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​Book 10 - Enigma at the Record Store
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The needle dropped, and the room held its breath.

Brandy settled deeper into the vintage armchair wedged between stacks of milk crates filled with alphabetized vinyl, a coffee cup warming her hands while the opening notes of something jazzy and complicated filled Needle & Groove's listening space. Around her, two dozen record enthusiasts sat in similar poses of reverent attention, their faces reflecting the amber glow from Edison bulbs strung across exposed brick walls.

Ellis Stephan stood beside the turntable like a conductor preparing an orchestra, his weathered hands adjusting the tonearm with practiced precision. The shop owner's silver hair caught lamplight as he smiled at his assembled guests, pride evident in the careful way he'd positioned the display case to give everyone a clear view of the record spinning behind protective glass.

"This pressing," Ellis said softly, voice pitched to carry without disturbing the music's delicate opening, "represents something most collectors never get to experience outside of auction houses or private collections. Extended loan from Desmond Hale's personal archive. Late sixties jazz session that never made it to commercial release. Only forty promotional copies ever pressed."

Murmurs rippled through the crowd. Brandy recognized several faces from previous listening parties: Bella with her DJ headphones pushed back around her neck, Gus the reissue dealer leaning forward with hungry intensity, a younger guy named Theo who'd been hosting private listening sessions in his rental apartment. A woman with a phone held conspicuously upward sat near the back, presumably streaming the event to followers who cared about such things.

The coffee tasted slightly burnt, but Needle & Groove's monthly gatherings weren't about beverage quality. They were about community, about shared appreciation for music that predated digital convenience, about the ritual of listening with intention rather than background ambiance.

Peter appeared beside her chair with the silent efficiency that still made her pulse quicken even three months into whatever they were calling their relationship. He'd texted earlier saying he might stop by after finishing inventory at the hardware co-op, but Brandy hadn't expected him to actually navigate vinyl enthusiast culture on a Thursday evening.

He squeezed her shoulder briefly before claiming floor space against the wall, his presence somehow both grounding and distracting in equal measure.

The music swelled through a complicated bridge, saxophone and piano trading phrases like old friends finishing each other's sentences. Brandy found herself cataloging details automatically: the way Gus's fingers tapped against his thigh in rhythm, how Bella's eyes tracked the stylus with professional assessment, the slight frown on Theo's face that suggested disappointment rather than appreciation.

The lights flickered once, sharp enough to make several people glance upward at the vintage fixtures. Someone near the turntable shouted something wordless and alarmed.

When Brandy's eyes adjusted back to the display case, the record was gone.

The tonearm hung askew above empty air, its needle scratching nothing while stunned silence replaced musical complexity. The protective case stood open, its hinged lid reflecting confused faces in smudged glass that shouldn't have been accessible to anyone except Ellis.

The rare pressing had vanished mid-song, stolen from a locked case in a room full of witnesses who'd all been watching the same precious object disappear.
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​Chapter 2
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Chaos erupted in increments. First came the confused murmurs, then urgent questions overlapping into frustrated demands, and finally the scrape of chairs against hardwood as people surged toward the empty display case like moths drawn to absence instead of light.

Ellis stood frozen beside the turntable, one hand still raised in the conducting position he'd held moments before everything unraveled. His face had gone pale beneath his silver hair, eyes fixed on the vacant space where forty years of musical history had just stopped existing.

"Nobody move." Peter's voice cut through the rising panic with the calm authority of someone who'd spent years managing crises at the hardware co-op. He positioned himself between the crowd and the case, arms spread in a posture that suggested protection rather than confrontation. "Brandy, can you get the lights fully on?"

She was already moving toward the wall switches, her coffee abandoned on the floor beside the armchair. The Edison bulbs brightened from romantic ambiance to harsh documentation, revealing details that gentle lighting had softened: dust motes suspended in air currents, fingerprints smudged across glass surfaces, the fine scratches on the display case's locking mechanism that shouldn't have been there.

Bella reached the case first, her DJ reflexes faster than anyone else's shocked paralysis. "The lock's been picked. Look at the metal around the keyhole. Those are fresh marks."

"Don't touch anything else." Ellis finally found his voice, though it emerged thin and strained. "Desmond trusted me with that pressing. Extended loan for tonight's
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