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An Unexpected Gift

The morning fog clings to the windows of The Curious Cove like ghostly fingers, reluctant to let the autumn sunlight penetrate the cluttered antique shop. Lily Parker hums an old sea shanty as she dusts a collection of Victorian music boxes, her silver hair catching the filtered light that manages to slip through the mist.

“Good morning, my pretties,” she whispers to the collection of oddities surrounding her. It’s a habit she developed years ago—greeting her treasures like old friends. Rose always says it makes her sound batty, but Lily believes objects hold memories, stories waiting to be told.

The brass bell above the door chimes as Rose enters, carrying two steaming cups from Seafern Sip & Savor. Her practical wool coat is beaded with moisture from the fog, and her no-nonsense expression suggests she’s already mentally organizing Lily’s day.

“I brought you coffee,” Rose announces, setting one cup on the counter carefully away from a delicate porcelain figurine. “And before you ask, yes, Maggie included extra sugar. She says you look peaked.”

“I’m not peaked,” Lily protests, accepting the cup gratefully. “I’m mysterious. There’s a difference.”

Rose snorts softly, a sound that somehow manages to convey both affection and exasperation. “You’re something, all right.”

From his hutch in the corner of the shop, Sir Nibbles thumps once—a sound both sisters have learned means he’s awake and mildly irritated. The brown and white lop-eared rabbit stretches, his nose twitching as he surveys his domain.

“Morning, Sir Nibbles,” Lily calls cheerfully.

Morning yourself, woman. Could you keep it down? Some of us were having perfectly lovely dreams about destroying Harold Fairfield’s prize roses.

Lily nearly spills her coffee. The voice in her head is as clear as Rose’s, but gruff and decidedly male. She glances at her sister, who’s straightening a display of vintage brooches, oblivious to anything unusual.

“Did you… did you hear that?” Lily asks carefully.

“Hear what? Sir Nibbles thumping? He does that every morning.” Rose frowns at her sister. “Are you feeling all right? You look pale.”

Tell her I said she has excellent taste in coffee procurement, Sir Nibbles adds dryly. Though her organizational skills could use work.

This time Lily does spill her coffee, sending droplets across the glass counter. “Oh!”

Rose immediately pulls a cloth from her purse—of course she has a cloth in her purse—and begins cleaning up the spill. “Lily, you’re acting strange. Stranger than usual, I mean.”

“I’m fine,” Lily insists, though her hands shake slightly as she sets down her cup. She’s been hearing Sir Nibbles for three days now, ever since that dizzy spell she had while cataloguing a box of estate jewelry. She hasn’t told Rose yet, partly because she’s not sure she believes it herself.

Dizzy spell, my cotton tail, Sir Nibbles mutters. You touched that opal ring with the funny symbols and went white as a sheet. Haven’t been the same since.

Lily glances toward the hutch, meeting the rabbit’s dark, knowing eyes. There’s intelligence there that makes her shiver—not with fear, but with the recognition that her quiet life in Seafern Cove has just become infinitely more complicated.

“I’m going to finish the inventory,” she tells Rose, who’s now organizing the counter with military precision. “Mrs Braddock ‘s estate pieces arrived yesterday, and I want to get them catalogued before—”

She stops mid-sentence. There, nestled among the doilies and Depression glass on the main display table, sits something that wasn’t there when she closed the shop last night. A cameo necklace, delicate and beautiful, with an ornate silver chain. But it’s not the craftsmanship that makes her breath catch—it’s the deep scratches across the surface, four parallel gouges that look distinctly like claw marks.

“Rose,” she whispers. “Rose, come here.”

Her sister looks up from her organizational mission, following Lily’s gaze to the cameo. Rose’s expression immediately shifts from mild concern to sharp attention—the look she used to wear when a troubled student walked into her guidance office.

“That wasn’t here yesterday,” Rose states, moving closer to examine the piece.

“I know.” Lily’s voice is barely audible. “I locked up at six. I always do a final walk-through. I would have noticed.”

You would have noticed because it reeks of seawater and desperation, Sir Nibbles observes from his hutch. Also, those aren’t animal claws. Wrong pattern entirely.

Lily shivers, though she’s not sure if it’s from Sir Nibbles’ comment or the strange chill that seems to emanate from the cameo itself.

Rose pulls a pair of reading glasses from her cardigan pocket and leans closer. “These scratches… they’re fresh. Recent.” She straightens, fixing Lily with a steady look. “Did you give anyone a key? Eddie Barnes perhaps, for those repairs?”

“No, absolutely not. I’m the only one with keys.” Lily wraps her arms around herself. “Rose, I’m scared. What if someone broke in? What if—”

“Then we call Sheriff Maddox,” Rose interrupts, already reaching for her cell phone. “But first, we don’t touch anything else. This could be evidence.”

Evidence of what, exactly? Sir Nibbles sounds amused. Breaking and entering to leave expensive jewelry? Most thieves work in reverse, you know.

Despite her fear, Lily finds herself stifling a smile at the rabbit’s sarcasm. She’s beginning to understand that Sir Nibbles, whatever his nature, is decidedly practical—even in his grumpiness.

The bell chimes again, and both sisters jump. Agnes Porter bustles through the door, her gray hair in curlers and her coat buttoned wrong in her haste.

“Girls, girls!” Agnes calls breathlessly. “Have you heard about Vivian Mese?”

Rose and Lily exchange glances. Vivian Mese —the local artist who paints seascapes from her cottage on Driftwood Lane. A quiet woman in her forties who keeps to herself and sells her paintings at the summer tourist festivals.

“What about Vivian?” Rose asks, though something in her tone suggests she already suspects the news won’t be good.

“She’s gone!” Agnes announces dramatically. “Vanished! Mrs. Henley went to deliver her weekly grocery order this morning, and the cottage was empty. Door standing wide open, half a painting still wet on the easel, teakettle whistling on the stove like she’d just stepped out for a moment.”

Lily’s gaze drifts back to the cameo, and a chill runs down her spine. “When did Mrs. Henley find the cottage empty?”

“About an hour ago. She called Tom Maddox right away, of course.” Agnes spots the cameo and immediately homes in on it with the unerring instinct of a true collector of gossip and oddities. “Oh my, what a lovely piece! Is that new?”

“You could say that,” Rose mutters darkly.

Ask Agnes about the painting, Sir Nibbles suggests. I have a feeling it might be relevant.

“Agnes,” Lily says slowly, “the painting that was left unfinished—did Mrs. Henley mention what it was of?”

Agnes’s eyes light up with the joy of someone who loves being the bearer of interesting news. “Oh yes, she was quite struck by it. Said it was unusual for Vivian—not a seascape at all. A portrait of a woman wearing an antique cameo necklace. Mrs. Henley said the woman in the painting had the most haunted expression, like she was trying to warn someone about something terrible.”

The temperature in the shop seems to drop ten degrees. Lily’s hands go cold, and she notices Rose has gone very still beside her.

Bingo, Sir Nibbles says dryly. I do believe we have ourselves a proper mystery, ladies. And something tells me that cameo is just the beginning.
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Whispers from the Past

Sheriff Tom Maddox arrives twenty minutes later, his weathered face bearing the expression of a man who’s seen too much strangeness in his years of small-town law enforcement. He nods to the sisters and touches his hat brim in greeting to Agnes, who has stationed herself strategically near the front window to observe all developments.

“Ladies,” he says in his gravelly voice, “I understand you’ve had an uninvited gift.”

“That’s one way to put it,” Rose replies, gesturing toward the cameo. “We found it this morning. It wasn’t here when Lily closed up yesterday.”

Tom pulls on a pair of latex gloves and carefully lifts the cameo, turning it over to examine the chain and clasp. His bushy eyebrows furrow as he studies the claw marks.

“Strange pattern,” he murmurs. “Almost looks deliberate. Like someone wanted to mark it.” He glances up at Lily. “Any idea who might have access to your shop?”

“No one,” Lily insists. “I changed the locks when I bought the building from old Mr. Kenzler. The only keys are on my ring, and they never leave my possession.”

Except for Tuesday night when you left them at Maggie’s café, Sir Nibbles helpfully points out. Though you did retrieve them within the hour.

Lily’s cheeks flush as she remembers her brief moment of panic when she couldn’t find her keys after her evening tea with Maggie. But she’d found them under a napkin on her usual table—surely no one could have made copies in that short time?

“Sheriff,” Rose says, “Agnes tells us that Vivian Mese has disappeared, and apparently she was painting a portrait of a woman wearing a cameo necklace. Don’t you think that’s quite a coincidence?”

Tom’s expression darkens. “I don’t believe in coincidences, Mrs. Parker. Especially not in cases involving missing persons.” He carefully places the cameo in an evidence bag. “I’ll need to dust for prints, but I suspect whoever left this was careful enough to wear gloves.”

“Can we see the painting?” Lily asks suddenly. “The one Vivian left unfinished?”

Agnes perks up with interest, clearly hoping to be included in any expedition to the scene of the mystery. Tom considers for a moment, then nods slowly.

“I suppose it couldn’t hurt. Maybe you ladies will notice something I missed. But you stay close, and you don’t touch anything.”

Oh, this should be entertaining, Sir Nibbles comments. Two elderly amateur sleuths examining a crime scene. What could possibly go wrong?

The drive to Driftwood Lane takes fifteen minutes through the winding roads that hug Seafern Cove’s rocky coastline. Vivian Mese’s cottage sits perched on a bluff overlooking the gray waters of the Atlantic, a small cedar-shingled building with blue shutters and a garden of hardy seaside plants.

Yellow police tape flutters in the salt breeze, and Tom leads them up the shell-lined path to the front door. Inside, the cottage is exactly
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