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​Chapter 1: Hook at Finch & Folios
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The spine cracked with a satisfying whisper as Brandy Broot lifted the slim volume from the discount bin, and she knew immediately she was about to do something foolish.

Not the buying-a-book kind of foolish, that was practically a civic duty in a town like Maplewood, where the only bookshop teetered on the edge of charming and concerning. No, this was the kind of foolishness that came with weight. Literal weight. The book felt wrong in her hands, heavier on one side than the other, like someone had tucked secrets between the pages and hoped no one would notice.

Brandy noticed everything.

"You're hiding."

She jumped, nearly dropping the book, and turned to find Peter Pruitt leaning against the poetry section with his arms crossed and an expression that could only be described as fondly exasperated. His dark hair was slightly mussed, probably from helping Mr. Lang reorganize the history section again, and there was a smudge of dust on his collar that made him look less like the practical, dependable Peter everyone knew and more like someone who'd been wrestling with the past.

"I'm browsing," Brandy corrected, tucking the odd book against her chest. "It's different."

"You promised Doris you'd bake cookies for the library fundraiser. Yesterday."

"I'm going to bake them."

"When?"

"Soon. Eventually. After I finish browsing."

Peter's mouth twitched, that almost-smile he got when he was trying not to encourage her. "Doris cornered me outside the café twenty minutes ago and made me promise to check on you. She thinks you're avoiding her."

"I'm not avoiding her. I'm strategically postponing a conversation about my baking commitments until I have something more interesting to discuss. Like this book."

She held it up, and Peter's gaze dropped to the faded cover. It was a collection of poems by a local writer, someone named Helena Marsh who'd apparently lived in Maplewood decades ago and wrote obsessively about rain and loneliness and the particular shade of gray the sky turned before a storm. The kind of book that should have been light as air, all delicate verses and melancholy. But it wasn't.

"What's wrong with it?" Peter asked, because of course he'd noticed too.

"Feel it."

He pushed off the shelf and crossed the narrow aisle, taking the book from her hands with the kind of careful attention he gave everything. Brandy watched his fingers curl around the cover, watched his brow furrow as he registered the uneven weight.

"Something's in the binding," he said.

"Something's in the binding," she agreed, and felt a small thrill run through her chest. This was why she loved old books, loved the forgotten corners of Mr. Lang's shop where things sat undisturbed for years. You never knew what people left behind, receipts, letters, pressed flowers, the occasional photograph of someone who'd been loved once and then forgotten.

Peter handed the book back, and his fingers brushed hers for just a moment longer than necessary. "You're going to buy it, aren't you?"

"Obviously."

"And then you're going to take it apart to see what's inside."

"I'm going to respectfully investigate its structural integrity."

"Brandy."

She grinned up at him, clutching the book tighter. "Peter."

He sighed, but there was warmth in it, the kind of warmth that came from years of knowing someone well enough to predict their chaos and still choosing to stand nearby with a metaphorical fire extinguisher. "Just don't destroy it. Mr. Lang gets sad when people damage the books."

"I would never. I'm a professional."

"You're a librarian's assistant who once accidentally glued her own hair to a manuscript."

"That was one time, and the manuscript was fine."

"Your hair wasn't."

Brandy stuck her tongue out at him, which was beneath her dignity but satisfying nonetheless, and turned toward the front counter. Who cares that at twenty-four, she wanted to be so silly and childish? Peter was her perfect antagonist, and at twenty-seven, he could hold his own with silly childishness. Perhaps that’s why they got along so well. The shop was quiet this afternoon, the kind of quiet that felt like holding your breath. Rain drummed steadily against the windows, turning the street outside into a watercolor blur, and the air smelled of old paper and the faint ghost of Mr. Lang's habitual Earl Grey.

But Mr. Lang wasn't at the counter.

Brandy frowned, slowing her steps. The shop was small enough that you could see almost everything from the front door with the narrow aisles, the sagging shelves, the cluttered counter with its antique register and perpetual stack of bookmarks. Mr. Lang was always at the counter. Always. He lived above the shop and rarely left except for his twice-weekly trips to the café, where he drank black coffee and read submissions for the town's tiny literary journal.

"Mr. Lang?" she called.

No answer.

Peter appeared beside her, his expression sharpening into something more alert. "Maybe he's in the back."

"Maybe."

But the door to the back room was open, and Brandy saw the storage area beyond with more shelves, more boxes, the small desk where Mr. Lang did his accounts. Empty.

"That's weird," she said.

"He might have stepped out."

"He never steps out during business hours. And the door was unlocked."

Peter moved past her, his stride purposeful, and Brandy followed with the book still pressed to her chest. The shop felt different now, the quiet pressing closer, more insistent. She noticed things she hadn't before, a half-empty cup of tea on the counter, still faintly steaming. A chair pushed back at an odd angle. The register drawer slightly ajar.

"Mr. Lang?" Peter called, louder this time.

Still nothing.

Brandy set the book down carefully on the counter and scanned the space with new eyes. Mr. Lang was meticulous, almost obsessively so. He kept the shop tidy even when it threatened to overflow with inventory, kept his teacup on a coaster, kept his receipts filed in chronological order in a battered wooden box beside the register.

The box was open. Papers spilled across the counter, as if someone had been searching for something in a hurry.

"Peter," she said quietly.

He was already looking, already reaching for his phone. "I'm calling Maeve."

"Wait." Brandy stepped closer to the counter, her pulse picking up speed. Among the scattered receipts was something that didn't belong, a single slip of paper, slightly larger than the others, with handwriting that didn't match Mr. Lang's careful print.

She picked it up, her fingers trembling just slightly.

Midnight. The wharf. Don't bring anyone.

"Brandy, don't touch anything."

But she was already reading it again, already feeling the weight of those words settle into her bones. Midnight. The wharf. It was the kind of note that belonged in a mystery novel, not in a sleepy bookshop on a rainy Thursday afternoon.

Peter moved beside her, reading over her shoulder, and she felt his whole body tense. "We need to call Maeve. Now."

"What if he just—"

"Brandy."

She looked up at him, at the worry etched into the lines around his eyes, and felt something twist in her chest. Peter didn't worry easily. Peter was steady, unflappable, the kind of person who made you feel safe just by standing nearby.

But he was worried now.

"Okay," she said. "Okay. Call her."

Peter dialed, and Brandy turned back to the counter, to the scattered receipts and the abandoned tea and the note that promised trouble. Her gaze drifted to the book she'd set down, the one with the uneven weight in its spine, and a thought crystallized with sudden, uncomfortable clarity.

What if whatever was hidden inside that book had something to do with Mr. Lang's absence?

What if she'd just bought the first clue to a mystery she didn't yet understand?

Peter was talking to Maeve, his voice low and urgent, but Brandy barely heard him. She picked up the book again, felt its wrongness in her hands, and knew with absolute certainty that she was about to ignore every bit of sensible advice Peter was about to give her.

Because this was what she did. This was who she was.

Brandy Broot, magnet for small-town puzzles, finder of hidden things.

And something told her that whatever was hidden in this book was only the beginning.
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​Chapter 2: The Owner's Absence

[image: ]


The book sat between them on the counter like evidence.

Brandy's fingers itched to pry it open, to solve the mystery of its uneven weight, but Peter had given her one of his looks, the kind that said I'm trusting you to make good choices, and she was trying, really trying, to be the kind of person who deserved that trust.

Maeve Collins arrived within fifteen minutes, which was either impressive response time or proof that she'd been having a slow afternoon at the station. She pushed through the door with rain droplets clinging to her dark curls, her practical boots leaving wet prints on Mr. Lang's carefully maintained floor. Her expression was professionally neutral, but Brandy caught the flicker of concern in her eyes as she surveyed the shop.

"Walk me through it," Maeve said, pulling out her notebook.

Peter stepped forward, his voice calm and methodical. "Brandy came in to browse around two-thirty. I was helping Mr. Lang with inventory in the back earlier, but he sent me home around one. Said he wanted to catch up on paperwork. When we came to the counter to purchase a book, he wasn't here. The tea was still warm, the register drawer was open, and we found that note among scattered receipts."

Maeve's gaze dropped to the slip of paper, still lying where Brandy had placed it. She didn't touch it immediately, instead studying the scene with the same careful attention Peter had taught Brandy to recognize as intelligence at
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