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I took a deep breath, inhaling the familiar scent of old books and freshly brewed coffee as I unlocked the front door of The Dusty Tome. The little bell above the entrance tinkled, welcoming me into my aunt's, no, my bookshop. Even after six months, I still caught myself thinking of it as hers.

"Another day in paradise," I murmured, flipping the CLOSED sign to OPEN and stepping inside.

Sunlight streamed through the large front windows, casting a warm glow on the worn hardwood floors and illuminating dancing dust motes in the air. I made my way to the counter, my fingers trailing along the spines of books as I passed. Each one felt like an old friend, whispering stories and secrets.

As I settled behind the register, my gaze fell on the chalkboard easel propped nearby. In my best attempt at artistic lettering, I'd written: Today at 2 PM: Book Signing with Local Author Janie Granger!

A mix of excitement and nerves fluttered in my stomach. This was my first author event since taking over the shop, and I wanted everything to be perfect. Janie Granger wasn't just any local author. She was a friend. Her mystery novels were steadily gaining popularity beyond our little coastal town of Millbrook Cove.

I busied myself with last-minute preparations, arranging chairs in a semicircle near the mystery section and setting up a small table for Janie to use. As I worked, my mind wandered to how much my life had changed in the past year. From a quiet librarian in bustling Boston to a small-town bookshop owner and, if the locals were to be believed, amateur sleuth.

The bell above the door chimed, snapping me out of my reverie. I looked up, expecting to see Mrs. Finch, my first regular of the day, but found myself face-to-face with Detective Jack Harper.

"Morning, Olivia," he said, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth. "Thought I'd stop by and see if you needed any help setting up for the big event."

A warmth crept into my cheeks that had nothing to do with my earlier exertions. "Good morning, Jack. That's very kind of you, but I think I've got it under control."

He raised an eyebrow, his blue eyes twinkling with amusement. "You sure? I seem to recall a certain incident involving a stepladder and a rather precarious stack of encyclopedias..."

I rolled my eyes, fighting back a grin. "That was one time, and I maintain that those books had it out for me."

Jack chuckled, a rich, warm sound that never failed to send a little thrill through me. "Well, if you change your mind, you know where to find me. Good luck with the signing."

As he turned to leave, I called out, "Jack, wait!" He paused, looking back at me expectantly. "Um, maybe you could stop by later? You know, just to make sure everything's going smoothly."

His smile widened. "I'd like that. See you this afternoon, Olivia."

As the door closed behind him, I let out a breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding. My aunt Gertrude would have had a field day with this, teasing me mercilessly about my growing attachment to Millbrook Cove's most eligible bachelor. But there was something about Jack that made me feel at home.

The rest of the morning passed in a blur of customers, coffee, and last-minute tidying. Before I knew it, it was a quarter to two, and my nerves were back in full force.

"Get it together, Paige," I muttered to myself, smoothing down my blouse and checking my reflection in the small mirror behind the counter. "It's just a book signing. What could possibly go wrong?"

As if on cue, the bell above the door jangled, and in walked Janie Granger. She was a striking woman in her mid-fifties, with salt-and-pepper hair cut in a stylish bob and sharp green eyes that seemed to take in everything at once. She wore a flowing bohemian-style dress that seemed at odds with the no-nonsense expression on her face.

"Olivia!" I hurried over to greet her. We embraced in a warm hug. It had been years since I’ve seen her, the last time being when Aunt Joy had a tea party and Janie came with a special children’s book written by one of her author friends as a gift to me. "Welcome to The Dusty Tome. We're so excited to have you here today."

Janie's stern expression softened slightly as she shook my hand. "Thank you for hosting me. It's always a pleasure to support local bookshops."

As I led her to the signing table, I couldn't help but notice the way her eyes darted around the store, almost as if she were looking for something or someone. "Is everything alright, Janie?" I asked.

She startled slightly, then forced a smile. "Oh, yes, of course. Just taking in the ambiance. You've done a lovely job with the place."

I beamed at the compliment, my earlier unease forgotten. "Thank you. It was my aunt's life's work, and I'm doing my best to honor her legacy."

Janie nodded absently, her attention clearly elsewhere. "Listen, dear, would you mind terribly if I freshened up a bit before we start? The drive here was longer than I expected."

"Of course," I replied, gesturing towards the back of the store. "Help yourself to the restroom."

As Janie disappeared among the bookshelves, I busied myself with greeting the first few attendees who had trickled in. Mrs. Finch arrived, predictably flustered and full of gossip about her neighbor's new fence. I half-listened, nodding at appropriate intervals while monitoring the clock.

Five minutes ticked by, then ten. The small crowd was growing restless, and there was still no sign of Janie. Apologizing to Mrs. Finch, I made my way towards the back of the store.

"Janie?" I called out softly, not wanting to startle her if she was still in the restroom. No response.

A feeling of unease crept over me as I rounded the corner into the mystery section. Something felt off. The air seemed heavier somehow, charged with an energy I couldn't quite place.

And then I saw her.

Janie Granger lay sprawled on the floor between two towering bookshelves, her green eyes staring sightlessly at the ceiling. A leather-bound copy of Agatha Christie's Murder on the Orient Express lay open on her chest, its pages splattered with crimson.

For a moment, I stood frozen, my brain refusing to process the scene before me. This couldn't be happening. Not here, not now. Not in my bookshop. Not to Janie!

But as the reality of the situation sank in, so did the horror. I clapped a hand over my mouth to stifle a scream, my other hand fumbling for my phone. With shaking fingers, I dialed the number I knew all too well in recent months.

"Jack?" I whispered when he answered. "It's Olivia. You need to come to the bookshop right away. There's been a murder."

The next hour passed in a surreal haze. Jack arrived with a team of officers, cordoning off the area and gently ushering out the confused and frightened attendees. I sat behind the counter, a shock blanket draped over my shoulders, answering what felt like an endless stream of questions.

"And you're sure you didn't see or hear anything suspicious?" Jack asked for what seemed like the hundredth time.

I shook my head, frustration bubbling up despite my best efforts to remain calm. "No, Jack. Like I said, she asked to use the restroom, and that was the last time I saw her alive. I was up front the whole time, greeting people as they came in."

He nodded, his expression a mixture of concern and professional detachment. "I know this is difficult, Olivia, but I need you to think. Did Janie seem nervous or upset when she arrived?"

I opened my mouth to say no, then hesitated. "Actually, now that you mention it, she did seem a bit on edge. Like she was looking for someone, or maybe worried about being followed."

Jack's eyebrows shot up. "Did she say anything about feeling threatened?"

"No, nothing like that. It was just a feeling I got." I sighed, rubbing my temples. "I should have paid more attention. Maybe if I had—"

"Hey." Jack's voice softened as he placed a comforting hand on my arm. "This isn't your fault, Olivia. You couldn't have known."

I managed a weak smile, grateful for his reassurance. "Thanks, Jack. I can't believe this happened here, in my aunt's shop. It feels like a violation."

He nodded, understanding. "I know. But we'll figure this out, I promise. In the meantime, I think it's best if you close up shop for a few days. Let us process the scene and give yourself some time to recover."

The thought of closing The Dusty Tome, even temporarily, made my heart ache. But I knew Jack was right. "Okay," I agreed reluctantly. "But you'll keep me in the loop, right?"

A flicker of amusement crossed Jack's face. "Olivia Paige, are you asking me to share confidential police information with you?"

A blush crept up my neck. "Of course not. I'm just concerned about what happened in my shop. That's all."

"Uh-huh." Jack didn't look convinced, but his tone was gentle when he spoke again. "Look, I know you have a knack for solving mysteries. But this is different. It's dangerous, and I need you to promise me you won't go poking around on your own."

I wanted to argue, to insist that I could help. But the worry in Jack's eyes made me pause. "I promise," I said finally, crossing my fingers behind my back.

What Jack didn't know wouldn't hurt him, right?

As the last of the police officers filed out, I stood in the doorway of The Dusty Tome, looking back at the place that had become my home. The cheery displays and cozy reading nooks seemed to mock the tragedy that had unfolded here today.

But beneath my shock and sadness, another emotion was taking root: determination. Someone had brought violence and death into my sanctuary, and I was going to find out why.

Janie Granger's final chapter may have been written, but this mystery was far from over. And whether Jack liked it, I intended to be the one to solve it.

I locked the door with a heavy heart, the CLOSED sign swinging gently in the breeze. As I walked away, I couldn't shake the feeling that this was only the beginning of a much larger story, one that would change Millbrook Cove, and my life, forever.
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​Chapter 2
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The sharp click of Jack's shoes on the hardwood floor snapped me out of my daze. I looked up to see him striding towards me, his face a mask of professional concern. The chaos of the crime scene faded into the background as he approached, his presence both comforting and intimidating.

"Olivia," he said, his voice gentler than I'd expected. "I need to ask you a few more questions. Are you up for it?"

I nodded, straightening my shoulders. "Of course, Detective Harper. Whatever I can do to help."

A flicker of something—appreciation? respect?—crossed his face before he schooled his features back into detective mode. "Let's start from the beginning. Walk me through everything that happened when Janie Granger arrived."

I took a deep breath, trying to organize my thoughts. "She came in about fifteen minutes before the signing was supposed to start. I greeted her, showed her to the table where she'd be signing books. She seemed. distracted."

Jack's eyebrows rose slightly. "Distracted how?"

"Like she was looking for someone, or worried about something." I frowned, remembering. "I asked if everything was alright, and she brushed it off, said she just wanted to freshen up before the event started."

"And that's when she went to the restroom?"

I nodded. "Yes, but..." I hesitated, not sure if I was reading too much into things.

Jack leaned in slightly. "But what, Olivia? Any detail could be important."

"It's just she asked where the restroom was, but she headed straight for it without hesitation. Like she already knew where it was."

Jack's eyes narrowed. "Had Janie been in the shop before?"

I shook my head. "Not since I've owned it. She was when my aunt was alive, when I was a little girl. But that was years ago."

He made a note in his little black notebook. "Anything else seem off about her behavior?"

I bit my lip, thinking. "She had a large tote bag with her. When she set it down by the signing table, it made a pretty solid thunk. Like there was something heavy inside."

"Did you see what was in the bag?"

"No, she kept it closed. But..." A memory surfaced, and I felt my eyes widen. "Jack, her manuscript! She was supposed to do a reading from her latest work-in-progress. But when I was setting up the signing table earlier, I noticed the bag was open, and I didn't see any manuscript inside."

Jack's posture shifted, his interest clearly piqued. "Are you sure about that, Olivia? This manuscript, it would have been pretty thick, right? Hard to miss?"

I nodded emphatically. "Absolutely. Janie was known for her doorstoppers. And she'd been promoting this reading for weeks. It doesn't make sense that she wouldn't have it with her."

Jack turned to one of the nearby officers. "Johnson, check the victim's personal effects. Look for any sign of a manuscript or loose pages. And get a team to search the area around the shop. If she dumped it somewhere nearby, I want it found."

As the officer hurried off, Jack turned back to me. His expression had softened slightly, but there was still an intensity in his eyes that made my heart race. "Olivia, I know you. I know how that brilliant mind of yours works. But I need you to promise me something."

A flutter of anticipation mixed with dread flowed over me. "What's that?"

"Stay out of this investigation." His voice was firm, but there was an undercurrent of concern that caught me off guard. "This isn't one of your cozy mysteries. This is real, and it's dangerous. I can't have you putting yourself at risk."

I wanted to argue, to insist that I could help. But the worry in Jack's eyes made me pause. "I understand," I said finally, my fingers crossed behind my back. "I promise I won't interfere with the official investigation."

Jack's relief was clear, and I felt a twinge of guilt for my mental loophole. But I couldn't just sit back and do nothing. Not when a woman had been murdered in my bookshop. Not when my gut screamed that there was more to this story than met the eye.

"Thank you," Jack said, his hand resting briefly on my shoulder. The warmth of his touch lingered even after he pulled away. "Now, is there anything else you can think of? Anything at all that seemed out of place or unusual?"

I wracked my brain, trying to recall every detail
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