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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            HOOK AT FINCH & FOLIOS

          

        

      

    

    
      The spine cracked with a satisfying whisper as Brandy Broot lifted the slim volume from the discount bin, and she knew immediately she was about to do something foolish.

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

      Brandy noticed everything.

      "You're hiding."

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

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

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

      "I'm going to bake them."

      "When?"

      "Soon. Eventually. After I finish browsing."

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

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

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

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

      "Feel it."

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

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

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

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

      "Obviously."

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

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

      "Brandy."

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

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

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

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

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

      "Your hair wasn't."

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

      But Mr. Lang wasn't at the counter.

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

      "Mr. Lang?" she called.

      No answer.

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

      "Maybe."

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

      "That's weird," she said.

      "He might have stepped out."

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

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

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

      Still nothing.

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

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

      "Peter," she said quietly.

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

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

      She picked it up, her fingers trembling just slightly.

      Midnight. The wharf. Don't bring anyone.

      "Brandy, don't touch anything."

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

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

      "What if he just⁠—"

      "Brandy."

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

      But he was worried now.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      And something told her that whatever was hidden in this book was only the beginning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            THE OWNER'S ABSENCE

          

        

      

    

    
      The book sat between them on the counter like evidence.

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

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

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

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

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

      "And the book?" Maeve asked, nodding toward the slim volume.

      "I was buying it," Brandy said. "It has something hidden in the binding. I haven't opened it yet."

      "Hidden like what?"

      "I don't know. That's why I wanted to buy it."

      Maeve's mouth quirked, not quite a smile. "Of course you did." She moved behind the counter, her practiced eye taking in details Brandy had missed, a small scuff mark on the floor, the angle of the chair, the way the receipt box had been disturbed. "The door was unlocked when you arrived?"

      "Yes," Peter confirmed. "And the closed sign wasn't up. Everything looked normal except for Mr. Lang's absence."

      "Any signs of struggle? Anything obviously missing?"

      Brandy shook her head, then hesitated. "I don't think so. But I don't know the shop as well as Mr. Lang does. There could be books missing and we wouldn't know."

      "Peter?"

      "The back room looked undisturbed," Peter said. "I checked while we were waiting for you. His coat is still on the hook, and his keys are on the desk. If he left, he didn't plan to be gone long."

      Maeve photographed the note, then used a pen to flip through the scattered receipts. Most were standard sales records, dates, titles, prices in Mr. Lang's neat handwriting. But there was something else mixed in, Brandy realized. Older receipts, some of them yellowed with age, with different handwriting and faded ink.

      "These don't match," Brandy said, pointing. "Look at the dates. Some of these are from years ago."

      Maeve glanced up at her, and Brandy caught a flash of approval before the detective's professional mask slipped back into place. "Good eye. Looks like someone was going through old records."

      "Or Mr. Lang was," Peter offered. "Could have been part of the paperwork he mentioned."

      "Could have been." Maeve didn't sound convinced. She bagged the note carefully, then turned her attention to the book Brandy had set down. "Mind if I take a look at this?"

      Brandy's possessive instincts flared, but she pushed them down. "It's evidence, isn't it?"

      "Maybe. Maybe it's just a book with something harmless tucked inside. But given the circumstances..." Maeve picked it up gently, testing its weight the same way Peter and Brandy had. Her eyebrows rose slightly. "Definitely something in there."

      "I could open it," Brandy offered. "I know how to do it without damaging the binding. I've repaired enough books at the library."

      Maeve considered this, then surprised her by nodding. "All right. But I'm watching, and if there's anything that looks remotely like evidence of a crime, it becomes official police business. Understood?"

      "Understood."

      Brandy accepted the book back with reverent hands and moved to the better light near the window. Peter stood close enough that she could feel his warmth, his presence steadying. She'd done this dozens of times, carefully separating binding from pages, coaxing old glue to release its grip without tearing, but her fingers trembled slightly as she worked.

      The shop was so quiet she could hear the rain and her own breathing and the tiny sounds of paper shifting under her touch.

      The binding gave way slowly, reluctantly, and there, tucked between the original cover board and an inner layer of cardboard, was something that definitely didn't belong.

      A diary. Thin, leather-bound, no bigger than Brandy's palm. The kind of thing someone might carry in a pocket or tuck into a purse. She eased it free and felt the bookshop tilt slightly around her, the way the world always did when she stumbled onto something important.

      "Well," Maeve said softly. "That's unexpected."

      Brandy opened the diary with careful fingers. The pages were covered in a looping, elegant hand, the kind of handwriting that belonged to someone who'd learned cursive properly and never stopped using it. The entries were undated, or at least not dated in any conventional way. Instead, each page started with what looked like book titles and page numbers.

      Page 47, The Collected Works of Helena Marsh: Met him at the usual place. He promised answers but brought only questions.

      Page 103, Wandering Through Wednesday: The receipt doesn't match the ledger. Someone is lying.

      Page 198, Autumn's End: Midnight. The wharf. This has to end.

      Brandy's breath caught. "This is from Mr. Lang."

      "You recognize the handwriting?" Maeve moved closer, reading over her shoulder.

      "No, but look, these are references to books in the shop. And this last entry..." She pointed to the words that matched the note on the counter almost exactly. "It's the same."

      Peter leaned in, his arm brushing Brandy's. "It's like he's using books as a code. Or a filing system."

      "Or he was hiding messages where only someone who knew the shop well would find them," Brandy said, her mind already racing ahead. This was what she did, what she'd always done, saw patterns where others saw chaos, connections where others saw coincidence. "Someone who would notice if a book felt wrong."

      "Someone like you," Peter said quietly.

      "Maybe." She turned more pages, scanning entries that referenced arguments, discrepancies, payments that didn't add up. The word "forgery" appeared twice. "Provenance" three times. And woven through it all, a sense of growing urgency, of someone uncovering something they wished they hadn't.

      The last entry made her blood run cold.

      I know who it is now. I know what they've done. But if I'm wrong, if I accuse them publicly and I'm wrong, it will destroy everything I've built here. I need proof. Real proof. And I need to be careful. They've already threatened me once.

      If you're reading this, I hid it where I thought it would be safe. Where someone curious would find it if things went badly. I'm sorry to burden you with this. I'm sorry I couldn't be braver.

      The answer is in the marginalia. Follow the books. Trust your instincts.

      And whatever you do, don't trust the buyer from out of town.

      The entry ended there, mid-thought, as if Mr. Lang had been interrupted.

      Brandy looked up to find both Maeve and Peter watching her with matching expressions of concern.

      "He was investigating something," she said. "Something that scared him enough to hide this diary in a random book and hope someone would find it."

      "Someone like you," Peter repeated.

      Maeve held out her hand. "I need to take this."

      Brandy's fingers tightened on the diary instinctively. She rushed to the copier while Maeve frowned, and copied the pages. She smiled and forced herself to pass the actual diary over. Maeve was right. This was police business now. But the words echoed in her head, follow the books, trust your instincts, and she knew, with the same certainty she'd felt when she first picked up that wrongly weighted volume, that she wasn't going to be able to walk away from this.

      "I'm going to file a missing persons report," Maeve said, already photographing the diary pages with her phone. "And I'll get someone to check the wharf, though if that meeting was supposed to be last night, we're already late. In the meantime, I need you both to stay out of the shop. It's a potential crime scene now."

      "But someone needs to watch it," Brandy protested. "What if whoever Mr. Lang was worried about comes back?"

      "I'll have a patrol car swing by regularly. And I'll contact his family, see if anyone's heard from him."

      "He doesn't have family," Peter said. "At least not locally. I think there's a sister in Vermont, but they're not close."

      Maeve made a note. "All right. I'll track her down. In the meantime—" She fixed Brandy with a stern look. "—I mean it about staying out of this. I know you, Brandy Broot. I know how your mind works. But this isn't a puzzle for you to solve. If Mr. Lang is in real trouble, the last thing we need is you getting in the way."

      "I won't get in the way," Brandy said, which wasn't technically a lie. She wouldn't get in Maeve's way. She'd just conduct her own, completely separate investigation.

      From the look Peter gave her, he knew exactly what she was thinking.

      Maeve ushered them toward the door, still cataloging the scene with professional efficiency. Brandy went reluctantly, her mind already churning through the diary entries, the references to marginalia and buyers and proof hidden in books.

      Outside, the rain had softened to a persistent drizzle. The street was nearly empty, just a few cars splashing through puddles and the distant figure of Doris Finch peering out from her café across the square.

      "You're going to investigate anyway," Peter said. It wasn't a question.

      "He asked me to," Brandy said. "In the diary. He said to follow the books."

      "He didn't know it would be you who found it."

      "But I did find it. And I'm the one who knows books, who knows this shop. Maeve is good at her job, but she doesn't understand—" Brandy gestured helplessly. "—the way stories work. The way people hide things in plain sight."

      Peter was quiet for a long moment, rain misting his hair, his expression unreadable. Then he sighed, and she knew she'd won.

      "If we're doing this," he said, "we do it carefully. We don't take unnecessary risks. And the second things get dangerous, we step back and let Maeve handle it. Agreed?"

      "Agreed."

      "I mean it, Brandy."

      She looked up at him, at the worry and affection tangled in his eyes, and felt something warm unfurl in her chest. "I know you do. And I promise. Careful and cautious, that's me."

      Peter's laugh was short and disbelieving, but he didn't argue. Instead, he glanced back at the bookshop, at the lights Maeve had left on and the closed door that had never been closed during business hours before.

      "Where do we start?" he asked.

      Brandy thought of the diary, of marginalia and coded references and books that held secrets in their spines. She thought of Mr. Lang, meticulous and kind, who'd let her browse for hours without buying anything and never once made her feel unwelcome.

      "We start with the books," she said. "We figure out what he was trying to tell us. And then we find him."

      The rain picked up again, drumming against the awning above them, and somewhere in the distance, Brandy heard the church bells chime three o'clock. She'd promised Doris cookies. She'd promised to be careful. She'd promised herself, once, that she'd stop getting involved in things that were none of her business.

      But Mr. Lang was missing, and he'd left her a trail to follow.

      And Brandy Broot had never been good at leaving mysteries unsolved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            FIRST INQUIRIES AND FRICTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The library closed at five on Thursdays, which gave Brandy exactly two hours to catalog her thoughts before someone noticed she was using the back office to build a murder board.

      Not that there was a murder. Probably. Mr. Lang was just missing, and missing people turned up all the time with perfectly reasonable explanations like surprise visits to distant relatives or spontaneous fishing trips. Except Mr. Lang didn't have close relatives and hated fishing, and Brandy had read enough mysteries to know that when someone left a cryptic diary hidden in a book binding and then vanished, the explanations were rarely reasonable.

      She spread photocopies of the diary pages across the desk, Maeve had let her photograph them before confiscating the original, a small mercy that Brandy suspected came more from Peter's quiet request than from any official protocol. The looping handwriting seemed to pulse with urgency under the fluorescent lights.

      "You're doing the thing," Peter said from the doorway.

      Brandy didn't look up. "What thing?"

      "The thing where you fixate on a problem and forget to eat or sleep or acknowledge that other people exist."

      "I had a granola bar."

      "When?"

      "This morning. Probably." She tapped one of the pages, where Mr. Lang had written about discrepancies in a ledger. "Look at this entry. He mentions checking old sales records against current inventory. What if he found books that should have been sold but were still on the shelves? Or books that were sold but never existed in the first place?"

      Peter crossed the office and set a paper bag on the desk beside her chaos. The smell of fresh bread and cheese hit her senses, and her stomach reminded her that a single granola bar was not, in fact, sufficient fuel for detective work.

      "Doris made you a sandwich," he said. "And before you ask, I didn't tell her about Mr. Lang. I said you were working on a difficult cataloging project."

      "That's not technically a lie."

      "I'm aware."

      Brandy unwrapped the sandwich, turkey and swiss with the honey mustard Doris knew she liked, and took a bite that was probably too large to be ladylike. Peter pulled up a chair, his long legs folding awkwardly under the small desk, and studied her makeshift investigation board with the same careful attention he gave everything.

      "So what's the plan?" he asked.

      "We talk to people who knew Mr. Lang. Find out if he mentioned anything unusual in the weeks before he disappeared. The diary references an argument with someone about a rare book, and there's that mention of a buyer from out of town." She shuffled through the pages until she found it. "Here. 'Don't trust the buyer from out of town.' That's specific enough to be useful."

      "You want to interview suspects."

      "I want to gather information."

      "That's the same thing."

      "It's information gathering until someone confesses. Then it's interviewing suspects." Brandy finished the sandwich with indecent speed and wiped her hands on a napkin. "The shop has regulars. Mrs. Oswald comes in every Tuesday. Harold Bishop browses the history section on Wednesdays. And there's that college student, what's his name, who's always looking for first editions."

      "Theo Vance," Peter supplied. "Economics major. Works part-time at the coffee shop near campus."

      "Right. We'll start with them. Quiet conversations, nothing that would raise alarms. Just friendly concern about Mr. Lang's whereabouts."

      Peter's expression suggested he had opinions about how friendly and unalarming Brandy's conversations tended to be, but he kept them to himself. "What about the buyer from out of town? That seems like the most direct lead."

      "It does, doesn't it?" Brandy pulled up her phone and started typing. "I'll check with the chamber of commerce, see if anyone remembers a buyer coming through recently. Small town like Maplewood, someone would have noticed a stranger asking about rare books."

      "Doris would definitely have noticed."

      "Doris notices everything." Brandy paused, considering. "Actually, that's not a bad starting point. We can ask her over coffee tomorrow morning. She's been running the café for twenty years, she knows everyone's business."

      "Including yours."

      "Especially mine." Brandy grinned despite the weight of worry sitting heavy in her chest. "Which means she's already suspicious about why I'm avoiding her baking obligations and spending all my time at the bookshop."

      Peter leaned back in his chair, and it creaked alarmingly under his weight. "Maeve's not going to like us investigating."

      "Maeve doesn't have to know."

      "Brandy."

      "What? We're just concerned citizens asking after a missing friend. That's perfectly normal behavior." She met his eyes, saw the conflict there. The desire to keep her safe warring with the knowledge that telling Brandy Broot not to investigate a mystery was like telling the rain not to fall. "I'm going to do this with or without you, Peter. But I'd really rather do it with you."

      The words hung between them, heavier than she'd intended. Peter's jaw tightened, and for a moment she thought he might argue, might pull out his sensible voice and talk about jurisdictional boundaries and letting trained professionals handle things.

      Instead, he sighed. "Tomorrow morning. Doris's café. We ask questions carefully and we don't make accusations."

      "I never make accusations."

      "You made accusations about the Henderson cat situation."

      "That was different. Mr. Henderson's alibi was clearly fabricated, and someone needed to point out that his lost cat kept appearing in his neighbor's trash bins at suspiciously regular intervals."

      "The cat wasn't lost. It was visiting its girlfriend."

      "A detail that only emerged after thorough investigation." Brandy gathered her photocopies and slid them into a folder. "Besides, I was right about the bins. Mr. Henderson was stealing his neighbor's newspapers."

      "For kindling."

      "For suspicious purposes that turned out to be kindling." She stood, suddenly restless with the need to be doing something more active than staring at diary entries. "Come on. We should walk by the shop before it gets full dark. See if Maeve's still processing the scene."

      Peter followed her out of the library, pausing while she locked up and set the alarm. The evening had settled into that soft gray space between afternoon and night, the rain reduced to a fine mist that hung in the air like uncertainty. Main Street was quiet, shops closing up for the day, a few early diners heading toward the Italian place on the corner.

      Finch & Folios sat dark and silent, its cheerful window displays now shadowed and strange. Yellow police tape stretched across the door, and through the window Brandy could see Maeve's silhouette moving among the shelves, cataloging and photographing with methodical precision.

      "She's thorough," Peter observed.

      "She is." Brandy watched the detective work, feeling a pang of something that might have been guilt or might have been frustration. Maeve was good at her job. She'd find answers eventually, through proper channels and official procedures.

      But Mr. Lang's diary had said to follow the books, to trust instincts, and Brandy's instincts were screaming that time mattered. That every hour Mr. Lang stayed missing was an hour closer to something terrible and irreversible.

      A figure emerged from the alley beside the shop, moving quickly despite the wet pavement. Brandy tensed, her hand finding Peter's arm instinctively, but it was just Theo Vance, the economics student Peter had mentioned. He glanced at the bookshop, his young face creased with worry, then hurried away toward the college end of town.

      "Interesting," Brandy murmured.

      "People are allowed to walk past crime scenes."

      "At precisely dusk, looking nervous?"

      "Brandy, he's twenty years old. Everything makes twenty-year-olds nervous."

      She filed it away anyway, the image of Theo's furtive glance and quick retreat. The diary had mentioned young people, hadn't it? Something about a volunteer who'd helped with inventory last month. She'd have to check her photos when she got home.

      Maeve emerged from the shop and caught sight of them through the window. Even from this distance, Brandy could see her expression shift from professional neutrality to exasperated resignation. The detective came to the door, peeling back enough tape to open it a crack.

      "I should have known I'd find you lurking," Maeve said.

      "We're not lurking," Brandy protested. "We're taking a concerned evening constitutional that happened to pass by a place we're concerned about."

      "Uh-huh." Maeve's gaze shifted to Peter. "You couldn't keep her away?"

      "Have you met Brandy?"

      "Fair point." Maeve softened slightly, pushing a curl out of her eyes. She looked tired, Brandy realized, the kind of tired that came from processing a scene that should have been straightforward but kept revealing new complications. "Look, I get that you're worried. Mr. Lang is a good guy, and this town is small enough that his disappearance affects everyone. But you two need to let me do my job."

      "Are you finding anything?" Brandy asked, trying to inject just the right amount of innocent curiosity into her voice.

      Maeve's expression said she wasn't fooled. "Nothing I can share with civilians who are definitely not conducting their own investigation despite my explicit instructions to the contrary."

      "We're just asking."

      "And I'm just answering: stay out of it." Maeve glanced back into the shop, and a moment of uncertainty that she probably didn't mean to show shifted in her face. "The diary mentions marginalia. Notes written in the margins of books he sold. I've been through every volume on these shelves, and I haven't found a single annotation. Either he removed them, or whoever did this got here first and cleaned them out."

      Brandy's mind raced. Mr. Lang wouldn't have removed his own clues, the diary was meant to lead someone to evidence, not away from it. Which meant someone else knew about the marginalia. Someone who'd come into the shop after Mr. Lang disappeared and took the time to erase any traces of his investigation.

      "What about the books he sold?" Peter asked. "If the notes were in volumes he'd already moved, they'd be out there in people's homes."

      Maeve's eyes sharpened. "That's actually helpful. I'll need to go through his sales records, track down recent purchases." She paused. "You didn't happen to photograph those receipts before I arrived, did you?"

      Brandy tried for innocent and probably landed somewhere around transparently guilty. "I may have taken a few pictures. For reference."

      "Of course you did." Maeve held out her hand. "Send them to me. Official police business."

      Brandy pulled up her phone and airdropped the photos, feeling oddly like she was turning over contraband. Maeve scrolled through them, frowning at something near the end.

      "There's a gap," she said. "Look, sales every day for three weeks, then nothing for four days last week, then they pick up again. Either Mr. Lang closed the shop, or someone removed those receipts."

      "He never closes during the week," Brandy said. "I've been coming here for two years, and the only time the shop was closed was when he had the flu last winter."

      "So someone took the receipts from those four days." Maeve photographed the screen, her jaw set. "Which means whatever happened, it started at least a week ago. Plenty of time for evidence to disappear."

      A cold feeling settled in Brandy's stomach. She'd been thinking of this as a puzzle, a mystery to solve with cleverness and persistence. But standing here in the dusk, looking at Maeve's troubled face and the dark shop where Mr. Lang should have been making tea and organizing inventory, the reality crystallized into something sharper.

      Someone had planned this. Someone who knew Mr. Lang's routines, who knew about the diary and the marginalia, who'd had time to cover their tracks.

      Someone who might have been watching them right now.

      Peter's hand found hers, warm and steady, and she realized she'd been gripping the folder hard enough to crumple its edges.

      "Go home," Maeve said, not unkindly. "Both of you. I'll follow up on the receipts and the sales records. If I need your help, I'll ask. But Brandy—" Her voice hardened slightly. "—I mean it about staying out of trouble. Whoever did this was thorough and patient. Those aren't qualities that suggest amateur hour. Be smart."

      "I'm always smart," Brandy said, but her voice came out smaller than she'd intended.

      Maeve's expression softened again. "I know. That's what worries me."

      She disappeared back into the shop, and Brandy and Peter stood on the sidewalk as the streetlights flickered on one by one, painting the wet pavement in pools of amber.

      "She's right," Peter said quietly. "This could be dangerous."

      "I know."

      "But you're not going to stop."

      Brandy looked up at him, at his familiar face and worried eyes, and felt the truth settle between them like a promise or a threat. "He asked me to follow the books. And someone out there has those books, Peter. Someone who bought them in the last few weeks and doesn't know what they're holding. We find them, we find the marginalia, we find out what Mr. Lang discovered."

      "And what if the person who took those receipts gets there first?"

      "Then we'd better work fast."

      Peter was quiet for a long moment, and she could almost hear him thinking through scenarios, weighing risks against rewards, trying to find the logical argument that would keep her safe.

      Finally, he squeezed her hand. "Doris's café. Seven a.m. We'll start with questions and see where they lead."

      "Thank you."

      "Don't thank me yet. I'm already regretting this."

      But he smiled when he said it, that small, private smile that meant he was with her even when wisdom suggested otherwise, and Brandy felt something warm bloom in her chest despite the cold worry and the gathering dark.

      They walked home through streets that suddenly felt less familiar, less safe, and Brandy sensed that somewhere in the shadows, someone watched and waited and planned their next move.

      The books held answers. She just had to find them first.
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      The café smelled like salvation and cinnamon rolls.

      Brandy pushed through the door at six fifty-five, finding Peter already seated at their usual corner table with two steaming mugs and an expression that suggested he'd been awake long enough to have second thoughts about enabling her investigative tendencies. The morning light filtered through rain-streaked windows, turning everything soft and watercolor-pale.

      Doris Finch appeared before Brandy had even settled into her chair, coffee pot in one hand and the kind of knowing look that made lying impossible.

      "You two are up early," Doris observed, refilling Peter's mug even though he'd barely touched it. She was a compact woman in her early sixties, with steel-gray hair pinned back in a no-nonsense bun and eyes that missed nothing. "And you have that look, Brandy. The one that means you're about to ask me something while pretending you're not asking me anything."

      "I don't have a look," Brandy protested.

      "You absolutely have a look. Same look you had when you were convinced the Hendersons were running a smuggling operation out of their garden shed."

      "They were stealing newspapers."

      "For kindling." Doris set the coffee pot down and pulled up a chair, settling in with the air of someone who knew she was about to be the star witness in whatever drama Brandy was currently starring in. "So. Mr. Lang."

      Brandy exchanged a glance with Peter. "You heard."

      "Honey, the police tape went up yesterday evening. By sunset, half the town knew something was wrong, and by bedtime, everyone had a theory. Mrs. Oswald thinks he ran off to Vermont. Harold Bishop is convinced it's amnesia. And Theo Vance came in here at midnight looking like someone had kicked his puppy and drank three espressos before I cut him off."

      Brandy's attention sharpened. "Theo was here? Last night?"

      "Around eleven-thirty. Said he couldn't sleep, needed somewhere to think. He kept staring at his phone like it might bite him." Doris's expression softened. "Poor kid. He really looked up to Mr. Lang. Used to help with inventory sometimes, just for the pleasure of being around the books."

      Peter leaned forward slightly. "Did he say anything? About Mr. Lang or the shop?"

      "Just that he'd stopped by to return a book yesterday evening and found the place all taped up. He seemed... I don't know. Shaken. More than you'd expect from someone who was just a casual customer." Doris studied them both. "Which brings me back to you two and whatever you're planning that you shouldn't be planning."

      Brandy wrapped her hands around her mug, drawing comfort from its warmth. "We're worried about Mr. Lang. And we're trying to understand what might have happened. Did you notice anything unusual in the last couple of weeks? Anyone asking about him, or about the shop?"

      "Besides the usual browsers?" Doris considered, tapping one finger against the table. "There was that man from out of town. Showed up maybe ten days ago, asking about rare book dealers in the area. I sent him to Finch & Folios, naturally. Seemed like the polished type with an expensive coat, fancy briefcase, the kind of shoes that cost more than my monthly insurance payment."

      "What did he look like?" Peter asked, pulling out his phone to take notes.

      "Fifties, maybe. Salt-and-pepper hair, thin, moved like he was used to getting his way. Had a business card, said his name was Hollis Crane. Something about estate sales and acquisitions." Doris's eyes narrowed. "You think he had something to do with this?"

      "We don't know," Brandy said honestly. "We're just trying to piece together Mr. Lang's last few days. Did he seem worried? Different in any way?"

      "Now that you mention it..." Doris rose and crossed to the counter, returning with a small notebook that she kept for tracking regular orders. She flipped through pages covered in her cramped handwriting. "Mr. Lang changed his routine about two weeks back. Used to come in every morning at eight, like clockwork. Black coffee, blueberry scone, read his paper for exactly thirty minutes. Then he started coming in at odd hours. Seven-thirty one day, nine-fifteen the next. And he stopped reading the paper. Just sat there with his coffee, staring at nothing, like his mind was somewhere else entirely."

      "Did you ask him about it?" Peter's voice was gentle, coaxing.

      "I did. He said he was working on a project, something that required unusual hours. I figured he was cataloging a new estate purchase or something equally boring and bookish." Doris closed the notebook. "I should have pressed harder. Should have known something was wrong."

      Brandy reached across the table and squeezed Doris's hand. "You couldn't have known. Mr. Lang was good at keeping things to himself."

      "Too good." Doris stood abruptly, brushing imaginary crumbs from her apron. "You two want breakfast? On the house. Call it payment for whatever foolishness you're about to get yourselves into."

      "We're not—" Brandy started.

      "Please. I know you, Brandy Broot. You're going to poke at this thing until it either solves itself or bites you. At least do it on a full stomach." Doris headed back to the kitchen, calling over her shoulder, "And when you find him, tell him I'm saving his usual table. Nobody else is allowed to sit there until he comes back."

      The kitchen door swung shut, and Brandy blinked against unexpected moisture in her eyes. Peter handed her a napkin without comment, his own expression carefully neutral.

      "Hollis Crane," Brandy said, forcing herself back into detective mode. "That has to be the buyer from out of town that Mr. Lang mentioned in the diary."

      "Probably." Peter was already typing on his phone. "Let me see what I can find. Crane, estate sales, acquisitions..."

      While he searched, Brandy pulled out her own phone and scrolled through the diary photos she'd taken yesterday. The entries were chronological in a strange way as organized by book rather than by date, which made creating a timeline difficult. But there were patterns if you looked carefully enough. References to arguments, to discrepancies in provenance, to receipts that didn't match ledger entries.

      And marginalia. Mr. Lang kept coming back to marginalia, to notes he'd written in the margins of books he'd sold, breadcrumbs leading to something he'd discovered but couldn't prove.

      "Found him," Peter said, turning his phone so she could see. The website was professional, sleek, Crane & Associates, Rare Book Acquisitions and Estate Liquidation. Hollis Crane's photo showed a man exactly as Doris had described, with the kind of smile that belonged in corporate boardrooms and made Brandy instinctively distrust him. "Based out of Hartford. Specializes in first editions, antiquarian collections, private library assessments. Lots of testimonials from satisfied clients."

      "Too many testimonials," Brandy murmured. "Nobody's that universally loved."

      "Cynic."

      "Realist." She zoomed in on Crane's credentials, listed in impressive detail at the bottom of the page. "He's got connections with auction houses, appraisers, even a few universities. The kind of person who'd know how to fake provenance documents if he wanted to."

      "That's a leap."

      "It's a hypothesis." Brandy's mind was already racing ahead, connecting dots that might not connect, seeing patterns that might be nothing more than paranoia and caffeine. "Mr. Lang was investigating a forgery operation. He mentioned it in the diary. What if Crane is part of it? What if he came to Maplewood to convince Mr. Lang to participate, or to silence him if he refused?"

      Peter's expression suggested he thought she was getting ahead of herself, but he didn't argue. "Even if that's true, we can't just accuse someone without evidence. Maeve would have our heads."

      "We don't accuse. We investigate. Carefully." Brandy pulled up a search for Crane & Associates and started scrolling through news articles, looking for anything that might be relevant. Most of it was dry stuff with estate sales, auction results, the occasional human-interest piece about reuniting families with lost heirlooms. Nothing obviously suspicious.

      Then she found it. A small article from three years ago, buried in the Hartford Courier's archives.

      Rare Book Dealer Questions Auction Lot Authenticity

      Local antiquarian Theodore Lang has raised concerns about the provenance of several first editions sold through Crane & Associates last month. Lang, who owns Finch & Folios bookshop in Maplewood, claims documentation for a supposed 1925 Fitzgerald first edition contains anachronistic elements. Hollis Crane, principal of Crane & Associates, vigorously denies the allegations and has threatened legal action for defamation.

      Brandy's breath caught. "Peter. Look at this."

      He read over her shoulder, and she felt him tense. "Mr. Lang accused Crane of selling forgeries three years ago."

      "And now Crane shows up in Maplewood, and Mr. Lang disappears." The pieces were clicking together with awful clarity. "This isn't random. This is revenge, or a cover-up, or both."

      Doris returned with plates loaded with scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast that Brandy suddenly had no appetite for. But she forced herself to eat anyway, fueling her body even as her mind spun faster and faster.

      "We need to find those books," she said between bites. "The ones Mr. Lang sold in the weeks before he disappeared. The marginalia he mentioned, that's where the evidence is. Proof of what he discovered, written in the margins where only someone who really looked would notice."

      "And how do we find them?" Peter asked reasonably. "Maeve has the sales records, and I doubt she's going to share them with amateur investigators."

      Brandy smiled. "We don't need the recent sales records. We need the old ones. From three years ago, when Mr. Lang first accused Crane. If there's a pattern, if Crane's been using Mr. Lang's shop to move forgeries, there'll be evidence in the old ledgers. Books purchased and sold through the shop that shouldn't exist, or exist but with wrong provenance."

      "The old ledgers would be in the shop."

      "Which is currently a crime scene." Brandy chewed her toast thoughtfully. "But Mr. Lang keeps, kept, backups. He was obsessive about it. I helped him scan receipts once for tax purposes. He has everything digitized going back at least five years, stored on a laptop he keeps in his apartment above the shop."

      Peter set down his fork. "You want to break into Mr. Lang's apartment."

      "I want to legally access backup files that might contain evidence relevant to an ongoing investigation."

      "That's breaking in."

      "It's creative evidence gathering." Brandy met his eyes, watching the internal battle play out across his face with the practical, law-abiding Peter warring with the Peter who trusted her instincts and wanted answers just as badly as she did. "We don't take anything. We don't disturb anything. We just look at the files, find the pattern, and bring what we learn to Maeve. Completely above board. Mostly."

      "There's nothing above board about this."

      "Then stay here. I'll go alone."

      She watched him flinch, watched the fear flash across his face at the thought of her doing something dangerous without backup, and felt guilty for manipulating him even as she knew it was necessary. Mr. Lang was counting on them. On her. The diary had been meant for someone like her to find, someone curious enough and stubborn enough to follow the trail no matter where it led.

      "Fine," Peter said finally. "But we do this during daylight hours, when we're least likely to be noticed. And if anyone sees us, we're concerned neighbors checking to make sure Mr. Lang's apartment is secure. Agreed?"

      "Agreed."

      They finished breakfast in tense silence, the weight of what they were about to do settling over them like morning fog. Brandy's phone buzzed with a text from the library saying they could manage without her today, which was either considerate timing or proof that the universe occasionally smiled on well-meaning trespassers.

      Outside, the rain had stopped, leaving the world washed clean and shining. They walked back toward Main Street, toward the bookshop with its yellow tape and dark windows, and Brandy tried not to think about all the ways this could go wrong.

      The entrance to Mr. Lang's apartment was around back, a narrow staircase that climbed the building's exterior like an afterthought. Peter tested the door, locked, predictably, and pulled out his wallet.

      "You carry lock picks?" Brandy asked, impressed despite herself.

      "I dated a locksmith for three months. She taught me a few things." He worked the lock with steady hands, his jaw tight with concentration, and after a moment the door clicked open. "After you."

      The apartment was exactly as Brandy had imagined it, small, cluttered with books, smelling of old paper and Earl Grey. It felt intrusive being here, walking through Mr. Lang's private space without permission, but she pushed the guilt down and focused on the task.

      The laptop sat on a desk by the window, exactly where she'd expected. She booted it up, grateful that Mr. Lang was the kind of person who didn't bother with complex passwords. The desktop was organized into folders by year, each containing scanned receipts, ledgers, and inventory lists.

      "Got it," she breathed, clicking open the folder from three years ago. "Start looking for sales to Crane & Associates, or purchases from estate sales that Crane was involved with."

      They worked in focused silence, scrolling through documents, cross-referencing names and titles. And slowly, painfully, a pattern emerged.

      Books purchased through Crane estate sales. Books with questionable provenance that Mr. Lang had noted in his marginalia. Books that had been sold to collectors at prices that seemed too good to be true, with documentation that might not have stood up to serious scrutiny.

      "He was trying to prove it," Brandy whispered. "Three years ago, when he accused Crane publicly. He was building a case, documenting everything. And when Crane threatened legal action, Mr. Lang backed down but kept investigating quietly."

      "And wrote clues in the margins of books he sold," Peter added. "Insurance, in case something happened to him."

      "Which it did." Brandy photographed the relevant documents, her hands shaking slightly. "We need to find those books. The ones from the last few weeks. They'll have the final pieces of evidence, the proof that Crane is still running the operation."

      A sound from below made them both freeze, footsteps on the exterior stairs, heavy and deliberate. Peter grabbed Brandy's arm, pulling her toward the back room, and they pressed themselves against the wall as the door opened.

      Someone stepped inside. Someone who moved through Mr. Lang's apartment like they had every right to be there, opening drawers, rifling through papers. Through the crack in the door, Brandy caught a glimpse of expensive shoes and perfectly tailored pants.

      Hollis Crane had come looking for the same evidence they had.

      And they were trapped.
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      Brandy's pulse hammered against her ribs as she pressed herself into the shadows of Mr. Lang's back room. Through the crack in the door, she watched Hollis Crane move through the apartment as if he’d done this before, opening drawers just wide enough to see inside, lifting papers to check beneath them, replacing everything almost exactly as he'd found it.

      Almost. But not quite.

      Peter's hand found hers in the darkness, his grip steady despite the tension she could feel radiating from him. They were trapped. The only exit was past Crane, through the main room where he currently stood examining Mr. Lang's desk with the focused attention of a man searching for something specific.

      Brandy's mind raced through options, each more reckless than the last. They could confront him, but what would they say? We were just breaking and entering when you broke and entered first? They could wait him out, hope he left before discovering them, but the longer they stayed hidden, the harder it would be to explain their presence.

      She was still cataloging terrible ideas when Crane's phone rang, the sound sharp enough to make her flinch.

      "Yes," Crane said, his voice carrying the practiced smoothness of someone who sold expensive things to people with more money than sense. "I'm at the location now. No, the police have the shop sealed. I'm checking the private residence for... yes, exactly. Insurance."

      He paused, listening, and Brandy wished desperately that she could hear the other side of the conversation.

      "I understand the timeline is tight," Crane continued, irritation creeping into his tone. "But Lang was more careful than we anticipated. If he documented everything the way I think he did, we need to find those records before anyone else does. The diary was bad enough. We're lucky his little marginalia code is too obscure for the local police to decipher quickly."

      Peter tensed beside Brandy. So Crane knew about the diary. Which meant he'd been watching the bookshop, monitoring the investigation, waiting for his moment to search for evidence.

      "No, I haven't found the laptop yet," Crane said, and Brandy's stomach dropped as she realized the laptop was still sitting on the desk, lid open, their presence advertised in pixels and backlight. "Hold on."

      She heard his footsteps move toward the desk. Heard the soft sound of him settling into Mr. Lang's chair. Then, after a beat of silence that stretched like taffy, "It's still warm."

      Peter pulled her deeper into the shadows, but there was nowhere to go. The back room was small, cluttered with storage boxes and a narrow closet that wouldn't hide both of them. Through the crack, Brandy watched Crane stand, his posture shifting from casual confidence to predatory alertness.

      "I'll call you back," he said into the phone, his voice quiet now, dangerous. "There's someone here."

      The apartment felt smaller suddenly, the air thicker. Brandy's mind scrambled for a plan, any plan, but came up empty. They were caught. The only question was how badly this was about to go wrong.

      Then Peter did something that was either brilliantly brave or monumentally stupid.

      He stepped out of the back room with his hands raised, his expression carefully neutral. "Looking for something?"

      Crane spun, one hand moving instinctively toward his jacket before he caught himself. Up close, he was exactly as Doris had described, polished, expensive, with eyes that calculated value the way other people calculated risk. Those eyes narrowed now, taking in Peter's deliberate calm and the way he'd positioned himself between Crane and the back room.

      "Who are you?" Crane demanded.

      "Peter Pruitt. Friend of the owner. I could ask you the same question, but I already know who you are, Mr. Crane. I recognized your shoes from the website photos."

      It was such a perfectly Peter thing to say, practical, observant, just odd enough to throw someone off balance. A surge of affection for Peter rushed through Brandy, unexpectedly.

      Crane's expression shifted, surprise giving way to something harder. "Then you know I have legitimate business here. I'm an associate of Mr. Lang's. I'm concerned about his welfare."

      "Concerned enough to break into his apartment?"

      "The door was unlocked."

      "No, it wasn't. I watched you pick the lock." Peter's voice remained steady, but Brandy caught the slight tension in his shoulders that meant he was as terrified as she was, just better at hiding it. "Which suggests your concern might be more about covering your tracks than finding Mr. Lang."

      For a moment, Brandy thought Crane might attack. His hand twitched toward his jacket again, and she realized with cold clarity he was armed. But then he seemed to recalculate, his businessman's instincts overriding whatever violent impulse had flared.

      "I think you're confused about the situation," Crane said, his tone shifting to something meant to be soothing. "Whatever you think you know about my relationship with Theodore Lang, I assure you it's more complicated than it appears. We had our disagreements years ago, yes. But we'd reached an understanding. I was helping him with a rather delicate matter involving some questionable acquisitions."

      "You mean the forgery operation."

      Crane's smile didn't waver, but something cold flickered behind his eyes. "I mean certain irregularities in provenance documentation that required expert attention. Theodore was concerned that items he'd sold in good faith might have been misrepresented by previous owners. He asked for my help in verifying authenticity. That's all."

      It was a good lie. Smooth, plausible, exactly the kind of story that would satisfy someone who didn't know about the diary, the marginalia, the years of quiet investigation. But Brandy knew, and from the set of Peter's jaw, so did he.

      "Then why search his apartment?" Peter asked.

      "Because I'm worried about him. As you should be." Crane adjusted his jacket, a gesture that was probably meant to look casual but instead drew attention to the bulge beneath it. "Theodore was looking into matters that made certain people nervous. People with resources and motivation to ensure their business interests remain protected. If he documented what he found, and knowing Theodore, he documented everything, then those documents could be dangerous. To him. To anyone who finds them."

      The threat was delicate, wrapped in concern, but unmistakable. Brandy felt her hands curl into fists in the darkness.

      "You're saying someone hurt Mr. Lang because of what he knew," Peter said.

      "I'm saying the world of rare book dealing isn't as genteel as people imagine. Fortunes rest on provenance, on the belief that a signature is authentic or a first edition is genuine. When someone threatens to expose fraud on that scale..." Crane spread his hands in a gesture of helpless inevitability. "Well. People protect their investments."

      "People like you."

      Crane's smile finally cracked. "I'd be careful about making accusations you can't prove, Mr. Pruitt. Slander is a serious matter. Just ask Theodore. Oh, wait. You can't, because he's missing. How unfortunate."

      The casual cruelty of it made Brandy move before she could think better of it. She stepped out of the back room, and Crane's attention snapped to her with predatory focus.

      "Miss Broot," he said, and she felt ice slide down her spine at the realization that he knew her name. "The curious librarian who found Theodore's little diary. I've heard about you. The locals speak quite fondly of your amateur detective work."

      "Then you know I don't give up easily."

      "I do. Which is why I'm going to give you some advice, free of charge." He moved closer, and Peter shifted to block him, but Crane's attention stayed locked on Brandy. "Whatever you think you're going to find in Theodore's marginalia code, whatever evidence you believe exists, it's not worth your safety. This isn't one of your small-town mysteries with harmless motives and tidy resolutions. The people involved in this operation have made it very clear that they don't tolerate interference."

      "You mean you've made it clear."

      "I mean I'm trying to help you avoid making a mistake that has permanent consequences." His voice dropped, losing its performative concern and revealing something colder beneath. "Theodore thought he was being clever, hiding clues in books, building his case piece by piece. But cleverness doesn't stop someone from disappearing. And neither does stubbornness."

      "Is that a threat?" Peter asked, his voice hard.

      "It's a warning. One you'd be wise to heed." Crane glanced at the laptop, still glowing on the desk, and Brandy's heart seized at the thought of him taking it. But he made no move toward it. "I'll be leaving now. I suggest you do the same. And if you're smart, you'll forget you saw me here. Some mysteries are better left unsolved."

      He walked past them, his expensive shoes clicking against the hardwood, and paused at the door. "Oh, and Miss Broot? The next time you break into someone's home, make sure to close the windows. The breeze is what gave you away."

      Then he was gone, footsteps descending the exterior stairs with unhurried confidence, leaving Brandy and Peter standing in the middle of Mr. Lang's violated apartment with racing hearts and the terrible knowledge that they were far deeper than either of them had realized.

      "We need to call Maeve," Peter said immediately.

      "And tell her what? That we broke into Mr. Lang's apartment and got caught by the man we're accusing of being involved in his disappearance?" Brandy moved to the window, watching Crane's figure retreat down the alley toward Main Street. "She'll arrest us, and Crane will walk away clean. He's too smart to leave evidence."

      "He threatened us, Brandy."

      "He gave us a warning. There's a difference, legally speaking." She turned back to the laptop, her hands still shaking but her mind already moving forward. "We need those sales records. We need to find the books Mr. Lang sold in the last few weeks and figure out what's written in the margins before Crane does."

      "He already knows what's in the margins."

      "No. He knows marginalia exists. But Mr. Lang's code was specific to books and shelf locations. Unless Crane has the sales records and the books themselves, he can't reconstruct the evidence." Brandy pulled out her phone and started photographing the laptop screen, capturing everything they'd found. "Which means we're in a race. We find the books first, we find proof. Crane finds them first..."

      She didn't finish the sentence. Didn't need to. They both understood what failure would mean for Mr. Lang, wherever he was, and possibly for them.

      Peter closed the laptop carefully, wiping down surfaces they might have touched. His movements were methodical, practiced, like he'd thought through this scenario before. Maybe he had. Maybe he'd always known that caring about Brandy Broot meant eventually becoming an accessory to breaking and entering.

      "We need to be smart about this," he said. "No more improvising. No more walking into situations without backup."

      "Agreed."

      "I mean it, Brandy. That man is dangerous. Whatever's happening here, it's bigger than small-town gossip and friendly mysteries."

      "I know." She met his eyes, saw her own fear reflected back at her. "But we're already in it. And Mr. Lang is counting on us to see this through."

      Peter's jaw tightened, but he nodded. They left the apartment as carefully as they'd entered, closing the door behind them and descending the stairs with exaggerated casualness. Main Street stretched before them, ordinary and safe and completely wrong for the knowledge they now carried.

      Brandy's phone vibrated with a text from an unknown number.

      Stay curious, stay careful. The books are scattered, but the pattern is clear. Look for the ones about lost things. - A Friend

      She showed Peter, and his expression darkened. "Someone else is watching this play out."

      "Someone who wants us to succeed." Brandy read the message again, parsing it for hidden meaning. Books about lost things. That could be anything, fiction, self-help, poetry collections about grief and absence.

      Or it could be a specific subset of Mr. Lang's inventory, a category she'd seen him use in his internal organization system.

      "The Lost and Found shelf," she breathed. "At the back of the shop, behind the mystery section. Mr. Lang kept books there that customers had abandoned or donated, things waiting to be reclaimed or rediscovered."

      "The shop is still sealed."

      "Then we find another way in." Brandy was already walking, her stride purposeful despite the fear still coursing through her veins. "Maeve can't watch it twenty-four hours a day. And we have the advantage of knowing the shop's layout, its hiding places."

      "This is a terrible idea."

      "All my best ideas are terrible. That's how you know they're mine."

      Peter caught her arm, pulling her to a stop. The street was empty around them, just the two of them and the morning sun breaking through clouds, painting everything in watercolor hope. "Promise me something."

      "What?"

      "Promise me that when this gets too dangerous, and it will get too dangerous, you'll let it go. That you'll trust Maeve to handle it officially, even if it means we don't get answers."

      Brandy wanted to promise. Wanted to give him the reassurance he needed, the guarantee that she wouldn't get herself hurt or worse pursuing justice for a man who'd trusted her with his hidden secrets. But promises meant something to her, and she couldn't make one she might not keep.

      "I promise I'll try," she said instead.

      It wasn't enough. She could see that in the tightness around his eyes, the way his hand lingered on her arm like he was afraid of letting go. But Peter knew her too well to push for more.

      "We're going to regret this," he said.

      "Probably." Brandy smiled despite everything, despite the fear and the threat and the man with expensive shoes who knew her name. "But we're going to do it anyway."

      They walked back toward the bookshop, two figures moving through morning light toward answers that might cost more than either of them was ready to pay. And somewhere ahead of them, in margins of books scattered across Maplewood, Mr. Lang's final message waited to be decoded.

      Brandy just hoped they'd read it before someone decided she'd become a problem worth solving.
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            ESTHER AND THE WHARF CLUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The problem with breaking into a crime scene, Brandy discovered, was that it required significantly more planning than breaking into an apartment above said crime scene.

      She sat cross-legged on Peter's living room floor, surrounded by hand-drawn maps of Finch & Folios and a half-eaten sandwich she didn't remember starting. The afternoon sun slanted through the windows, painting golden squares across paper and doubt.

      "The back door has a deadbolt," Peter said from his position on the couch, where he'd been stress-organizing his bookshelf for the last twenty minutes. "And Maeve's patrol schedule is irregular enough that we can't predict gaps."

      "There has to be a way in." Brandy studied her sketch of the shop's layout, trying to remember details she'd never thought to catalog during countless browsing sessions. The Lost and Found shelf sat in the back corner, partially hidden behind a support beam and stacks of unsorted donations. If Mr. Lang had hidden his most recent marginalia-coded books there, they'd be accessible but overlooked, exactly the kind of hiding-in-plain-sight approach he'd favor.

      Her phone rang, the local number unfamiliar. She answered cautiously. "Hello?"

      "Miss Broot? This is Esther Bellamy. I understand you've been asking questions about Theodore Lang."

      Brandy sat up straighter, her pulse quickening. Esther Bellamy, the elderly patron the volunteer had mentioned, the one who'd argued with Mr. Lang about disputed provenance. "Mrs. Bellamy, yes. I'm trying to understand what happened to him."

      "As am I." The voice was refined, carrying decades of careful diction and something
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