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        For my mystery loving readers…

        Thank you for reading my book!

        

        Happy Sleuthing[image: magnifying glass tilted left]
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      Don't Miss a Single Clue!

      Dear Fellow Mystery Lover,

      Pour yourself a cup of tea (or coffee, I don't judge), settle into your favorite reading chair, and let me tell you a secret: the best mysteries aren't just found between the pages of my books.

      When you join my newsletter family, you'll be the first to discover:

      
        
          	
        Sneak peeks at upcoming releases before anyone else gets their hands on them
      

      	
        Behind-the-scenes secrets about how your favorite characters came to life (and which ones surprised even me!)
      

      	
        Exclusive bonus content that never makes it into the published books
      

      	
        Special reader-only giveaways because you deserve a little treat now and then
      

      	
        Book recommendations from my own nightstand—because we cozy mystery readers always need our next fix
      

      

      

      Think of it as your own personal mystery club, where you're always in on the secrets. No puzzling over when the next book releases or wondering what I'm working on. You'll know it all first.

      Victoria LK Williams, author - Author, Cozy Mysteries Click the link to join our community of readers who love a good whodunit as much as a warm blanket and a rainy afternoon.[image: pot of food]

      I promise to respect your inbox—no spam, no daily bombardment, just the good stuff when there's news worth sharing.

      Until the next mystery unfolds,

      Victoria LK Williams [image: woman technologist, medium-light skin tone], Miss Marple[image: smiling cat with heart-eyes] & Fletch[image: kissing cat]
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        * * *

      

      A Note from the Staff…

      Before you dive into this adventure, we need to have a quick chat…

      First things first—this is a work of fiction. The characters you'll meet, the businesses they run, and the mayhem they stumble into exist only in our boss's imagination. Now, yes, the story unfolds in the beautiful Sunshine State of Florida (because where else would you want to solve mysteries?), but everything else? Pure fiction, friends. If you happen to recognize a person, place, or event, that's just your imagination playing tricks on you. Any resemblance to actual people or places is completely coincidental.

      Second, despite our best efforts—and trust us, we've enlisted beta readers, editors, and even bribed the boss with extra treats—the occasional typo or error might slip through. If you spot one, we'd be grateful if you'd let us know at sunsandstories@gmail.com so we can fix it.

      Finally, if you enjoy the story (and we think you will), please share the love! Tell your book club, your neighbors, your fellow beach-goers, and leave a review. It means the world to our boss and keeps her writing more adventures for us all.

      Happy reading!

      [image: black cat] Miss Marple and Fletch [image: black cat]

      (On behalf of Victoria LK Williams)
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      Dear Reader,

      You've sipped coffee with Morgan Cassidy on sun-drenched mornings in Citrus Beach, unraveling mysteries between the crash of waves and whispers of small-town secrets.

      You've watched little Emma grow up in her mother's shadow, then return home as a woman ready to claim her own detective badge—and her own happily ever after.

      But what about those missing years? The ones between cap-and-gown and coming home?

      Before Emma could solve mysteries, she had to find herself.

      Through heartfelt letters to Morgan, you'll discover the internships that shaped her, the stumbles that taught her, and the quiet moments of doubt and discovery that transformed a uncertain college graduate into the brilliant woman you know and love. Each letter is a snapshot, a secret shared between mother and daughter—and now, between Emma and you.

      Pour yourself a cup of tea, settle into your favorite reading nook, and prepare to fall in love with the Cassidy women all over again.

      Welcome back to their world. Sometimes the greatest mystery is figuring out where you belong.

      With warmth and wanderlust,

      Victoria LK Williams
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        * * *

      

      The key stuck in Mom's front door lock, just like it always did. Emma jiggled it with the practiced motion of someone who'd been doing this particular dance for years, while Dixie wound herself around Emma's ankles, making the entire operation significantly more complicated.

      "Patience, girl," Emma muttered, finally hearing the satisfying click. "The cats aren't going anywhere."

      Dixie's tail wagged with such enthusiasm that her entire back end wiggled. For a pocket beagle, she had an outsized personality and zero concept of personal space. The moment Emma cracked the door open, Dixie shot through like a furry missile, her tags jingling as she disappeared into the cool darkness of the house.

      Emma smiled despite herself. At least someone was excited about this errand.

      She stepped inside, breathing in the familiar scent of Mom's house—lavender sachets, old books, and the faint sweetness of the jasmine vine that grew wild outside the kitchen window. The afternoon sun slanted through the plantation shutters, casting bars of golden light across the hardwood floors. Dust motes danced in the beams, and somewhere deeper in the house, Emma heard the distinctive thump of Betty or Wilma jumping down from whatever piece of furniture they'd been napping on.

      "Betty? Wilma?" Emma called out, setting her messenger bag on the entryway table—the antique one Mom had restored last spring, the project that had consumed three weekends and resulted in Mom's triumphant declaration that she'd "found her true calling" in furniture rehabilitation. That phase had lasted exactly two months before she'd discovered artisanal cheese-making.

      Two sets of eyes appeared in the hallway—one pair green, one amber—watching Emma with that particular feline expression that somehow conveyed both supreme indifference and mild accusation.

      "Don't give me that look," Emma said, heading toward the kitchen. "I'm here, aren't I? And I brought the fancy tuna this time."

      The cats remained unimpressed but deigned to follow her, their tails held high like fuzzy exclamation points.

      Emma had promised to check on the house while Mom and Aiden were living their best life touring Tuscany. The photos Mom had been sending were almost obnoxiously picturesque—rolling hills, ancient villages, wine tastings at sunset. Her most recent text had simply been a photo of Aiden attempting to learn Italian from a very patient waiter, with the caption: "Your stepfather is convinced 'molto bene' is the answer to every question. Send help. Or a phrase book. Or wine."

      Emma had sent back a gif of someone drowning in wine and received three laughing emojis in return.

      It was nice seeing Mom so happy. After years of running her landscape design business solo, raising Emma alone, always putting everyone else first—she deserved every single sun-drenched moment of this trip. Even if it meant Emma was on cat-sitting duty for three weeks.

      She fed Betty and Wilma, changed their water, and was about to do a quick walk-through of the house when her phone buzzed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Travis: Still at your mom's? Want some company? I'd love to see you and I thought we could look over the file on the mysterious symbols at the Majestic Theater. Ten minutes work for you?

      

      

      

      

      

      Emma glanced at the time. She'd planned to be in and out in twenty minutes, back to her own apartment to work on the Henderson logo redesign that was technically due tomorrow. But the Majestic Theater case had been nagging at her for weeks—those symbols that kept appearing in different eras, the patterns that didn't quite make sense.

      
        
          
            
              
        Emma: Yeah, I'm still here. Would love to see you and look at the files. Fair warning: you'll be greeted by an overenthusiastic beagle.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Travis: Actually, scratch that. Travis and Kim want to add more to the file before you see it. I can't get there until this evening. 7-ish work for you?

      

      

      

      

      

      Emma stared at her phone. The Henderson logo could wait until tonight. She'd been planning to work through the evening, anyway.

      
        
          
            
              
        Emma: 7 works. I'll still be here—I need to water all of Mom's plants.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Travis: Great. Don't eat, I'll pick up a pizza on the way.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Emma: Extra mushrooms, please. I'll pick a movie out for later. Mom won't mind.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Travis: Sounds like a plan. A mystery to solve with my gal! See you at 7.

      

      

      

      

      

      Emma smiled at her phone, then caught herself and shook her head. She and Travis had fallen into this easy rhythm over the past few months—the casual texts, the collaborative problem-solving, the way he seemed to show up exactly when she needed a fresh perspective on something. It was comfortable. Uncomplicated. Yet with the promise of so much more.

      She pocketed her phone and was about to resume her house check when Dixie's excited yipping drew her toward Mom's study.

      "What did you find, girl? Because if it's another lizard, I'm not⁠—"

      Emma stopped in the doorway.

      Mom's study looked exactly as it always did—organized chaos, if you were being generous. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves crammed with everything from rare first editions to dog-eared paperbacks, succulents in various states of thriving or dying on every available surface, and Mom's massive oak desk positioned to catch the afternoon light. But something was different.

      On the desk, positioned with obvious deliberateness in a rare clear space, sat a vintage hatbox.

      Emma would have noticed it immediately even without Dixie's announcement. The box was beautiful—faded violet with delicate gold scrollwork around the edges, the kind of thing you'd find in an antique shop and immediately know had a story to tell. A ribbon in the same violet shade was tied around it, the bow slightly crushed on one side as if from years of careful handling.

      "Mom didn't mention this," Emma said aloud, more to herself than to Dixie, who had planted herself next to the desk and was staring at the box with unusual focus.

      Emma crossed to the desk, her fingers trailing along the chair's worn leather back. This chair had been her grandfather's, then Mom's, and Emma had spent countless hours curled up in it as a kid, reading or drawing while Mom worked. The familiarity of it made her chest tight.

      The hatbox seemed to glow in the afternoon light.

      She shouldn't open it. Mom had probably left it there for some perfectly ordinary reason—maybe she'd been going through old things before the trip and simply hadn't put it away. Emma should just make sure the plants were watered, check that the air conditioning was set correctly, wait until evening for Travis to arrive with those files, and use the afternoon to work on the Henderson logo redesign that was due Monday.

      She definitely shouldn't snoop through her mother's things.

      Emma untied the ribbon.

      The box opened with a soft sigh, and the scent that escaped made Emma's breath catch—old paper, a hint of perfume she couldn't quite identify, and something else. Salt air, maybe? Or was she imagining it?

      Inside, organized with the kind of care that made Emma's heart skip, were letters. Dozens of them, maybe more, each envelope addressed in handwriting she recognized immediately because it was her own.

      Her younger self's handwriting, to be specific. The slightly rounder version from four, five years ago, before she'd developed her current efficient scrawl.

      "Oh," Emma whispered.

      The envelopes were arranged chronologically—she could tell by the postmarks. The first one read "Pearl Island" in the return address. The last batch were from somewhere local, though the address was unfamiliar.

      Mom had kept them. All of them. Every single letter Emma had sent during those two years of internships.

      Emma sank into the chair, the leather creaking in welcome, and lifted the first stack. Her fingers trembled slightly as she touched the top envelope. She remembered buying that particular stationery—from a little shop on Pearl Island run by a woman who'd claimed her grandmother had been a mermaid. Emma had been so charmed by the story that she'd bought three boxes of the shell-embossed paper.

      Betty jumped onto the desk, settling herself precisely on top of a stack of Mom's current paperwork, and fixed Emma with a look that seemed to say, Well? Are you going to just sit there?

      "I should be working," Emma said to the cat. "I have three projects due next week. The Henderson logo. That website redesign for the bakery. And Kim wants new graphics for the paper's Halloween edition, even though Halloween is two months away and she's being ridiculous about the timeline."

      Wilma appeared on the desk's other corner, as if the sisters had coordinated this intervention.

      Dixie put her paws up on Emma's knee and whined softly.

      "And Travis is coming at seven with those theater files. I should spend the afternoon being productive, getting some actual work done before⁠—"

      Her phone buzzed again, and she looked down to see a emoji of a pizza and several hearts.

      Chuckling, Emma set the phone down and pulled the first letter from its envelope. The paper crinkled softly, and as she unfolded it, a pressed flower fell out—a tiny purple bloom she didn't recognize. It looked almost fresh, though that was impossible. This letter was years old.

      Dear Mom,

      You wouldn't believe how gorgeous Pearl Island is!

      The words pulled her in immediately, and Emma could suddenly smell salt air, hear the cry of gulls, feel the weight of her old camera around her neck. She'd been so young then. So excited about everything. So certain that these internships would help her "find herself."

      Had they? Looking back now, with her design studio finally starting to take off, with Kim and Jake as her unexpected partner-investigators, with Travis... whatever Travis was becoming in her life... had those two years really shaped who she was now?

      Or had she just been running, trying out different versions of herself, hoping one of them would stick?

      "Only one way to find out," Emma murmured.

      Betty purred, a sound like distant thunder.

      Emma settled deeper into the chair, Dixie curled at her feet, and began to read. Outside, the afternoon sun painted everything gold, and somewhere in the house, a clock chimed the hour. She had hours before Travis arrived. Hours to revisit these younger versions of herself, to trace the path that had led her here.

      The theater files would wait. So would the logos and the websites and whatever new theory Jake had cooked up about the symbols.

      Right now, she had a journey to take.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          LETTERS FROM PEARL ISLAND

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Image of cover for letters from Pearl Island]
        

      

      

      Letter One

      

      Dear Mom

      I'm writing this at 2 AM because I can't sleep, and I need to tell you about the strangest thing that happened today.

      You know how I always notice patterns? Well, I was at the Marine Conservation Society this afternoon, presenting logo concepts for their beach cleanup fundraiser, when their director—Dr. Sarah Chen, a marine biologist, completely no-nonsense scientist type—casually mentioned that last week she saw something "distinctly humanoid" swimming near Seaver Reef during a night survey. The weird part? She said it exactly the way you might say you saw a dolphin. Matter-of-fact. Like it was completely normal.

      Mom, I watched her face when she said it. She wasn't joking. She wasn't trying to spook me. She just... stated it as a fact and moved on to discussing color palettes for the promotional materials.

      And then—and this is the part that's keeping me awake—three other people mentioned the same reef today. The barista at the Beach Café where I'm working on a logo redesign brought it up when I asked about good snorkeling spots. "Anywhere but Seaver Reef," she said, then changed the subject so fast I got conversational whiplash. Then the woman at the art supply store, when she saw my sketches of local shells and coral patterns, asked if I'd been diving near the reef. When I said no, she looked relieved. Actually relieved.

      And tonight, when I got home to my little attic loft (which I love, by the way—dormer windows, window seat, falls asleep to the sound of waves, exactly what I needed), Tom from the surf shop downstairs knocked on my door to drop off some extra hangers. Somehow we got talking about the island, and he mentioned that his grandfather used to fish near Seaver Reef but stopped forty years ago after seeing something that "changed his mind about what lived in these waters."

      Four people. One reef. One day.

      That's not a coincidence, Mom. That's a pattern.

      I know what you're thinking—your logical, sensible daughter is getting swept up in local folklore. And maybe I am! Maybe this is just what islanders do, tell stories to entertain newcomers. But here's what's bothering me: these people aren't telling stories. They're not trying to entertain me or scare me or sell me anything. They're just... careful. Like they all know something they've agreed not to talk about directly.

      Remember how Grandma used to say that the best stories are the ones people tell by accident? The ones that slip out in casual conversation because they're so ingrained they don't even realize they're revealing something? That's what this feels like.

      I've been here three weeks now, and I'm starting to realize that Pearl Island has layers. On the surface, it's exactly what you'd expect—gorgeous beaches, friendly locals, that perfect tropical paradise vibe. The kind of place that looks like it belongs in those travel magazines you used to keep on the coffee table. My loft above Wave Riders is straight out of a beach cottage Pinterest board, and I've already got more design work than I expected. The Beach Café job is going wonderfully (their old logo was... well, let's just say it was very 1985), and the Marine Conservation Society gig is exactly the kind of meaningful work I was hoping to find.

      But underneath all that picture-perfect charm, there's something else. A shared understanding among people who've lived here long enough. A collective knowledge about what to avoid, where not to swim, which stories to take seriously even if they sound impossible.

      I joined a local art collective that meets Wednesday evenings at the library (a converted lighthouse—you'd absolutely love it), and last week we were supposed to be working on a collaborative project documenting island life. But the whole session got derailed when someone suggested we include legends and folklore in our documentation. Mom, the room went quiet. Not uncomfortable, exactly, but weighted. Like everyone was suddenly very aware of what they should and shouldn't say.

      Finally, this older artist named Margaret spoke up. She's been on the island for thirty years, and she said something that stuck with me: "Some stories aren't folklore. Some stories are just history that sounds too strange to believe."

      Then she went back to her watercolor like she hadn't just said the most cryptic thing I've ever heard.

      I've been thinking about that all week. About the difference between folklore and history. About what happens to true stories when they sound too impossible to accept. About how a whole community might collectively decide to wrap certain truths in the language of legend so they can talk about them without sounding crazy.

      Maybe I'm reading too much into this. Maybe it's just island culture, and I'm the outsider overthinking everything because I'm used to looking for design problems to solve. But Mom, my gut is telling me there's something real here. Something worth paying attention to.

      I haven't seen anything myself—no mysterious lights, no humanoid figures in the water, nothing concrete. Just this growing sense that everyone around me is looking at the same picture I am, but they're seeing something I'm not trained to notice yet. Like when you first explained negative space to me in design, and suddenly I couldn't stop seeing it everywhere. I think I'm at that threshold moment, where my eyes are starting to adjust but haven't quite focused yet.

      Tomorrow I'm meeting with a local fisherman named Mac to discuss designing some promotional materials for his charter business. But I'm also going to ask him about the reef. Not directly—I've learned that much already. People here don't respond well to direct questions about the strange stuff. But I can ask about good fishing spots, about where tourists should and shouldn't go, about local navigation. See what he volunteers.

      I promise I'm being careful. I'm not doing anything risky or stupid. I'm just... paying attention. Asking questions. Following the threads. Isn't that what you always taught me? To trust my observations and stay curious?

      The work is going great, by the way. Really great. I'm learning so much, not just about design but about how to listen to clients, how to pull stories out of communities, how to translate local identity into visual language. The Beach Café logo is coming together beautifully—I found this amazing spiral shell pattern that's perfect for it, and Tom and Maria (the owners) actually got teary-eyed when I showed them the first draft. That felt incredible.

      But I'd be lying if I said the design work was the most interesting thing happening here. The mystery of Seaver Reef is like an itch I can't quite scratch. Every conversation seems to circle back to it somehow. Every long-time resident has that same careful way of talking around it. And the more I notice the pattern, the more I want to understand what everyone's being so careful about.

      I miss you. Sometimes I sit in my window seat late at night, watching the moonlight on the water, and I wish you were here to talk this through with me. You'd probably tell me I'm overthinking it, that I should just enjoy the beach and focus on my work and stop looking for mysteries where there aren't any.

      But you'd also be curious, wouldn't you? You'd want to know what Dr. Chen saw. What made Tom's grandfather stop fishing? Why everyone treats that one patch of ocean like it's marked with an invisible warning sign.

      I'll keep you posted. And I promise to actually enjoy the beach too—I'm not spending all my time being a mystery-obsessed weirdo. I've made friends, I'm eating way too much fresh pineapple, and I'm getting an embarrassing tan despite my diligent sunscreen application. (Turns out "island sun" is a whole different category of UV exposure.)

      Give Barney an extra belly rub from me. And if you get a chance, could you send me Grandma's recipe for those sea salt cookies with the orange zest? I found this incredible local sea salt at the farmer's market that would be perfect for them.

      Love you to the moon and back (which looks absolutely massive here over the ocean),

      Emma

      P.S. - I know you're going to worry after reading this. Don't. I'm not hunting mermaids or diving near forbidden reefs or doing anything that would make a good "young designer disappears mysteriously" headline. I'm just noticing things and writing them down. You know, being myself.

      P.P.S. - Okay, but if I DO see a mermaid, you'll be the first person I tell. Right after I check myself for heatstroke.
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