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Chapter 1: The Salt-Stained Sketch
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The morning fog clung to Port Haven like a secret, softening the edges of the world. Maren Halloway stood behind the counter of Harbour Reads, her hands wrapped around a chipped mug of coffee, watching the mist swirl past the window. The town was waking slowly, the hush of late October broken only by the distant clang of a buoy and the faint, briny tang of the sea that seeped through the old brickwork. She found comfort in the ritual: the creak of the floorboards, the scent of paper and salt, the way the light filtered through the stained glass above the door, painting the shelves in fractured colour.

She was shelving a battered copy of The Shipping News when the bell above the door jangled, sharp and urgent. Maren glanced up, expecting the usual—one of the festival volunteers, perhaps, or Eleanor Wright with her morning crossword. Instead, Cole Anderson stumbled in, rain-spattered and wild-eyed, clutching something in his fist.

“Maren,” he gasped, voice raw. “You have to see this.”

She set the book aside, heart thumping. Cole was usually the picture of easy-going charm, his hands always stained with paint, his laugh echoing down the wharf. Today, he looked hunted.

He thrust a folded sheet of paper at her. “I found it. In that old copy of Maritime Mysteries you sold me last week. It was just... tucked inside.”

Maren took the paper, her fingers brushing his. The sketch was rough, but precise: the Port Haven lighthouse, rendered in stark black lines, overlaid with a lattice of geometric shapes—circles, triangles, spirals—intersecting in ways that made her eyes ache. The patterns seemed to pulse, as if the ink itself was alive.

“What is this?” she asked, unable to look away.

Cole shook his head, glancing over his shoulder as if expecting someone to burst in. “I don’t know. But it feels... dangerous. Like it’s not meant to be seen. I thought you’d know what to do.”

Maren’s old instincts stirred, sharp and unwelcome. She forced herself to sound calm. “Did you show anyone else?”

“No. I—” He hesitated, running a trembling hand through his hair. “I tried to throw it away, but I couldn’t. It’s like it’s stuck in my head. The patterns. I keep seeing them, even when I close my eyes.”

She studied him, noting the shadows under his eyes, the way his hands shook. “Cole, are you in trouble?”

He opened his mouth, then closed it. “I don’t know. Maybe. Just... keep it safe, okay? Please.”

Before she could press him, the bell rang again. Eleanor Wright entered, her silver hair pulled back in a neat bun, eyes sharp behind her glasses. She paused, taking in the scene with a librarian’s practiced curiosity.

“Good morning, Maren. Cole. You both look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

Cole managed a weak smile. “Just a rough night, Eleanor.”

Eleanor’s gaze lingered on the sketch in Maren’s hand. “That looks old. Where did you find it?”

“In a book,” Maren said, tucking the paper behind the counter. “Cole thought it was interesting.”

Eleanor’s eyes narrowed, but she let it go. “Well, I hope you’re both coming to the festival meeting tonight. The council’s in a tizzy over the new development plans. Sarah Blackwood’s been making noise about ‘modernizing’ the waterfront. As if Port Haven needs more condos.”

Cole muttered something under his breath and edged toward the door. “I should go. Thanks, Maren.”

He slipped out, the bell jangling in his wake. Maren watched him disappear into the fog, unease prickling at her skin.

Eleanor moved closer, lowering her voice. “He’s not himself lately. None of them are, really. This town... it remembers things, even when people don’t.”

Maren glanced at her, surprised by the edge in her tone. “What do you mean?”

Eleanor smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Just that Port Haven has a long memory. And not all of it is pleasant. You’d do well to remember that, dear.”

With that, she drifted off to the back shelves, leaving Maren alone with the sketch and a growing sense of dread.

She unfolded the paper again, tracing the lines with her fingertip. The patterns seemed familiar, though she couldn’t say why. She thought of her grandmother, of whispered stories about the lighthouse and the storms that sometimes swept in without warning. She remembered the night she’d left her old life behind, the headlines and the flashbulbs, the feeling of being hunted by something she couldn’t name.

The bell rang a third time, startling her. This time it was just the mailman, dropping off a stack of flyers for the festival. Maren forced herself to smile, to chat about the weather, but her mind was elsewhere.

When the shop was quiet again, she slipped the sketch into her journal, pressing it between the pages. She made a note in the margin: Geometric patterns—lighthouse—Cole afraid. Why? Her handwriting was shaky.

Outside, the fog was lifting, revealing the jagged outline of the lighthouse on the point. Maren stared at it, the image from the sketch superimposed in her mind. She felt the old hunger stir—the need to know, to understand, to chase the truth no matter where it led.

She didn’t notice Eleanor watching her from the stacks, eyes thoughtful and sad.

As dusk crept in and the festival lights began to flicker on along the harbour, Maren sat behind the counter, the sketch open before her. She traced the patterns again, feeling the weight of them settle in her bones. Somewhere out there, Cole was alone with his fear, and she couldn’t shake the sense that something had shifted in Port Haven—something old and dangerous, rising with the tide.

She closed her journal, heart pounding, and whispered to the empty shop, “What have you brought me, Cole?”

Outside, the lighthouse beam swept across the water, steady and silent, as if keeping watch over secrets too deep to name.
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Chapter 2: The Devil's Cove Discovery
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Dawn came grey and restless, the kind of morning that made Maren's bones ache with old memories. She'd barely slept, the geometric patterns from Cole's sketch dancing behind her eyelids like some fever dream. By half past six, she'd given up on rest entirely and laced up her running shoes.

The coastal path was slick with dew and salt spray, the October air sharp enough to cut. Maren's breath misted as she jogged past the harbour, where fishing boats bobbed like corks in the choppy water. The festival banners hung limp in the still air, their cheerful colours muted by the overcast sky.

She'd always found solace in the rhythm of her feet against the path, the burn in her lungs that drowned out everything else. This morning, though, her mind kept circling back to Cole's haunted expression, the way his hands had trembled as he'd pressed that sketch into her palm.

The path curved around the headland, leading to Devil's Cove—a jagged bite taken out of the coastline where the rocks jutted up like broken teeth. Local legend claimed it was cursed, that ships had been lured to their doom by phantom lights. Maren had always dismissed such stories as tourist nonsense, but today the place felt different. Watchful.

She was picking her way down the rocky slope when she saw him.

Cole lay sprawled among the boulders at the water's edge, his body twisted at an unnatural angle. His paint-stained jacket was dark with seawater, and his face—what she could see of it—was pale as driftwood.

Maren's training kicked in before the shock could paralyze her. She scrambled down to him, fingers searching for a pulse she already knew she wouldn't find. His skin was cold, waxy. He'd been dead for hours.

Her hands shook as she pulled out her phone, dialling 999 with numb fingers.

"Emergency services."

"This is Maren Halloway. I need police and an ambulance at Devil's Cove. I've found a body."

The next twenty minutes passed in a blur of sirens and flashing lights. Police Chief Laura Chen arrived first, her dark hair pulled back in a severe bun, her expression professionally neutral. Maren had met her a few times at town events—a no-nonsense woman who'd moved to Port Haven from London five years ago, bringing big-city competence to a small-town force.

"You found him?" Laura asked, pulling on latex gloves.

Maren nodded, wrapping her arms around herself. "I was out for a run. I come this way most mornings."

Laura crouched beside Cole's body, her movements careful and methodical. "Looks like he slipped on the rocks. These paths can be treacherous in the dark, especially after a few drinks."

"Cole didn't drink," Maren said quietly.

Laura glanced up. "You knew him well?"

"Well, enough. He came into my shop yesterday morning. He was..." She hesitated, remembering his fear, the way he'd glanced over his shoulder. "He was upset about something."

"Upset how?"

Maren chose her words carefully. "Anxious. Like he was afraid of something. Or someone."

Laura's expression sharpened. She stood, studying the scene with fresh eyes. "Show me exactly where you found him."

They walked the perimeter together, Laura pointing out details Maren had missed in her initial shock. The way Cole's body was positioned, too far from the main path for a simple fall. The absence of any obvious head trauma, despite the jagged rocks. The strange, almost ritualistic arrangement of his limbs.

"His wallet's still here," Laura murmured, checking his pockets. "Phone, keys... but something's missing."

"What?"

"You said he was carrying something yesterday. Papers? A bag?"

Maren's pulse quickened. "He had a sketch. An old drawing he'd found in a book."

"Where is it now?"

"I have it. At the shop."

Laura's eyes met hers, and Maren saw her own suspicions reflected there. This wasn't an accident.

By the time the coroner arrived, a small crowd had gathered at the top of the cliff. Maren recognized most of the faces—Sarah Blackwood from the town council, her perfectly styled blonde hair whipping in the wind; Eva Martinez, the estate agent, clutching her phone like a lifeline; a handful of fishermen who'd abandoned their morning preparations to gawk.

Eleanor Wright stood apart from the others, her face grave. When she caught Maren's eye, she shook her head almost imperceptibly.

"I'll need to see that sketch," Laura said as they climbed back up the path.

"Of course. But Laura..." Maren paused, choosing her words. "Has anything like this
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