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The punch landed before Brandy Broot understood what she was watching.

One moment she stood near a display of Depression-era glassware at Whitaker House, examining a carnival glass bowl with the kind of respectful curiosity antiques deserved. The next, two men in their sixties crashed into the table beside her, fists flying with the awkward fury of people who'd forgotten how to fight properly but remembered exactly why they wanted to.

The Victorian jewelry box they'd been bidding on tumbled sideways, scattering velvet-lined compartments and tarnished brooches across aged hardwood. Brandy stumbled backward, catching herself against a mahogany sideboard while the crowd pressed forward with that particular brand of horrified fascination people reserved for disasters they hadn't caused but desperately wanted to witness.

"Gentlemen!" Mr. Whitaker's voice carried the strained patience of a man whose estate sale had just transformed into  combat theater. He rushed forward, hands outstretched, his carefully groomed white hair already disheveled from an hour of managing aggressive collectors. "Please, this is completely—"

He never finished the sentence. The heavier of the two brawlers, a man Brandy vaguely recognized from town council meetings, threw a wild swing that connected with nothing but air. The momentum sent him careening into Mr. Whitaker, who stumbled, reached for the display table to steady himself, and collapsed with the kind of grace that suggested his body had simply decided consciousness was optional.

The room went silent except for the sound of Mr. Whitaker's head hitting the floor with a hollow thunk that made Brandy's teeth ache in sympathy.

She moved before thinking, dropping to her knees beside the unconscious antique dealer while someone screamed for medical help and someone else demanded the fighters be arrested immediately. Mr. Whitaker's breathing came shallow but steady, a mercy that let Brandy focus on the chaos spreading through Whitaker House like fire through kindling.

The velvet case that had displayed the cursed Whitaker locket sat open on its pedestal, empty.

Brandy stared at the vacant impression where Victorian gold and garnets had rested moments earlier, her mind already cataloging details the way it always did when something felt wrong. The locket's absence wasn't dramatic, no shattered glass, no obvious theft, just a subtle vacancy where something valuable should have been.

She glanced around the crowded room, searching for Peter Pruit's steady presence. He stood near the doorway talking to an elderly woman clutching a porcelain figurine like it might escape, his pragmatic expression suggesting he'd already assessed the situation and found it wanting. Their eyes met across the chaos, and his slight nod confirmed what Brandy suspected: they'd stumbled into another small-town mystery that would refuse to stay simple.

EMTs arrived within minutes, small-town emergencies had the advantage of proximity, and began checking Mr. Whitaker's vitals with practiced efficiency. The crowd pressed closer, murmuring theories and accusations in equal measure while Brandy carefully extracted herself from the immediate disaster zone.

The smudged receipt caught her attention because it shouldn't have been there.

Half-tucked beneath the overturned jewelry box, creased and slightly torn, the paper showed signs of recent handling. Brandy lifted the box carefully, noting the way the wood grain caught afternoon light filtering through Whitaker House's tall windows, and retrieved the receipt with two fingers.

Pawnbroker's stamp. Local address. Timestamp from the previous evening.

She pocketed the receipt before anyone noticed, her conscience making a half-hearted protest she ignored with the ease of someone who'd learned that evidence had a tendency to disappear when left lying around crime scenes. The velvet lining of the locket's case drew her attention next, faded burgundy with a small note tucked into its corner, written in careful script that belonged to another era: Return to Eleanor.

"Miss Broot." Peter materialized beside her, his voice low enough that only she could hear over the EMTs' instructions and the crowd's nervous chatter. "Please tell me you're not already investigating."

"I'm documenting," Brandy said, which wasn't technically a lie. "There's a difference."

"There isn't." But Peter crouched beside her anyway, his practical gaze sweeping the scene with the methodical attention she'd come to rely on. "What did you find?"

She showed him the note, watching his expression shift from resigned acceptance to genuine interest. Peter had that rare quality of seeing patterns where others saw accidents, though he approached mysteries with caution where Brandy preferred enthusiasm.

"Eleanor Whitaker," he said quietly. "Mr. Whitaker's daughter. Prickly woman, runs the historical society with the kind of authority people usually reserve for military dictatorships."

"She's here?"

"Near the staircase, wearing enough Victorian mourning jewelry to outfit a small funeral." Peter tilted his head toward a sharp-featured woman in her fifties clutching a family portrait like evidence in a trial. "She's been watching the locket case since the sale started. Didn't bid on anything else."

Brandy studied Eleanor from a distance, noting the tension in her shoulders and the way her fingers pressed white against the portrait's frame. The woman looked less like someone attending an estate sale and more like someone guarding a secret that had just escaped containment.

The cursed Whitaker locket. Brandy had heard the stories, everyone in town had. A Victorian mourning piece that supposedly brought misfortune to anyone who sold it, complete with generational warnings and dramatic family legends. The kind of superstition that made good dinner conversation but usually concealed something more practical underneath.

"We should tell Detective Collins," Peter said, though his tone suggested he already knew how that conversation would unfold.

"Tell her what? She’s the one who told me about this auction. That a locket disappeared during a brawl while its owner was unconscious? She'll document it, interview fifty people who saw nothing useful, and we'll be back here tomorrow asking the same questions."

"That's called proper police procedure."

"That's called letting evidence go cold." Brandy stood, brushing dust from her jeans and offering Peter a hand up. "Besides, we're not interfering. We're concerned citizens who happened to notice a few details while waiting for law enforcement to arrive."

Peter accepted her hand with the resigned expression of someone who'd lost this argument multiple times before. "You're going to follow the receipt, aren't you?"

"I'm going to have a conversation with a pawnbroker about provenance and timing. Very innocent. Very legal."

"Very Brandy."

She grinned despite the chaos, despite Mr. Whitaker being loaded onto a stretcher with worried murmurs about potential concussions, despite the empty locket case and the note that suggested family secrets more complicated than simple theft. This was what she did, found threads that didn't quite match the pattern and pulled until something interesting unraveled.

Detective Maeve Collins arrived as the EMTs prepared to transport Mr. Whitaker, her sharp gaze sweeping the scene with the efficiency of someone who'd learned to expect trouble from estate sales featuring cursed jewelry. She spotted Brandy immediately, her expression shifting to something between amusement and exasperation.

"Miss Broot," Maeve said, her tone carrying the weight of four previous investigations. "I see you came to the auction. Please tell me you’re not here as an investigator instead of an auction customer."

"Completely coincidental," Brandy assured her. "I came to look at the Depression glass. Very peaceful hobby."

"And the missing locket?"

"I noticed it was gone. Seemed worth mentioning."

Maeve's expression suggested she knew exactly how much Brandy had noticed and how little she planned to share immediately. "Stay available for questioning. And Brandy? Let me handle the investigation this time. Cursed jewelry brings out the worst in people."

Brandy nodded with what she hoped looked like compliance, already planning her visit to the pawnbroker while Peter exchanged meaningful glances that promised a lecture about boundaries and proper protocol.

The Whitaker House estate sale had started with bidding wars and ended with violence, theft, and enough unanswered questions to keep Brandy awake for days. Somewhere in the chaos of collectors and heirs and superstitious legends, someone had taken advantage of a brawl to steal a locket worth more than its weight in gold, worth enough that they'd waited for exactly the right moment to make it disappear.

And tucked in Brandy's pocket, a receipt with yesterday's timestamp suggested the theft had been planned long before fists started flying.
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The EMTs worked with practiced efficiency while Brandy stayed pressed against the back wall, cataloging everything her eyes could reach. Mr. Whitaker sat upright now on a folding chair someone had produced, his color improved from ash-gray to something approaching human, but his hands trembled when he tried to lift the water bottle they'd given him.

"I'm fine," he kept saying, though his voice suggested otherwise. "Just dizzy. Too much excitement."

Maeve Collins arrived with the kind of timing that suggested she'd been lurking nearby, waiting for chaos to justify her presence. She wore her detective expression, neutral, patient, vaguely amused, and carried a notepad that had seen better days. Brandy recognized the look; it meant Maeve was about to take statements and everyone would pretend this was routine rather than absurd.

"Quite the party," Maeve said, surveying the room with the detached interest of someone cataloging disaster. "Someone want to tell me why Mr. Whitaker's face-down and half the town looks ready for round two?"
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