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​Introduction: The Heartbeat of Sweetwater
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In most places, February is a month of gray slush and shivering commuters. But Sweetwater was not like most places. In this town, February was a high-stakes, high-glitter sport.

By the first of the month, the town’s iron lampposts were so heavily draped in pink tinsel they looked like giant sticks of cotton candy. The air didn’t just smell like winter; it hummed with the thick, dizzying aroma of warm cinnamon, dark chocolate, and several thousand long-stemmed roses being offloaded from delivery trucks. To the people of Sweetwater, Valentine’s Day wasn't just a holiday on a calendar—it was the town's identity.

At the literal and figurative heart of this frenzy was Cupid.

Cupid was a Golden Retriever who seemed to have been designed by a jeweler. His coat was a deep, burnished gold that shimmered like a new penny in the sun. He didn't just walk; he floated with the practiced grace of a three-time "Best in Show" champion. He was more than a pet; he was a celebrity. As the designated Grand Marshal of the Sweetwater Valentine’s Day Parade, his face was on every flyer, every commemorative mug, and every frosted sugar cookie in the county.

On the morning of February 13th, the town square was a beehive. A makeshift stage had been erected in front of City Hall, draped in velvet banners that rippled in the biting wind. Mrs. Gable, Cupid’s devoted owner, stood in the center of a swarm of photographers, holding a lead made of braided red silk.

"Just look at the lens, my darling," she cooed, smoothing a stray hair on Cupid’s forehead.

But Cupid wasn't looking at the lens. His ears, usually flopped forward in a polite expression of boredom, had suddenly swiveled toward the north. His black nose twitched, filtering a thousand scents—the florist's lilies, the baker's yeast, and something else... something wild and urgent that smelled like the woods beyond the school.

The clock tower began its heavy, rhythmic toll: One. Two. Three.

At the final stroke of noon, a low-flying pigeon startled by the chimes banked sharply over the stage. Mrs. Gable flinched, her grip loosening for a fraction of a second.

Snap.

It wasn't a loud noise, but to the three kids standing at the edge of the crowd, it sounded like a starter’s pistol. The silver clasp of the silk lead gave way.

Cupid wasn't a champion at that moment. He wasn't a Grand Marshal or a local icon. He was a blur of gold, a living streak of lightning sprinting toward the horizon. He vaulted over a display of oversized teddy bears, wove through a forest of human legs, and vanished into the snowy labyrinth of the town, leaving a trail of gasping photographers and panicked humans in his wake.

​The heart of Sweetwater was gone, and the clock was officially ticking.
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​Chapter 1: The Red Ribbon Fiasco
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The town of Sweetwater was currently a nightmare of pink glitter and doilies, and Cupid was officially over it.

Cupid was a Golden Retriever of impeccable lineage. His fur was the color of a toasted marshmallow, his eyes were like polished amber, and he possessed a "sit-stay" so solid it could weather a hurricane. But even a three-time Best in Show champion has his limits, and Cupid’s limit was the Grand Marshal’s Harness.

"Hold still, my darling boy! The Gazette needs you to look regal, not restless!"

Mrs. Gable, a woman who smelled perpetually of lavender sachets and expensive hairspray, tugged at a thick, red silk ribbon. She was currently trying to lace it through Cupid’s collar, which was already weighed down by a gold-plated heart tag.

"One more second, Mrs. Gable," chirped Mr. Higgins, the town photographer, as he ducked behind a black cloth. "I just need him to look toward the clock tower. Cupid! Hey, boy! Look at the squeaky heart!"

Cupid let out a soft huff. He wasn't interested in the squeaky heart. He was interested in the smell.

Beneath the cloying scent of the florist shop next door and the exhaust from the parade floats, a sharp, wild aroma drifted on the February breeze. It smelled like freedom—and possibly a dropped ham sandwich near the park across the street.

"Ready... and... smile!" Mr. Higgins cried.

Pop! The flashbulb went off like a tiny lightning bolt. At that exact moment, a wayward pigeon fluttered down from the eaves of the Town Hall, landing a mere three feet from Cupid’s nose.

It was the perfect storm. The flash startled the bird, the bird startled Mrs. Gable, and the sudden jerk of Mrs. Gable’s hand snapped the fancy silk lead right at the clasp.

"Oh!" Mrs. Gable gasped, her fingers clutching nothing but a remnant of red ribbon.

Cupid didn't bark. He didn't growl. He simply saw the gap between the flower tubs and took it.

"Cupid! Come back!"

But Cupid was already a golden streak heading toward the Square. He vaulted over a display of "Be Mine" teddy bears and wove through the legs of the high school marching band. To him, this wasn't a crisis—it was a game.

"Stop that dog!" someone yelled, but it was too late. The Grand Marshal of the Sweetwater Valentine’s Day Parade had officially gone AWOL, leaving behind a frantic owner, a stunned photographer, and a single, lonely red ribbon fluttering in the slush.
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​Chapter 2: The Secret Society of Seekers
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The chaos of the Town Square hadn't quite reached the playground at Miller Park, but the tension in the air was thick. The swings creaked rhythmically, a lonely sound against the distant shouts of "Cupid! Here, boy!" echoing from the streets.

Leo sat on the top of the slide, his binoculars pressed to his eyes. He was a kid who liked to be prepared; his cargo pants were stuffed with "emergency" granola bars and a compass he’d gotten for his birthday.

"See anything?" a voice called out from below.

Leo lowered his binoculars. Maya was standing at the base of the slide, her bright purple winter coat dusted with light snow. She was the fastest runner in the fifth grade and had a habit of tapping her foot when she was impatient.

"Just a lot of grown-ups running around like headless chickens," Leo said, sliding down with a metallic whoosh. "Mrs. Gable is crying into a silk handkerchief, and the Mayor looks like he’s about to have a meltdown. If Cupid isn't found by tomorrow, the parade is canceled."

"They’re looking in all the wrong places," a third voice joined in. Sam was sitting on a nearby bench, sketching in a weathered notebook. Sam was quiet, the kind of kid who noticed the things everyone else missed—like the way the wind moved or where the neighborhood cats hid during rainstorms. "They’re sticking to the main roads. Cupid’s a dog. He’s going to go where the interesting smells are."

The three of them weren't exactly "best friends"—they were more like "frequent neighbors"—but the sight of the empty, golden leash lying in the street had sparked something in all of them.

"My dad says Cupid is worth more than a fancy car," Maya said, her eyes narrowing with determination. "But he’s also just... a dog. He must be scared with all that yelling."

"The adults are too loud," Leo agreed. "They’re scaring him further away. If we want to find him, we have to be smart. We have to be a team."

Sam stood up, tucking his sketchbook into his backpack. "A secret society?"

"A search party," Leo corrected, a grin spreading across his face. "The Secret Society of Seekers. We know this town better than anyone. We know the shortcuts through the alleys and the holes in the fences behind the bakery."

Maya stepped forward, extending her mitten-covered hand. "I’m in. I can cover more ground than anyone. I'll be the scout."

Sam placed his hand on top of hers. "I’ll track the clues. I saw which way he turned when he hit the fountain."

Leo added his hand to the pile. "And I’ve got the gear and the maps. We meet back here every hour to sync up."

Just then, a gust of wind whistled through the park, carrying the faint, desperate whistle of Mr. Higgins. The "Seekers" shared a look of grim resolve. The adults had the sirens and the megaphones, but the kids had something better: a plan.
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​Chapter 3: Paw Prints in the Frost
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The air in Sweetwater had turned crisp, that biting kind of cold that turns every breath into a puff of white dragon-smoke. While the sirens of the local police cruisers wailed aimlessly on the south side of town, the Secret Society of Seekers headed north, toward the edge of the residential district where the gardens were large and the fences were wooden.

"Logic," Leo said, tapping his temple as he led the way. "If you’re a dog who just broke free from a photo shoot, you aren’t going toward the noise. You’re going toward the quiet."

"And the squirrels," Sam added, his eyes glued to the ground. "Cupid might be a champion, but he’s still a retriever. He’s programmed to chase things that twitch."

They reached the edge of the O’Malley estate, a sprawling property lined with a wrought-iron fence. The ground here was covered in a thin, pristine layer of frost that looked like powdered sugar.

"Wait!" Maya hissed, putting an arm out to stop the boys. "Look."

She pointed to the base of a sharp-tipped fence post. Caught on a jagged piece of metal was a shock of color that didn't belong in the winter landscape. It was a strip of red silk ribbon, frayed at the ends and fluttering like a tiny, desperate flag.

"That’s from his harness," Leo whispered, stepping closer. He pulled a small magnifying glass from his pocket—a bit dramatic, perhaps, but it did the trick. "It’s fresh. The edges aren't even damp from the frost yet."

Sam knelt in the slushy grass just past the fence. He brushed away a few dead leaves, revealing a clear, heavy depression in the half-frozen mud.

"Paw prints," Sam confirmed, his voice steady with excitement. "And look at the spacing. He wasn't running anymore. See how the prints are close together? He slowed down to a trot. He was sniffing for something."

The trail led away from the ornate houses and toward the back of the "Main Street" shops. Specifically, the prints seemed to be heading toward the rear entrance of The Sugary Spoon, the town’s busiest bakery.

"He’s got good taste," Maya joked, though her expression remained serious. "But if he’s heading toward the shops, he’s heading back toward people. We have to catch him before he gets spooked into the woods."

Leo tucked the scrap of red silk into a plastic baggie he’d brought. "First clue found. The trail is warm. Let’s move before the wind covers these tracks."

As they hurried toward the scent of melting chocolate and yeast, the sun began to dip, casting long, blue shadows across the frost. The search was no longer just a game—it was a race against the coming night.
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