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Chapter One: The Reluctant Detective
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Jack Morgan woke up early, as usual, to the percussive patter of fog droplets tapping against his cottage's tin roof. He padded barefoot across groaning floorboards, careful not to step on Sherlock, his portly orange tabby who sprawled shamelessly in the middle of every drafty hallway.

After a quick splash of cold water to the face and a haphazard comb through his peppery hair, Jack brewed himself the first of what would be many strong cups of coffee. He carried the steaming mug out to the front porch, where the world was still gray and heavy with morning mist, and settled into the ancient rocking chair that had come with the house.

The porch overlooked a tangle of wild roses and, just beyond, the dense redwood forest that ringed the town. The air tasted damp and faintly of tree sap. Sherlock materialized at his feet with a plaintive yowl, demanding a seat on his lap. Jack obliged, scratching the cat’s ears in the practiced rhythm of a man who’d spent years learning how to read the nuances of feline mood.

As his mug slowly emptied and the cat’s purrs vibrated through his knees, Jack let his gaze drift to the winding path that led to town. Pinecrest was postcard-perfect in an almost suspicious way, with gingerbread-trimmed houses and a main street lined with cheerful banners. 

After the relentless chaos of his previous life—crammed police stations, crime scenes at odd hours, a steady drip of adrenaline—Pinecrest’s predictability had first seemed like a mockery, then like a balm.

Most mornings, Jack tried to convince himself he was happy to be bored.

But today, there was a subtle itch under his skin. Early retirement had been a necessity rather than a choice, his doctor’s voice still echoing in his head: Blood pressure, stress, you need a new hobby, Jack. But what hobby could compare to the puzzle-solving high of detective work?

Crossword puzzles and bread baking had both lost their thrill by the second week.

He looked down at Sherlock, who blinked up at him with knowing green eyes.

“What do you think, buddy?” Jack murmured. “Open a bait shop? Start a podcast?” The cat sneezed in response, then began meticulously grooming his left paw as if to say: You’ll figure it out.

By late morning, the cottage felt too quiet. Jack buttoned up his favorite flannel shirt and headed into town, the path crunching softly beneath his boots. The bookstore—Turning Pages—was tucked between a bakery and the town’s only coffee roaster, its windows fogged with condensation and its sign hand-painted in curlicued script. Jack pushed open the door, triggering a cheery jingle.

Inside, he was hit with the scent of paper, cinnamon scones, and the faintest whiff of sandalwood incense. Martha Winters, the owner, stood behind the counter in a hand-knitted shawl and half-moon glasses, arranging a display of new releases. She had the air of someone who had always known exactly who she wanted to be.

“Jack,” she called, eyes twinkling. “Come to settle your tab or add to it?”

He grinned and saluted her with two fingers. “Depends on what’s new this week.”

Martha wagged a finger at him. “I set aside something for you. The new Inspector Bramwell, just arrived.”

Jack took the book, admiring its crisp dust jacket. “You spoil me, Martha.”

“Oh, I know. But it’s nice to see someone else obsessed with murder for a change,” she replied, winking. Then she leaned in, voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “Did you hear about the museum?”

Jack shook his head. “No, but I’m guessing you’re about to tell me.”

She clucked her tongue. “Three nights in a row now, someone’s been sneaking around in there after hours. Mrs. Wainwright swears she saw a light on at 2 a.m. And yesterday, one of the exhibits—the Civil War saber, you know the one—was on the floor, case smashed. But nothing’s missing. Deputy says it’s probably raccoons.”

Jack snorted. He’d seen raccoons do a lot of things, but precision glass breaking wasn’t on the list.

“I’m telling you, Jack, it’s a caper,” Martha pressed. “You should take a look.”

He started to protest, but she held up a hand. “Just think about it. You look miserable when you’re not investigating something.”

Before he could answer, the bell chimed again and in shuffled a cluster of regulars—the retired English teacher, the local barista, two high schoolers Jack had seen loitering behind the library. Within seconds, they were deep in animated discussion, riffing on the museum rumors. Each had a wild theory: Secret tunnels, a ghost, a disgruntled docent with a grudge against history.

As Jack browsed the aisles, book in hand, he listened to the chatter. The stories were ridiculous, but he found himself cataloging details, noting names and times and the pattern of the supposed break-ins. Old habits, he thought bitterly, really did die hard.

He lingered in the true crime section, the new Inspector Bramwell weighing heavy in his hand. Through the shelves, he caught Martha watching him with a satisfied little smile.

When he finally approached the counter to pay, she arched a knowing eyebrow.

“I’ll stop bugging you,” she said, “if you promise to talk to Mrs. Wainwright. For my sanity. She keeps calling the store after closing.”

Jack sighed, but a reluctant smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “Fine. I’ll stop by the museum. But only to set your mind at ease.”

Martha nodded in approval and rang up his purchase. “Good man. I’ll let Mrs. Wainwright know you’re on the case.”

He shook his head, but he couldn’t help feeling a little thrill at the idea of poking around the museum. Even as he walked out into the chilled sunlight, he was already making a list of likely suspects.

While savoring a steaming bowl of clam chowder at The Pine Cone Café—a rustic establishment with knotty pine walls and red-checkered tablecloths—Jack was approached by Mayor Eleanor Prescott. Her silver-streaked chestnut hair was pulled into an immaculate French twist, and her pearl earrings caught the afternoon sunlight streaming through the café's bay windows.

She twisted her emerald ring nervously as she leaned in, her voice dropping to a whisper about priceless artifacts vanishing from the Pinecrest Historical Museum's glass display cases. The town's three-man police force—gruff Chief Hayes with his perpetual coffee stain on his uniform and the fresh-faced deputies—were swamped with a rash of summer cottage break-ins. Eleanor's manicured fingers brush Jack's weathered knuckles, imploring him to reconsider his retirement. Jack shook his head, pushing away his half-empty soup bowl, but his pulse quickened when she describes the missing gold pocket watch with its intricate engraving of pine trees surrounding the town founder's initials.

Stepping onto the cracked sidewalk outside, Jack felt the weight of eyes upon him and spots a gaunt man in a charcoal overcoat—despite the July heat—watching from beneath the shadow of the pharmacy's striped awning across Main Street. Their gazes lock for three heartbeats before the stranger melted into the alleyway between the pharmacy and the hardware store.

Jack's instinct to follow the stranger flared like a lit match. He hesitated at the curb, one foot already stepping off into the street. This was exactly what he'd promised himself he wouldn't do—chase shadows and mysteries. But that man had been watching him, no doubt about it.

"Not your business anymore," he muttered, forcing himself to turn away. But the image of that gaunt face lingered, those hollow eyes that had held his with such intensity.The walk home felt longer than usual. Jack's mind kept circling back to the missing artifacts, particularly that pocket watch. He'd seen it once during a guided tour of the museum shortly after moving to town.

The tour guide had droned on about its historical significance, but what had struck Jack was the craftsmanship—gold that still gleamed despite the decades, and redwood trees so delicately etched they seemed to sway when the light hit them just right.

"Damn it," he said, kicking at a redwood cone on the path. Sherlock greeted him at the door with an accusatory meow about his late lunch.

"I know, I know," Jack said, bending to scratch behind the cat's ears. "The service at the Pine Cone was slow today."

After feeding his feline roommate, Jack settled into his armchair with a cup of coffee. The afternoon light slanted through the windows, illuminating dust motes that danced in the air. He tried to focus on his new Inspector Bramwell novel, but found himself reading the same paragraph three times.

The telephone's shrill ring cut through the quiet. Jack reached for it, surprised—few people called him these days.

"Morgan," he answered, out of habit.

"Jack, it's Martha." Her voice sounded breathless. "You need to come to the museum. Now."

"What happened?"

"Someone broke in again. Broad daylight this time. Mrs. Wainwright is beside herself, and—" Martha lowered her voice to a whisper "—I think I saw your mystery man from the café lurking around right before it happened."

Jack's pulse quickened. "I never said anything about a mystery man."

"Please. This is Pinecrest. Eleanor stopped by the bookstore on her way back to Town Hall." Martha paused. "So, are you coming or not?"

The responsible thing would be to tell her to call Chief Hayes. But Jack found himself already reaching for his jacket.

"I'll be there in ten minutes," he said, hanging up before she could respond.

Sherlock gave him a judgmental stare from atop the couch cushions.

"Don't look at me like that," Jack told the cat. "I'm just going to take a look. Professional curiosity."
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Chapter Two: The Mysteries Begin
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Outside, the air had a biting chill that hadn't been there earlier. Jack zipped his jacket higher and quickened his pace toward town, mentally cataloging what little he knew. Three nights of break-ins. The Civil War saber found on the floor. And now a daytime intrusion. Plus, a pocket watch with pine tree engravings.

And a man in an unseasonably heavy coat who'd been watching him.

His boots crunched along the gravel path as the museum came into view. The Pinecrest Historical Museum occupied what had once been the town's first schoolhouse—a stately two-story brick building with white columns flanking the entrance and a small bell tower perched on top. Usually, the place exuded sleepy charm. Today, it buzzed with activity.

Two police cruisers were parked haphazardly out front, their lights silently flashing. A small crowd had gathered on the lawn, necks craned and voices hushed. Jack spotted Martha's gray curls bobbing near the entrance, her hands moving animatedly as she spoke to Deputy Miller, the youngest member of Pinecrest's small police force.

Jack skirted the edge of the crowd, nodding at familiar faces but not stopping to chat. He caught snippets of conversation as he passed.

"—third time this week—" "—nothing like this ever happens in Pinecrest—" “should've installed those security cameras—"

As he approached the museum steps, Martha caught sight of him and waved frantically.

"Jack! Thank goodness." She grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the entrance. "Tell this child that you're a real detective."

Deputy Miller, barely old enough to shave and looking uncomfortable in his too-new uniform, cleared his throat. "Ma'am, as I was saying, this is an active investigation, and—"

"And you could use all the help you can get," Martha finished for him. She turned to Jack. "They've called in Chief Hayes, but he's tied up with a fender bender on Route 299."

Jack knew that 299 was full of curves that could hinder a possible towed vehicle. He gave Miller an apologetic shrug. "I'm just here as a concerned citizen. Former homicide detective, Chicago PD." He extended his hand. "Jack Morgan."

Miller's eyes widened slightly. "Tim Miller." He hesitated, then lowered his voice. "Chief mentioned you moved here. Said you were some kind of hotshot."

Jack snorted. "Chief Hayes exaggerates. Mind if I take a look?"

Miller glanced over his shoulder, then back at Jack. "Officially, I can't let civilians onto an active crime scene." He paused. "Unofficially, Mrs. Wainwright is asking for you specifically, and she's worked herself into quite a state. Maybe you could... calm her down while I secure the scene?"

Jack nodded, understanding the unspoken request. "I'll be discreet."

Inside, the museum smelled of furniture polish and old paper. The main hall was a tableau of controlled chaos. Display cases had been rearranged, their glass tops gleaming under the overhead lights. A velvet rope that usually cordoned off an antique desk had been knocked askew. And in the center of it all stood Mrs. Wainwright, the museum curator, clutching
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