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      The sharp sea breeze whipped my hair as I stepped out of my beat-up Volvo, the ocean's salty tang filling my nostrils. Millbrook Cove sprawled before me, a postcard-perfect tableau of quaint storefronts and weathered fishing boats bobbing in the harbor. I'd barely set foot in town, and already my heart was doing somersaults.

      "Get a grip, Olivia," I muttered, hefting my oversized tote bag onto my shoulder. "You're here to run a bookshop, not star in some Hallmark movie."

      But as I made my way down Main Street, each step felt like I was walking into a new chapter of my life. The cobblestone sidewalks, the cheerful flower boxes, the tantalizing aroma of fresh-baked bread wafting from somewhere nearby. It was all so different from the sterile library where I'd spent the last decade of my life.

      I paused in front of a storefront, its faded blue paint peeling slightly at the edges. A hand-painted sign swung gently in the breeze: The Dusty Tome. My new home. My new life.

      For a moment, I couldn't breathe. What was I thinking, leaving my safe, predictable job to run a bookshop in a town where I knew precisely one person here and she was dead?

      "You've got this," I whispered, fumbling for the key Aunt Joy's lawyer had sent me. "It's just a change of scenery. Books are books, whether they're in a library or a bookshop."

      The lock clicked open, and I stepped inside. The musty scent of old paper and leather bindings enveloped me like a warm hug, and for a split second, I was ten years old again, spending summer vacations exploring these very shelves while Aunt Joy regaled me with tales of daring detectives and cunning criminals.

      Reality came crashing back as I flicked on the lights, revealing a shop that was... well, dusty didn't cover it. Cobwebs festooned the corners, a thick layer of grime coated every surface, and the books... oh, the poor books. Haphazard stacks teetered precariously, threatening to topple at the slightest provocation.

      "Oh, Aunt Joy," I sighed, running a finger along a shelf and grimacing at the gray smudge it left behind. "What happened here?"

      I knew, of course. The cancer that had taken my vivacious aunt had robbed her of the energy to maintain her beloved shop in her final months. And now it was up to me to breathe life back into The Dusty Tome, and maybe into myself.

      The thought was equal parts exhilarating and terrifying. I'd spent my entire adult life in the orderly world of the Dewey Decimal System, where every book had its place and every day followed a predictable routine. Now, I was staring down a mountain of chaos with no idea of where to begin.

      A knock at the door startled me out of my spiral of self-doubt. I turned to see a plump, matronly woman peering through the glass, a covered basket in her arms.

      "Hello?" I called, picking my way through the book maze to unlock the door.

      The woman bustled in, bringing with her the heavenly scent of cinnamon and butter. "You must be Olivia!" she exclaimed, enveloping me in a floury hug before I could even respond. "I'm Martha Winters. I’m not sure if you remember me, but I run the bakery down the street. Joy and I were thick as thieves, God rest her soul."

      "Oh, um, it's nice to meet you," I stammered, caught off guard by her exuberance. "I'm sorry, the shop's not really open yet. I just got here and-"

      Martha waved away my protests. "Nonsense, dear! I'm not here as a customer. I just wanted to welcome you to Millbrook Cove properly." She thrust the basket into my arms. "Fresh cinnamon rolls – Joy's favorite. I thought you might need a little pick-me-up after your long drive."

      The unexpected kindness brought a lump to my throat. "That's so thoughtful. Thank you."

      Martha's keen eyes swept over the cluttered shop. "My, my. Looks like you've got your work cut out for you. But don't you worry, this town takes care of its own. You need any help getting this place shipshape, you just say the word."

      I managed a weak smile. "I appreciate that. To be honest, I'm feeling a bit overwhelmed. I'm not sure I know the first thing about running a bookshop."

      Martha patted my arm. "You've got books in your blood, dear. Joy always said you were the smartest little thing she'd ever met. You'll figure it out." Her eyes twinkled mischievously. "And who knows? Maybe you'll even solve a mystery or two along the way, just like your aunt used to."

      I blinked in surprise. "Aunt Joy solved mysteries?"

      "Oh, honey," Martha chuckled. "The stories I could tell you... but that's for another day. You focus on getting settled in for now. And don't be a stranger. My door's always open if you need anything. Even if it's just a sympathetic ear and a slice of pie."

      With another bone-crushing hug, Martha swept out of the shop, leaving me standing amid the clutter, clutching a basket of cinnamon rolls and feeling like a whirlwind of small-town hospitality had hit me.

      I sank onto a nearby stack of books, careful not to upset its precarious balance. Despite the divine smell of the cinnamon rolls, my knotted nerves prevented me from even considering eating them.

      What had I gotten myself into? I'd come to Millbrook Cove seeking a change, yes, but I'd envision quiet days surrounded by books, maybe the occasional chat with a customer. Now I faced a shop in desperate need of renovation, a town full of people who seemed to know more about my aunt than I did, and apparently, some sort of mystery-solving legacy to live up to?

      I buried my face in my hands, fighting back a hysterical laugh. This was so far out of my comfort zone, I couldn't even see the edges anymore.

      But as I sat there, surrounded by the treasures Aunt Joy had collected over a lifetime, I felt a tiny spark of something ignite in my chest. Curiosity, maybe. Or determination. Or just the stubborn Paige family pride refusing to let me give up before I'd even started.

      I stood up, squaring my shoulders. "Alright, Aunt Joy," I said to the empty shop. "You believed I could do this. So I guess I'd better prove you right."

      Grabbing a ratty feather duster from behind the counter, I set to work. One shelf at a time, I told myself. One book at a time.
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      I sneezed for what felt like the hundredth time, a cloud of dust billowing around me as I pulled another box from the towering stack in Aunt Joy's back room. My eyes watered, and I wiped my nose on my sleeve, grimacing at the gray smudge it left behind.

      "This is hopeless," I muttered, surveying the cramped space. Boxes covered every surface, each one stuffed to bursting with books, papers, and what appeared to be a lifetime's worth of knick-knacks. How on earth was I supposed to make sense of this chaos?

      As I reached for the box cutter, my hand brushed against something smooth and cool. I paused, frowning, and carefully extracted a small snow globe from between two stacks of paperbacks. The tiny scene inside depicted a quaint bookshop, not unlike The Dusty Tome, with miniature figures browsing the shelves.

      Suddenly, I was eight years old again, pressed against the shop window, my breath fogging the glass as I stared wide-eyed at the wonders within.

      "Come on in, Livvy," Aunt Joy had called, her musical laughter carrying over the tinkling of the bell above the door. "I've got something special to show you."

      I'd scampered inside, the rich scent of leather and paper enveloping me like a warm hug. Aunt Joy perched on a stepladder, her salt-and-pepper hair escaping its bun in wispy tendrils. She'd climbed down, her eyes twinkling with mischief, and presented me with a wrapped package.

      "Happy birthday, my little bookworm," she'd said, ruffling my hair.

      Inside had been this very enchanting snow globe. I'd spent hours that summer imagining myself shrunk down to fit inside its glass walls, exploring the miniature bookshop and having grand adventures.

      I blinked, the memory fading as quickly as it had come. My throat felt tight as I carefully set the snow globe on a nearby shelf. How could I have forgotten about it? And how many other treasures hid in this jumble of Aunt Joy's life?

      With renewed determination, I attacked the boxes with gusto. Each item I unearthed brought back a flood of memories: the chipped teacup Aunt Joy always used for her afternoon Earl Grey, the ridiculous oversized sun hat she wore while tending her window boxes, the battered copy of Pride and Prejudice she'd read to me during a nasty bout of chickenpox.

      As the hours ticked by, I talked to Aunt Joy as if she were there, telling her about my life in the city, my fears about running the shop, my secret hope that I might find the same sense of belonging here that she always had.

      "I wish you were here, Aunt Joy," I sighed, reaching for another box. "I could really use your⁠—"

      My words cut off as I lifted the lid, revealing a leather-bound book nestled in tissue paper. My heart skipped a beat as I carefully lifted it out. The gilded title on the spine gleamed in the dim light: The Hound of the Baskervilles by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.

      "No way," I breathed, my hands trembling slightly as I opened the cover. There, on the title page, was an inscription in faded ink:

      To my dear friend Joy, may your own mysteries be as thrilling as Holmes'. With fond regards, Arthur Conan Doyle.

      I nearly dropped the book in shock. This was a first edition, signed by Conan Doyle himself. It had to be worth a small fortune. What was it doing hidden away in a dusty box?

      As I leafed through the pages, marveling at their crisp condition despite their age, something fluttered to the floor. I bent to pick it up, expecting a bookmark or an old receipt. Instead, I held a yellowed envelope, sealed with red wax and addressed in an elegant hand:

      For Joy Paige. To be opened only in the event of my death.

      My pulse quickened. The handwriting wasn't Aunt Joy's, and the paper looked far older than anything else I'd found. Who had written this mysterious letter? And why hadn't Aunt Joy opened it?

      I turned the envelope over in my hands, debating. Technically, I had met the conditions for opening it. Aunt Joy was gone, and I was her heir. But it felt like an invasion of privacy, a step too far into the secrets of a woman I was realizing I'd never fully known.
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      I fumbled with the yellowed envelope, my heart racing as I carefully broke the wax seal. The paper crackled as I unfolded it, revealing spidery handwriting that spoke of a different era. My eyes widened as I read:

      My dear Joy,

      If you're reading this, I'm gone. I can only hope that the truth I couldn't face in life might find justice through you. Thirty years ago, on the night of the summer solstice, Sarah Winters disappeared from Millbrook Cove. They said she ran away, but I know better. I saw something that night, something I've been too cowardly to reveal. But the guilt has eaten at me all these years. Look into the old Lighthouse Keeper's log for June 21st, 1992. The truth is there, hidden in plain sight. Find out what really happened to Sarah. She deserves that much.

      With regret and hope,

      Edward Dodge

      I sank onto a nearby stack of books, my mind reeling. A missing teenager? A decades-old secret? This was the stuff of the mystery novels I loved, not real life in a sleepy coastal town. But the letter in my trembling hands was all too real.

      Before I could second-guess myself, I was grabbing my coat and keys. The local library would have archives of old newspapers, maybe even access to town records. I needed answers, and I needed them now.

      Hours later, I sat surrounded by microfilm printouts and dusty file folders, my eyes burning from squinting at tiny newsprint. The disappearance of Sarah Austin had been front-page news back in '92, but the articles quickly dwindled to nothing more than occasional where is she now pieces. The official story matched what Edward had written about a troubled teen who'd run away from her small-town life.

      But something didn't add up. Sarah had been a straight-A student, active in her church, with a scholarship to a prestigious college waiting for her in the fall. Why would she throw all that away?

      I scribbled notes furiously, connecting dots that might not even exist. The summer solstice... the lighthouse... Edward Dodge, who I'd discovered was the town's doctor back then. What had he seen? And why had he written to Aunt Joy about it?

      My stomach growled, reminding me I'd skipped lunch in my research frenzy. I glanced at my watch and swore under my breath. The library was closing in ten minutes, and I was no closer to actual answers than when I'd started.

      There was one place left to check, the police station. Maybe they had records that weren't available to the public. It was a long shot, but I was too invested now to let it go.

      It seemed like the Millbrook Cove Police Station had undergone no updates since Sarah Austin disappeared. I pushed through the heavy glass doors, the smell of stale coffee and industrial cleaner assaulting my nose.

      A bored-looking desk sergeant glanced up as I approached. "Can I help you?"

      I straightened my shoulders, trying to project confidence I didn't feel. "Yes, I'm hoping to speak with someone about accessing some old case files. For research purposes."

      The sergeant's eyebrow quirked. "Research, huh? What kind of research?"

      Before I could answer, a deep voice cut in from behind me. "I'll handle this, Pete."

      I turned to find myself face-to-face with Detective Jack Harper. Up close, he was even more imposing than he'd been at the bookshop door earlier. He stopped by checking on the shop and welcomed me to town before a radio call had him leaving. His dark eyes were shrewd, assessing me like I was a puzzle he couldn't quite figure out.

      "Ms. Paige," he said, his tone neutral. "Settling into town alright?"

      I nodded, suddenly feeling foolish for barging into a police station on a wild goose chase. "Yes, thank you. I was just hoping to look into some old records. About Sarah Austin?"

      Something flickered in Harper's eyes. Surprise, maybe, or concern. He gestured toward a small conference room. "Step into my office."

      Once the door closed behind us, Harper leaned against the edge of the table, arms crossed. "Now, what's your interest in a 30-year-old missing persons case?"

      I hesitated, unsure how much to reveal. The letter from Edward Dodge felt too personal, too tied to Aunt Joy, to share just yet. "I came across some old newspaper articles while cleaning out the bookshop. It seemed like an interesting case, and I thought maybe fresh eyes might see something new."

      Harper's expression hardened. "Ms. Paige, I appreciate your enthusiasm, but cold cases aren't some puzzle for amateur sleuths to play with. They involve real people, real pain. Sarah Austin's family has been through enough without someone stirring up old wounds."

      His dismissive tone sparked a flare of irritation in me. "I understand that, Detective. But don't you think her family deserves answers? Don't you want to know the truth?"

      "The truth?" Harper's laugh was humorless. "The truth is a troubled kid got fed up with small-town life and took off for the big city. It happens all the time. There's no mystery here, just a sad, common story."

      I bit back a retort, my mind racing. Harper was too young to have worked the original case. Was he just parroting the official line, or did he genuinely believe Sarah had run away?

      "Look," Harper said, his tone softening slightly. "I get it. You're new in town, looking for some excitement. But trust me, digging into old cases like this never ends well. Why don't you focus on getting that bookshop of yours up and running? That's a big enough challenge, isn't it?"

      The condescension in his voice made my cheeks burn. I stood up straighter, meeting his gaze. "Thank you for your time, Detective Harper. I'll keep your advice in mind."

      As I turned to leave, Harper called after me. "Ms. Paige? Some friendly advice, Millbrook Cove values its privacy. Not everyone appreciates outsiders poking around in old business. Be careful."

      Was that a threat? A warning? I couldn't tell, but a chill ran down my spine as I hurried out of the station.

      The sun was setting as I made my way back to The Dusty Tome, casting long shadows across the quiet streets. My mind was buzzing with questions. Why was Harper so dismissive of the case? What had Edward Dodge seen that night? And most importantly, what had Aunt Joy known about all of this?

      I unlocked the shop door, the bell above tinkling softly. The familiar smell of old books and dust was oddly comforting after the sterile police station. As I flicked on the lights, my gaze fell on the first edition of The Hound of the Baskervilles sitting on the counter where I'd left it.

      A smile tugged at my lips despite the turmoil in my head. What would Sherlock Holmes do in this situation? Probably something brilliant and reckless.

      Well, I might not be Sherlock Holmes, but I was Olivia Paige. And I wasn't about to let a grumpy detective or some vague warning stop me from uncovering the truth.

      I grabbed a notebook and settled in behind the counter. It was time to connect the dots, no matter where they might lead.
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      I perched precariously on a rickety ladder, attempting to dust the top shelves, when the bell above the door jangled. Startled, I nearly toppled backwards, sending a cloud of dust into the air.

      "Careful there, lass," a gruff voice called out. "Wouldn't want to add to the town's mysteries with a bookshop tragedy."

      Coughing and waving away the dust, I squinted down at my unexpected visitor. He was an older man, weathered and salt-roughened, with a white beard that would have made Hemingway proud. Despite his rugged appearance, his eyes twinkled with intelligence.

      "We're not quite open yet," I managed between coughs. "Still trying to get this place in order."

      The man chuckled, running a calloused finger along a nearby shelf. "Aye, looks like the old girl's seen better days. But there's treasure here, if you know where to look."

      I climbed down carefully, intrigued despite myself. "I'm Olivia Paige. Are you a friend of my aunt's?"

      "George Dodge," he said, extending a hand. His grip was firm, almost uncomfortably so. "Joy and I go way back. Fishing buddies, if you can believe it."

      I couldn't, actually. The image of my prim and proper aunt on a fishing boat was hard to conjure. But before I could question it, George had moved deeper into the shop, his eyes scanning the shelves with surprising intensity.

      "Now where is it," he muttered. "Ah, there we go." He pulled out a battered copy of "Moby Dick," handling it with unexpected reverence. "First edition, you know. Your aunt always said she'd sell it to me one day, but I think she just liked teasing an old sea dog."

      I blinked in surprise. "You know your books."

      George's laugh was like waves crashing on rocks. "Don't let the salty exterior fool you, lass. I've weathered many a storm with only Melville or Conrad for company."

      As he leafed through the book, I studied him more closely. There was something familiar about him, though I couldn't quite place it. "Mr. Dodge, have we met before? You seem..."

      "Familiar?" he finished, his tone suddenly sharp. "No, lass, can't say we have. But Millbrook Cove's a small town. Faces start to blur after a while."

      He snapped the book shut, fixing me with a piercing stare. "Word travels fast here, you know. Heard you've been asking questions about Sarah Austin."

      My heart skipped a beat. "I'm just trying to understand the town's history," I said carefully.

      George's expression softened, but his eyes remained wary. "Some histories are best left in the past, Olivia. Digging them up only brings pain." He set the book down and moved towards the door. "Your aunt knew that. Maybe you should take a page from her book."

      Before I could respond, he was gone, the bell jangling in his wake. I stood there, stunned, my mind whirling with questions. How did George know about my inquiries? And what did he mean about Aunt Joy?

      I was still mulling over the encounter when Martha burst in, a basket of muffins in her arms and gossip on her lips.

      "Olivia, dear! I saw old George Dodge leaving. Did he give you a hard time? That man's been a grump ever since his brother passed."

      "His brother?" I asked, accepting a still-warm muffin.

      Martha nodded, settling herself on a nearby chair. "Edward Dodge. Town doctor for years. Died of a heart attack, oh, must be five years ago now. Shame, really. He was one of the good ones."

      The name hit me like a bucket of ice water. Edward Dodge, the author of the mysterious letter. George must be his brother. But why hadn't he said anything?

      Martha, oblivious to my inner turmoil, prattled on. "Of course, some say Edward never got over what happened to Sarah Austin. He was her doctor, you know. Blamed himself when she disappeared."

      I leaned in, trying to keep my voice casual. "What exactly did happen to her? I've heard conflicting stories."

      Martha's eyes gleamed with the joy of a gossip with a captive audience. "Well, officially, she ran away. But there were always whispers, you know? Some said she was in trouble, if you catch my meaning. Others thought she'd gotten mixed up with the wrong crowd from the city."

      She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "But my mother always said there was more to it. Said she saw Sarah arguing with someone by the lighthouse the night she vanished. A man, she thought, though she couldn't be sure."

      My mind raced, connecting dots. The lighthouse keeper's log that Edward had mentioned in his letter. Could this be the key?

      Martha must have noticed my distraction, because she patted my hand. "Oh, but listen to me, dredging up ancient history. You've got enough on your plate with this shop. How are you settling in?"

      I forced a smile, but my thoughts were elsewhere. "Fine, just fine. Everyone's been so welcoming."

      As if on cue, the bell jangled again. A couple entered, browsing the shelves. But I couldn't help noticing how their eyes darted towards me, their whispers just a touch too obvious.

      Martha followed my gaze, her expression turning sympathetic. "Don't mind them, dear. Small towns talk. It'll die down once they get used to you."

      But as the day wore on, I couldn't shake the feeling of being watched. Customers browsed, but their questions seemed pointed, probing. "How long are you staying?" "Interesting in local history, are you?" Each interaction left me more unsettled than the last.

      By closing time, my nerves were on edge. I locked the door with shaking hands, feeling like I'd stumbled into something far bigger than a simple cold case. The missing girl, the mysterious letter, George's warning, the town's growing wariness. It all swirled in my mind, a puzzle with pieces that refused to fit.

      As I made my way upstairs to the small apartment above the shop, I glimpsed movement across the street. A figure in the shadows, watching. But when I blinked, they were gone.

      I hurried inside, my heart pounding. What had I gotten myself into? And more importantly, what was I going to do about it?

      One thing was obvious: Millbrook Cove had secrets, and someone didn't want them uncovered. But I was Olivia Paige, and I'd never been able to leave a mystery unsolved. Come hell or high water, I was going to find out the truth about Sarah Austin and what Aunt Joy knew.

      Even if it meant taking on the entire town to do it.
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      I sneezed for the umpteenth time as another cloud of dust billowed up from the box I'd just opened. Aunt Joy's personal papers were a treasure trove of information, but sifting through them was like an archeological dig in a very dusty pyramid.

      "Okay, Olivia," I muttered to myself, "channel your inner Miss Marple. There's got to be a system here somewhere."

      I'd been at it for hours, surrounded by stacks of papers, old receipts, and cryptic notes scrawled on everything from cocktail napkins to the backs of bookmarks. My dining table, usually reserved for takeout and the occasional jigsaw puzzle, now looked like a conspiracy theorist's fever dream.

      As I reached for another faded folder, a small notebook tumbled out. It was leather-bound, the kind Aunt Joy always carried in her purse. My heart skipped a beat as I opened it, recognizing her familiar looping handwriting.

      "Bingo," I whispered, flipping through the pages. It was some sort of coded journal, filled with initials, dates, and cryptic symbols. My mind raced, recalling every mystery novel I'd ever read. This had to be important.

      I grabbed a fresh legal pad and started jotting down patterns I noticed. SA appeared frequently - Sarah Austin? - often alongside other initials: TD, MH, RW. As I worked, a nagging thought tugged at the back of my mind. These other initials seemed familiar.

      Suddenly, it clicked. I lunged for the stack of old town council meeting minutes I'd unearthed earlier. There they were: Thomas Dawson, current mayor. Margaret Holbrook, who owned half the businesses on Main Street. Richard Winters, Martha's husband and head of the chamber of commerce.

      "Holy crow," I breathed, my mind reeling. Sarah Austin hadn't just been some random teenager. She had connections to the most influential families in Millbrook Cove.

      I grabbed my laptop, fingers flying over the keys as I pulled up old yearbooks and newspaper clippings I'd squirreled away. There it was, a photo from the summer of '92. Sarah Austin, fresh-faced and smiling, surrounded by a group of teens. And there, in the background, looking far younger but unmistakable: Thomas Dawson, Margaret Holbrook, Richard Winters.

      My heart was pounding now. This was big. This was the connection that got people in mysteries killed. Or at least threatened with ominous notes slipped under doors.

      I needed more information, and I knew just where to start. The Millbrook Cove Historical Society held its meetings in the town hall every Tuesday. Today was Tuesday.

      Twenty minutes later, I strode into the imposing brick building, my confidence bolstered because I'd tamed my haystack of hair into something resembling a professional bun. The meeting had just adjourned, and I spotted my target immediately: Evelyn Prescott, town council member and self-proclaimed keeper of Millbrook Cove's history.

      "Ms. Prescott?" I called out, plastering on my best harmless bookworm smile. "Olivia Paige. I wonder if I could ask you a few questions about the town's history?"

      Evelyn turned, her steel-gray hair and equally steely gaze reminding me uncomfortably of my high school principal. "Ah, Joy's niece. How nice to see you taking an interest in our little town."

      I launched into my carefully prepared spiel about wanting to create a local history section in the bookshop, watching Evelyn's face carefully. She seemed to relax slightly, nodding along.

      "That sounds like a lovely idea, dear. Now, what exactly did you want to know?"

      I took a deep breath. Here goes nothing. "Well, I was particularly interested in some families who've shaped Millbrook Cove. The Dawsons, the Holbrooks, the Winters and I came across mention of another name. Austin? I believe there was a Sarah-"

      Evelyn's face shut down faster than a laptop with a dead battery. "I'm afraid I don't know anything about that," she said, her voice clipped. "Those families you mentioned have been pillars of this community for generations. As for this... Sarah, was it? I'm sure I don't recall anyone by that name."

      I blinked, momentarily thrown by the blatant lie. "But surely you must remember. It was quite a big story when she disappeared-"

      "Young lady," Evelyn cut me off, her tone sharp enough to slice through steel, "I thought you were interested in our town's proud history, not dredging up baseless gossip. If this is the kind of 'local history' you plan to peddle in your shop, perhaps you should reconsider your business model."

      I opened my mouth to protest, but Evelyn was already turning away. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I have important matters to attend to. Good day, Ms. Paige."

      I stood there, stunned, as Evelyn click-clacked away on her sensible heels. The few people lingering in the hallway were studiously avoiding my gaze, but I could feel their furtive glances.

      As I made my way back to The Dusty Tome, my mind was whirling. Evelyn's reaction had been as good as a confession. There was definitely something rotten in the state of Millbrook Cove, and it centered on Sarah Austin's disappearance.

      Back in the shop's safety, I pulled out my trusty whiteboard - a relic from my librarian days that was now proving invaluable. I started mapping out everything I knew, drawing connections between names and events like I was solving the world's most complicated logic puzzle.

      "Okay, Olivia," I muttered, uncapping a red marker. "What would Hercule Poirot do?"

      I started listing the facts, just like the fastidious Belgian detective would:

      Sarah Austin disappeared in the summer of 1992.

      She had connections to several prominent Millbrook Cove families.

      The town's official stance is that she ran away.

      Edward Dodge (now deceased) claimed to have seen something the night she vanished.

      The lighthouse keeper's log from that night might hold clues.

      Aunt Joy knew something about the case but never spoke of it.

      The town's elite are extremely reluctant to discuss Sarah Austin.

      I stepped back, surveying my handiwork. It was a start, but I still had more questions than answers. What had Edward Dodge seen? What was in that lighthouse log? And most importantly, what had happened to Sarah Austin?

      As I pondered my next move, a chill ran down my spine. I suddenly felt exposed, like someone was watching me. I whirled around, half expecting to see a shadowy figure lurking in the stacks.

      There was no one there, of course. But the feeling lingered, a constant prickle at the back of my neck.

      I took a deep breath, squaring my shoulders. "Pull yourself together, Paige," I scolded myself. "You're not some helpless heroine in a gothic novel."

      No, I was Olivia Paige, and I was going to sort this out mystery, come hell or high water. But first, I needed backup.

      I pulled out my phone, scrolling through my contacts until I found the number I was looking for. It rang twice before a familiar voice answered.

      "Hey, Jen? It's Olivia. Remember how you always said you wanted to star in your own true crime podcast? Well, have I got a story for you..."

      As I filled my best friend in on the Sarah Austin case, I couldn't help but feel a thrill of excitement beneath my apprehension. This was bigger than anything I'd ever tackled before, but I was ready for the challenge.

      Millbrook Cove had secrets, and I was going to uncover them all. No matter who tried to stop me.
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      I was elbow-deep in a box of Aunt Joy's papers when my fingers brushed against something different - a bundle of envelopes tied with a faded ribbon. My heart quickened as I pulled them out, recognizing the same yellowed paper and red wax seal as the letter from Edward Dodge.

      "What have we here?" I murmured, carefully untying the ribbon. There were at least a dozen letters, all addressed simply to J in varying hands. No return addresses, no postmarks. These had been hand-delivered.

      I spread them out on the cluttered desk, my mind racing. Anonymous correspondences spanning decades, all to my aunt? This was the stuff of spy novels, not small-town bookshops.

      As I read, a pattern emerged. Cryptic references to meetings, warnings about watching eyes, and repeated mentions of the solstice incident. My pulse quickened. There it was again - a connection to the night Sarah Austin disappeared.

      I grabbed my laptop, pulling up the town records I'd been combing through. With trembling fingers, I started cross-referencing dates and events mentioned in the letters.

      "Holy smokes," I breathed as the pieces started falling into place. A string of accidental deaths over the years, always around the summer solstice. Mysterious fires that conveniently destroyed specific buildings. And always, always, whispers about Sarah Austin.

      I was so engrossed that I nearly jumped out of my skin when someone pounded on the shop door. Quickly shoving the letters into a drawer, I hurried downstairs.

      Detective Jack Harper stood on the other side of the glass, his expression unreadable. I hesitated for a moment before unlocking the door.

      "Detective," I said, trying to keep my voice steady. "What brings you by?"

      Jack's eyes swept over me, taking in my disheveled appearance and the ink smudges on my hands. "Just checking in," he said, his tone casual but his gaze sharp. "Making sure you're settling in alright."

      I stepped back, allowing him inside. "That's thoughtful of you."

      Jack wandered through the stacks, his fingers trailing along book spines. "Found anything interesting while cleaning up?"

      The letters burned in my mind, but I kept my face neutral. "Just a lot of dust and some questionable organizational choices. Aunt Joy had her own system, that's for sure."

      He chuckled, but there was no real humor in it. "Joy always did march to her own drum." He turned to face me, his expression suddenly serious. "Look, Olivia, I know you've been asking around about Sarah Austin."

      My heart skipped a beat, but I met his gaze steadily. "Just trying to understand the town's history."

      Jack sighed, running a hand through his hair. "I get it. You're curious. But trust me, some stones are better left unturned."

      I crossed my arms, feeling a surge of frustration. "Why? What are you all so afraid of?"

      For a moment, something flashed in Jack's eyes - pain? guilt? - before his professional mask slipped back into place. "It's not about fear. It's about respect. For Sarah's family, for the town."

      "Respect?" I echoed, my voice rising. "How is ignoring what happened to her respectful?"

      Jack's jaw tightened. "You don't know what you're talking about."

      "Then enlighten me," I challenged.

      We stared each other down for a long moment before Jack's shoulders sagged. "Fine. You want to know? I'll tell you what I know. But not here."

      Twenty minutes later, we were sitting in a booth at the back of the Rusty Anchor, the local dive bar. Jack nursed a beer while I fidgeted with my glass of iced tea.

      "Sarah Austin," Jack began, his voice low, "was the golden girl of Millbrook Cove. Smart, pretty, kind. Everyone loved her. When she disappeared, it nearly tore the town apart."

      I leaned in, hanging on every word. "What happened?"

      Jack took a long pull of his beer before continuing. "Official story is she ran away. Left a note for her parents, took some cash and clothes. But..."

      "But?" I prompted when he trailed off.

      He met my eyes, his gaze intense. "But it never sat right with some people. Sarah had everything going for her. Why run?"

      My mind was racing. "Did anyone look into other possibilities?"

      Jack's laugh was humorless. "Of course they did. But with no body, no signs of struggle... Eventually, the case went cold."

      I bit my lip, debating how much to reveal. "What about the lighthouse? I heard she was seen arguing with someone there the night she vanished."

      Jack's eyes narrowed. "Where'd you hear that?"

      I shrugged, trying to look nonchalant. "Town gossip. You know how people talk."

      He studied me for a long moment before sighing. "Yeah, there was a witness who claimed to have seen something. But they recanted later, and said they must have been mistaken."

      My heart was pounding now. This had to be connected to Edward Blackwood's letter. "Who was the witness?"

      Jack shook his head. "Can't tell you that. Look, Olivia, I've probably said too much already. Just be careful, alright? This town has a long memory, and not everyone appreciates outsiders stirring up old ghosts."

      As we left the bar, my mind was whirling with possibilities. Jack's reluctant information, combined with the anonymous letters and town records, was painting a disturbing picture.

      Back at the bookshop, I pulled out my whiteboard, adding additional details to my growing web of connections. A theory was taking shape in my mind, one that made my blood run cold.

      What if Sarah Austin hadn't run away or met with foul play from a random stranger? What if something bigger, something that involved the town's most prominent families, connected to her disappearance?

      The anonymous letters hinted at a conspiracy spanning decades. The repeated mentions of the summer solstice couldn't be a coincidence. And it's not a coincidence that so many people continue to be invested in keeping Sarah's disappearance under wraps after all these years.

      I stepped back, surveying my work. The connections were there, tenuous but undeniable. Sarah Austin had stumbled onto something she shouldn't have, something big enough to make her a threat. And someone - or someones - had decided she needed to be silenced.

      But why? What secret was worth destroying a young girl's life and covering it up for thirty years?

      As I stared at the web of names and events, a chill ran down my spine. I was onto something big here, something dangerous. The warning looks, the veiled threats - suddenly they took on a much more sinister tone.

      I grabbed my phone, snapping pictures of my whiteboard before erasing it. Better safe than sorry. As I crawled into bed that night, my mind was racing with possibilities and dangers.

      One thing was certain: I was in too deep to back out now. Come hell or high water, I was going to uncover the truth about Sarah Austin and the dark secret at the heart of Millbrook Cove.

      Even if it killed me.
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      I slammed the book shut, my heart racing. "Of course!" I exclaimed to the empty shop, startling a nearby dust bunny. "How could I have been so blind?"

      The answer had been staring me in the face all along, nestled in the pages of one of Aunt Joy's favorite mystery novels. I'd been re-reading it for comfort, a habit from childhood, when the protagonist's use of a literary cipher sparked a memory.

      Those strange symbols in Aunt Joy's notebook weren't random doodles. They were a code.

      I scrambled for the bundle of anonymous letters, spreading them out on the counter. My hands shook as I applied the cipher, translating the seemingly innocuous words into something far more sinister.

      "...solstice ritual must continue..."

      "...Austin girl knows too much..."

      "...Dodge will handle clean-up..."

      As the true messages revealed themselves, my excitement gave way to an icy dread. This was bigger than I'd imagined, darker. And George Dodge – gruff, literary George – was involved somehow.

      I barely registered the tinkling of the shop bell as I pored over the decoded letters. It wasn't until a shadow fell across the counter that I looked up, startled to find George himself standing there.

      "Figured it out, have you?" he asked, his voice gruff but tinged with something else. Fear? Regret?

      I straightened, meeting his gaze. "You knew," I said. It wasn't a question. "All this time, you knew what happened to Sarah Austin."

      George's weathered face seemed to age a decade before my eyes. He sagged against the counter, suddenly looking every bit his years. "Aye," he said quietly. "I knew. Or at least, I suspected."

      I pushed the decoded letters towards him. "These messages... they mention you. Say you handled the clean-up. What does that mean, George? What did you do?"

      His eyes skimmed the papers, a flicker of recognition crossing his face. When he looked back at me, there was a weariness in his gaze that made my heart ache despite my anger.

      "I didn't hurt the girl, if that's what you're thinking," he said. "But I helped cover it up. Made sure there was no evidence left behind."

      My mind reeled. "But why? Why would you do that?"

      George ran a hand through his thinning hair. "You don't understand, lass. This town is not what you think it is. There are forces at work here, old forces. Powerful people who'll do anything to keep their secrets."

      I leaned in, my voice low and urgent. "Then help me understand, George. What happened to Sarah? What are these solstice rituals mentioned in the letters?"

      He shook his head, fear plain on his face. "I can't. They'll know. They always know."

      "Who?" I pressed. "The mayor? The Holbrooks? Who's behind all this?"

      George's eyes darted around the shop as if expecting shadows to come alive and grab him. "All of them. None of them. It's bigger than individuals, Olivia. It's the town itself."

      I felt like I'd stumbled into a Stephen King novel. "What are you talking about?"

      He leaned in close, his voice barely above a whisper. "Millbrook Cove has an appetite, lass. An appetite that must be fed, or else..." He shuddered. "You've no idea what would happen if the ritual failed."

      I struggled to process his words. This was madness, surely. And yet, the fear in George's eyes was all too real. "So Sarah... She was what? A sacrifice?"

      George nodded miserably. "She found out somehow. Threatened to expose it all. They couldn't let that happen."

      My mind was spinning. "But you helped cover it up. Why? How could you live with yourself?"

      His expression crumpled. "You think I don't ask myself that every day? But you don't understand the consequences. If the truth came out, if the ritual stopped..." He shook his head. "The town would die. Not just economically. It would wither away, take everyone with it."

      I wanted to scoff at the absurdity of it all, but something in George's tone gave me pause. He believed what he was saying, every impossible word of it.

      "George," I said carefully, "I need you to tell me everything. From the beginning."

      He hesitated, conflict plain on his face. "I can't. They'll know. They always know when someone talks."

      I reached out, grasping his weathered hand. "Please. If what you're saying is true, then more people could be in danger. We have to stop this."

      George stared at our joined hands for a long moment. When he looked up, there was a resigned determination in his eyes. "Alright," he said softly. "But not here. Meet me at the lighthouse at midnight. I'll tell you everything I know."

      As he turned to leave, I called after him. "George? Thank you. For trusting me."

      He paused at the door, looking back with a sad smile. "You're a lot like your aunt, you know. She had that same fire in her eyes. That same need to know the truth, no matter the cost."

      After he left, I sank into a nearby chair, my mind reeling. What had I gotten myself into? Ritual sacrifices? A town with an appetite? It sounded like the plot of a bad horror movie.

      And yet, the evidence was there. The coded letters, the decades of cover-ups, the fear in George's eyes. Something dark was lurking beneath Millbrook Cove's quaint exterior, and I was on the verge of exposing it all.

      As the shop's old clock chimed the hour, I steeled myself for what was to come. In a few scant hours, I'd be meeting George at the lighthouse, finally learning the truth about Sarah Austin's disappearance and the town's dark secret.

      Part of me wanted to call the police, to bring backup to this midnight rendezvous. But who could I trust? If George was right, this conspiracy reached to the highest levels of the town.

      No, I was on my own. With nothing but my wits and an old-fashioned cipher, I was about to confront a thirty-year-old buried mystery.

      As I gathered my courage and a flashlight, I couldn't help but wonder: was I walking into the biggest breakthrough of my life, or straight into a trap?

      Either way, there was no turning back now. The truth about Millbrook Cove was waiting, and I was determined to uncover it, no matter the cost.
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      My heart pounded as I stood beside George, watching Detective Jack Harper's face contort with a mix of disbelief and dawning horror. We'd cornered him at the station, laying out our evidence on his cluttered desk like a macabre jigsaw puzzle.

      "This can't be real," Jack muttered, running a hand through his hair for the umpteenth time. "A town-wide conspiracy? Ritual sacrifices? It's insane."

      "I know how it sounds," I said, trying to keep my voice steady. "But look at the evidence, Jack. The coded letters, the pattern of disappearances, the coverups. It all fits."

      George nodded gravely. "I've lived with this secret for thirty years, Detective. Trust me, I wish it wasn't true."

      Jack's eyes darted between us, then back to the pile of evidence. I could almost see the gears turning in his head, the cop in him fighting against the sheer impossibility of what we were proposing.

      Finally, he let out a long, shaky breath. "Alright," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "Let's say I believe you. What do you want me to do?"

      I leaned forward, my palms flat on his desk. "Reopen the case. Officially. We need access to records, resources. We need to stop this before it happens again."

      Jack's jaw clenched. "You realize what you're asking? If even half of what you're saying is true, we're talking about taking on the most powerful people in town. Hell, maybe the town itself, if George is right about this... supernatural angle."

      I met his gaze, unflinching. "I know. But it's the right thing to do. For Sarah. For all the others who've disappeared over the years."

      A long moment passed, tension thick in the air. Then Jack nodded, a look of grim determination settling over his features. "Alright. I'm in. God help us all, but I'm in."

      The next few days were a whirlwind of activity. Jack pulled every string he had, calling in favors and pushing through red tape to officially reopen Sarah Austin's case. We pored over old files, cross-referenced timelines, and interviewed anyone who might have information.

      As we dug deeper, the true scope of the conspiracy revealed itself. It wasn't just Sarah. There had been others over the years, all young, all vanishing around the summer solstice. And always, always, the same names cropping up in connection: Dawson, Holbrook, Winters.

      It was on the fifth day of our investigation that everything came to a head. We gathered in the back room of The Dusty Tome, surrounded by stacks of evidence, when Jack's phone buzzed.

      "It's a text from an unknown number," he said, frowning at the screen. "Says if we want answers, we should come to the old lighthouse. Now."

      My stomach lurched. "It's a trap," I said, even as I reached for my jacket.

      Jack nodded grimly. "Probably. But it might be our only chance to get to the bottom of this."

      The drive to the lighthouse was tense, the air thick with unspoken fears. As we pulled up to the weathered structure, I saw a lone figure standing at its base. My breath caught in my throat as I recognized Mayor Thomas Dawson.

      "Well," he said as we approached, his usually jovial face set in hard lines. "I suppose it was only a matter of time before someone connected the dots."

      "It's over, Tom," Jack said, his hand hovering near his holstered gun. "We know about the sacrifices, the coverups. All of it."

      Dawson's laugh was hollow, devoid of humor. "You don't know anything. You can't begin to understand what's at stake here."

      I stepped forward, anger bubbling up inside me. "What I understand is that innocent people have died. That you and your cronies have been playing God with people's lives for decades."

      "Playing God?" Dawson's eyes flashed with a fervor that sent chills down my spine. "We are the only thing standing between this town and oblivion. The ritual must continue, or Millbrook Cove dies. All of us, gone."

      "That's insane," Jack growled. "You can't possibly believe that."

      But I saw the truth in Dawson's eyes, the absolute conviction. He believed every word he was saying.

      "Show them," George said quietly from behind us. "Show them what happens when the ritual fails."

      Dawson hesitated, then nodded. He led us to a hidden door at the base of the lighthouse, revealing a steep staircase descending into darkness.

      As we followed him down, the air grew heavy. The walls seemed to pulse with an otherworldly energy. And then we reached the bottom, and I felt my world tilt on its axis.

      Before us stretched a vast cavern, its walls covered in ancient, swirling symbols. At its center stood a stone altar, dark stains marring its surface. But it was what lay beyond the altar that stole my breath away.

      A chasm, so deep I couldn't see the bottom, pulsed with an eerie, greenish light. And from its depths came a sound, not quite a roar, not quite a whisper, that seemed to vibrate in my very bones.

      "What is that?" I breathed, unable to tear my eyes away from the eldritch sight.

      "That," Dawson said solemnly, "is the heart of Millbrook Cove. The thing that has sustained our town for centuries. And the thing that demands its price."

      I staggered back, my mind reeling. This couldn't be real. And yet, the evidence was right before my eyes, defying all logic and reason.

      "So you're saying," Jack said slowly, his face pale in the unearthly light, "that you've been sacrificing people to whatever that is?"

      Dawson nodded grimly. "One life, every solstice, to keep the town alive. To keep that thing satiated."

      I felt sick to my stomach. "And Sarah Austin?"

      "She discovered the truth," Dawson said, his voice heavy with regret. "Threatened to expose everything. We couldn't let that happen."

      "So you killed her," I spat, anger overriding my fear.

      Dawson's eyes flashed. "We saved the town. Sacrificed one to save thousands. What would you have done in our place?"

      I opened my mouth to argue, but the words died on my lips as the chasm pulsed, the otherworldly sound growing louder. The ground beneath our feet trembled.

      "It's hungry," Dawson said, a note of panic in his voice. "The solstice approaches, and it hasn't been fed."

      I looked at Jack, seeing my horror reflected in his eyes. We'd solved the mystery, yes, but at what cost? Now we faced an impossible choice: allow an innocent to die, or risk the destruction of an entire town.

      As the unearthly howl from the chasm grew louder, I realized with a sinking heart that our ordeal was far from over. In fact, it might have only just begun.
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      I stood at the edge of the crowd, my heart heavy as I watched Sarah Austin's parents lay flowers at the newly unveiled memorial. The summer sun beat down on the gathered townsfolk, but a chill ran through me as I remembered the otherworldly darkness beneath the lighthouse.

      It had been three months since we'd uncovered the truth about Millbrook Cove's dark secret. Three months of questioning everything I thought I knew about the world. Three months of grappling with the impossible choice we'd faced in that cavern.

      In the end, we'd chosen to expose the truth. To end the cycle of sacrifices and provide Sarah Austin's family with the closure they had been denied for so long, we decided to expose the truth. The fallout had been massive, tearing the town apart at the seams.

      Mayor Dawson and his co-conspirators were behind bars, awaiting trial for a string of murders that spanned decades. The town was reeling, struggling to come to terms with the horrific truth that had lurked beneath its quaint exterior.

      And that thing in the chasm? It was still there, a hungry presence pulsing beneath our feet. But without its sacrificial offerings, its influence seemed to wane. The town hadn't withered away as Dawson had claimed it would. Instead, it was changing, developing into something new.

      As Sarah's mother placed a single white rose on the memorial, her father caught my eye. He gave me a small nod, a gesture of gratitude that nearly broke me. I'd brought them answers, yes, but at what cost? The truth had shattered their world as surely as it had shattered the town's.

      I felt a presence at my side and turned to find Jack standing there, his face as solemn as I felt.

      "You okay?" he asked quietly.

      I shook my head. "I don't know if I'll ever be okay with all of this," I admitted. "We did the right thing, exposing the truth. But sometimes I wonder if ignorance really would have been bliss."

      Jack's hand found mine, giving it a gentle squeeze. "That's not who you are, Olivia. You're a seeker of truth, even when it's ugly. Even when it hurts."

      I leaned into him, grateful for his steady presence. Our relationship had deepened in the wake of our shared ordeal, respect and understanding blossoming into something more.

      "I never thought solving a mystery could feel like this," I said. "All those cozy novels I love, where the detective wraps everything up with a neat bow... they don't prepare you for the reality."

      Jack chuckled softly. "Welcome to actual police work. It's messy, it's complicated, and sometimes there are no appropriate answers."

      As the memorial service concluded, we made our way back to The Dusty Tome. The shop had become a sort of unofficial headquarters for the town's healing process. Book clubs focused on processing trauma had sprung up, and I'd started a community journal project, encouraging people to share their stories and feelings about the town's dark history.

      I unlocked the door, breathing in the comforting smell of old books and fresh coffee. Despite everything, this place had become home.

      "You know," Jack said as he helped me start a fresh pot of coffee, "I'm impressed with how you've handled all this. A lot of people would have cut and run after uncovering something like we did."

      I paused, considering his words. "I'd be lying if I said I hadn't thought about it," I admitted. "But this is my home now. These people, this town... they need help healing. And I think, in a way, I do too."

      Jack nodded, understanding in his eyes. "So you're staying then? For good?"

      I looked around the shop, at the walls lined with stories waiting to be discovered. At the cozy reading nooks where people now gathered to share their fears and hopes. At the man standing beside me, strong and steady.

      "Yeah," I said, feeling the weight of the decision settle into my bones. "I'm staying. Millbrook Cove is my home now, for better or worse."

      Jack's smile was warm as he pulled me into an embrace. "I'm glad," he murmured against my hair. "This place needs you. Hell, I need you."

      As we stood there, wrapped in each other's arms, I felt a sense of purpose wash over me. We had solved the mystery of Sarah Austin's disappearance, but now we had to begin the work of healing Millbrook Cove.

      I thought about Aunt Joy, about how she'd known there was something off about this town but had stayed, anyway. To be a force for good, a keeper of knowledge, a safe harbor in the storm.

      Now it was my turn to take up that mantle. To help this wounded community find its way forward. To create a new chapter for Millbrook Cove, one built on truth and transparency rather than dark secrets.

      It wouldn't be easy. The shadow of what we'd discovered would linger for years to come. But as I looked at Jack, as I thought about the friends I'd made and the life I built here, I knew I was exactly where I needed to be.

      "So," Jack said, pulling back with a mischievous glint in his eye. "What's next for Olivia Paige, intrepid mystery solver and pillar of the community?"

      I laughed, feeling lighter than I had in months. "Well, first things first, I think we need to revamp the town's summer festival. Something tells me a solstice celebration might not go over so well anymore."

      Jack's laughter joined mine, warm and genuine. As we set about opening the shop for the day, I felt a renewed sense of purpose. I might have solved the mystery that brought me to Millbrook Cove, but my story here was far from over.

      There would be more secrets to uncover, more truths to face. But this time, I wouldn't be doing it alone. With Jack by my side and a community rallying around us, I was
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contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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