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Reflections and Rivalries

The morning sun streams through the windows of The Curious Cove, casting dancing patterns across the newly polished floors. Lily Parker hums softly as she arranges a display of maritime artifacts near the front window, her movements careful around the ornate Victorian mirror that arrived yesterday with the Bradshaw estate collection.

“That mirror gives me the creeps,” Rose announces from behind the counter, where she’s methodically cataloguing new inventory with the precision of someone who spent thirty years organizing teenage chaos. “Every time I walk past it, I swear I see movement in the reflection.”

From his hutch in the corner, Sir Nibbles thumps once—his version of emphatic agreement. The retired therapy rabbit has been unusually agitated since the mirror’s arrival, spending most of yesterday evening pressed against the far wall of his enclosure, dark eyes fixed on the antique glass with unmistakable suspicion.

That thing reeks of jealousy and seawater, Sir Nibbles mutters in Lily’s mind, his mental voice carrying its usual grumpy undertones. Mark my words—no good will come of keeping it in the shop.

Lily glances at the mirror, studying its elaborate silver frame carved with dolphins and sea creatures. The glass itself seems unusually clear for something supposedly dating to the 1890s, and there’s something about the way it reflects light that makes her feel slightly dizzy.

“It’s quite beautiful, though,” she says, adjusting the angle slightly. “The craftsmanship is exquisite. Mrs. Bradshaw’s grandson said it belonged to a sailor’s wife—apparently she claimed it showed her visions of ships in distress.”

“Which explains why you bought it,” Rose says with fond exasperation. “You can’t resist anything with a tragic backstory.”

The brass bell above the door chimes, interrupting their conversation. Cordelia Ashworth sweeps into the shop like a theatrical storm, her silver hair perfectly coiffed despite the October wind, her burgundy wool coat clearly expensive. Behind her trails Timothy Chancy, a nervous young man in his twenties clutching a camera and looking overwhelmed.

“Lily, darling!” Cordelia exclaims, her voice carrying the practiced projection of someone accustomed to being the center of attention. “I heard you acquired the Bradshaw mirror. I simply must see it for myself.”

Cordelia has been the undisputed queen of Seafern Cove’s cultural scene for decades—organizing charity galas, directing community theater productions, and maintaining a stranglehold on the town’s social hierarchy with the determination of a general defending strategic territory. Her rivalry with the late Eleanor Bradshaw was legendary, a decades-long competition over everything from garden club presidency to whose summer parties drew the most prominent guests.

Oh, wonderful, Sir Nibbles observes sarcastically. The drama vulture has arrived to feed on the carcass of her rival’s estate.

“Mrs. Ashworth,” Rose says politely, though Lily catches the subtle tension in her sister’s voice. Rose has never quite forgiven Cordelia for the infamous incident during the library fundraiser when Cordelia “accidentally” implied that Rose’s reading recommendations were too pedestrian for sophisticated tastes.

Cordelia moves directly to the mirror, her eyes gleaming with acquisitive hunger. “Yes, this is definitely Eleanor’s prized possession. She was always going on about how it had been in her family for generations, how it had mystical properties.” She laughs, but there’s something sharp in the sound. “Pure nonsense, of course, but Eleanor did love her theatrical tales.”

Timothy steps forward hesitantly, raising his camera. “Mrs. Ashworth, should I get some photos for the festival program? You mentioned wanting to document significant local artifacts for the historical display.”

“Yes, yes, of course.” Cordelia waves him forward impatiently. “Though I suspect this mirror’s ‘significance’ has been greatly exaggerated. Eleanor always did have a flair for embellishment.”

As Timothy begins photographing the mirror from various angles, Rose moves closer to Lily, lowering her voice. “The autumn festival is next weekend, isn’t it? I thought Cordelia was in charge of the historical society’s booth.”

“She is,” Lily confirms, watching as Cordelia circles the mirror like a predator evaluating prey. “She’s been working on it for months, especially since Eleanor passed. I think she sees it as her chance to finally establish herself as the town’s definitive authority on local history.”

Without Eleanor to contradict her revisionist nonsense, Sir Nibbles adds darkly.

Cordelia suddenly stiffens, staring intently into the mirror’s surface. For a moment, her carefully composed expression cracks, revealing something that looks almost like fear.

“What did you say the asking price was?” she asks, her voice unnaturally sharp.

“It’s not for sale,” Lily replies firmly. “I’m planning to display it at the festival as part of my maritime artifacts collection.”

“Not for sale?” Cordelia’s perfectly penciled eyebrows rise. “My dear, surely everything in your shop is for sale. Name your price.”

“I’m sorry, but I’ve already committed to the festival display. Perhaps after—”

“I’ll double whatever you paid for it,” Cordelia interrupts, her composure cracking further. “Triple it.”

The sudden desperation in Cordelia’s voice makes both sisters exchange glances. Rose steps forward with the diplomatic skills she honed during years of dealing with overwrought teenagers and their equally overwrought parents.

“Mrs. Ashworth, the festival is only a week away. I’m sure after the event, Lily would be happy to discuss—”

“You don’t understand,” Cordelia snaps, then immediately attempts to regain her composure. “That is, I have a particular buyer already lined up, a private collector who’s willing to pay quite handsomely for authentic maritime antiques. It would be a shame to miss such an opportunity.”

She’s lying, Sir Nibbles states flatly. Her scent just spiked with panic and something else… guilt, maybe? Whatever she saw in that mirror spooked her badly.

Timothy, who has been quietly documenting this exchange from behind his camera, clears his throat nervously. “Mrs. Ashworth, we should probably head to the town hall. The festival committee meeting starts in twenty minutes, and you wanted to review the booth assignments.”

“Yes, quite right.” Cordelia straightens her coat with sharp, jerky movements. “Lily, I do hope you’ll reconsider. Some antiques are better left in private collections, you know. Public displays can be so… unpredictable.”

She sweeps out of the shop with Timothy trailing behind, leaving the scent of expensive perfume and lingering tension.

“Well,” Rose says dryly, “that was illuminating. I’ve never seen Cordelia Ashworth offer to triple anything’s price. She once haggled with Father Murphy over the cost of communion wine.”

Lily moves back to the mirror, studying her own reflection in its depths. For just a moment, she could swear she sees something else—a woman with dark hair and desperate eyes, reaching toward the glass as if trying to break through from the other side.

Don’t stare too long, Sir Nibbles warns. Mirrors like that one have a tendency to show more than reflections. Sometimes they show truths people would rather keep buried.

“What kind of truths?” Lily whispers.

The kind that get people killed, the rabbit replies grimly. Mark my words—this festival is going to be more eventful than anyone expects.
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Festival Preparations

The week passes in a whirlwind of festival preparations that transform Seafern Cove’s quiet downtown into a bustling marketplace of competing ambitions and barely concealed rivalries. The annual autumn festival has grown from a simple harvest celebration into the town’s premier social and economic event, drawing visitors from as far away as Portland and Bar Harbor.

Rose finds herself unexpectedly caught up in the preparations, her organizational skills making her an invaluable resource for vendors struggling with logistics and scheduling conflicts. She’s currently mediating a heated dispute between Harold Fairfield and Mrs. Henley over booth placement when Lily arrives at the town green, wheeling a handcart loaded with maritime artifacts.

“The historical society booth absolutely cannot be next to the kettle corn stand,” Harold insists, his face red with indignation. “The smell of caramel will completely overwhelm the authentic atmosphere we’re trying to create.”

“Mr. Fairfield,” Rose says with the patience of someone who once convinced a teenager that setting off fireworks in the school chemistry lab was inadvisable, “the booth assignments were made months ago based on electrical access and foot traffic patterns. Moving the kettle corn stand now would require relocating six other vendors.”

Mrs. Henley, a practical woman in her seventies who’s been running the same food booth for fifteen years, crosses her arms stubbornly. “I’ve been in this spot since the festival started. Harold can put his dusty old artifacts anywhere he likes, but my kettle corn stays put.”

Lily parks her cart near Rose’s folding table and surveys the controlled chaos of the festival setup. Vendors are arranging displays, stringing lights, and engaging in the sort of territorial negotiations that would make international diplomats weep with recognition.

“How’s it going?” she asks Rose quietly.

“About as well as you’d expect when you give a hundred people the same limited space and tell them their livelihood depends on having the perfect location,” Rose replies. “I’ve mediated three boundary disputes, two accusations of unfair competition, and one threat involving a historical reenactor’s musket.”

Humans and their territorial instincts, Sir Nibbles observes from his carrier, which Lily has discretely positioned under her cart. You’d think they were marking trees with scent glands instead of arguing over booth placement.

The rabbit has been increasingly agitated as the week progressed, muttering darkly about “bad omens” and “the mirror’s influence spreading.” Lily isn’t sure what he means, but she’s noticed an unusual number of accidents and arguments around town—nothing major, just the sort of minor mishaps and personality conflicts that seem to multiply when tensions run high.

“Lily!” Maggie Collins waves from across the green, where she’s setting up an expanded version of her café booth. “Can you settle an argument? Eddie Barnes thinks my apple cider donuts are better than my pumpkin spice ones, but Agnes insists pumpkin spice is more festive. What do you think?”

Before Lily can answer, a commotion near the historical society booth draws everyone’s attention. Cordelia Ashworth stands in heated conversation with Timothy Chancy, her voice rising with each word despite her obvious attempts to maintain public composure.

“I specifically told you to focus on the maritime display,” she’s saying. “We don’t need photographs of every rusty fishing hook and barnacle-covered anchor chain.”

“But Mrs. Ashworth,” Timothy replies, his camera hanging nervously around his neck, “you said documentation was important. I was just being thorough—”

“Thorough is one thing, excessive is another,” Cordelia snaps. “And I certainly don’t need you photographing that ridiculous mirror from every conceivable angle. Once or twice would have been sufficient.”

Rose and Lily exchange glances. Since their encounter at the shop, Cordelia’s obsession with the mirror has only grown more pronounced. She’s visited The Curious Cove twice more, each time with increasingly generous offers and increasingly thin explanations for her interest.

She’s afraid of what the mirror might reveal, Sir Nibbles states with characteristic directness. Something about her past that she’d rather keep buried. The question is what—and whether it’s worth killing for.

“You think she might actually hurt someone?” Lily whispers, pretending to adjust items in her cart.

I think desperate people do desperate things. And that woman reeks of desperation.

Their conversation is interrupted by the arrival of Sheriff Tom Maddox, who approaches Rose’s mediation table with the weary expression of someone who’s already dealt with more festival-related complaints
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