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The Letter


Dear Trish, 
Your postcard arrived on a Tuesday. Noodle found it before I did and placed it next to Sir Squeaks-a-Lot, his favorite toy, formerly loud, now mostly wheezy. The highest honor he can bestow. I told him I'd give it back after I read it. He waited with the patience of a saint. A slightly judgmental saint. I kept my word. He took it back with great dignity and that was that.
It's November in Windmere Cove. The harbor maples have gone bare and the mornings smell like woodsmoke and low tide and the particular cold that makes everything feel older than it is. The kind of season that asks you to stay still. I have been trying.
After Spencer Reed died in my café, everything changed. Not all at once. In pieces, the way the tide doesn't announce itself, it just arrives and the shore is different than it was.
You know the beginning. The fragment under his table. Harrington arriving with Spencer's letter, telling me the fragment was left for me on purpose. That La Société des Gourmets Discernants, the Society, has spent generations trying to control what the complete set unlocks.
What I didn't know then was how many pieces were missing. I do now. A second fragment has found its way to me. I won't say how. What I will say is that the path to it led back toward my grandmother Margaret, toward her recipes, toward a connection I still haven't fully untangled.
My scent memory keeps finding the edges of something I haven't named yet. You know how a single taste can surface the exact words someone said, the precise order things happened, a name you weren't meant to hear. Lately it feels less like a gift and more like a compass that knows something I don't.
The Community Table has grown. New faces, people who needed somewhere to land. Something about feeding people through all of this makes it feel less like I'm being pulled under and more like I'm choosing to stay standing.
Tonight is Community Table night. I should be in the pavilion instead of at this counter writing to you, which tells you something about my priorities.
Come visit. I'll make the We Need to Talk and Also Eat Maple Butter Tarts and you can ask me everything you've been too polite to put in a postcard.
I miss you.
All my love, Izzy
P.S. He moved your postcard next to Sir Squeaks-a-Lot and arranged them both in the corner with what I can only describe as intention. I have not been consulted. I do not expect to be.

      [image: ]She left the letter on the worn oak counter at the back of the café, tucked beside the leather ledger where it would wait quietly until she was ready to seal it.
The pavilion opened up around her, all timber trusses and paper lanterns, the ceiling soaring overhead the way it always made her pause for just a moment. The air was cool but still, the curtains along the perimeter moving faintly in the last of the afternoon light. The long farmhouse table ran the full length of the space, linens pressed, candles waiting to be lit, the Empty Chair at the far end where she always left it. Her grandmother's invitation, still open. Still waiting.
She moved along the perimeter, pulling the heavy curtains closed one panel at a time. Above her, the paper lanterns shifted softly before each curtain fell still. She clicked on the heat lamps one by one, their warmth spreading slowly across the polished concrete floor, the timber trusses settling into the amber glow.
Noodle had followed her in and sat watching her work with the expression of someone reviewing a checklist.
She lit the first candle. Then the next. The pavilion began to feel like itself.
She thought about the letter on that oak counter. About what she'd written and what she hadn't. About four fragments somewhere out there in the dark.
She could feel it starting again.
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Chapter one

Izzy Harper locked up Buttermilk Café and hurried toward Calloway Hall through the narrow streets of Windmere Cove. The November breeze brought its familiar perfume, brine, firewood, and something older, like memory. 
Around her, the town spread out in the evening light. Weathered cottages showed soft golden glows behind lace curtains, stone walls traced the edges of sloping gardens, and the harbor glimmered in the distance where fishing boats rocked under the rising moon. 
Tonight’s emergency council meeting had drawn half the town. The other half would hear about it within the hour through Vivian’s efficient gossip network.
Noodle trotted beside her, his golden coat rippling in the amber glow of the streetlights. The comfort ambassador bandana around his neck had become so familiar that most people barely noticed it anymore. To Windmere Cove, Noodle was simply part of the fabric of their community, as essential as morning coffee and considerably more reliable than the weather forecast.
Calloway Hall stood three stories of red brick that seemed to glow amber in the evening light, each brick laid by craftsmen who understood they were building something meant to last. 
The Calloways had commissioned it in 1892, calling it "a gift of gratitude" for the harbor that made them wealthy, for the community that sustained them, for the future they believed Windmere Cove deserved.
Ivy claimed the eastern wall, nearly swallowing the bronze plaque dated 1892: 'For the enrichment of all who call Windmere Cove home, this hall stands as testament to what we build together.' The ivy had nearly swallowed the date of 1892 but not the sentiment. Even the plants seemed to understand they were part of something worth preserving.
This was where the town had gathered for a century, through wars, celebrations, and battles over zoning. The arched windows on the second floor, now the council chambers, had looked down on generations of Windmere Cove's defining moments. Behind that glass, the town had always decided its fate.
The crowd outside Calloway Hall spilled down the stone steps. Mr. Cobb from the Harbor Catch restaurant paced the bottom step, his usually cheerful face tight with worry.
"Fifteen percent food service tax," Mr. Cobb was saying to anyone who would listen. "It'll destroy us."
The numbers had been circulating for days, whispered over coffee and calculated on napkins. 
For Izzy, they represented more than percentages. 
Over a year ago, she'd arrived in Windmere Cove with nothing but shattered confidence and her grandmother's recipes. Most days she could forget why she'd left New York. Forget that her career as a food critic hadn't imploded on live television when Chef Marcelo Santos destroyed her for a review that was completely accurate. Forget that Spencer Reed, her mentor who'd discovered her extraordinary sensory abilities, had chosen silence over defending her that day.
The café had become her anchor, rebuilt from ruins into something beautiful. Every time she unlocked those doors, she proved she could create something that mattered. But Spencer's ghost continued to follow her. Months ago, he'd shown up at Buttermilk Café demanding a private tasting. He'd collapsed right there on her floor, poisoned with elderberry wine. The killer, food blogger Lydia Chen, was serving life now, but Spencer's death had pulled Izzy into a world of secrets and bronze fragments she was still trying to understand.
And now, on top of everything else, the town council wanted to destroy what she'd built by taxing it into oblivion.
"Make way, coming through!" Vivian Montgomery's voice cut through the crowd as she navigated the steps in heels that defied both logic and the historical cobblestones. Her silver hair swept perfectly in place despite the evening breeze, and her collection of bangles announced her approach like tiny bells. "Honestly, you'd think people had never attended a public execution before."
"That's not funny, Vivian," Mrs. Delacroix said, but her lips twitched despite the gravity of the situation.
"Who's joking?" Vivian patted her oversized handbag. "I brought my notebook to document exactly which council members vote for this disaster. Some stories write themselves."
The crowd began filing into Calloway Hall. Inside, the main chamber buzzed with angry voices that bounced off the high ceilings, filling the space with the sound of collective frustration.
The room itself seemed unchanged by the crisis. Ornate wainscoting still ran along the walls, its carved oak leaves and acorns worn smooth by generations of hands. Above, portraits of the Calloway family looked on with the patient expressions of those who'd weathered their own storms.
Despite the folding chairs and harsh overhead lighting, the room retained a quiet dignity, as if reminding everyone that Windmere Cove had faced difficulties before and survived.
Noodle had already begun his diplomatic mission, weaving through the crowd with the skill of a seasoned politician. He paused at each cluster of people, offering a gentle nudge or a perfectly timed tail wag. Izzy watched an elderly woman's face soften as Noodle rested his head against her knee, providing a moment of calm in the storm of anxiety.
"That dog's worth ten council members," someone muttered, and a ripple of agreement passed through the crowd.
Izzy found a seat halfway back, positioning herself where she could see both the council table and the presentation area. Jake Morgan already stood near the front, his presentation boards propped against the wall. Even from here, she could see the care he'd taken with his proposal, architectural drawings rendered with an artist's precision, historical photographs documenting his family's five generations of craftsmanship in Windmere Cove.
Noodle settled at her feet but kept his head up, alert to the room's emotional temperature. His bandana made him official, but it was his intuition that made him invaluable. 
"Testing, testing." Russell Deeks, the deputy mayor, tapped the microphone with two fingers. Behind his wire-rimmed glasses, his eyes swept the packed room. "Folks, we need everyone seated so we can begin."
He glanced at his tablet, swiping through screens. "For those watching the livestream, we're implementing a new digital archival system tonight. Full council session recordings, automated transcription, the works." He looked up at the crowd. 
The microphone squealed briefly before settling. "Folks, please. We need everyone to take their seats. I know emotions are running high, but we have procedures to follow."
The crowd settled reluctantly into rows of folding chairs that squeaked with every movement. The sound created an oddly musical backdrop to the evening's tension, a discordant symphony of civic unrest.
Mayor Gregory Wilson took his place at the center of the council table, his usually confident posture slightly hunched. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and his fingers drummed against the table in an anxious, irregular pattern. 
Beside him, Russell pulled documents from his waxed canvas messenger bag before setting it on the floor to his right. He arranged his papers with the precision of someone who color-coded his sock drawer.
"Before we address the tax situation," Mayor Wilson began, his voice carrying less authority than usual, "we need to finalize the contractor selection for Calloway Hall's renovation. As you know, this is critical to…"
"Critical to what?" Someone shouted from the back. "Bankrupting us faster?"
Wilson's jaw tightened. "The renovation must proceed. The building is structurally compromised. Mr. Morgan, would you present first?"
Jake Morgan stepped forward, and Izzy felt the room's energy shift. Here was one of their own, someone whose great-great-grandfather had laid Calloway Hall's original foundation. He'd traded his usual work clothes for a well-tailored suit, the transformation striking.  His hands told his story. They were a craftsman's hands, rough from work but steady, the hands of someone who knew wood and stone by touch.
"My bid comes in at one point two million," Jake said, his voice steady despite the sum. "That includes restoration of all historical elements, preservation of the original craftsmanship, and materials sourced to match the 1892 specifications."
He moved through his presentation with quiet confidence, pointing out where previous repairs had failed, where modern shortcuts had created more problems. His photographs showed details Izzy hadn't noticed despite walking past the building hundreds of times: carved cornices hidden under decades of paint, original hardwood floors buried beneath cheap laminate.
"My family's been building in this town for five generations," Jake concluded. "We're not just restoring a building, it's heritage. It's preserving who we are."
The room erupted in supportive applause. Even Noodle's tail thumped against the floor in approval. 
Russell cleared his throat. "Thank you, Mr. Morgan. Mr. Mancuso?"
Tony strutted to the front like a man who'd already won. His windbreaker emblazoned with "Mancuso Solutions" in gold lettering rustled with each step. He carried a metal thermos labeled "Certified Legend" in letters large enough to read from the back row, which he set on the podium with a deliberate thunk.
The contrast hit Izzy like comparing a lovingly made soufflé to gas station nachos. Jake in his respectful suit, Tony in his gold-lettered windbreaker. One understood that some things required care and tradition; the other just wanted to microwave his way to profit.
"Eight hundred forty-five thousand," Tony announced without preamble. 
Gasps rippled through the crowd. 
"How?" Jake's voice cut through the murmurs. "How can you possibly?"
"By not wasting money on grandfather stories," Tony smirked. "Look, I respect the heritage thing. But you know what's better than handcrafted details nobody sees? Money in the town budget for not taxing these nice people out of business."
He clicked through a hasty slideshow of mostly stock photos of generic commercial buildings. "Modern materials, efficient methods, done in half the time. That's the Mancuso guarantee."
Joan Foster, the planning commissioner, sat forward in her chair. Her long silver hair was so precisely parted it could have been measured with a protractor, thick-rimmed architectural glasses perched on her nose. "What about the historical preservation requirements? The state has specific requirements."
"I know how to handle permits," Tony waved dismissively. "Been doing this for fifteen years. You want pretty certificates, or you want a building that doesn't fall down? Because with the price difference, you could probably paper the walls with hundred-dollar bills and still come out ahead."
Izzy felt Noodle tense beside her. The dog's instincts were rarely wrong, and right now, every muscle in his body suggested trouble. She placed a calming hand on his head, but her own unease was growing.
The council members exchanged glances, the kind of loaded looks that suggested conversations had already taken place, decisions already made in rooms the public couldn't access.
"We need to vote," Russell said, his pen poised over his notepad like a conductor's baton. "All in favor of accepting Mancuso Solutions' bid?"
The hands that went up felt like a betrayal in slow motion. One by one, council members voted for the cheaper option, their faces apologetic but resolved. 
Dot Whitmore's hand went up with the others, though Izzy noticed her fingers trembled slightly. The Foundation Director's usual iron composure seemed cracked, her jaw clenched as if the vote physically pained her. She glanced once at Tony, her expression unreadable, before looking away.
Only Joan Foster abstained, her hands clenched in her lap.
"Motion passes," Wilson said, his voice hollow. "Mancuso Solutions is awarded the contract."
The room exploded. Chairs scraped against the floor as people jumped to their feet. Someone shouted about Jake's family legacy. Another voice demanded to know how they could trust another Mancuso after what his father's company did to this town.
Through it all, Tony sat with the satisfaction of a man counting money he hadn't yet earned. He pulled out his phone, already texting, probably to whatever cut-rate crew he'd scrape together from who knows where.
Noodle had abandoned his post at Izzy's feet, moving through the angry crowd like a golden-furred peace negotiator. He found Mrs. Cobb near tears and pressed against her side. He discovered a child frightened by the shouting and offered a paw to shake. Even in chaos, he worked to stitch the community back together, one gentle gesture at a time.
But Izzy couldn't take her eyes off Tony Mancuso as he closed his laptop with a sharp click, the last generic image from his borrowed slideshow vanishing from the screen. 
Tony tucked his laptop under his arm and moved to Jake's beautiful architectural drawings, still propped against the wall, studying them with an expression Izzy couldn't quite read.
"Shame to waste all this pretty artwork," Tony mused loud enough for Jake to hear. "Tell you what, Morgan. I'll keep you in mind when I need someone to haul away the debris. Shouldn't be much worth saving once I get through with it."
Jake's hands clenched, but he held his ground. Five generations of Morgan integrity wouldn't be broken by one man's provocation.
Tony raised his thermos in a mock toast. "To progress," he announced. "And to knowing which parts of history deserve to be buried."
He took a long sip. Dark roast, Izzy guessed, brewed to match his charm: burnt and undrinkable.
"Before we adjourn," Mayor Wilson said, his voice barely carrying over the crowd's rumbling discontent, "we need to address the proposed tax increases."
The room erupted before he could finish. "Fifteen percent!" someone shouted. "You just gave the lowest bidder our town hall, and now you want to bleed us dry?"
"These measures are necessary," Wilson continued over the noise. "All in favor of the fifteen percent food service tax increase?"
The same hands went up, the same apologetic but resolved faces. Only Joan Foster abstained again.
"Motion passes," Wilson said quickly, bringing down his gavel before the room could explode completely.
Mrs. Delacroix stood up, clutching her folder. "You're going to destroy our businesses!"
"These increases will generate the revenue needed for infrastructure," Wilson tried again.
"Infrastructure?" Mr. Cobb's voice cracked with anger. "You just hired someone who'll gut our heritage building with a Google slideshow, and you're talking about infrastructure?"
The crowd's anger built like a tide. People who'd sat quietly through the contractor vote were on their feet now, voices overlapping in a chaos of accusations and despair.
Deputy Mayor Russell Deeks stood, adjusting his glasses. The simple gesture somehow commanded attention, voices trailing off into uneasy silence. "I understand your frustration. But I would remind everyone that Windmere Cove faces challenges you're not yet aware of. Difficult decisions must be made for reasons that will become clear soon enough."
The words settled over the room like a damp blanket. Izzy felt the crowd's confusion match her own. What challenges? What was Russell talking about? Before anyone could ask, Wilson's gavel came down hard. "Meeting adjourned."
As the crowd slowly dispersed, voices still raised in anger and disbelief, Izzy watched Tony swagger toward the exit. He paused at one of Jake's historical photographs, the one showing the original Calloway Hall cornerstone ceremony, town founders in their Victorian finery, faces proud and hopeful.
"Dead people and old stones," Tony muttered. "That's all this town seems to care about." He tapped the photo with one finger, leaving a smudge on its surface. "Maybe it's time someone showed them what really matters. Bottom lines. Profit margins. The things that actually keep the lights on."
He lifted his thermos again, toasting his reflection in the photograph. "Here's to burying the past and all its pretty little secrets. Every last profitable one of them." He patted his phone where he'd stored the photograph, his smile sharp with the satisfaction of someone who'd just found leverage.
Izzy rose from her seat as the meeting broke up. Watching Tony at the exit, she saw him examining Jake's historical photographs like obstacles to be cleared, not memories to be kept. Everything about him screamed opportunist, from his gold-lettered windbreaker to his smug certainty that the town's heritage was just another commodity to be stripped and sold. She'd seen his type before, though usually they destroyed restaurants, not entire buildings.
Noodle returned to her side as the hall emptied, his duty complete for the moment. Tony had stopped at one particular photograph, leaning in close. His finger traced something in the image of the original foundation work, and a slow smile spread across his face.
"Well, well," he murmured, pulling out his phone to snap a picture of the photograph.
He turned slowly, scanning the dispersing crowd until his gaze locked onto Joan Foster near the council table. She was organizing her papers, preparing to leave, when she felt his stare. Their eyes met across the room.
Tony's smile widened into something cruel, predatory. He held up his phone, waggling it slightly, then pointed at the photograph and mouthed a single word: "Found."
Joan's face transformed. The color drained so completely she looked corpse-like, but her eyes, her eyes blazed with something primal and dangerous. It wasn't fear Izzy saw in that look. It was the cold, calculating stare of someone whose worst secret had just been exposed.
Tony laughed, actually laughed, at her expression. "See you at the excavation, Joan," he called out cheerfully, then turned and strolled from the hall, whistling.
Joan stood frozen, watching him go, then grabbed her things and headed toward the exit.
Curious about what had caused such a dramatic reaction, Izzy moved toward Jake's photographs. She examined the photograph Tony had been studying. The image showed the original foundation work from 1932, construction crews positioned around wooden forms ready for concrete. She leaned closer, trying to see what Tony had traced with his finger.
There. In the center of the image. The wooden forms created an odd rectangular cavity, about six feet by three feet, already framed and ready to be sealed. The workers all stood deliberately back from it, and their body language seemed, respectful? Fearful? In the background, a man in a suit directed the work, likely William Foster, Joan's grandfather, based on other labeled photos.
But it was the cavity itself that made Izzy's blood chill. The dimensions. The careful framing. The way the workers avoided it. This wasn't forms for a foundation pillar or support beam. This was something else entirely.
"Those dimensions... they're not random."
Izzy jumped. Joan stood directly beside her, having moved with unnerving silence. Her voice was flat, emotionless, but her eyes held that same deadly calculation.
"Someone planned that space for something specific. Something they didn't want found." Joan continued, her gaze fixed on the photograph. "Like a body."
She turned to look directly at Izzy. "But you'd be surprised how many innocent explanations there are for rectangular cavities in foundation work. Equipment storage. Time capsules. Drainage systems."
She leaned closer, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper. "The question is, which story would you prefer to believe?"
Then she straightened and walked from the hall with deliberate calm, leaving Izzy staring at the photograph with the growing certainty that Theodore Bramwell had never left Windmere Cove at all.
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Chapter two

The warmth from Buttermilk Café's ovens wrapped around Izzy despite the chaos of the past two weeks. Three days a week, the café hummed with life. The remaining four belonged to her alone. She'd learned the hard way that some dreams needed breathing room to survive. 
Izzy pulled a tray of biscotti from the oven, the almond-orange scent rising in fragrant waves that almost masked the bitter taste that had settled over Windmere Cove since that disastrous council meeting.
She'd always had this habit, ever since her grandmother first taught her to bake. When emotions ran too deep for words, they found their way into recipe names instead. Each pastry became a tiny rebellion, a quiet truth, sometimes a hope wrapped in sugar and butter.
"Backroom Deals Biscotti," she murmured, setting the tray on the cooling rack. The name came instinctively, the way they always did when her heart was too full. "Crunchy enough to survive a closed-door vote. Best served with secrets."
The Winter Market committee would arrive within the hour, and Izzy had spent the morning crafting pastries that matched her mood. The emotional naming was her grandmother's gift, passed down like the jade pendant at her throat.
She reached for her iPad, swiping through the digital recipe collection she'd painstakingly transferred from her grandmother Margaret's handwritten cards. The originals now rested in Harrison Calloway's vault after she'd discovered they contained more than just recipes. The digital versions were efficient, searchable, practical. But Izzy missed the comfort of her grandmother's looping script, the way certain cards bore stains from decades of use.
At least the originals were safe with Harrison now. He had become her unexpected blessing. They'd discovered their family connection just months ago during the investigation into his grandmother Beatrice's legendary cookbook. Izzy's grandmother Margaret and Harrison's grandmother Beatrice had been first cousins, making Harrison and Izzy cousins as well.
Finding family she'd never known existed had changed everything. They'd developed an easy friendship built on shared history and a passion for uncovering the truth about their family's legacy, a legacy that held more secrets than either of them had imagined.
Noodle padded into the kitchen, tail wagging with the eternal hope of a dog who believed today might finally be the day Izzy dropped something. Finding nothing as usual, he sighed, the picture of patient disappointment, and flopped by the door to wait for visitors who might prove clumsier.
She glanced at the counter where "Silent Auction Shortbread" waited on serving plates. The "Backroom Deals Biscotti" had finally cooled enough to serve. Today's offerings read like a map of small-town politics.
A sharp knock rattled the café's front door. Through the pass-through window, Izzy watched Joan Foster burst in, construction noise flooding the café. Her usually precise silver hair was escaping from its clips. 
Behind her, Dorothy "Dot" Whitmore gripped her leather handbag like a weapon. At seventy-eight, all five feet two inches of her radiated barely contained fury. The Community Foundation Director had controlled Windmere Cove's grant money for thirty-five years, keeping the town from falling apart one foundation grant at a time. The door swung shut behind them, muffling the construction sounds.
Joan was still speaking, her fingers stilled on her hair clips. "He thinks he's going to solve Windmere Cove's greatest mystery. Like it's some kind of game." Her voice was flat, emotionless. "Games can be dangerous."
"Games?" Dot's voice could have stripped paint. "Is that what you're calling this? The foundation work? These excavation plans?"
Izzy gathered the serving plates with pastries and pushed through the kitchen door, setting them where cups already waited. The café door opened again. Jake Morgan entered, shoulders tight since losing the Hall contract. Mr. Thornton followed with his leather notebook.
Vivian Montgomery swept in last, her collection of bangles creating their own percussion section.
"Coffee?" Izzy offered, already moving toward the pot. "Looks like we're going to need it."
As everyone settled into their seats around the table, Vivian announced, "Ladies, gentlemen, before we discuss whether to sell kumquats or persimmons at the Winter Market, perhaps Joan could explain why she looks ready to commit murder?"
Noodle moved through the tense gathering, his presence calming but subdued, as if he too sensed the weight of the moment.
Joan withdrew the Gazette from her bag and slapped it on the counter. "Tony's playing with things he doesn't understand."
Izzy glanced at the headline: "Will Renovation Finally Find the Body? 1932 Vanishing Mystery May Finally Be Solved!"
Below, a grainy photograph showed Calloway Hall's foundation, with a smaller inset of a stern-faced man in 1930s attire. The caption identified him as Theodore Bramwell, the architect who'd vanished without a trace during the Hall's expansion, leaving behind a fortune and a mystery that had haunted Windmere Cove for nearly a century.
A chill ran through Izzy as she remembered Joan's words from the council meeting, standing beside that photograph of the foundation work: "Those dimensions... they're not random. Someone planned that space for something specific. Something they didn't want found. Like a body." 
One thing was clear: Joan knew exactly what was buried in that foundation. And she was determined to keep it buried.
"Tony gave an interview." Jake's voice carried the kind of controlled calm that suggested anything but. "Yesterday, apparently. Talks about his plans for completely excavating the foundation, going deeper than any renovation in the building's history."
Mr. Thornton's pen moved across his notebook. "Committee discovers inflammatory article suggesting foundation work may uncover human remains." 
Dot's voice could have stripped paint. "That carpetbagging hack is planning to dig up the entire foundation to chase ghost stories." She pulled out her phone, typing quickly. "Tony Mancuso has cost this town enough already. Some problems require permanent solutions."
"Who are you texting?" Vivian asked, trying to peer at the screen.
"That's not your concern, Vivian." Dot slipped the phone back into her bag.
The room fell quiet for a moment, everyone processing Dot's ominous words.
Through the walls, jackhammers and diesel engines provided the constant soundtrack. Tony's crew was attacking Calloway Hall with the subtlety of vikings at a tea party.
"He can't actually believe there's a body," Izzy said, remembering that photograph's rectangular cavity. She caught Joan's eye, the same deadly look from the council meeting flashed between them before Joan turned away.
Vivian helped herself to a piece of shortbread, her movements deliberately casual. "Well, darlings, you have to admire his marketing instincts. Nothing sells newspapers like the possibility of finding Jimmy Hoffa in the basement."
"Theodore Bramwell," Mr. Thornton corrected. "Vanished September fifteenth, 1932. Last seen at the construction site. Notable for…"
The construction noise stopped.
The sudden silence felt wrong, the kind that makes you brace without knowing why. They'd grown so accustomed to the constant noise that its absence created a vacuum, pulling all other sounds into sharp focus. A seagull's cry. The refrigerator's hum. Dot's sharp intake of breath.
Noodle's head snapped toward the door, ears perked. A low whine built in his throat, not fear, but the sound he made when something required investigation. He trotted to where his leash hung by the door, grabbed it in his mouth, and brought it to Izzy. He sat, leash still in mouth, head cocked just enough to make one ear higher than the other, equal parts question mark and dare.
"That's unusual," Jake checked his watch. "It's barely past one. Tony's been working his crew until dark every day."
"Maybe they hit a water line," Vivian suggested, but her voice lacked its usual certainty.
"I should go look." Jake pushed back from the table. "If they did hit something, the whole building could be compromised."
"I'll come with you." Izzy slipped off her apron. The Noodle stare said time to move. The leash he delivered said now. 
"One twenty-three p.m.," Mr. Thornton announced. "Construction ceases abruptly. Committee members express concern. Harper and Morgan depart to investigate, accompanied by canine."
"We'll handle vendor assignments another day," Dot said, already gathering her papers. "This is more pressing." She glanced at Joan. "We both know what needs to be done." 
"Yes," Joan said quietly. "We do."
"One twenty-six p.m.," Mr. Thornton noted. "Meeting adjourned due to construction irregularities requiring immediate investigation."

      [image: ]The November air outside carried the first real bite of winter, though in coastal South Carolina that meant light jacket weather rather than the brutal cold Izzy remembered from New York. Still, there was something restless in the atmosphere, like the harbor was holding its breath.
She and Jake walked quickly toward Calloway Hall, Noodle leading the way with the determined trot of a dog on a mission.
Windmere Cove's downtown showed its usual late afternoon charm, shoppers ducking in and out of boutiques, the smell of coffee from the roastery mixing with salt air from the harbor. But there was an undercurrent of tension, conversations stopping mid-sentence as people noticed the construction silence, heads turning toward Calloway Hall with the universal expression of people waiting for the other shoe to drop.
They rounded the corner, and the Hall came into view. The grand old building looked wounded, scaffolding clinging to its sides like medical equipment, blue tarps covering sections where Tony's crew had already stripped away some of the original details. 
A small cluster of workers stood near their trucks, hard hats in hand, the body language of men who'd been told their day was done whether they liked it or not.
Jake nodded toward the cluster of workers. "I know some of these guys from other sites."
But Noodle had already trotted ahead, approaching the workers with his characteristic blend of focus and barely-contained enthusiasm.
"Hey!" One of the workers called out. "You can't…"
The man stopped mid-sentence as Noodle simply sat at his feet, tail wagging, offering a paw to shake. 
"Is that the famous Noodle?" The worker shook the offered paw, his defensive posture softening. "My mother at the senior center talks about him all the time."
"Who's your mother?" Izzy asked, catching up to them.
"Denise Henderson. Says that dog of yours is better medicine than anything her doctor prescribes."
Izzy smiled. "Denise is one of his favorites."
"So what happened here?" Jake asked the man. "Why is Tony sending everyone home?"
The man shrugged, but his eyes darted toward the building's entrance. "Boss found something in the basement. Went down empty-handed about an hour ago, came up with two file boxes looking like he'd won the lottery. Loaded them in his truck, then told us all to clear out, take the rest of the day. Paid in full, too, which isn't like him."
"That's interesting," Jake said, watching as the man headed for his truck.
File boxes. Izzy's mind caught on that detail. What kind of construction discovery required file boxes?
Before she could puzzle it out further, the last construction truck rumbled past them, leaving the parking lot suddenly empty.
A familiar black sedan pulled up to the curb. Mayor Wilson emerged, but his movements somehow heavy, like a man walking toward something he couldn't avoid.
Tony appeared in the doorway of Calloway Hall as if summoned, a manila folder in one hand. Even from a distance, his body language radiated smug satisfaction, as if the folder in his hand could decide the ending, and he liked his version best.
Jake's jaw tightened. "This doesn't look good."
"The loading zone," Izzy indicated a spot behind a delivery truck. "We can't be seen, but we might hear."
It was the kind of calculation she wouldn't have made two years ago, when her biggest concern was which metaphor to use for an overcooked steak. But Windmere Cove had changed her, or maybe revealed parts of herself she hadn't known existed. 
They positioned themselves behind the truck, Noodle settling at Izzy's feet quiet and watchful, sensing the seriousness in her stance. 
The afternoon light slanted between buildings, casting geometric patterns that would have been beautiful if not for the tension crackling in the air.
"Mr. Wilson. So good of you to come quickly."
"Mr. Mancuso," Wilson's voice carried the weariness of a man who'd been summoned rather than invited. "Your message said it was urgent."
"Oh, it is." Tony's self-satisfaction practically dripped from each word. Above them, clouds thickened low over the bay, the kind that turned the afternoon light strange and silvered. "Just a sample of what I found in that basement. The kind of thing that makes a man reconsider his whole bid."
He waved the manila folder between them.
Wilson stood with his shoulders straight, radiating small-town authority like it was sewn into the coat lining. "What is this about, Mancuso? If you've found historical artifacts, there are procedures."
"Procedures," Tony laughed, the sound sharp as breaking glass. "Right. Like the procedures that got me this job in the first place? Those backroom protocols?" 
He opened the manila folder, angling it so Wilson could see the documents inside.
Wilson leaned forward slightly, squinting in the strange afternoon light. For a moment, his expression remained neutral, professional. Then it shifted, slow at first, like a chess player seeing the board too clearly, too late.
"How did you..." Wilson's voice cracked. He pulled his hands from his pockets, one reaching toward the documents before drawing back, fingers curling into a fist.
"Amazing what people leave lying around in old buildings," Tony said, closing the folder with deliberate slowness. "And this is just a taste."
Blackmail. The word formed in Izzy's mind with crystalline clarity. She felt rather than saw Jake's tension beside her, his breathing carefully controlled.
Wilson's shoulders sagged. When he spoke again, his voice had lost its authority. "This is, these documents..."
"The kind of documentation that makes men desperate," Tony added, his voice dropping to something oily. "Desperate enough to pay whatever I ask."
Wilson's hand moved unconsciously to his wedding ring, turning it in a nervous gesture. The approaching weather system pressed down, making everything feel closer, heavier.
"What do you want?" The words came out barely above a whisper.
"Smart question." Tony's grin widened. "Let's start with my contract. We'll need to renegotiate. Add some zeros. Call it a finder's fee for my, discretion."
Wilson's jaw tightened, but before he could respond, footsteps echoed from the side entrance.
"Is there a problem here, gentlemen?" 
Russell Deeks emerged, his pace unhurried but purposeful. He adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses, taking in the scene with quick, cataloging glances.
Something shifted in Wilson's expression, complex and unreadable. His shoulders drew inward slightly, though whether from relief or something else was impossible to say.
"Deputy Mayor Deeks," Tony's grin widened. "Perfect timing. I was just explaining to Mayor Wilson how construction costs can be so unpredictable."
Russell moved closer, positioning himself where he could observe both men. The wind gusted, sending leaves skittering across the pavement between them. "I see. And these unexpected costs, they're documented somewhere?"
His gaze moved to the manila folder with sharp interest. Wilson watched this examination with careful stillness.
"Oh, thoroughly documented," Tony said with absolute confidence. "Your mayor and I were just discussing terms."
"Terms?" Russell repeated, looking between the two men. "What kind of terms?"
"The kind you make when renovation unearths something inconvenient," Tony said, tapping the folder against his palm. "Like ledgers, letters, or little secrets that shift the math."
"That's a serious allegation," Russell said, his tone still professionally calm. "Perhaps I should see what exactly you're referring to."
"By all means." Tony opened the folder again, angling it so Russell could see the contents.
Russell leaned in slightly, his eyes scanning the visible documents. For just a moment, his controlled expression cracked, a tightening around the eyes, a slight pause in his breathing. Then the mask was back, smooth as glass.
"I see." Russell straightened, adjusting his glasses. "Perhaps we should have this conversation somewhere more private. The weather's turning, and these matters require careful consideration."
The wind picked up just enough to rattle the papers in Tony's hand, carrying the metallic scent of weather moving in from the water.
Wilson stood between them, his fingers circling his wedding ring, eyes distant for a moment, lost in calculations only he could see.
"You'll be hearing from me," Tony said, already moving toward his truck. "I'll message you my numbers. Both of you." He paused, glancing back with that satisfied grin. "And don't test my patience. Sensitive files have a way of ending up in the wrong hands."
A gull cried overhead, circling lower as the air pressure shifted, the sound sharp and urgent.
He paused at his truck door. "Oh, and another thing. Start preparing for an emergency council meeting. The council will be approving my budget increase."
The truck door slammed. As Tony drove away, Wilson and Russell remained on the sidewalk, the approaching storm pressing closer with each gust of wind.
"We can't let this become public," Wilson said finally, his voice strained but controlled. "I'll need to think about how to handle this situation."
"Of course," Russell agreed, his tone professionally supportive. "Whatever you need from me, Gregory. We're in this together. These situations have a way of resolving themselves."
The air had turned colder now, that particular chill that comes before a storm. Wilson went very still as he absorbed Russell's words, their surface meaning clear enough, though what lay beneath remained carefully ambiguous.
In the strange light before the storm, Wilson and Russell looked like figures in an old photograph, two men frozen on an empty sidewalk, the space between them charged with everything they couldn't say.
Finally Wilson turned toward his sedan, leaving Russell standing alone on the sidewalk. Only after the car disappeared around the corner did Russell move, walking back toward the building's side entrance.
The street stood empty now, holding only the weight of what they'd overheard.
Noodle suddenly stood, nose pointing toward Calloway Hall. He trotted purposefully toward the building's entrance, looking back once to ensure they were following.
"What is it, boy?" Jake asked, but Noodle was already at the door, which Tony had left open in his haste.
Inside, Noodle led them straight to the basement stairs. They descended into the dusty half-light. At the bottom, they found the basement door now secured with a gleaming new padlock and reinforced hasp. Fresh scratches in the old wood showed where Tony had drilled new holes to mount the hardware.
"Industrial grade," Jake tested the lock. "Whatever he found down there, he's making sure no one else gets to it."
Izzy stared at the fortified entrance, her mind racing. Tony had taken two file boxes, shown them documents that made Wilson go pale. But he'd also locked something behind this door, something he couldn't or wouldn't move.
What had Tony found that was worth blackmail and worth dismissing his entire crew?
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