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​The car entered town at the quiet edge of evening, when the day had begun its slow retreat but had not yet fully surrendered. The last of the sunlight lingered along the rooftops and upper windows, while the streets below were already slipping into shadow, the air cooling as the light drained from the sky.

It moved without hurry, gliding along the narrow road that led toward the town square, its dark exterior catching what little remained of the day in dull, shifting reflections. Nothing about it openly demanded attention, and yet it did not pass unnoticed. A few heads turned. Conversations faltered for a moment before resuming, as though something had brushed lightly against the town’s familiar rhythm without quite disturbing it.

When the car came to a stop along the curb, it did so with a quiet finality.

The engine fell silent.

For a moment, nothing else happened.

Then the driver stepped out.

He was a small, bespectacled, precise-looking man whose movements were quick but controlled, as though governed by long habit. He circled the vehicle, opened the rear door, and stepped aside with a deferential tilt of his head.

“Shall I bring your things inside, sir?”

There was a pause—not long, but long enough to feel deliberate.

“Yes,” came the reply at last.

The voice was low and composed, touched with a formality that did not quite belong to this town.

The driver nodded at once and moved to the trunk, retrieving a single leather case despite the size of the vehicle. He worked efficiently, though there was a faint tension in the way he moved, as if he were aware of being watched even when no one openly stared.

Inside the car, Adrian Vain remained seated.

From the street, he was not easily seen. The angle of the glass caught the last strands of sunlight and turned them back upon themselves, creating a shifting surface where reflection and shadow overlapped. At times, his outline appeared clearly—the straight line of his shoulders, the rigid stillness of his posture—and then it seemed to dissolve again, as though the light itself resisted settling upon him.

He did not move.

Not yet.

Beyond the car, the town carried on. A woman stepped out of the delicatessen, a paper bag tucked beneath her arm, her pace slowing almost imperceptibly as she passed. Across the street, a man paused in the middle of locking his bicycle, his gaze drifting toward the unfamiliar vehicle before he appeared to think better of it and returned to what he was doing.

A dog being led along the sidewalk came to an abrupt stop.

Its body stiffened. Its ears flattened against its head as it fixed its attention on the car. The leash tightened gently as its owner tugged and offered a soft, apologetic laugh to no one in particular.

“Come on,” she murmured. “What’s gotten into you?”

The dog refused to move.

Only after a moment—after a subtle shift in the light, after the last direct ray of sunlight slipped below the rooftops—did it allow itself to be led away, though it glanced back once, uncertain.

The change was almost imperceptible.

The square dimmed by degrees, the warmth of the day giving way to the cooler tones of evening. Streetlamps flickered to life one by one, casting pale pools of light across the sidewalk.

Inside the car, Adrian’s gaze remained fixed straight ahead, steady and patient, as though he had all the time in the world and no reason to hurry.

Only when the shadows had settled completely across the square did he move.

The door opened without a sound.

He stepped out then, not abruptly, but with the same controlled grace that marked everything about him. There was nothing theatrical in the motion, nothing designed to draw attention, and yet his presence seemed to alter the space around him in a way that was difficult to define.

He paused beside the car and surveyed the square.

This time, the stillness felt different.

It was not hesitation.

It was assessment.

Behind him, the driver closed the trunk and approached at once, the leather case held carefully in both hands.

“Everything is prepared, sir.”

Adrian inclined his head slightly.

“I’m sure it is, Ronald.”

Yet his attention had already drifted elsewhere.

Across the square, the door to Hazel, Hexe & Broome opened, and Frieda Hexe stepped outside, a folder tucked neatly beneath her arm. She moved with her usual purpose, her expression thoughtful after a long day at the office.

Then she noticed him.

She slowed.

It was not recognition.

Not yet.

Only curiosity.

Adrian lifted his eyes to meet hers.

For the briefest moment, neither of them moved.

Then he inclined his head in a polite, almost old-fashioned gesture.

“Good evening.”

His voice carried easily across the short distance, calm and measured, as though the words had been chosen long before he ever set foot in town.

Frieda returned the gesture, her own professionalism settling into place even as something in her expression suggested she was still assessing him.

“Good evening, Mr. Vain,” she replied. “I have the papers you requested.”

She handed him the folder.

A faint smile touched Adrian’s lips, precise and controlled, as he accepted it.

“Thank you.”

Frieda nodded.

“We can go over everything in my office tomorrow.”

“I look forward to it,” Adrian said.

For a moment neither of them moved. Then Adrian turned slightly, as if preparing to leave, only to pause and look back at her.

“May I buy you a cup of coffee?”

The question caught Frieda off guard.

No man had asked her out in a very long time.

She studied him for a moment. He was undeniably handsome, impeccably dressed, and possessed of a quiet charm that was difficult to ignore. Besides, she told herself, there was no harm in discussing business over coffee.

A small smile touched her lips.

“I’d like that.”

Adrian inclined his head.

“Wonderful.”

Ronald stepped forward at once and opened the rear door of the car.

Adrian gestured politely for Frieda to enter first. Once she was seated, he slid in beside her.

Ronald closed the door, hurried around to the driver’s seat, and started the engine.

“To the coffee shop, Ronald,” Adrian said.

“There’s a nice one two blocks north, on the right,” Frieda said.

“Perfect.”

The long black car eased away from the curb and disappeared into the gathering night.

⸻

Inside the coffee shop, what was meant to be a brief stop stretched into nearly an hour.

Over steaming cups of coffee, Adrian and Frieda talked easily. He proved to be intelligent, attentive, and surprisingly witty. More than once, Adrian drew a genuine laugh from her, something few people managed to do after a long day at work.

There was something undeniably captivating about him.

Before Frieda realized how much time had passed, she glanced at her watch and started.

“Oh my. I didn’t realize it was so late.”

She gathered her purse and rose from her chair.

“My granddaughter will be wondering where I am.”

Adrian stood as well.

“May I drive you home?”

Frieda smiled and shook her head.

“No, thank you. I have my car.”

She slipped her purse over her shoulder.

“Thank you for the coffee. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“I look forward to it,” Adrian said.

Frieda gave him one final smile and hurried out into the evening.

Adrian remained where he was, watching through the front window until she disappeared from sight.

Then he smiled.

When he stepped outside, Ronald was waiting beside the car, holding the rear door open.

“Did everything go well, sir?” Ronald asked.

Adrian slid into the back seat.

“Everything went according to plan,” he said.

A faint, satisfied smile touched his lips.

“She is perfect.”

Ronald closed the door and took his place behind the wheel.

“Home, Ronald.”

The car pulled away from the curb and sped through the darkened streets toward the sprawling mansion Adrian Vain had rented on the outskirts of town.

The square resumed its quiet rhythm.

Voices rose and fell. Footsteps echoed lightly along the pavement. The town settled into evening as it always had.

And yet, for reasons no one could have explained, the place where Adrian Vain had stood seemed subtly altered, as though something ancient and dangerous had passed through it and left behind the faintest trace of its presence.

⸻

Greta Hexe slept soundly beneath her quilt, with Alice curled beside her pillow in a warm patch of moonlight. Through the screened window, the cool autumn air drifted into the room, carrying with it the scent of fallen leaves.

At precisely seven o’clock, her alarm clock began to ring.

Still half asleep, Greta reached out and slapped the snooze button.

The ringing stopped.

A moment later, fragrant flowers appeared above her bed and drifted gently down onto the blanket. Their sweet perfume tickled Greta’s nose.

Her eyes fluttered open.

Bluebirds circled near the ceiling, filling the room with cheerful song.

Greta smiled as she stretched.

Then, just as suddenly as they had appeared, the birds and flowers vanished.

Her smile faded.

Greta sat up, her expression turning suspicious.

This was definitely not her grandmother’s usual way of waking her.

She threw back the covers and climbed out of bed, glancing around the room warily as though expecting a cream pie or a blaring elephant to burst from the closet.

Alice remained on the bed, calmly watching her.

Greta sat down on the edge of the mattress and looked at her familiar.

“No blaring elephants, no pies, no seltzer in the face...” she said. “What’s going on, Alice?”

Alice responded with a soft meow that offered no explanation.

A few minutes later, dressed for school, Greta headed downstairs.

⸻

When she entered the kitchen, everything was in motion.

Pans stirred themselves on the stove. Plates and glasses floated gracefully from the cupboards and settled onto the table.

At the center of it all sat Frieda, sipping her coffee with an unusually bright smile on her face.

“Good morning, Greta,” she said, almost singing the words.

Greta slid into her chair and studied her grandmother with narrowed eyes.

“Good morning, Oma,” she said. “You seem to be in a very good mood today.”

​“It’s just a wonderful morning, dear,” Frieda said as she rose from the table and slipped several legal briefs into her bag.

A familiar clanging echoed from the next room, growing louder as Sir John entered the kitchen in his gleaming English armor. He lowered himself into a chair with a metallic creak.

Greta leaned toward him.

“What’s with Oma?” she whispered.

Sir John gave a small shrug.

“I don’t know. She’s been this way since she came home last night.”

He turned toward Frieda.

“Are you feeling all right, Lady Frieda?”

Frieda smiled again, her eyes bright.

“Never better. I have a new client. I met him yesterday. A wonderful man named Adrian Vain.”

Greta’s eyebrows shot up.

“Ohhh! Is he handsome?”

Frieda waved the question away, though a faint blush crept into her cheeks.

“I never really noticed. But now that you mention it, yes, I suppose you could say he is.”

Sir John chuckled behind his visor.

“Lady Frieda, are you by chance smitten with this Adrian Vain?”

“What? No,” Frieda said quickly. “It’s strictly business, that’s all.”

Greta covered her mouth, trying to suppress a laugh.

“Adrian and Oma, sitting in a tree—”

“Quiet, Greta,” Frieda said, attempting to sound stern, though she was clearly amused. “Or I’ll go back to waking you with clowns and elephants.”

Greta’s smile vanished at once.

Frieda pointed toward her plate.

“Hurry up and finish your breakfast. You’ll be late for school.”

Greta wasted no time. She finished the last of her breakfast, pulled on her sweatshirt against the rain that had
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