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THE VELVET BOOKMARK
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The fog rolled in before dawn, thick as wool and just as silent, wrapping The Lantern Point Library in a pale shroud. Amalia Reid unlocked the side door with her usual calm precision, her fingers steady despite the cold that crept through the brass key. She pushed the door open. The hinges whispered. The building breathed.

She stepped inside.

The scent of old paper and saltwater—her two oldest companions—rose to greet her. Melvil, the orange cat sprawled across her desk like a retired emperor, lifted one eyelid, judged the hour unacceptable, and resumed sleeping.

Amalia hung her tweed coat on the peg, smoothed the sleeve, and crossed the reading room with the soft, measured gait of someone who had walked this path for twenty-five years. She paused at the night-return box. A small ritual. A small door. A small mystery every morning.

Today, the mystery was larger.

She opened the hatch. A single book lay inside: Murder at the Widow’s Wharf, a battered paperback with a cracked spine and a faint smell of pipe tobacco. Nothing unusual—except for the weight. Too heavy. Too dense. Too wrong.

Her fingertips tingled.

She lifted the book, felt the imbalance in its center of gravity, and opened it to the middle. A thin rectangle slipped out and fluttered to the floor like a wounded bird.

A bookmark.

Black velvet. Soft as breath. Edged with silver thread.

She crouched, picked it up, and felt the faintest ridge beneath the fabric—something stitched inside. Something deliberate.

She carried it to her desk, switched on the lamp, and angled the light obliquely, the way she had been taught in the restoration labs decades ago. The velvet glowed. The ridge sharpened. A pattern emerged.

Numbers.

Tiny, pressed into the backing, almost invisible unless you knew how to look.

314.92 — 808.3 — 974.41

Her pulse quickened—not with fear, but with recognition. Dewey numbers. Classification codes. A message written in the language of her world.

Someone had hidden a code inside a bookmark and returned it through the night box.

Someone who knew she would find it.

She turned the bookmark over. The velvet was worn at the top corner, as if someone had gripped it too tightly. A faint trace of white dust clung to the fibers—chalk? plaster? No. Not chalk. The granularity was wrong. She rubbed it between her fingers. Drywall dust. Fresh.

Her eyes narrowed behind the silver frames of her glasses.

A coded message. Drywall dust. A book returned at dawn.

She opened the paperback again. A page near the end had been dog-eared—an offense she took personally. She smoothed the corner, then noticed the indentation beneath it: someone had pressed hard while writing on a sheet placed over this page.

She angled the lamp again. Shadows filled the grooves.

A shape. A number. A partial sequence.

— 7 4 1

She exhaled slowly.

Someone had tried to erase their tracks. Someone who didn’t understand that paper never truly forgets.

Melvil stretched, yawned, and hopped onto the desk. He sniffed the velvet bookmark, then looked at her with the solemnity of a feline judge.

“Yes,” she murmured, “I think so too.”

She stood, crossed to the tall windows, and looked out through the fog toward the street. Across the road, the antique bookshop—Harbor & Hearth Antiquities—sat in darkness. Its owner, Rowan Hale, usually arrived before sunrise to polish the brass handles and sweep the stoop. But today, the shop was still. No lantern light. No movement.

A prickle of unease slid down her spine.

She checked the clock. 6:12 a.m.

Rowan was never late.

She turned the bookmark over again. The numbers glimmered faintly in the lamplight.

314.92 — 808.3 — 974.41

Three numbers. Three clues. Three doors waiting to be opened.

She slipped the bookmark into her pocket, grabbed her coat, and headed for the exit.

The fog outside had thickened, swallowing the street in a gray hush. She crossed toward Rowan’s shop, her shoes tapping softly on the wet cobblestones.

Halfway there, she stopped.

The front door of Harbor & Hearth Antiquities was ajar.

A thin line of darkness gaped between the frame and the wood, like a mouth frozen mid-warning.

Amalia’s breath stilled.

Something was wrong.

Terribly wrong.

She pushed the door open with one gloved hand.

The bell above it did not ring.

It had been ripped off.

The shop lay in ruins—shelves overturned, glass shattered, books scattered like fallen soldiers. And in the center of the chaos, bound to a chair with coarse rope, head slumped forward, was Rowan Hale.

Unconscious.

Bruised.

Barely breathing.

Amalia stepped inside, her heart pounding once—hard—before settling into the cold, methodical rhythm she knew so well.

A velvet bookmark.

A coded message.

A vandalized shop.

A man left for dead.

And somewhere in this wreckage, a truth waiting to be found.

She took one step closer to Rowan.

Then she saw the open wall panel behind him.

The hidden safe.

Empty.

Completely empty.

Her breath caught.

So the bookmark wasn’t just a message.

It was a warning.

Or a trail.

Or a trap.

But for whom?

And why leave it for her?

The fog pressed against the windows. The room seemed to tilt. Rowan groaned softly, the first sign of life.

Amalia leaned in—

—and froze.

On the floor beneath his chair, half-buried under torn pages and broken glass, lay another piece of black velvet.

A second bookmark.

Identical to the first.

But this one had no numbers.

Only a single stitched letter.

R.

Her stomach tightened.

R for Rowan?

R for robbery?

R for something else entirely?

She reached for it.

And the floorboard beneath her foot creaked—once, sharply—as if someone else in the shop had just shifted their weight.

Someone she had not yet seen.

Someone who might still be here.

Watching her.

Waiting.

***
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The air inside Harbor & Hearth Antiquities tasted of dust and copper—drywall powder drifting through the beams of early light, and the faint metallic tang of fear. Amalia stepped deeper into the wreckage, her shoes crunching over shattered glass. The fog outside pressed against the windows like a living thing, muting the world to a gray hum.

Rowan Hale hung limp in the chair, wrists bound with a sailor’s knot—tight, efficient, practiced. Not the work of a panicked thief. Someone calm. Someone who knew rope.

Amalia touched the rope lightly. Hemp. Coarse. New. Bought recently, not taken from Rowan’s own supplies. She noted the frayed end—cut with a dull blade. She filed the detail away.

She leaned close to Rowan’s face. His breath was shallow but steady. A bruise bloomed along his jaw, purple edging into black. She touched his shoulder gently.

“Rowan,” she whispered.

A groan. His eyelids fluttered. He tried to speak, but the words tangled in his throat.

“Don’t move,” she murmured. “Help is coming.”

She reached for her phone, but stopped. Something glinted beneath the overturned counter. A shard of metal. No—something more deliberate. She crouched, brushed aside torn pages, and uncovered a small brass key. Old. Ornate. The kind used for a Victorian writing desk or a hidden drawer.

She held it up to the light.

Rowan’s eyes snapped open.

His voice rasped. “Don’t—touch—that.”

She froze.

He swallowed hard, pain twisting his features. “They... they wanted the ledger.”

“What ledger?” she asked softly.

He shook his head, wincing. “Hidden... in the desk. Under the false bottom. They knew. They knew exactly where to look.”

Amalia’s gaze drifted to the antique mahogany desk near the back wall. Its drawers were pulled out, dumped, gutted. The false bottom had been pried open with something sharp. The wood splintered like broken ribs.

The ledger was gone.

She stood slowly, scanning the room. The vandalism was violent, but not chaotic. Shelves knocked over to create noise, not confusion. Glass broken to suggest panic, not to search. The real target had been the safe and the ledger. Everything else was theater.

A staged frenzy.

She stepped toward the back wall. The hidden safe panel hung open, hinges bent. Inside, only dust remained. Dust—and a faint smear of white powder along the bottom edge.

Drywall dust.

The same dust she had found on the velvet bookmark.

Her pulse tightened.

She turned back to Rowan. “Who did this?”

He closed his eyes. “Didn’t see. Masked. But—” His breath hitched. “They said something. A name.”

“What name?”

He opened his eyes again, glassy with pain. “Lark.”

Amalia stilled.

Lark Hale. Rowan’s niece. Twenty-three. Sharp-tongued. Restless. Always one step away from trouble, but never quite crossing the line. Or so Rowan believed. Or so he wanted to believe.

Amalia had seen the girl’s eyes—quick, darting, hungry for something she couldn’t name. A mind that moved too fast for its own good. A heart that moved too slow.

“Lark?” Amalia repeated.

Rowan nodded weakly. “They said... she’d know what to do next.”
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