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Chapter One

Prelude
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The trouble didn’t begin with broken glass or anonymous letters.

It started before that, when the people of Pirate Point decided who belonged and who didn’t.

If you asked around, most folks would say we’ve always been a friendly town. One of those postcard places where the river shines in late afternoon and the same families sit in the same pews every Sunday.

But what they don’t say... what they won’t say, is that it’s easy to be friendly when everyone around you looks and acts just the way you expect. It’s when someone walks in wearing grief like armor or carries too many silences in their pockets that Pirate Point gets uncomfortable.

This story started when people looked away from the ones who needed understanding most.

Some mysteries don’t begin with fingerprints and flashlights. They begin with judgment. With whispers.

And if you know how to listen, you can follow those whispers straight to the truth.

—Bambi Barlow
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Chapter Two

Good Morning
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My alarm sounded with the shrill, ragged squeal of rusty door hinges, backed by the hiss and crackle of static and a deep male voice saying, 'Welcome to the Mystery Theater!’ The sound shattered me awake.

"Alicia, turn off the alarm," I groaned, burying my face in my pillow.

"Turning off the alarm. Shall I reset it for tomorrow?"

"No. Set it for ten o’clock instead. This getting up at seven in the summer is for the birds."

"Setting alarm at seven for the birds," Alicia repeated.

"Not seven! Ten!" I sat up, exasperated.

"Setting alarm for ten o’clock tomorrow morning."

I collapsed back onto my bed, wrapping my arms around Sherlock, my fuzzy brown teddy bear with his worn deerstalker hat and trench coat. He’d lost his left eye in the Mystery of the Thieving Dog when I was five, but Mom stitched on a black button as a transplant. Sherlock and I had been through a lot together, and I didn’t care if I was sixteen. You don’t quit on someone you love just because you’re growing up. One day, I fully expected Sherlock to become real, just like the rabbit in The Velveteen Rabbit did. I gave Sherlock a kiss and tucked him in. At least one of us would get a few more hours of sleep. 

After a brief struggle against my tangled blankets, I stumbled onto wobbly feet. My eyelids were determined to stay shut, but that was fine. I could navigate this room blindfolded if I had to.

"Mornings. Yuk. Ouch! Stubbed my blasted toe... evil bed!"

I hobbled to the bathroom, muttering curses under my breath. My wild, curly red hair had spent the night plotting against me, twisting itself into hopeless knots. After a scalding shower and a twenty-minute battle, it finally surrendered.

Freckles? Present and accounted for. A quick swipe of peach blush and lip gloss gave them a spotlight before I tugged on my black jogging tights, orange sports halter, and matching sneakers. Now, my oversized, black-framed, round glasses and I’m ready to seize the day.

I planned to run laps around the block before heading to the Ice Cream Cove. Because when your boyfriend is the high school quarterback, staying in shape isn't optional. Just as I stepped onto the sidewalk...

“Hey! Watch out!”

Before I could react, a hard shove sent me sprawling onto the grass. I barely had time to register the blur of a bicycle speeding past, its rider clad in a dirty blue hoodie, dusty jeans, and sneakers, sockless and reckless. I thought I heard laughing.

"Maybe you should watch out!" I shouted after him, but he had already disappeared down the street.

I let out a slow breath, shaking off the rush of irritation. Birds chattered overhead, children giggled in a nearby yard, and I focused on those sounds instead of the adrenaline still humming through me.

An hour later, I slid into my usual booth at the Ice Cream Cove with fifteen minutes to spare. The smell of fresh coffee and fried donuts wafted through the air. Long John was barking his orders in typical pirate lingo and greeted every customer with a “Welcome aboard, Matey.” Ron had my milkshake ready. Why? Because, yes, milkshakes are a perfectly acceptable breakfast. I tapped my spoon against the glass, letting each rhythmic clink fill the space between my thoughts until a few customers shot me the evil eye.

That bike rider really rattled me more than I wanted to admit.
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