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The first thing Lily Parker notices when she opens The Curious Cove on Monday morning is that the Victorian display case stands slightly ajar, its brass lock intact but somehow disengaged. The second thing she notices is the muddy footprint on the polished wooden floor—a perfect impression of a woman’s boot, size seven, with an unusual star-shaped pattern on the sole.

Sir Nibbles sits motionless in his carrier, ears alert and dark eyes tracking something Lily cannot see.

“Someone was here last night,” he says in her mind, his mental voice tense with uncharacteristic concern. “Someone who walks very, very quietly.”

Rose emerges from the back room carrying her morning coffee and wearing the skeptical expression she reserves for her sister’s flights of fancy. “The security system didn’t trigger, Lily. If someone broke in, surely—” She stops mid-sentence, staring at the muddy print on the floor.

“That wasn’t there when we closed yesterday,” Lily states, kneeling beside the mark. The mud appears fresh, still slightly damp despite the shop’s dry air.

Rose sets down her coffee and examines the display case with her practical eye for detail. “Nothing seems to be missing. The maritime collection is intact, the jewelry is all accounted for…” She trails off, frowning at an empty space on the middle shelf.

“The Victorian boots,” Lily realizes with a sinking heart. “The ones from the Whitmore estate.”

The boots in question had been exquisite examples of 1880s craftsmanship—black leather with pearl buttons, perfectly preserved despite their age. More importantly, they had been one of the most valuable items in the current inventory, priced at eight hundred dollars for the pair.

“Who breaks into an antique shop to steal just one pair of boots?” Rose asks, though her tone suggests she already suspects this case will defy logical explanation.

Someone who needed those specific boots for a very particular purpose, Sir Nibbles observes grimly. Check the lock on the display case. I suspect our visitor had a key.

Lily examines the brass lock mechanism, running her fingers along the metal edges. “There’s no sign of forcing. Whoever opened this knew exactly what they were doing.”

“Inside job?” Rose suggests, though both sisters know the short list of people with keys to the shop—themselves, Sheriff Maddox for emergencies, and Eddie Barnes, who handles maintenance.

Before Lily can respond, the brass bell above the front door chimes, and Agnes Porter bustles in carrying her usual armload of garden vegetables and local gossip.

“Good morning, dears,” Agnes chirps, then stops abruptly when she notices their concerned expressions. “What’s wrong? You both look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Someone broke into the shop last night,” Rose explains, gesturing toward the muddy footprint. “Stole a pair of Victorian boots.”

Agnes sets down her vegetables and studies the print with the intense focus she usually reserves for examining her tomatoes for blight. “Size seven, I’d say. And that star pattern on the sole—that’s distinctive. Not many boots have that kind of marking.”

Ask her about the pattern, Sir Nibbles urges. Agnes notices everything that happens in this town.

“Have you seen boots with that pattern before?” Lily asks.

Agnes purses her lips thoughtfully. “Can’t say I have, but then again, I don’t usually ask to see the sole of people’s shoes. Though now that you mention it…” She trails off, her expression shifting to something between confusion and concern.

“What is it, Agnes?” Rose prompts with the patience of someone accustomed to extracting information from reluctant sources.

“Well, it’s probably nothing, but I’ve been seeing the oddest footprints in my garden these past few mornings. Same size, similar shape, but they just… appear. No trail leading to them, no trail leading away. Just single prints in the soft earth between my rose bushes.”

The sisters exchange glances loaded with shared understanding. In their experience, seemingly impossible footprints rarely have simple explanations.

“What time do you usually notice them?” Lily asks.

“Early morning, when I go out to check the dew on the flowers. By afternoon, they’re gone—either blown away by the wind or somehow just… faded.”

Sir Nibbles’ ears swivel toward the front window, his attention caught by something outside. We have company, he announces. And judging by the way they’re walking, they’re looking for something specific.

Through the shop window, Lily watches Harold Fairfield approach, his silver hair disheveled and his usually composed academic demeanor replaced by obvious agitation. He enters the shop with the determined stride of someone on a mission.

“Lily, Rose,” he says without preamble, “I need to ask you about the Victorian boots you had on display. Are they still available for purchase?”

The sisters exchange another look, this one tinged with suspicion.

“Why do you ask, Harold?” Rose inquires in her most neutral guidance counselor tone.

“Because,” Harold says, pulling out his phone to show them a photograph, “someone wearing boots exactly like those has been walking through the historical society archives at night. We have security cameras, but they only capture the feet—whoever it is knows exactly where the cameras are positioned and stays out of their range.”

The photograph shows a clear image of black leather boots with pearl buttons, stepping carefully between archive boxes. The star-shaped sole pattern is clearly visible in the screenshot.

“Harold,” Lily says gently, “the boots were stolen from our shop sometime last night.”

The retired professor goes pale, sinking into one of the Windsor chairs as if his legs can no longer support him.

“Then we have a serious problem,” he says quietly. “Because whoever took those boots has been using them to access documents in the archive that are supposed to be sealed for another fifty years.”
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The historical society building sits on Harbor Street like a dowager duchess guarding family secrets—all weathered shingles and tall windows that have witnessed more than a century of Seafern Cove’s history. Inside, Harold leads the sisters through corridors lined with display cases containing artifacts that span from colonial fishing equipment to World War II memorabilia.

Sir Nibbles travels in his carrier, but his unusual alertness suggests he senses something the humans cannot detect.

The archive room occupies the building’s basement, accessible only through a heavy oak door that Harold unlocks with obvious reluctance. “The break-ins started three weeks ago,” he explains as they descend the creaking stairs. “Always at night, always the same pattern—footprints leading directly to the restricted files, then disappearing.”

“Disappearing how?” Rose asks with scientific skepticism.

“See for yourself.”

The basement archive resembles a library designed by someone with severe organizational obsessions. Metal shelving units stretch from floor to ceiling, each labeled with dates and categories in Harold’s precise handwriting. Climate-controlled glass cases protect the most delicate documents, while filing cabinets secure materials that require restricted access.

Harold leads them to a section marked “Whitmore Family Papers - Sealed Until 2074” and points to the floor. Fresh muddy footprints lead directly to the filing cabinet, but end abruptly three feet away, as if the person wearing the boots had simply vanished.

“The security camera captured this at 2:17 AM,” Harold says, showing them another photograph on his phone. “But watch what happens next.”

He scrolls to the next image, time-stamped 2:18 AM. The footprints are gone, the floor clean as if no one had ever walked across it.

Someone who knows how to clean up after themselves, Sir Nibbles observes thoughtfully. But why go to such trouble to access sealed documents about the Whitmore family?

“Harold,” Lily asks, “what’s in those files that someone would risk breaking and entering to see?”

The professor’s academic discomfort is obvious as he struggles between professional discretion and practical necessity. “The Whitmore papers include family correspondence, business records, and… personal documents that were donated with specific restrictions about public access.”

“What kind of personal documents?” Rose presses with her guidance counselor instincts for uncovering relevant information.

Harold sighs, the weight of ethical conflict heavy in his voice. “Letters, diaries, financial records. The kind of material that could be embarrassing or damaging to living descendants if made public prematurely.”

Like evidence of more criminal family enterprises, Sir Nibbles suggests grimly. This town seems to specialize in buried secrets.

Before anyone can respond, footsteps echo from upstairs, followed by the sound of the front door opening and closing. Harold checks his watch with confusion.

“The society isn’t open today. I locked the front door when we came in.”

They climb the basement stairs to find the main exhibition hall empty, but something has changed. The display case containing maritime artifacts stands open, though nothing appears to be missing. More tellingly, a fresh set of muddy bootprints leads from the entrance directly to the case, then simply stops.

“This is impossible,” Rose mutters, examining the prints with growing frustration. “People don’t just vanish into thin air.”

But they do leave very specific calling cards, Sir Nibbles notes, studying the star-shaped sole patterns. Whoever this is wants us to know they were here.

Agnes Porter’s voice carries from the front entrance as she calls out a greeting. “Harold? I saw you come in earlier. I brought some of my apple turnovers for the volunteers.”

The elderly woman enters carrying a covered basket, but stops abruptly when she sees the bootprints on the polished floor.

“Oh my,” she says quietly. “They’re here too.”

“Agnes,” Lily says carefully, “exactly where else have you seen these prints?”

Agnes sets down her basket and counts off on her fingers. “My garden, of course. The library steps this morning when I returned my books. Outside Maggie’s café yesterday evening. And…” She hesitates, glancing at the sisters with obvious concern.

“Where else, Agnes?” Rose prompts gently.

“Outside your shop, dear. Every morning for the past week. I assumed someone was window shopping early, but the prints always disappear by the time you open.”

The pieces of the puzzle shift and realign in Lily’s mind, forming a pattern that’s both more complex and more personal than she initially realized.

“Harold,” she says, “the Whitmore estate—that’s where the Victorian boots came from originally, isn’t it?”

The professor nods slowly, understanding beginning to dawn in his expression. “The entire contents of the house were donated to various local institutions when the last family member died. The boots went to your shop, the papers came to us, other items were distributed to the museum and library.”

Someone with a connection to the Whitmore family, Sir Nibbles concludes. Someone who knows exactly what they’re looking for and where to find it.

“But who?” Lily asks the question they’re all thinking. “The donor paperwork would list any living relatives.”

Harold’s face grows troubled. “That’s just it—there weren’t supposed to be any living relatives. Margaret Whitmore was the last of the family line, never married, no children. When she died six months ago, her estate was handled by lawyers in Portland.”

The same lawyers involved in the Penistone conspiracy, Sir Nibbles observes with dark satisfaction. This case is connected to our last mystery.

Before Lily can voice this connection, Agnes gasps and points toward the front window. A figure in dark clothing walks past, visible only for a moment, but clearly wearing the stolen Victorian boots.

“There!” Agnes exclaims. “That’s who I’ve been seeing in my garden!”

Harold rushes to the window, but the street appears empty. Only a fresh set of bootprints on the sidewalk proves anyone was there at all.

“We need to follow those tracks,” Rose declares with uncharacteristic decisiveness. “Before they disappear like all the others.”

The trail leads them down Harbor
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