re normal and natural.”

“Because they are normal and natural,” Travis said. “For you, for this community, for the way the world actually works when we pay attention to all its dimensions instead of just the ones we can measure and quantify.”

He kissed her then, soft and sweet as the lighthouse beam swept over them, blessing their moment with its beautiful light. The ocean whispered its approval in rhythmic waves, and Harper, wise familiar that she was, jumped down from Shelby’s lap to give them privacy.

When they finally pulled apart, both were smiling, warmed by more than just the spring evening air. They sat there for a long time, wrapped in each other’s arms, watching the stars multiply and the lighthouse beam sweep steadily across the darkness.

Spring had brought renewal in every sense. The case was closed, the danger had passed, and justice had been served, but more than that, connections had deepened, understanding had grown, and hope had been reaffirmed.

In Hamlet, Massachusetts, another mystery had been solved, another wrong had been righted, and love—in all its forms—continued to bloom and grow.

It was the end of one story, and the beginning of many more.
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