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      The book practically leapt into Olivia's hands. She hadn't expected to find a first edition of Hemingway's "The Old Man and the Sea" buried in the cardboard box of donations that Mrs. Winterbottom had dropped off yesterday. Yet there it was—its spine intact, the dust jacket missing, but otherwise a respectable specimen that made Olivia's heart race with bibliophile excitement.

      "Well, hello there," she murmured, carefully turning the brittle pages. Early morning light streamed through the windows of The Dusty Tome, casting golden rectangles on the oak flooring. Outside, Millbrook Cove was just stirring to life, but Olivia had been up since six, determined to catalog the newest arrivals before the shop opened at ten.

      Something fluttered from between pages fifty-eight and fifty-nine, landing on the worn Persian carpet with a whisper. Olivia bent to retrieve it, a bookmark, but unlike any she'd seen before. Thick, cream-colored vellum crafted it, its edges gilded in what appeared to be genuine gold leaf that caught the sunlight and winked conspiratorially. A delicate ink illustration of a quill pen dominated its face, surrounded by an intricate border of intertwined laurel leaves.

      But it was the handwritten inscription at the bottom that stopped her breath: To R.H.—may our little secret remain between the pages. —E.F.

      Olivia turned the bookmark over. On the reverse side, faded but still legible, was a date: April 17, 1953.

      "R.H. and E.F.," she whispered, already mentally rifling through famous literary figures from the 1950s. The initials tickled something in her memory, some literary scandal or controversy she'd read about during her librarian days.

      She set the Hemingway aside—though not before checking if there were any other treasures hidden within its pages—and reached for her laptop. The shop wouldn't open for another three hours. Plenty of time to do some digging.

      An hour later, surrounded by reference books and balanced precariously on her rolling ladder, Olivia nearly toppled when the shop's bell jingled. She looked down from her perch to see Detective Jack Harper standing in the doorway, two takeout coffee cups in hand.

      "Little early for customers," she called down, carefully descending. "And I'm pretty sure I locked that door."

      Jack raised an eyebrow and held up a paper bag. "I come bearing gifts. Cinnamon rolls from Maggie's Bakery." He glanced pointedly at the mess of books and papers spread across her main reading table. "New obsession?"

      "Potentially." Olivia accepted the coffee gratefully. "What brings Millbrook Cove's finest to my humble establishment at"—she checked her watch—"eight-fifteen in the morning?"

      "Can't a guy just bring breakfast to..." Jack hesitated, and Olivia felt a flutter that had nothing to do with the bookmark. They'd been dancing around, defining whatever was happening between them for months.

      "To his favorite bookseller?" she supplied, hiding her smile behind her coffee cup.

      "Exactly." Jack placed the bag on the counter, carefully avoiding her landslide of research materials. "Actually, I was hoping to find that biography of Theodore Roosevelt you mentioned. Thought I'd stop by before my shift."

      "Ah, presidential reading. Very impressive." Olivia set down her cup and headed toward the biography section. "It's over here. But honestly, Jack, you could have called. I would have set it aside for you."

      "And miss the chance to see what new mystery you're untangling?" He gestured to her research. "What's got you climbing the walls this time? Literally."

      Olivia hesitated, then decided there was no harm in sharing. She handed him the Roosevelt biography, then led him to her worktable.

      "I found this bookmark in a first edition Hemingway that came in yesterday." She handed him the vellum bookmark, watching as he examined it with the careful precision he brought to everything. "Those initials, R.H. and E.F., I think they might belong to Raymond Hardin and Eleanor Foster."

      Jack's forehead wrinkled. "Should those names mean something to me?"

      "Raymond Hardin was a celebrated American novelist in the 1950s, won the Pulitzer for his novel 'The Autumn Fields' in 1951. Eleanor Foster was his editor at Pennington Press." Olivia sorted through her printouts until she found the photos she wanted. "Here they are."

      The black and white photographs showed a distinguished-looking man with a pipe and tweed jacket standing beside a sharp-featured woman with intelligent eyes and a no-nonsense bob. They weren't touching in the professional photograph, but something in their posture suggested intimacy.

      "Okay, so you found a bookmark that might have belonged to some famous writer and his editor. And that's got you..." Jack gestured to the chaos surrounding them.

      "That's got me investigating one of the most infamous literary hoaxes of the twentieth century." Olivia couldn't keep the excitement from her voice. "See, Raymond Hardin was acclaimed as the voice of his generation, but in 1972, almost twenty years after his death, rumors started circulating that he didn't write 'The Autumn Fields' at all—that Eleanor Foster ghostwrote it."

      Jack took a thoughtful sip of his coffee. "And did she?"

      "That's the mystery. Foster always denied it, even on her deathbed in 1988. But literary scholars have been debating it for decades." Olivia tapped the bookmark. "This is dated 1953, two years after the novel was published. What 'little secret' would an editor and author share that needed to remain hidden?"

      "Maybe they were having an affair," Jack suggested pragmatically. "Wouldn't be the first time."

      "That was my first thought too. Hardin was married to socialite Caroline Wentworth, and office romances weren't exactly celebrated in the fifties." Olivia shuffled through her papers again. "But then I found this."

      She handed Jack a printout of a scholarly article. "Three years ago, Professor Martin Davenport from Reed College conducted a stylo-metric analysis of Hardin's works. He concluded that 'The Autumn Fields' was written in a significantly different style than Hardin's other novels. When he compared it to Eleanor Foster's personal correspondence and the few short stories she published under her own name, he found striking similarities."

      Jack skimmed the article. "So this Davenport guy thinks Foster wrote the book?"

      "He presented compelling evidence. But then, about six months after publishing his findings, he suddenly retracted everything. Claimed his methodology was flawed and apologized for the 'confusion.'" Olivia leaned in, lowering her voice despite the empty shop. "But get this—shortly after his retraction, Davenport received a prestigious position at the Hardin-Wentworth Literary Foundation. The foundation established by Hardin's widow."

      Jack's eyebrows shot up. "You think he was bought off?"

      "Or pressured. The foundation controls Hardin's literary estate, worth millions." Olivia picked up the bookmark again. "And now this turns up, suggesting there really was a secret between them."

      "Where'd the Hemingway come from again?" Jack asked, his detective instincts clearly engaged.

      "Mrs. Winterbottom. Her uncle passed away last month, and she's been clearing out his house. She brought in three boxes yesterday." Olivia frowned. "I didn't recognize the uncle's name, but Millbrook Cove is small enough that I should have known him."

      "Gerald Winterbottom," Jack supplied. "Lived out on Harborview Road. Kept to himself mostly. Moved here about fifteen years ago after retiring from... publishing, I think."

      Olivia's eyes widened. "Publishing? Jack, you don't think⁠—"

      "Let's not jump to conclusions." He checked his watch. "Look, I've got to get to the station, but why don't you come by for lunch? I can run a quick background check on Winterbottom, see if there's any connection to your literary mystery."

      "You'd do that?"

      Jack shrugged, but his eyes were warm. "Consider it professional courtesy. One investigator to another."

      Olivia bit her lip to suppress a grin. "Even though this is probably just my overactive imagination?"

      "Your overactive imagination has solved three murders in the past year." He collected his book and headed toward the door. "Besides, I'm curious now too."

      After Jack left, Olivia returned to her research with renewed vigor. She searched for information about Gerald Winterbottom, but found surprisingly little online—just a brief obituary in the Millbrook Gazette mentioning his age (87), his career in publishing (no specific company named), and his sole survivor (niece Margaret Winterbottom).

      The other donation boxes from Mrs. Winterbottom still sat unopened in the shop's back room. Olivia examined them more carefully. If one book had contained a potentially valuable historical artifact, who knew what else might hide in the collection?

      The first box contained mostly unremarkable paperbacks from the 1980s and 90s, airport thrillers and mass-market romances with creased spines and yellowed pages. The second box held reference books: dictionaries, a complete Encyclopedia Britannica from 1979, and several style guides for editors.

      It was the third box that proved most intriguing. Beneath a layer of literary journals was a collection of first editions, each in protective mylar sleeves—Updike, Cheever, Salinger, and there, at the very bottom, a pristine copy of Raymond Hardin's "The Autumn Fields."

      Olivia's hands trembled as she lifted it out. The dust jacket was intact, showing a pastoral scene of golden wheat fields under a twilight sky. She carefully opened the cover and gasped audibly when she saw what was written on the title page:

      To Gerald—A fellow keeper of secrets. With gratitude, Eleanor Foster.

      "Oh my god," Olivia whispered to the empty shop. She pulled out her phone and snapped several photos of the inscription, then carefully examined the rest of the book. No additional bookmarks fell out, but tucked into the back was something perhaps even more valuable: a folded sheet of letterhead from Pennington Press, dated June 3, 1953.

      Dearest G,

      R continues to bask in acclaim that should rightfully be shared. I find myself increasingly unable to maintain our arrangement, particularly as he has begun work on a second novel that already shows signs of the same weaknesses that required my intervention with A.F.

      Your counsel has been my anchor through this storm. When we meet on Thursday, I hope to discuss a more permanent solution to our situation.

      Yours in confidence,

      E

      Olivia read the letter three times, her mind racing. If Gerald Winterbottom had been corresponding with Eleanor Foster about "R" (presumably Raymond Hardin) and "A.F." (almost certainly "The Autumn Fields"), then he wasn't just a random collector—he was somehow involved in the potential literary hoax.

      The shop's bell jingled again, startling Olivia so badly she nearly dropped the letter.

      "Sorry!" called Mrs. Finchley, one of her regular customers. "Are you open early, dear? I saw the lights on."

      Olivia hastily tucked the letter back into the book. "Just doing some cataloging, Mrs. Finchley. But you're welcome to browse." She glanced at her watch, which read nearly ten o'clock. She'd been so engrossed in her discovery that she'd lost track of time.

      As Mrs. Finchley wandered toward the mystery section (her favorite), Olivia carefully returned "The Autumn Fields" to its box and stowed everything in her office. She'd need to examine the book and letter more thoroughly later, but first she had a business to run.

      And at noon, she had a lunch date with Detective Harper that had suddenly become much more interesting.

      Throughout the morning, Olivia helped customers while her mind spun theories about Gerald Winterbottom, Eleanor Foster, and the true authorship of "The Autumn Fields." By the time she flipped the "Open" sign to "Back in an Hour" and headed to the police station, she'd constructed and discarded at least five different scenarios.

      Jack was waiting outside, leaning against his department-issued SUV. "Hungry?" he asked as she approached.

      "Starving. And full of questions." She slid into the passenger seat. "You won't believe what else I found."

      "Save it until we're seated. I've got information too." There was something in his tone that piqued Olivia's curiosity even further.

      They drove to Harbor Café, their usual lunch spot, and claimed their favorite corner table with a view of the marina. After they'd ordered—clam chowder for Jack, Cobb salad for Olivia,Jack leaned forward.

      "Gerald Winterbottom wasn't just in publishing," he said without preamble. "He was an editor at Pennington Press from 1946 to 1989. He worked directly with Eleanor Foster."

      Olivia's eyes widened. "I knew it! Look at this." She showed Jack the photos she'd taken of the inscription and letter. "He was more than just a colleague. They were confidants, and it sounds like they were conspiring about Hardin and 'The Autumn Fields.'"

      Jack studied the images, his expression thoughtful. "This does suggest Foster had more involvement with the novel than just editing." He sipped his water. "But here's where it gets really interesting. I did a deeper search on Winterbottom, and guess what? Before moving to Millbrook Cove, he lived in Portland, Oregon. And he served on the board of Reed College's English Department endowment committee."

      "Reed College—where Professor Davenport teaches! The one who published and then mysteriously retracted his analysis about Foster being the real author." Olivia sat back as their food arrived, her mind racing. "So Winterbottom might have been involved in pressuring Davenport to retract his findings."

      "It's possible." Jack squeezed lemon into his chowder. "But there's something else. Winterbottom died of natural causes, but the responding officer noted something odd in his report. The house looked like it had been searched—drawers partially open, books disarranged. Mrs. Winterbottom said her uncle was just messy in his old age, so no formal investigation was launched."

      "Someone was looking for something," Olivia murmured. "Maybe evidence of the hoax? Jack, if Eleanor Foster really wrote 'The Autumn Fields,' that would rewrite American literary history. The book won the Pulitzer! And if the Hardin-Wentworth Foundation has been covering this up for decades..."

      "It would be quite the scandal," Jack agreed. "But Olivia, this all happened over sixty years ago. Why would anyone still care enough to search an old man's house?"

      "Money," Olivia said simply. "The rights to Hardin's works are still valuable. And legacy—Caroline Wentworth-Hardin spent her life promoting her husband's genius. Their grandson, Nicholas Wentworth, runs the foundation now."

      Jack studied her face. "You're not letting this go, are you?"

      "Would you?" She speared a piece of avocado. "Besides, there's a connection here to Millbrook Cove. Winterbottom chose to retire here of all places. Why?"

      "Maybe he liked the ocean view."

      "Or maybe he was hiding from something. Or someone." Olivia took a bite, thinking. "I need to talk to Mrs. Winterbottom again. And I should try to contact Professor Davenport."

      "Just be careful," Jack cautioned. "If someone did search Winterbottom's house, they might not be happy about you poking around."

      "I'm always careful," Olivia protested.

      Jack's expression was decidedly skeptical. "Right. Like when you confronted a murderer in the lighthouse. Or when you broke into the mayor's office. Or⁠—"

      "Those were exceptional circumstances," Olivia interrupted, waving her fork dismissively. "This is just literary research."

      "Uh-huh." Jack didn't look convinced. "Promise you'll call me if anything feels off? No solo investigating if things get weird?"

      "Define 'weird.'"

      "Olivia."

      She smiled. "I promise. But you have to admit, it's pretty incredible—a potential literary scandal falling right into my lap via a bookmark."

      "The universe does seem to have a way of feeding your curiosity." Jack's phone buzzed. He checked it and sighed. "Duty calls. Fender bender on Main Street." He stood and dropped cash on the table. "Keep me posted about your literary mystery?"

      "Of course." Olivia watched him leave, then turned back to her salad, mind already mapping out her next steps. The bookmark had started her on this trail, but now she felt certain there was much more to discover—about Eleanor Foster, Raymond Hardin, and the secrets Gerald Winterbottom had brought with him to Millbrook Cove.
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      Olivia squinted at the microfiche reader, her eyes burning after three hours of scanning decades-old literary journals. The Millbrook Cove Library's archive room smelled of dust and furniture polish, with just a hint of the sea air that somehow permeated everything in town. She blinked rapidly, trying to focus on the faded text of a 1965 issue of Atlantic Literary Review.

      "Come on," she muttered, slowly advancing the film. "Give me something..."

      She nearly missed it—a small sidebar article tucked between a review of Updike's latest and an obituary for T.S. Eliot. The headline read: "Foster Denies Hardin Collaboration Claims."

      Olivia's pulse quickened as she leaned closer, adjusting the focus knob.

      Eleanor Foster, senior editor at Pennington Press, vehemently denies allegations made by anonymous sources that she substantially rewrote Raymond Hardin's Pulitzer-winning novel "The Autumn Fields." When pressed about rumors of a collective writing arrangement involving multiple contributors under Hardin's name, Foster dismissed such claims as "preposterous fabrications designed to undermine a great American voice."

      "Multiple contributors?" Olivia whispered, scanning ahead eagerly. The article mentioned the so-called Pennington Circle, apparently a group of editors and writers who allegedly collaborated on works published under established authors' names. But frustratingly, it provided no specific names beyond Foster and Hardin.

      She quickly printed the article, adding it to her growing folder of evidence. The bookmark and inscription weren't just suggesting a simple case of ghostwriting; they were threads in a potentially much larger tapestry of literary deception.

      "Find what you're looking for, dear?" Mrs. Holloway, the head librarian, poked her gray-bobbed head into the archive room.

      "Maybe." Olivia stretched her stiff back. "Thanks for letting me use the archives on short notice."

      "Anything for a fellow book guardian." Mrs. Holloway smiled warmly. "Though I'd have thought you'd seen enough dusty pages at your own shop."

      "Different kind of dust." Olivia gathered her notes. "By the way, do you remember a recent visitor asking about Raymond Hardin or Eleanor Foster? Maybe in the last few months?"

      Mrs. Holloway's brow furrowed in concentration. "As a matter of fact, that nice young author was in here researching them. What was his name? Bennett? Alex Bennett, that's it. Just before he..." She trailed off, her expression sobering.

      Olivia's hand froze midway through organizing her papers. "Alex Bennett was researching Hardin and Foster? Are you sure?"

      "Positive. Spent nearly a week in this very room." Mrs. Holloway shook her head sadly. "Such a tragedy, what happened. Have they found who did it yet?"

      "Not yet," Olivia said quietly, her mind racing. Alex Bennett—the young author found murdered in his rental cottage three weeks ago. Jack was investigating the case, but so far had no leads. "Did Alex mention why he was researching them?"

      "Said he was working on a book about literary hoaxes throughout history. Very passionate about it." Mrs. Holloway hesitated. "He seemed... nervous, though. Kept looking over his shoulder, especially toward the end."

      Olivia carefully slid the new article into her folder. "Did he request any specific materials?"

      "The usual archives, plus he asked if we had any personal correspondence related to Pennington Press." Mrs. Holloway adjusted her reading glasses. "We don't, of course, but I directed him to the University of Maine's special collections department. They have some publishing industry archives." She paused. "Why the interest, dear? You're not getting involved in another one of Detective Harper's cases, are you?"

      "Just following a literary mystery," Olivia said, keeping her tone light despite the sudden weight in her chest. "Thanks for your help."

      Outside, Olivia sat in her car, staring at her notes without seeing them. Alex Bennett had been researching the same literary mystery she'd stumbled upon. Two weeks later, he was dead, stabbed in his rental cottage, his laptop and notes missing.

      "Coincidence?" she murmured, tapping her fingers against the steering wheel. "Not likely."

      She pulled out her phone and checked the time, just past three. She still had two hours before she needed to reopen The Dusty Tome. Plenty of time to make one more stop.

      

      "The Pennington Circle wasn't exactly a secret, but it wasn't public knowledge either," Professor Elaine Winters said, gesturing with her teacup. The English Department's faculty lounge at Coastal Maine Community College was empty except for them, allowing for a frank conversation. "More like an open secret in publishing circles."

      Olivia took a sip of her tea, studying the woman across from her. Professor Winters, with her silver-streaked black hair and sharp eyes behind stylish glasses, had the air of someone who enjoyed knowing things others didn't. When Olivia had called asking about Raymond Hardin and Eleanor Foster, the professor had invited her over immediately.

      "So it was real? This group of writers working together?" Olivia pressed.

      "Oh, absolutely. Though calling it a 'circle' makes it sound more organized than it was." Professor Winters set down her cup. "Think of it as a mutually beneficial arrangement. Established authors with contracts and deadlines but suffering from writer's block. Junior editors and aspiring writers with talent but no connections. Publishers needing consistent output from their name-brand authors."

      "And Gerald Winterbottom was part of this arrangement?"

      The professor's eyebrows rose slightly. "My, you have been digging. Yes, Winterbottom was Foster's right-hand man at Pennington. Some say he was the real architect of the whole system."

      Olivia leaned forward. "I have reason to believe Eleanor Foster wrote 'The Autumn Fields,' not Raymond Hardin."

      "You and half the literary critics of the last thirty years," Professor Winters chuckled. "The evidence is certainly suggestive stylo-metric analyses, timeline inconsistencies, Foster's own remarkable literary talents displayed in her personal correspondence." She paused. "But Foster alone? That I'm not sure about."

      "What do you mean?"

      "The Pennington Circle wasn't about single ghostwriters. It was more... collaborative." The professor reached for a leather-bound notebook on the table beside her, flipping it open to reveal handwritten notes. "I've studied this period for years. Based on my research, 'The Autumn Fields' likely had at least three writers: Foster providing the literary style and emotional depth, Hardin contributing the basic plot and male perspective, and a third person, probably Winterbottom—handling the pastoral descriptions and technical details."

      Olivia felt a thrill of discovery. "So it wasn't just ghostwriting. It was a complete collaborative fiction presented as the work of one acclaimed author."

      "Exactly. And it wasn't just Hardin. At least five major authors published by Pennington during that era likely benefited from this arrangement." Professor Winters slid a sheet of paper across the table. "These are the names I've compiled through my research."

      Olivia scanned the list: Raymond Hardin, Frederick Chambers, Walter Lawrence, Thomas Blackwood, and most surprisingly, Caroline Wentworth-Hardin.

      "Raymond's wife?" Olivia looked up in surprise. "She was part of this too?"

      "Caroline published three well-received novels of her own in the sixties, after Raymond's death. Fascinating feminist reinterpretations of classical themes." Professor Winters' eyes gleamed. "Stylo-metric analysis suggests significant similarities to Eleanor Foster's writing patterns."

      "So after her husband died, Caroline continued working with Foster?" Olivia tried to picture the socialite wife collaborating with her late husband's alleged ghostwriter.

      "It appears so. The literary world is nothing if not pragmatic." The professor tapped the list. "What intrigues me is why you're suddenly interested in a sixty-year-old publishing scandal."

      Olivia hesitated, deciding how much to share. "I found some evidence in a first edition that came into my bookshop. A bookmark and a letter that suggest Foster was the true author of 'The Autumn Fields.' The book came from Gerald Winterbottom's collection."

      "The plot thickens," Professor Winters murmured appreciatively. "May I see this evidence?"

      "I only have photos," Olivia said, showing the professor the images on her phone.

      The professor studied them intently, her expression growing increasingly animated. "This is remarkable. The letter especially—it's far more explicit than any evidence I've seen." She looked up sharply. "You realize what you have here? This could rewrite American literary history."

      "That's exactly what I thought," Olivia said. "But there's more. Did you know Alex Bennett was researching this same topic before his murder?"

      Professor Winters went very still. "Alex Bennett... the author who was killed recently? The true crime writer?"

      "Yes. He was apparently working on a book about literary hoaxes and spent significant time researching Hardin and Foster."

      "I didn't know that," the professor said slowly. "Though it makes sense. Bennett made his name exposing frauds and hoaxes." She carefully returned Olivia's phone. "Ms. Paige, may I offer some advice? Be careful. Literary history may seem like dusty, harmless territory, but there are still powerful interests involved."

      "The Hardin-Wentworth Literary Foundation," Olivia suggested.

      "Among others. Raymond Hardin's legacy is worth millions in book rights and adaptations. Caroline's estate similarly. But more than money, there's reputation at stake." Professor Winters closed her notebook deliberately. "Generations of scholars have built careers analyzing Hardin's distinctive voice and themes. Major institutions have invested in preserving and promoting his legacy. None of them would welcome evidence that his masterpiece was written by committee."

      A chill ran down Olivia's spine. "You think Alex's murder could be connected to what he discovered?"

      "I'm an academic, not a detective," Professor Winters said carefully. "But coincidences make me suspicious." She paused. "There's something else you should know. Two months ago, Alex Bennett contacted me about my research on the Pennington Circle. We met twice. During our second meeting, he mentioned finding 'concrete evidence' that would prove the collaborative authorship theory once and for all."

      "Did he say what this evidence was?"

      "No. He was being cautious." The professor hesitated. "But he did say it involved correspondence between Foster and Winterbottom that had never been made public."

      Olivia's heart raced. "Like the letter I found?"

      "Perhaps. Or something more substantial." Professor Winters checked her watch. "I have a class in fifteen minutes. But before I go—are you familiar with Agnes Pierce?"

      The name wasn't familiar. "Should I be?"

      "Agnes was another editor at Pennington during that era. Worked closely with Foster and Winterbottom." The professor scribbled something on a notepad and handed it to Olivia. "She's ninety-three now and lives at Oceanview Retirement Community right here in Millbrook Cove. If anyone knows the whole truth about the Pennington Circle, it's Agnes."

      Olivia stared at the address. "She's here? In town?"

      "Moved here five years ago to be near her granddaughter." Professor Winters gathered her things. "Winterbottom moved to Millbrook Cove fifteen years ago, Agnes five years ago. Doesn't that strike you as interesting?"

      "You think they chose this town for a reason?"

      "I think there are no coincidences when it comes to the Pennington Circle." The professor stood, slinging her bag over her shoulder. "One last thing, Agnes suffers from dementia. Good days and bad days. If you visit her, go in the morning. That's when she's clearest."

      Olivia tucked the address into her folder. "Thank you for your help."

      "Don't thank me yet." Professor Winters' expression was grave. "If Alex Bennett was killed because of what he discovered about the Pennington Circle, you may be pulling on a very dangerous thread." She paused at the door. "Whatever evidence Bennett found, someone wanted it badly enough to kill for it. Just remember that."

      After the professor left, Olivia remained seated, her mind whirling with new information. The Pennington Circle, a group of ghost writers and editors creating works for famous authors. Gerald Winterbottom and Eleanor Foster at the center of it all. Caroline Wentworth-Hardin possibly complicit in the scheme. And Alex Bennett, murdered after discovering evidence that could expose the whole fraudulent system.

      She spread her notes across the table, trying to organize what she knew. The bookmark had led her to a literary mystery spanning decades. But now that mystery had linked to a very recent murder, one that Jack was actively investigating.

      Her phone buzzed with a text from Jack: Any progress with your literary sleuthing?

      Olivia stared at the message, suddenly uncertain how much to share. If Alex Bennett had been killed because of what he'd discovered about the Pennington Circle, then her own investigation might put her in danger too.

      But she couldn't stop now. Not when she might be close to uncovering both a historic literary fraud and evidence related to a murder.

      She typed back: Found some interesting connections. Need to talk. Dinner tonight?

      Jack's response came quickly: Sure. 7pm at my place? I have case updates to share too.

      Perfect, she replied. And Jack? I think my literary mystery and Alex Bennett's murder might be connected.

      There was a long pause before his response appeared: Don't do anything else until we talk. I mean it, Olivia.

      She sighed, knowing his concern was warranted. Promise. Just going back to the shop now.

      As she gathered her materials, Olivia thought about Agnes Pierce waiting at Oceanview Retirement Community—possibly the last living member of the Pennington Circle. The woman might hold answers to both the literary fraud and Alex Bennett's murder.

      But Professor Winters' warning echoed in her mind. Someone had killed to keep this secret buried. The question was, who? And how far would they go to ensure it remained hidden?

      Olivia glanced at her watch. It was nearly four—time to reopen The Dusty Tome. Tomorrow morning, she'd visit Agnes Pierce. Until then, she needed to carefully review everything she'd learned and prepare for her dinner with Jack.

      The literary mystery that had begun with a simple bookmark had evolved into something far more complex—and potentially deadly. But as both a bookseller and an amateur sleuth, Olivia couldn't walk away. Not when the next chapter promised to be the most revealing yet.
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      Olivia stared at the white envelope between her fingers as if it might bite. Her Blocky capital letters displayed her name created with an old-fashioned label maker, the kind that pressed letters into plastic tape. No return address. No postmark. Just her name, stark against the paper.

      She'd nearly stepped on it when she unlocked The Dusty Tome at six that morning. Someone had slipped the envelope under the door after she left yesterday evening; it lay in wait like a patient predator.

      Now, standing behind the counter with trembling hands, she finally worked up the courage to open it. The single sheet inside contained a message composed of letters cut from magazines and newspapers—a cliché straight out of the mystery novels that lined her shelves, yet undeniably menacing in reality.

      STOP DIGGING UP PENNINGTON SECRETS.

      SOME BOOKS SHOULD STAY CLOSED.

      BENNETT DIDN'T LISTEN. BE SMARTER.

      Olivia dropped the paper as if it had scalded her. Whoever had left this knew about her investigation. Knew she was looking into the Pennington Circle. And most chillingly, had explicitly connected Alex Bennett's murder to his research, the same research she was now pursuing.

      "This isn't happening," she whispered to the empty shop, pulse hammering in her ears.

      But the note remained on the counter, its cut-and-paste message a stark reminder that her literary sleuthing had veered into dangerous territory. The measured words of Professor Winters echoed in her mind: Whatever evidence Bennett found, someone wanted it badly enough to kill for it.

      She reached for her phone to call Jack, then hesitated. They were having dinner tonight. She'd promised not to do anything until they talked. And what could he do about this note anyway? Dust for fingerprints on paper dozens of strangers might have touched at a magazine stand? Search for DNA on adhesive that someone smart enough to create an untraceable threat had licked?

      Instead, she took several photographs of the note exactly as it had landed, then carefully slid it into a plastic page protector she used for vulnerable first editions. Evidence preserved, she tucked it into the drawer beneath the register and tried to steady her breathing.

      "Get it together, Olivia," she murmured, squaring her shoulders. "You faced down a murderer with nothing but a bookend last winter. You can handle a nasty note."

      But as she moved through her opening routine, turning on lights, checking overnight online orders, arranging the new display of coastal-themed summer reads, her eyes kept darting to the door. Every shadow made her flinch. Even Mrs. Peterson's usual Tuesday morning visit for her weekly romance novel felt like an intrusion into a newly hostile space.

      By ten-thirty, Olivia had jumped at three phone calls, dropped a stack of paperbacks, and nearly screamed when the UPS driver knocked. She'd just finished signing for a shipment of leather-bound classics when the bell above the door jingled again.

      Jack Harper stood in the doorway, his tall frame backlit by late morning sunshine. His expression shifted instantly from casual to concerned as he took in her face.

      "What's wrong?" he asked, closing the distance between them in four long strides.

      Olivia hesitated only a moment before pulling the note from beneath the counter. "This was waiting for me when I opened up this morning."

      Jack's face hardened as he read, his jaw setting in a tight line she recognized from previous investigations. He slipped on a pair of nitrile gloves from his pocket and carefully examined the paper and envelope.

      "Who else knows you're investigating the Pennington Circle?" he asked, his voice professionally calm, but with an undercurrent of tension.

      "Not many people," Olivia said, leaning against the counter for support. "Professor Winters at the community college. Mrs. Holloway at the library. Mrs. Winterbottom knows I was interested in her uncle's books, but I didn't mention Pennington specifically." She paused. "And whoever's been watching me, apparently."

      Jack looked up sharply. "You think you're being watched?"

      "How else would they know what I'm researching?" She gestured at the note. "This isn't a random threat, Jack. Someone knows exactly what I've been digging into."

      "I don't like this," he said, carefully returning the note to its protective sleeve. "This directly references Bennett's murder. I need to take this as evidence."

      "I figured you would." She handed over the page protector. "I took photos too."

      Jack pocketed the evidence, then fixed her with a penetrating look. "When were you going to tell me about the connection to Bennett's case?"

      "Tonight. At dinner." Olivia crossed her arms. "I only made the connection yesterday while talking with Professor Winters. She told me Bennett had been researching the same thing before he died."

      "And you didn't think to call me immediately?" A muscle twitched in Jack's jaw.

      "I promised not to do anything until we talked tonight," she countered. "Finding a connection isn't doing something."

      "It's withholding evidence in an active murder investigation," Jack said, but the heat had already faded from his voice. He ran a hand through his dark hair, a gesture she recognized as his reset button when frustrated. "Sorry. That was unfair. You couldn't have known it was connected to the case."

      "But now we know it is," Olivia said quietly. "Someone killed Alex Bennett because of what he discovered about the Pennington Circle. And now they're threatening me for following the same trail."

      Jack looked around the empty bookshop, his detective's eyes cataloging entry points, sightlines, vulnerabilities. "You shouldn't be alone until we figure this out."

      "I can't exactly close the shop indefinitely," she protested, though the idea of having company suddenly seemed enormously appealing.

      "No, but we can take precautions." He checked his watch. "I need to log this evidence and brief the chief, but I'll be back in an hour. Do you have someone who can stay with you until then?"

      Olivia thought for a moment. "I can call Maggie from the bakery. She owes me for covering her register last month."

      "Do that." Jack's expression softened. "And Olivia? No more solo investigating. I mean it this time. This isn't just about solving a literary mystery anymore."

      "I know," she nodded, the reality of the situation sinking in deeper. "Someone's willing to kill to keep the truth buried."

      After Jack left and Maggie arrived (bearing stress-reducing cinnamon buns and a thousand questions Olivia carefully deflected), the morning crawled by. Every customer became a potential threat, every browsing stranger a messenger of danger. By the time Jack returned at noon, Olivia's nerves stretched to a breaking point.

      "Thanks, Maggie. I've got it from here," Jack said, holding up a tray with three cups. "Brought coffee for everyone."

      "You're a lifesaver," Maggie said, accepting her cup. "Both of you are being very mysterious, but I'm going to assume it's police business and not pry." She winked at Olivia. "Call if you need me again."

      Once Maggie had left, Jack flipped the sign to "Closed for Lunch" and guided Olivia to the reading nook at the back of the shop. The worn leather armchairs and small round table created an island of calm amidst the towering bookshelves.

      "How are you holding up?" he asked, passing her a cup of coffee, prepared exactly as she liked it, with almond milk and a single pump of hazelnut.

      "Terrified but trying not to show it," she admitted, wrapping both hands around the warm cup. "Also frustrated. And more determined than ever."

      Jack's mouth quirked into a half-smile. "That's the Olivia Paige I know. Threatened by a potential murderer and respond by doubling down on the investigation."

      "Is that approval or criticism I hear, Detective?"

      "Both." He took a long sip of his black coffee. "I logged the threat as evidence and brought the chief up to speed on the potential connection to Bennett's murder."

      "And?"

      "And he's concerned enough to assign additional patrols past your shop and apartment." Jack set his cup down. "I also pulled the Bennett case files to review everything in light of this Pennington Circle angle."

      Olivia leaned forward. "Did you find anything?"

      "Maybe. Bennett's laptop is still missing, but we did recover a notebook from his rental cottage that the initial officers overlooked. It had fallen behind the dresser." Jack pulled out his phone and showed her a photograph of a page filled with messy handwriting. "Most of it is interview notes and research questions, but there was this."

      He zoomed in on a section where Bennett had written:

      A.P. claims evidence exists. "The Confirmation" hidden in plain sight. Manuscript pages w/ multiple handwriting samples? Original draft with editor notes? Must check W's collection for proof.

      "A.P. must be Agnes Pierce," Olivia said excitedly. "The former Pennington editor Professor Winters told me about. And W has to be Winterbottom."

      "That was my thought too." Jack swiped to another image. "Bennett had this address written on the next page."

      "Oceanview Retirement Community," Olivia confirmed. "That's where Agnes Pierce lives now. Professor Winters gave me the same address."

      Jack's expression grew serious. "Bennett visited Pierce the day before he was killed. The retirement home has him in their visitor log."

      "So whatever Agnes told him might have led directly to his murder," Olivia said, the implications sending a chill through her. "Did you question her?"

      "We did, immediately after Bennett's murder, but she couldn't provide any useful information. According to the investigating officers, she was confused and couldn't remember Bennett's visit clearly." Jack frowned. "But they weren't asking about literary hoaxes or the Pennington Circle. They were focused on obvious motives—personal enemies, financial disputes."

      "Professor Winters mentioned that Agnes has dementia—good days and bad." Olivia traced the rim of her coffee cup thoughtfully. "She also said mornings are when Agnes is most lucid."

      "You're not suggesting⁠—"

      "We need to talk to her, Jack." Olivia met his gaze steadily. "Whatever she told Bennett led him to evidence worth killing for. She might be our best chance at understanding what's happening."

      Jack studied her face. "There's no 'we' in this, Olivia. This is an active murder investigation now."

      "Exactly. And who better to interview an elderly literary editor about a decades-old publishing conspiracy than someone who lives and breathes books?" She pressed her advantage. "Besides, she might respond better to a friendly chat about the old days than a formal police interrogation."

      His expression remained skeptical, but she could see him considering it. "You've already been threatened once."

      "Which is why I'd go with police protection." She reached across the table and touched his hand. "You, specifically."

      The gesture and the implication hung between them for a charged moment.

      Jack finally sighed. "I'll clear it with the chief. If—and only if—he approves, we visit Pierce together tomorrow morning. No solo missions, no improvising."

      "Deal." Olivia felt a small thrill of victory, though it was tempered by the very real danger the note represented.

      "In the meantime," Jack continued, "I'm staying here until closing time. Then I'll follow you home and check your apartment before you go in."

      "That seems excessive," she protested, though not very convincingly.

      "Someone connected to a murder just threatened you, Olivia. Excessive would be posting an officer outside your door 24/7, which I'm considering." His expression softened. "I'm not just saying this as a detective."

      The statement hung unfinished, but its meaning was clear. Their relationship had been evolving over months, from professional acquaintances to friends to something more—something neither had fully defined yet.

      "I appreciate it," she said quietly. "Both as a witness in your case and as..." She trailed off, suddenly shy about naming what existed between them.

      "As a very important person in my life," Jack finished for her, his voice dropping to match hers.

      A comfortable silence fell between them, broken only when Jack cleared his throat and reached for his coffee again.

      "So, while I'm playing bookshop security, want to bring me up to speed on everything you've learned about this Pennington Circle?"

      Grateful for the return to safer conversational territory, Olivia launched into a detailed account of her discoveries—the bookmark, the letter, her research at the library, and Professor Winters' insights into the collaborative writing scheme.

      "It's not just about one ghostwritten novel," she explained, animated despite the circumstances. "It's potentially dozens of works spanning decades, a systematic fraud involving some of America's most celebrated literary figures."

      "And the Hardin-Wentworth Foundation is still protecting this secret?" Jack asked.

      "That's my theory. When Professor Davenport published his stylo-metric analysis suggesting 'The Autumn Fields' had multiple authors, he was suddenly offered a prestigious position at the foundation and retracted his findings." Olivia took a sip of her cooling coffee. "Money buys a lot of silence."

      "But not everyone's," Jack mused. "Not Bennett's. And apparently not yours."

      "Some secrets deserve to be exposed," she said firmly. "Especially when they're being protected through murder."

      Jack checked his watch. "Your dinner rush will start soon. I'll help you reopen, then stay out of the way while you work. We'll grab dinner after you close, and I'll walk you home."

      As they collected their cups and headed back to the front of the shop, Olivia felt a complex mixture of emotions—fear about the threat, excitement about the investigation, and a warm certainty that whatever happened next, she wouldn't face it alone. Jack's presence, both as a detective and as something more personal, provided a comforting counterbalance to the danger.

      "Jack," she said as he reached for the door sign, "thank you. Not just for the protection, but for taking this seriously. The literary side of it, I mean."

      "What, you think I don't appreciate the significance of exposing a major publishing fraud?" He flipped the sign to "Open" with a mock-offended expression. "I'll have you know I got an A in American Literature in college."

      "No need to brag," she teased, feeling some of the day's tension dissipate.

      "Besides," he added more seriously, "anything that matters to you, I take seriously." With that simple statement, he moved to position himself unobtrusively near the window, where he could watch both the store entrance and the street outside.

      As Olivia returned to her place behind the counter, she glanced at Jack's profile against the afternoon light as solid, watchful, present. The threat was still real. The danger hadn't passed. But facing it alongside someone she trusted made it bearable.

      Tomorrow they would visit Agnes Pierce together and hopefully uncover what had cost Alex Bennett his life. For now, though, Olivia allowed herself to draw strength from Jack's presence and from her own determination to uncover the truth—no matter how many threatening notes tried to deter her.
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      "Wait, I've seen this before!" Olivia jerked upright in her chair, nearly knocking over her mug of tea.

      Spread across her kitchen table lay the evidence of her investigation—printouts of articles, her notes from interviews, photographs of the bookmark and letter, and Jack's copies of select pages from Alex Bennett's recovered notebook. She'd been staring at the materials for hours after returning home, despite Jack's insistence that she get some rest.

      Sleep remained impossible. Every creak in her apartment building sent her pulse racing. But it wasn't just fear keeping her awake. Iit was the nagging sense that she was missing something obvious.

      Now, at 2:17 AM, it hit her.

      She scrambled from the table to her bookshelf, fingers dancing across spines until she found what she needed with her well-worn copy of Dorothy L. Sayers' "Strong Poison." Flipping frantically to chapter three, she found the passage she remembered.

      "It's the same," she whispered, glancing between the novel and the photograph of the bookmark that had started her investigation. The small watercolor painting on the bookmark, what she'd initially taken for a simple landscape, wasn't just decorative. It depicted a specific scene: a country house with a distinctive cupola overlooking a small lake. Nearly identical to the scene described in Sayers' novel about a writer poisoned after discovering a devastating secret.

      Heart pounding, Olivia returned to the table and pulled Alex's notebook photos closer. One line jumped out at her:

      Check Winterbottom's collection—Christie, Sayers, Marsh. Keys to the "confirmation" may be literary.

      She grabbed her laptop and opened the file containing her inventory of the books purchased from Mrs. Winterbottom. Among them: first editions of Agatha Christie's "The Murder of Roger Ackroyd," Dorothy L. Sayers' "Strong Poison," and Ngaio Marsh's "Artists in Crime."

      "It's not just a hoax," Olivia murmured, pieces clicking into place. "It's a murder mystery hidden inside a literary fraud."

      The coincidence was too perfect to ignore. All three novels shared a common theme: murderers who disguised themselves as artists or writers to commit their crimes.

      She reached for her phone to call Jack, then stopped herself. It was the middle of the night, and what would she tell him? Classic detective fiction have inspired that Alex Bennett's murder? That she had a theory based on a bookmark illustration that matched a novel's description?

      Instead, she documented her findings, taking careful notes and organizing her evidence. As she worked, her eyelids grew heavy, and after 3 AM, sleep finally claimed her.

      

      "I'm telling you, the literary connection isn't coincidental," Olivia insisted the next morning as she and Jack walked toward Oceanview Retirement Community. The morning air carried a salt tang from the nearby coast, and sunlight painted the manicured grounds in gentle gold. "Alex Bennett wasn't just researching a publishing fraud—he was tracking a pattern."

      Jack held the door open for her, looking frustratingly alert despite their early hour. "A pattern connecting decades-old detective novels to a modern murder?"

      "Look at the facts," Olivia counted on her fingers as they approached the reception desk. "The bookmark matched a scene from 'Strong Poison.' The threat note used cut-out letters, straight from Christie's 'A Murder is Announced.' And Alex was killed with a letter opener, just like the victim in Marsh's 'Artists in Crime.'"

      "Good morning," Jack said to the receptionist, flashing his badge. "Detective Harper and Ms. Paige to see Agnes Pierce. We called ahead."

      While Jack handled the formalities, Olivia glanced around the tastefully decorated lobby. Framed black-and-white photographs of old New England lined the walls—fishing boats, lighthouses, town squares from a bygone era. Nothing to suggest this place housed someone who might hold the key to both a literary scandal and a murder.

      "Mrs. Pierce is having a good morning," the young woman at reception said, leading them down a corridor. "But please keep your visit brief. She tires easily."

      The room she showed them to felt more like a small apartment than a care facility unit. Bookshelves lined every available wall, and a comfortable-looking writing desk sat beneath a window overlooking the garden. In a wingback chair near the window, a small woman with wispy white hair and alert blue eyes watched their approach.

      "Agnes Pierce?" Jack asked gently. "I'm Detective Harper, and this is Olivia Paige."

      The elderly woman studied them for a moment, her gaze surprisingly sharp. "You're here about Alex, aren't you?" Her voice carried the faint rasp of age but remained clear and precise. "I've been expecting someone to come back. Though I'd hoped for better news by now."

      Olivia exchanged a glance with Jack, surprised by Agnes's lucidity. "Yes, we're investigating Alex Bennett's death. I understand you spoke with him shortly before he died."

      Agnes gestured to the chairs opposite her. "Sit, please. My neck hurts from looking up." Once they settled, she continued. "Alex was a bright young man. Asked the right questions. Understood what was at stake."

      "What exactly did you discuss with him?" Jack asked.

      "The Pennington Circle, of course." Agnes's thin lips curved into a smile that held little warmth. "Eleanor's grand experiment in collaborative fiction. Or as Raymond Hardin called it, 'the most profitable literary fraud of the century.'"

      Olivia leaned forward. "So it was a fraud? Eleanor Foster and others wrote the works attributed to Hardin?"

      "Not a fraud, dear. A collaboration. There's a difference." Agnes adjusted the shawl around her shoulders. "Raymond knew precisely what was happening. He provided the outlines, the basic concepts, sometimes a chapter or two. Eleanor shaped it, Gerald added technical details and descriptions, I polished dialogue, and occasionally others contributed specialized knowledge."

      "Others?" Jack prompted.

      "The workshop participants." Agnes's eyes took on a distant quality. "Every summer, Pennington Press hosted a two-week writers' workshop at Raymond's estate in Maine. Promising young writers, established authors needing a refresh, editors looking to understand the craft better. The perfect cover for our collaboration."

      Olivia felt a rush of excitement. "So the workshop attendees were actually ghost writers for Hardin's novels?"

      "Not all of them. Perhaps three or four each summer would be brought into the inner circle, shown the system." Agnes looked directly at Olivia. "You found Gerald's bookmark, didn't you? That's what started you on this path."

      Olivia blinked in surprise. "How did you know?"

      "Because Alex found the same bookmark. It was Gerald's signature—a clue for those who knew where to look." Agnes sighed. "Gerald was always the romantic in our group. Couldn't bear the thought of dying with the truth still buried. So he created bread crumbs, little trails for curious minds to follow."

      "The watercolor on the bookmark," Olivia said. "It matches a scene from 'Strong Poison'—a novel about a writer poisoned for knowing too much."

      Agnes nodded. "Gerald had a flair for the dramatic. The bookmark was just the start. 'The Confirmation' is what truly mattered."

      Jack shifted in his seat. "What exactly is 'The Confirmation'?"

      "Proof positive of the collaboration." Agnes's voice dropped to a near whisper. "A manuscript—the original draft of 'The Autumn Fields' with handwritten notes from all five primary contributors, including Raymond himself acknowledging the arrangement."

      Olivia exchanged an excited glance with Jack. This was it with the evidence worth killing for.

      "Where is this manuscript now?" Jack asked.

      "That's what Alex wanted to know." Agnes studied her liver-spotted hands. "I told him what I'm telling you—it's hidden in plain sight. Gerald arranged it that way."

      "What does that mean?" Olivia pressed.

      "It means Gerald hid it somewhere public yet protected, visible yet overlooked." Agnes's eyes suddenly sharpened, focusing on Olivia with an unsettling intensity. "You're the bookshop owner, aren't you? The one who bought Gerald's mystery collection?"

      Olivia nodded.

      "Then you have everything you need." Agnes suddenly looked tired, the energy draining from her face. "I should rest now. But before you go—Alex mentioned a writing workshop in Millbrook Cove. Said he was invited as a guest instructor. Did you know about that?"

      "The Coastal Writers Retreat," Jack confirmed. "It was happening the week he was killed."

      "Find out who else was teaching there." Agnes's eyes drifted closed. "The past doesn't stay buried forever. Someone from the old days must have recognized what Alex was uncovering."

      As they thanked Agnes and prepared to leave, Olivia noticed a framed photograph on the side table—a much younger Agnes standing with a group of people on the porch of a large home with a distinctive cupola.

      "The house from the bookmark," she whispered, pointing it out to Jack.

      Agnes opened her eyes one last time. "Hardin House. Where it all happened. Where the workshops were held. Where we created American literary history." A ghost of a smile touched her lips. "And where the answers still wait, for those brave enough to find them."

      

      "The Coastal Writers Retreat," Olivia said as they hurried back to town, energy pulsing through her despite the early hour. "We need the complete list of instructors and attendees. Agnes basically confirmed that someone from the original Pennington Circle, or connected to it, was there."

      Jack nodded, keeping pace with her. "I'll pull the registration records from the B&B where the workshop was held. But Olivia, if Agnes is right, this makes your theory about literary-inspired murder even more plausible."

      "It's classic misdirection," Olivia said, mind racing. "Using fictional murder methods to commit a real crime with both honoring and corrupting the literary tradition simultaneously."

      They reached Main Street, where shops were just beginning to open for the day. "I need to get to the station," Jack said. "But I don't want you alone with this information."

      Olivia scanned the street, spotting the warm glow of lights at Morgan's Books, the other bookstore in town. Unlike The Dusty Tome, with its focus on rare and used books, Morgan specialized in new releases and hosted a popular morning coffee group.

      "I'll be at Morgan's," she decided. "Public place, lots of witnesses, and I can get some additional literary perspectives without revealing too much."

      Jack looked skeptical. "Promise you'll come straight to the station afterward? We need to compare the workshop attendance list with what we know about the Pennington Circle."

      "Promise." She squeezed his arm. "Two hours, tops."

      Inside Morgan's Books, the morning regulars had already claimed their usual spots in the reading area, a retired English professor, a local journalist, a romance novelist, and several other book lovers who gathered daily to discuss literature over coffee. Olivia knew them all from various book events and town functions.

      "Olivia! What brings you to the competition?" called out Samuel Morgan, the silver-haired owner, with a warm smile that held no actual rivalry.

      "Literary emergency," she replied with a lightness she didn't feel. "Need to pick some brains about classic mystery novels."

      "Well, you've come to the right place," Professor Ellis said, patting the empty chair beside him. "We were just debating whether Christie's plotting outshines Sayers' character work."

      Perfect opening. Olivia accepted a cup of coffee from Samuel and settled in. "Actually, I'm interested in something specific, murder methods in classic detective fiction, particularly from the 1930s and 40s."

      "Research for that mystery novel you're always threatening to write?" asked Miriam Fowler, the romance novelist.

      "Something like that," Olivia hedged. "I'm particularly interested in novels where the murder method reflects the victim's profession or personality."

      For the next forty minutes, she guided the conversation through the classics, careful to include "Strong Poison," "Artists in Crime," and "The Murder of Roger Ackroyd" without emphasizing them too obviously. The group enthusiastically dissected murder methods, motives, and red herrings while Olivia mentally cataloged connections to Alex's case.

      "There's something about literary-themed murders that's particularly satisfying," Professor Ellis mused. "Remember that true crime case from the 90s? The professor who killed his rival using methods from Poe stories?"

      "What about the Coastal Writers Retreat?" Olivia asked, seizing the opportunity. "Did any of you attend the sessions this year?"

      Samuel nodded. "I hosted the opening reception here. Impressive lineup—three bestselling authors, one from New York, plus some local talent."

      "Including poor Alex Bennett," Miriam added, shaking her head sadly. "Such a tragedy. He gave a brilliant workshop on researching historical frauds the day before he died."

      "Who else was teaching?" Olivia tried to keep her voice casual.

      "Let me think," Professor Ellis tapped his chin. "Katherine Chen, the thriller writer. James Whitmore, who does those academic mysteries. Oh, and that elderly gentleman who rarely publishes anymore but has quite the following—Nicholas Wentworth."

      Olivia nearly choked on her coffee. "Nicholas Wentworth? From the Hardin-Wentworth Foundation?"

      "That's the one. Caroline Wentworth-Hardin's grandson." The professor leaned forward. "Bit of a coup for a small-town workshop to get him. He's practically literary royalty."

      The pieces slammed together in Olivia's mind. Nicholas Wentworth, heir to the Hardin literary legacy, guardian of the family reputation, and presumably someone who would lose everything if the Pennington Circle collaboration was exposed. And he'd been in Millbrook Cove when Alex Bennett was murdered.

      "Interesting coincidence," she said, while her heart hammered against her ribs.

      "Not really," Samuel interjected. "Wentworth has a summer home up the coast. Been coming to the area for years. That's how they got him for the workshop."

      A summer home near Millbrook Cove. Like Gerald Winterbottom. Like Agnes Pierce. The connections multiplied, drawing tighter with each revelation.

      "I should get going," Olivia said, rising perhaps too quickly. "Thanks for the literary insights."

      Outside, she immediately texted Jack: Nicholas Wentworth was teaching at the workshop when Alex was killed. Caroline's grandson. Hardin Foundation. Summer home nearby. Coming to station now.

      As she hurried toward the police station, Olivia's mind raced through the implications. The heir to the Hardin literary fortune, present when a writer investigating the family's fraudulent legacy was murdered. A murder that mirrored classic mystery novels—the very books that figured prominently in Gerald Winterbottom's collection.

      The literary clues weren't just coincidences or the killer's flourish—they were breadcrumbs, just like Agnes had said about Gerald's bookmark. Someone was simultaneously committing murder and leaving a trail, practically daring a reader clever enough to follow it.

      And now Olivia had to convince Jack that one of America's most respected literary patrons might be a killer protecting a decades-old family secret—before whoever had left her that threatening note decided she'd read too much to be allowed to continue turning pages.
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      Olivia's shoulders ached as she stretched to reach the top shelf behind the counter. Three hours of methodically examining every book from Gerald Winterbottom's collection had yielded nothing but dust and frustration. The shop's "Closed" sign hung in the window, but she'd lost track of time as afternoon had slipped into evening.

      "It has to be here somewhere," she muttered, carefully extracting a leather-bound first edition of "Strong Poison" from its place. If Agnes Pierce was right, one of these precious volumes contained more than just Dorothy L. Sayers' brilliant prose—it held the key to exposing the Pennington Circle fraud once and for all.

      The weight of the book felt different somehow. Heavier on one side than it should be. Olivia carried it to her examination table under the brightest lamp in the shop and carefully opened the cover.

      Nothing unusual presented itself at first glance. The frontispiece, title page, and dedication all appeared normal for a first edition. She fanned through the pages slowly, looking for anything tucked between them—a bookmark, a letter, some slip of paper. Nothing fell out.

      She examined the binding more closely, noting the slight discoloration along the inside seam. Running her finger along it, she felt a subtle irregularity in the typically smooth binding. Something was off about the construction of this volume.

      "Could it be?" she whispered, her pulse quickening.

      Olivia retrieved her book examination tools from beneath the counter—white cotton gloves, a magnifying glass, and a thin metal spatula used for separating delicate pages. Donning the gloves, she carefully probed the binding with the spatula.

      The tool slipped into a nearly invisible seam, and with gentle pressure, she felt something give way. The endpaper, which should have been firmly attached to the inside cover, lifted slightly along one edge.

      Heart racing, she worked with painstaking precision, easing the spatula further along the hidden seam. The endpaper, she realized, was not original to the book at all, but a carefully crafted addition designed to conceal something within the cover itself.

      As she lifted the false endpaper, she revealed a shallow compartment hollowed out of the hardcover. Inside lay a folded piece of yellowed paper, its edges worn with age.

      Olivia exhaled slowly, aware that she was holding her breath. With trembling fingers, she extracted the paper and unfolded it on the table.

      It wasn't the manuscript she'd hoped for, but a handwritten note in an elegant, slanted script:

      *For the seeker of truth about "Fields" and other matters:

      The five points create the star.

      Christie guards the entrance.

      Sayers reveals the method.

      Marsh provides the key.

      Allingham conceals the truth.

      Tey protects the confirmation.*

      *When the star aligns, the manuscript speaks.

      —G.W.*

      Olivia read the note three times, her mind racing. The five authors mentioned represented the golden age of British mystery fiction with Agatha Christie, Dorothy L. Sayers, Ngaio Marsh, Margery Allingham, and Josephine Tey. And she had first editions of works by all five authors from Gerald Winterbottom's collection.

      "The five points create the star," she repeated softly. Her gaze drifted to the shelves where the other volumes sat waiting. "It's a puzzle. A literary treasure hunt."

      She glanced at her phone. She should call Jack. Tell him what she'd found. Wait for him before proceeding further. They had an agreement, no solo investigating. But this wasn't exactly investigating, was it? This was literary analysis, puzzle-solving. Her specialty.

      The shop's ancient heating system clicked and sighed in the growing darkness, the only sound besides her quickened breathing. Outside, streetlights had blinked on, casting long shadows through the front windows. Olivia switched on more lights, dispelling the gloom and the prickling sensation on the back of her neck.

      "Christie guards the entrance," she murmured, moving toward the shelf where "The Murder of Roger Ackroyd" sat waiting. The first step on a path that might lead to both truth and danger.

      She carefully removed the Christie novel, a magnificent first edition that alone was worth several thousand dollars. Unlike the Sayers, this book felt normal in her hands, its weight properly distributed. She placed it on the examination table and began the same meticulous inspection.

      Nothing in the binding this time. No hidden compartments. She flipped through each page with careful fingers, stopping when a faint pencil mark caught her eye. Nearly invisible unless you were looking for it, someone had underlined a single sentence on page 47:

      "The truth, however ugly in itself, is always curious and beautiful to seekers after it."

      Below it, in the margin, was the tiniest drawing of a key and the number 213.

      Olivia's hands trembled with excitement. "Page 213 in Marsh's book," she whispered. "Ngaio Marsh provides the key."

      She returned to the shelf and located "Artists in Crime," another pristine first edition. Turning directly to page 213, she found nothing marked or unusual about the page itself. But as she studied it more carefully, she noticed the page number appeared slightly darker than others, as if someone had traced over it with a pencil.

      On impulse, Olivia took both books to her desk and aligned them so that page 47 of Christie's novel sat beside page 213 of Marsh's. Nothing remarkable happened. Then she remembered the note: "The five points create the star."

      She needed all five books. Working quickly now, Olivia gathered "The Fashion in Shrouds" by Margery Allingham and "The Franchise Affair" by Josephine Tey from the shelves, along with "Strong Poison" that had contained the note.

      Her desk wasn't large enough to accommodate all five open books at once. She cleared the examination table, pushing aside her tools and the stack of invoices that needed processing, and arranged the books in a circle.

      "When the star aligns, the manuscript speaks," she whispered, recalling Gerald's cryptic instructions.

      The star. Five points. Five books. But how should they align?

      She studied the note again, noting the order of the authors:

      Christie. Sayers. Marsh. Allingham. Tey.

      Olivia rearranged the books in that sequence, forming a rough circle on the table. Still, nothing obvious presented itself. She opened each to the pages where she'd found markings: 47 in Christie, the hollow cover in Sayers. But what about the others?

      She flipped through Marsh's "Artists in Crime" again, more carefully this time, and discovered a tiny star drawn in the margin on page 102. In Allingham's "The Fashion in Shrouds," she found the same symbol on page 175. And in Tey's "The Franchise Affair," there it was again on page 220.

      Excitement building, Olivia arranged the books in a star pattern, each opened to its marked page, with their spines pointing outward and pages meeting in the center of the table.

      When arranged in sequence—Christie, Sayers, Marsh, Allingham, Tey—the five books created a perfect five-pointed star. And at the center, where the pages met, she saw it: the marked sentences from each book, when read in sequence, formed a message:

      "The truth, however ugly in itself, is always curious and beautiful to seekers after it."

      "Consider the shape of things and where meaning hides beneath surfaces."

      "Not in the blade but in its sheath lies the evidence."

      "False faces conceal true hearts as book covers guard precious pages."

      "The greatest trick is to hide truth within its opposite."

      Olivia stepped back from the table, her mind racing. "Where meaning hides beneath surfaces... not in the blade but in its sheath... false faces... hide truth within its opposite."

      Her gaze fell on the bookshelf where she'd displayed the most valuable pieces from Gerald Winterbottom's collection. Among them stood a handsome slipcase containing what the catalog had described as "Raymond Hardin's personal copy of 'The Autumn Fields' with annotations."

      The slipcase—the sheath. Not the book itself, but its container.

      With trembling hands, Olivia lifted the slipcase from the shelf. She'd examined the book inside when she first acquired the collection, noting with some disappointment that the "annotations" were merely a few underlined passages and check marks. Nothing revelatory. But she hadn't closely examined the slipcase itself.

      Now, she studied it with new eyes. The custom-made leather case appeared to be slightly larger than necessary for the single volume it contained. Running her fingers along the interior, she felt a slight ridge where there shouldn't be one.

      "False faces conceal true hearts," she whispered.

      Using her spatula, she carefully probed the seam she'd discovered and felt something give way. The inner lining of the slipcase separated, revealing a hidden compartment between the exterior leather and the visible interior.

      And there, flattened and preserved between two sheets of acid-free paper, lay what could only be "The Confirmation" Agnes had described—pages of a manuscript, covered in multiple handwritings.

      Olivia carefully extracted the pages and laid them on the table. The yellowed sheets contained a draft of what was recognizably "The Autumn Fields," but with extensive notations in at least five distinct handwritings. Comments, edits, suggestions flowed across the margins. And there, on the final page, a note that made her gasp:

      With these changes implemented, I believe we have another Hardin masterpiece ready for the world. The usual arrangements for payment will apply. My sincere thanks to you all.

      —R.H.

      And below it, five signatures: Raymond Hardin, Eleanor Foster, Gerald Winterbottom, Agnes Pierce, and one she didn't recognize.

      Proof positive of the collaboration. The smoking gun that confirmed decades of literary fraud.

      Olivia's hands shook as she carefully photographed each page with her phone. Then, heart racing, she texted Jack:

      Found it. The Confirmation. Hidden in Winterbottom's collection. Proof of everything. Coming to the station now.

      She carefully returned the manuscript to its hiding place and slipped the valuable case into her messenger bag. As she reached for her coat, the shop's front door rattled violently, as if someone were trying to force it open.

      Olivia froze, her breath catching in her throat.

      The rattling stopped, replaced by three deliberate knocks. A pause. Then three more.

      "Olivia?" Jack's voice called through the door. "It's me. Are you okay? You weren't answering your phone."

      Relief flooded through her as she hurried to let him in. But even as she turned the lock, a chill ran down her spine. Someone had killed to keep this secret. And now that she'd uncovered it, she'd moved from curious bookseller to legitimate threat.

      She opened the door to Jack's concerned face, the manuscript secure in her bag, and the weight of her discovery, and its danger, heavy on her shoulders.

      "What's going on?" he asked, taking in her
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